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        Tales of a Hybrid's Fate

    
    
    
    
                Neither human nor monster, hybrids are born into this world to serve one purpose: to ensure their human master's safety. Whether it's to be fodder for monsters or set off traps in a dungeon, humans continuously breed hybrids for these self-serving purposes. Labelled as monsters by the “System,” hybrids have been unable to escape this fate for generations, even their lives and deaths are decided for them.

Alisha, having just turned 16, is one of the latest in a batch of hybrids to join a dungeon expedition. Will she find a way to escape, or will she die an early death like the rest of her kind?



Participant in the Royal Road Writathon challenge.

            

    
        Prologue - The Fate of a Hybrid

    
    
    
    
                Filling my ears is the sound of fighting, swords clanging against monsters, flesh being cut and torn, growling and roars from monsters all around the dungeon we were currently in. The loud commands of humans, ordering their servants around, those who were bred from monster and human. Hybrids as we were called, by both the humans and the System. 

Gripping my sword lightly, breathing heavily as I wipe the sweat and blood from my forehead, I glance around. Standing on a large grass filled terrain, we were in a Dimensional Dungeon, Hound Hell, a special location that we were forced into. Broken into dozens of groups, Hybrids were fighting off monsters that were flooding out from a forest not far from us. No one knew what laid beyond that dense forest, we only knew these Guard Hounds kept coming from there.

Our job is to hinder monsters, so our handlers, the humans who commanded us, can safely kill the monsters. Looking at the monster in front of me, I see the information about it provided by the System.

[Level 4 Guard Hound]

As it pounces at me, I ready my fatigued body and parry an attack from it, sending the beast off balance. Stepping in with a well practised swing, I cut one of its legs off, achieving my job this time. After this, my handler, Gerald, would finish the beast off to claim the experience. How much experience would a level 15 human even get from this, it doesn’t make sense as to why we’re forced to do this.

Stumbling back, I turn towards another monster, this time one at level 5, one below my level. Biting my lip in an attempt to drive the tiredness away, I moved towards another Guard Hound, who moved towards me. Parrying another lunge by the beast, I lose focus for a moment and stumble, failing to connect my sword swing.

Recovering, the beast bites down towards my chest, raising my arms to try and block the bite, its teeth bite down into my right arm, my dominant arm. Pushing it off me before it can clamp down, I stumble back while swinging at the beast, inflicting a shallow cut on its head

[You’ve gained 10xp!]

Ignoring the System message that came from the Guard Hound I previously injured which had now been killed by Gerald, I heard a voice come from my right.

“Alice, are you okay?” Hearing a whisper from nearby, I turn my head and see Alisha, Number 32 as the humans call her, covered in wounds. Indistinguishable from humans, she was like me, a Hybrid. She, like me, was named by the System, the humans refer to us as numbers when we’re assigned to a batch intended for dungeon exploration, before that they just call us “Monster”, “Filth”, “Livestock” and so on.

With flowing jet-black hair, piercing blue eyes and a somewhat shy and young face, she is one of few that I have known for some time, one I’ve taught about this world…or what little I know of it. This is the first time she has been in a dungeon, the first time she would experience facing death. She was one of the few I could call a friend.

[Level 2 Monster, Alisha]

The System displays our kind as Monsters, not Hybrids, not Humans, just plain Monsters. We had no say in the matter, we couldn’t change how others would see us, we were treated like shit by the humans. Nodding to Alisha, I mutter “I’m fine, get back to fighting before Gerald notices.” Seeing her turn around and return to fighting, I faced the beast that was slowly moving towards me.

Taking a deep breath, I’m about to prepare myself as I swap my sword from the now-injured arm to my left arm. At that moment, I felt a blow to my back as I’m sent tumbling into the ground, losing hold of my sword, as an angry voice comes from above me.

“Stop fucking around Number 13, get back in there.”

Gritting my teeth as I try to push myself back up, I am forced to roll to avoid a strike by the Guard Hound. Being slow to completely avoid the claws of the beast, I feel it tear the flesh off my shoulder blade. Lifting myself back to my feet, I try and look for my sword, spotting it several steps away from me. Avoiding the beast attacking me again, I stumble towards my leg, failing to see the second beast that had appeared. Feeling its claws dig deep into my leg, I fall forward, landing next to my sword.

Picking up the sword in a rush, I get back to my feet with some fear in my heart. The injuries I’ve sustained were not light, and swinging my sword to parry the first beast that pounced towards me, I knew I had underestimated how bad they were, feeling the pain flare when my injured arms and shoulder absorbed the impact.

Moving quickly, or as quickly as I can, I cut off the leg of the beast that I had just parried as the second one pounces and bites into my right shoulder. Crying out as it clamps down and tears away at my right shoulder, I felt my shoulder being torn from my very being. Tears falling from my eyes, I struggled with everything I could to get the beast off my shoulder. I can’t angle my sword to stab into it, I heard the growling, the shaking of its head getting stronger and faster as it attempted to tear my shoulder from me.

Just as it bites through my shoulder completely, I see a shadow cut down at the Guard Hound’s neck, lopping off its head. Feeling the bite loosen, I try to push the beast's head off, but I can’t move. I’ve lost all my strength due to heavy blood loss. Laying on my back, I see Alisha crouching over me, yelling what I can only assume is my name. 


Seeing tears well up in her eyes, I knew that this was it for me, I must’ve looked horrible. Seeing her suddenly look up terrified, a leg shot out, kicking her away from me. Unable to move my head, I only saw a sword above me, I knew this was Gerald and I knew what was about to happen.

We couldn’t die in peace. We either die serving humans while acting as their “shield”, or they kill us as we’re on our deathbeds. As much as I wanted to kill him, I was only level 6 and he was level 15. Even if all fifty of the hybrids that were dragged into this dungeon were to attack him, it’s likely he would massacre us, the level gap was too big.

Watching as the sword slowly plunges down into my chest, directly aimed at my heart, I wondered at that moment what it would’ve been like if I was born somewhere else, maybe I could’ve been free, maybe explored the world, made friends, become strong. I hated this life, I hated the System, I hated the humans, why was I born like this, born only to die at the whim of a fucking human.

Feeling the sword plunge into my chest and pierce my heart, my body shook, the last vestiges of strength slowly left me. Feeling my vision darken, I try to move my eyes to see Alisha, please let me see her once more, one final time, let me leave this world looking at a friend. I can’t see her, my vision is getting darker, my head refuses to move, so instead I pray to whatever being decides our fate.

I pray that Alisha dies early, so she doesn’t have to suffer. I pray that we all find freedom in death, and that we can meet again. As I drew my final breath and released it, my vision completely darkened as I saw one last message from the System.

[You are dead.]

            

    
        Chapter 1 - Alisha

    
    
    
    
                [Alisha’s PoV]

Swinging my sword, I manage to cut off one of the Guard Hound’s legs. Taking a few steps back to gain some distance from the hound, I took a glance in Alice’s direction to make sure she was okay. In horror I watch as Gerald stabs down into her chest and yanks his sword out. Anger nearly overwhelms me, causing me to bite on my lip till it bled. Desperately, I mentally called out to the System to display Alice’s details to check on her condition, but it failed to provide anything. No information, meaning that Alice is dead.

Once again biting down on my lip, I desperately hold back the sadness and anger welling up inside of me after seeing my friend killed by Gerald. At that moment, the only thought I had in mind was to find a way to defy this cruel fate that I was forcibly born into, and save as many of my brethren as I could. We were forced into this life, we didn’t want to become slaves to the humans. Turning my attention back to the monster in front of me in an attempt to rid myself of the image of Alice on the ground, I bring up the System’s information about the monster in front of me.

[Level 4 Guard Hound]

It stumbles towards me, with a bloodthirsty face, however my duty is finished. I’m not meant to kill any monsters, like I did when I tried to save Alice. I know I’ll be punished, at the very least I’d be thrown into an isolation cell, at worst killed. This was what Alice had taught me about the dungeons we were dragged into, and this was my first time being brought here.

Glancing around the dungeon, I see dozens of hybrids trying to fight off monsters, and were attempting to maim the Guard Hounds so the humans could take the kill. This is to ensure the human’s safety, or so they say, and they do not care if we don’t survive. In fact they are happy if we are near death as they will kill us themselves to ensure the experience goes to them. 

The once grassy terrain turned battlefield has become a blood covered dirt field with very little grass left. I don’t know how long we’ve been here, I do know that at least twenty hours have passed, we haven’t stopped once. Looking further in, there is a dense forest with bushes and scrubs, and a path that leads to somewhere deeper into the dungeon. The humans never travel further than this grass terrain since monsters constantly appear here, so no one knows what lies beyond it.

[You’ve gained 10 exp!]

Noticing my System notifying me of the experience gain, I know Gerald has just finished killing my previous target. According to Alice, we only get a tenth of the experience from the monster. Since I did not land the killing blow, Gerald would receive the full one hundred experience from the kill, and I get a pittance in return. Looking back, I see Gerald glaring at me in anger, his stupid face twitching.

[Level 15 Human, Gerald]

“Number 32! How dare you kill a monster in front of me?! When we return you’ll be placed in an isolation cell!”

Shivering, I start regretting killing that monster. No, I shouldn’t regret it, I tried to save my friend. I know that being thrown into an isolation cell meant no light, food, water and being surrounded by hungry beasts and monsters, with no way of knowing how long we’d spend in there. 

Spotting another Guard Hound, I move towards it. I need to distract these feelings of wanting to murder that man for killing Alice, even if I knew I couldn’t. I wouldn’t even scratch him because of his level, but if I don’t do something else to distract myself, I knew these feelings would overwhelm me.

Arriving in front of the Guard Hound, I brace myself and hold my sword diagonally to act as a shield. A technique taught to me by Alice, by doing this I can perhaps strike back quickly and do some form of damage. Charging, the Guard Hound swipes at me from above.As the finger-long claws approach me, I position myself and block, and taking advantage of the monster's surprise, I push back and move towards it.. 

Avoiding the iron-like spikes that cover the beast's back, I slash into the limb that tried to slash me, cutting it off. This is the most effective way to deal damage to Guard Hounds thanks to their simple thinking. A move that Alice had taught me and has served me well.

Panting, I move back again and look for another hound. Once the hound has lost a leg, it’s difficult for it to come after me as it struggles to walk. This is when our handlers feel it is safe enough to come and deal the final blow. Spotting another hound, I move my tired and exhausted body over, making sure not to reopen the wounds I have accumulated while fighting. Behind me, I hear the sound of a sword cutting into flesh and another notification from the System pops up in my mind.

[You gained 10 exp!]

[You have leveled up to 3!]

Taking a breath, I mentally request my status screen quickly while moving towards my next target.



Alisha

Monster/Human Hybrid (Monster Species: Unknown)


Level 3

Experience: 0/200


Class: None

Class Level: Not Available

Experience: Ineligible

Skills: None

Magic: None



With a thought, I dismiss the System and focus on the monster in front of me. Taking the same stance as before, I wait for the hound to charge at me. Taking the hit, I swing again as it twists its body, causing me to hit the spikes. Sword rebounding I quickly roll backwards, feeling claws scrap my back. 

Knowing it’s a light injury, I ignore it and move in to swing again, this time cutting into its leg and cleanly cutting it off. Stumbling back, I look around to see there were no more hounds nearby, taking this chance I took a few deep breaths while looking around to appear like I’m not resting.

*ding ding ding*

Hearing the chime of a bell that signalled to return to the camp, which consists of tents for the humans and dirt beds for us, I knew this was the end of our time in the dungeon. Looking around, I can see some humans finishing off their monsters and a few hybrids still working on injuring their hounds. 

I spot a young girl with silver hair, Sally, Number 14 to the humans, and under the same handler as myself, I quickly move myself to help her. Moving to the  hound's blind spot, I aim my swing at its back leg. At the same time, Sally managed to get the front leg cut off, both of us moved back to allow Gerald to finish the beast off.

“Thank you” Muttering quietly to me, Sally quickly says this to me before turning towards the camp and walking away. Knowing how she can be quiet in front of others, I decide to follow behind keeping my head down to avoid getting in more trouble than I already was. I didn’t want to look around, as I knew from my glance before that a lot of hybrids, my brethren, had been slain today. Sighing, I sheathe my sword and continue to walk forward listening to the soft sounds of footsteps around me.

Arriving at the camp, I sit in the assigned spot of our handler. During the majority of the dungeon hunts, five hybrids will be assigned to a human, with fifty total hybrids and ten humans. Even with an advantage in numbers, we would stand no chance against the humans thanks to the difference in levels. Even just one of them would be able to slay many of us. No hybrid is allowed to level once they get to level 9, since they would be culled the moment they hit that level. We either die in dungeons due to our injuries or monsters, or we live long enough to become experience for humans.

After a few minutes, what remains of us returns. Of course, all ten humans are fine without any injuries, however over half of us haven’t returned. The corpses of the hybrids would not be collected, instead they would be left behind to lure monsters that spawn within this dungeon. Not even given true peace even in death. Keeping my head down while trying to force my sadness down, I overhear the conversation between the human group.

“Useless trash, too many died too quickly, we barely met our quota this time. Some of them died to the monsters before I could finish them off myself, a waste of bloody time raising them.”

“We’ll have to get a new batch which might take a few days. Looking over the numbers, we lost about thirty livestock. I lost four hybrids this time around, two of them died to monsters so I didn’t even get their experience.”

“Either way, we managed to make our quota. Lets round the healthy ones and leave the severely injured ones behind, they’ll only slow us down on the return trip. Make sure to kill them first.”

Hearing this conversation, I tremble with both fear and anger. They have enough medical kits and potions to help most of the injured, but they won’t even consider that. According to Alice, in the city of Crater male humans are mandated to breed with humanoid monsters to produce hybrids like me. This is for their safety, so they claim, and hybrids as a result are born at a very fast rate, however they are also killed very quickly. Losing thirty like today is not uncommon.

“Alright trash, on your feet, we’re leaving. Those of you who are severely injured are to stay behind. Don’t try and hide your injuries. If you slow us down even slightly, we will kill you on the spot.”

Getting up, I do my best to ignore the sounds of some of my brethren being killed behind me. Unable to hold back a few tears, I walk forward until I hear Gerald call me.

“Number 32! Get over here, don’t think I’ve forgotten about you.”

Hesitating for a second, I turn towards the voice while wiping away my tears and walk towards my handler. Reaching him, and before I know what happened, I feel a blow to my right cheek, sending me slamming into the ground, where I receive another blow to my stomach, twice, then my nose before I feel a foot slam down on my head.

“I should kill you here scum, be glad you’re still useful to us, if not I would have taken your life. Get up, slow us down and I’ll gladly put you to use before killing you.”

Not understanding what he means, I get up as quickly as possible and return to the group under my handler. As we continue to walk, my head throbs and my injuries from the dungeon feel worse. My wounds have all reopened causing me to feel light headed. I’ll survive, even without their help because of my heightened regeneration, but with the punishment of isolation, I will not rest easy. Looking up, I see the doors of the dungeon that leads out of this hell.

            

    
        Chapter 2 - Crater

    
    
    
    
                Squinting my eyes as the daylight hits them, I adjust to the sudden brightness outside. We’re standing in a clearing in front of a cliff face, surrounded on all sides by a forest, different from the one inside the dungeon; it lacked any type of shrubbery but had large, dense trees. Taking a look behind me, I can see the open dungeon doors, with people coming out of it, as it stands at 3 metres tall.

Inscribed on the door is two packs of hounds mid fight, with a small three headed dog watching over them. Cerberus’s Pup, the guardian to this dungeon, and if defeated the dungeon will reward those that killed the guardian. At least this is what Alice taught me before we went inside yesterday, it may just be a rumour however. After all, no one has ever stepped past the forest inside, and the humans wouldn’t dare face the guardian since they might get hurt. Glancing once again at the door, I prompt the System to show me the dungeon’s information.

[Level 8 Dimensional Dungeon, Hounds Hell]

Turning around, I walked towards one of the carts and placed my sword and sack on it, as the other hybrids did the same. Taking a moment to relax, while awaiting the humans to command our next move, I notice Thomas, Number 9, staring at me in a strange way that gives me a chill down my spine. Tilting my head I stare back wondering if he wanted something. Looking away, he pretends to scratch his head instead and moves away from me. Shrugging, I look over my body checking my injuries.

Face pounding and numb from the kick I received earlier, I look down on my thin shirt that barely clings to me, covered in blood, dirt and sweat, with tears around my torso where I was scraped by the hounds, and bruising on my stomach from being hit by Gerald. I can barely tell what colour it was. My pants reaching down to my knees are in better condition, but still covered in an excessive amount of dirt and blood with only a few cuts. Not bothering to dust myself off, I pour some water on some of the worst injuries and dig some dirt out of the wounds. It’ll have to do as we’re not allowed to have medical supplies, my body should recover naturally but it’ll take some time.

“Numbers 8, 9, 32 and 14, you four will pull our cart. Numbers 41 and 19 will pull the equipment cart. The rest of you are to walk on either side to protect the carts from monsters!” Ryan, another human handler, shouts from a cart. Holding back a groan, I move over to the first cart that the humans are resting on. Standing next to Sally, I braced myself and lifted the handle with the rest and we started dragging the cart forward while slowly walking forward. With only 3 hours of daylight everyday, we could not afford to be slow in returning.

A trip like this will take us a bit over an hour, and any sign of slowing down will result in a whip being struck on us, followed by being killed if we are still slow afterwards. We continue forward into the forest, with those dense trees surrounding the path, this is the most dangerous part of the trip. During the day, monsters will usually be inactive, and at night they will roam around attacking anything, even each other. The forest is dangerous because monsters can still be active, so we move carefully but keep up a fast enough pace to make it through within twenty minutes.

We manage to get through the forest and into a simple grassland. From here, it’s straight to the City of Crater. Looking around, we see some monsters however they avoid our group, either out of disinterest or instinct, and we continue moving. As time passed, Crater slowly came into view. For some reason, monsters avoid this city and we’ve never known why, I doubt humans understand it either. Looking at the city, there is a badly damaged stone wall, beyond it lies the slums where hybrids are kept. There is no housing, there are some tents made from scrap cloth, otherwise we bundle up leaves or straw for beds on the ground.

Going past the slums are huge stone walls that are well maintained with guards patrolling on top of this wall. Past this wall is where the humans reside. Having never seen anything past this wall, I do not know what is beyond that point, nor how populated it is. At the far back, past all the buildings, there is a cliff face that reaches far into the sky, the only thing seen that high is the sky. According to Alice, there is a legend that says there is another world past the sky, however I think that’s impossible. If there was another world up there, we’d be forced to sacrifice ourselves for the humans to enjoy it.

Internally shaking my head at such a thought, I continue pushing the cart until we’re just outside the second wall. Dropping the bar of the handle from the cart and before I can relax, I feel a strong hand grip my hair and I’m yanked to the ground with my hair still tightly gripped. I haven’t seen who grabbed me but I know it’s Gerald. Being dragged through the dirt and lord knows what else, I try and breath, but end up with a mouth full of foul tasting dirt.

Struggling to get the dirt out, we go deeper into the slums, towards one of the few guarded buildings here. The place where we were bred, born and raised, and soon to be imprisoned here in isolation. There is a prison below the building, and while rarely used, it is kept stock with monsters that they starve, their purpose is to torture hybrids, as I’m about to experience.

Entering the building, Gerald drags me to the right and downstairs. After a long, painful and bumpy ride down the stairs, we arrive at the lowest floor, about twenty metres below the surface. I can already hear the sounds of monsters growling down here. The entire place is pitch black, with the only light being two torches at the entrance. Grabbing a torch with his free hands, Gerald continues dragging me forward, turning left and right randomly, and down more stairs. Reaching the lowest level I can make out a door. Dropping me, Gerald pushes the door open with some force, grabs me once again and throws me in.

Hitting the wall and then the ground, I groan from the pain of my wounds that have once again opened. Hearing metal hit the ground, I barely make out a canteen, and by the sounds of it, with barely any water inside. Looking up, I see Gerald in front of me. Without another word, he punches forward, striking my nose, sending my head smashing into the wall. Gasping, trying not to scream, I try to stand, glaring at this hateful hateful human, and wondering how he’d taste.

Strange, why did I have that thought. I was thinking of killing him, not eating him. Stumbling forward, mood going from sheer anger to confusion, I land on my knees in front of him. Another kick from Gerald and I’m sent against the wall.

“Do try and survive, you'll be useful to me with a few more levels. Hopefully those monsters don’t get in or else haha!”

Closing the door with force, I’m left in complete darkness, with the sounds of monsters around me. I can hear them scraping on the wooden walls around me, attracted by the sounds of my heart beating and the smell of fresh blood seeping from my wounds. Carefully sitting up, I try to treat my wounds as carefully as possible, getting as much dirt out as possible and cleaning the worst ones with the little water I had. Closing my eyes, not knowing how long I’ll be down here, I try to rest.

[Sally’s PoV]

Lowering the handle, I let go of it and grab my knees, panting for air. Suddenly from my left, I hear a thud and see Alisha sprawled on the ground with her handler standing over her. Grabbing her hair, he purposefully drags her in the dirt away from the group. I hear the humans behind me laughing at Alisha’s pain.

Others may feel anger at that laughter, but I feel empty. Being around longer than most here, this was just how it was, Alisha was just another one of us to be treated like this, and she wouldn’t be the last one either. Showing any emotion, pain, anguish or responding to any taunts would just lead us to being tortured by the handlers that enjoy our pain. Prompting my status open, I see what the System displays.



Sally

Monster/Human Hybrid (Monster Species: Unknown)


Level 8

Health: 900

Mana: 100 (Locked)

Experience: 800/900


Class: None

Class Level: Not Available

Experience: Ineligible

Skills: None

Magic: None



Sighing, I close my status. My next dungeon will be my last, once we level to 9, we are killed by the humans for experience, or most likely to prevent us getting too strong to compete with them. I usually keep to myself so others won’t be emotionally attached to me for when I eventually die, I don’t have any friends to miss me or grieve for me. I know deep down I wish to experience what it feels like to have friends, to have memories that aren’t just doing the wishes of humans, and more than anything, have freedom to do things I want to. But I’ve lived long enough like this, some part of me welcomes the embrace of death, while the other part wants to survive…but I’ll never have that chance.

Following behind the group, we walk through the slums back to our so-called homes, along the self made paths. Along the way, we pass groups of hybrids gathered, mostly children but some in their teen years as well. Some of the children are weak, living off what scrapes we find or are given, if any at all, and most look malnourished. There were corpses of hybrids that were just laying there from the day, most were too weak to move them away from here. Some turned to look at us before looking away, while others either stared at us with an empty gaze or some, mainly children, looked at us with curiosity. The rest just ignored us completely.

Everyone here was younger than eighteen years of age as most are killed in dungeons either by monsters, humans or just outright executed the moment they reach level 9. Continuing on, I eventually get back to my bed, a bunch of straw on the ground, and tossing between the idea of sleeping or going to the river just outside the wall to wash myself, I decide on the latter, and continue down towards one of the holes in the wall, or as the humans explained “a defence point for you monsters”.

Getting through the hole and walking along the wall for a bit longer, I finally arrive at the river, looking around I see I’m the only one here. Some hybrids think this is a secret spot hidden away from the humans, but they know. They know and they take advantage of our ignorance, in turn for us bathing here, they will watch without us noticing. Feeling disgusted at the thought they would be watching, I take off the thin shirt and pants and look at my reflection in the river.

My usually silver hair, that matches my eyes, is completely stained with blood and dirt, while my body looks weak, like I haven’t eaten for weeks. There are scratch and bite marks all over my body, mixed in are scars. Three scratch marks run diagonally down my face, from my forehead, over my right eye and down to my lower left jaw. Thankfully it’s not deep enough to scar, but it stings.

Gently getting into the cold water, I do my best to wash the blood out of my hair, clean my wounds and wash the clothing I have. They are my only set left. If I am to die next time we go out, I want to at least be as clean as I can be. Not that it matters, but I want to look better than this. After cleaning myself with the cold water, I take a handful of what I hope is blood free water and drink. One of the only times I can drink my fill is when I’m here. Getting out, I put my soaking wet clothing back on and started slowly moving back to my bed. Even though I am wet, I am somewhat clean and will sleep well. Thinking of what Alisha is going through for a moment, I shake my head to get rid of those thoughts and head back to my bed to get a good sleep.

[Thomas’s PoV]

Watching the new girl, Alisha, be dragged away, I gulp down my excitement. Her first time in a dungeon and she’s already being punished. If I perform well in the next dungeon, maybe my handler will give her to me to torture, like the last girl he gave me as a reward. That fresh face, innocent eyes, I want them to myself, I want to experience the terror in her eyes as I take her as mine, the screaming from the first girl as I tortured her is my fondest memory, so was the taste of her flesh and blood as I devoured her afterwards. Males don't compare, they act all tough while I torture them. My handler, Ryan, will surely let me experience that again, I just need to win a favour from him.

Moving towards my tent, something I took from the pathetic hybrid that died in a dungeon, I change my clothes and eat some food I stashed away, another one of the rewards given to me from the previous outing. Sitting down and munching away, I can’t help but let my face curl up in an excited face daydreaming about obtaining Alisha.

            

    
        Chapter 3 - Mutation

    
    
    
    
                [Alisha’s PoV]

Opening my eyes, I see Gerald sprawled on the ground face up, bleeding out with his stomach torn open, and a figure cloaked in darkness on all fours over him, blood sprayed everywhere around the corpse, dripping from the figure's jaw. I hear the sounds of chewing and growling. The figure once again bites down on Gerald’s flesh, ripping a part of his arm out this time, chewing.

I slowly walk over, I see the figure is humanoid, with black hair. Just as I approach just beside the corpse, the figure suddenly looks up, and reflected back to me is my face, dripping blood.

“Give in…”

Jerking awake in a cold sweat, I vividly recall that dream. Why did that figure have my face? Why was I eating a human, was it due to the hunger I was feeling? Hearing the sound of creaking I quickly face the direction of the sound in fear, and see a flash of light that blinds my eyes after so long in complete darkness. I don’t know how long I’ve been in here, my wounds have mostly healed, thanks to my monster blood. Squinting, I can make out Gerald standing there, and for a moment I recall the dream and I feel a gleeful hunger for a second, which leaves faster than it came. Without a word, he reaches in, grabs my hair and once again drags me along the floor. Having not eaten for the entire time I’ve been here and both mentally and physically fatigued thanks to a lack of sleep, I lack the strength to even think of resisting and let myself be dragged.

As we exited the building, the sunlight blinded me, causing pain, it was much brighter than the torch. Seeing the sun rising high in the sky, I knew daylight had just started, meaning I was brought out because they were heading back into Hounds Hell. Exhausted as I was, the chance of my death was coming was very high and knowing there was nothing I could do to resist, I resigned myself to my fate. At the moment of my death I will stab my own heart, so that Gerald gains nothing from me. Arriving at the carts, I see three hybrids already set to pull the cart holding the humans, meaning that last spot…

“Get to pulling Number 32, slow down once and I’ll kill you myself.”

Looking smug, Gerald gets on the cart. I can see the equipment cart being pulled by Sally and Randal, Number 41, and by looking at the rest of my brethren, I can see the humans got themselves another batch to replace the dead from last time. Almost everyone avoids looking directly at me, some like Sally just glance at me. Feeling a chill down my back, I turn to see Thomas staring at me oddly before turning away. Too tired to question it, I move to grab the handle of the cart alongside the other three, and start moving with them. As soon as we start pulling, I feel my body screaming in protest, some of the wounds that haven’t completely healed slowly reopen as I push my body as much as possible. We once again pull the cart, following the same path to Hounds Hell.

After over an hour, we arrived in front of the dungeon. Slowly dropping the handle, I collapse to my knees attempting to stay awake. Barely holding on, I hear footsteps coming towards me. Looking up, I see Sally standing over me, and without a word hands me a slice of bread and a canteen of water.

“Are you sure? It’s your ration isn’t it?”

Nodding her head once, Sally turns around and walks back to the equipment cart and equips her sack and sword. Thinking for a moment, I prompt my system for Sally’s information.

[Level 8 Monster, Sally]

With an idea of why she was willing to give me her ration, I sigh, sit up and unwillingly eat and drink my share. We have a few minutes while the humans organize themselves to rest, a rare moment that we all try and take advantage of before heading in, but not enough of a moment to get any sleep, something I badly require. Finishing the bread and having some of the water, I get up and move towards the equipment cart. Grabbing my sack and sword, I lightly stretch my arms and legs, getting ready to head in.

“Why did it go and mutate?!”

Hearing this angry voice from the group of humans, I turned to look over, wondering what they were talking about. Seeing them staring at the dungeon doors with a mix of anger, fear and annoyance, I turn my attention to the doors and seeing the prompt in my system I do a double take, wondering what happened.

[Level 6 Dimensional Dungeon -> Mutated Level 16 Dimensional Dungeon, Cerberus’s Domain]

‘The dungeon leveled up?’ Thinking to myself, I try to understand what has happened. The previous inscription has been replaced by a new one, a massive three headed dog standing tall before an archway, with flames and more hounds before it. It looks beautiful in a violent sort of way. Looking once again at the level of the dungeon, I knew if we were to step in, we would be slaughtered, most monsters inside would be at or above level 13, something we can not scratch. Well, we would be killed in a single attack anyway, so it doesn’t matter. I wonder though, what will the humans do, their highest level is 15. We exist so they don’t get injured or killed killing monsters at level 4, not to mention level 13 and higher. Turning and walking towards Sally to thank her, I keep myself in deep thought.

[Elizabeth’s PoV]

“Well, this is a problem, the hybrids would be slaughtered before they can so much as distract a monster. A sneeze would kill them.”

Hearing Gerald mutter this, I also ponder what to do. Mutations don’t happen often, in fact this is the first one in a few months. Generally they wouldn’t mutate above double the original level, but this one has shot up ten levels. We could usually manage if it was level 12 or lower with the sacrifice of some of the higher level hybrids, but I would rather we avoid needlessly sacrificing them. I know why we use them, but I hate the thought of lives being thrown away, sadly there is nothing that can be done to change it since hybrids help our city survive. In return, I try my best to look after my batch of hybrids, but showing care for them may lead to execution. Sighing, I look at the large crowd of hybrids who have been silent this entire time, but are showing signs of being confused.

“We can’t risk going inside, we don’t know what level the monsters are, nor do we know if it will lock us inside. I’m not willing to throw my life away into the unknown. We’d need it cleared for Hounds Hell to return.”

Muttering, Ryan shrugs his shoulders. The only solution here was packing back up and leaving. We have less than an hour of daylight left however, and while we can make it back on foot within twenty minutes due to our speed, we would need to leave the hybrids behind. Taking even one of them will kill them while we run back, but leaving them behind means their death anyway. Sighing, I open my status like it has a solution.
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One more level and I can join the upper levels of Crater, somewhere I could make changes, maybe make the lives of the hybrids a little easier before their inevitable deaths. Hearing my comrades converse around me, I consider the only solution we have, returning and requesting an Emergency Elite Squad to clear this dungeon. The squad consists of ten humans and three hybrids, all level 20, and their intended use is for situations exactly like this. The hybrids in this squad are kept a secret to most as it could cause fear, a byproduct of an experiment from many years ago to “reprogram” hybrids by brainwashing them to only ever listen to the orders of a select few. When not in use, they sit there like empty puppets, staring straight ahead.

I came about this knowledge due to my father being a part of the original research team that directed the experiment. The experiment was scrapped and most subjects killed as they found hybrids were stronger than humans of the same level, not by much but enough to ensure that we do not risk more than the three that were successful. The real risk was a hybrid of a high level unleashing their Monster Form Release skill, something that was rare and considered difficult for a hybrid to obtain. Useful if they were low level as they rampaged on instinct in that form, serving as a great distraction and later as good experience, but if it was a high level hybrid…

“We need to decide what to do with the hybrids, we don’t have much time left in the day.”

As I said this, my companions started thinking of what to do. The only safe option was returning ourselves. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Gerald look up with a sinister smile on his face, and in my stomach I have a bad feeling about what he was about to propose.

[Alisha’s PoV]

Leaning against the tree I sat by, I managed to get some rest while waiting for the humans to take us inside. It’s been about ten minutes since we’ve arrived, and we have just over fifty minutes left of daylight. Next to me Sally is resting her hand on her chin, staring straight forward. I had come over here where she herself was resting. After expressing my thanks to her, I sat down, intending to talk to her, instead I just rested, too tired to think of what to talk about.

After a few minutes more, there was loud laughter coming from the humans, with a few of them patting Gerald on the back. Wondering what could’ve invoked such a response to what I can only imagine a difficult situation for them, I keep my attention on the group. A minute later, Gerald walks forward with the rest of the humans behind him. Getting up with Sally besides me, we walk towards the rest of our brethren.

“Listen up, trash. It has been decided that we will be heading back to Crater, we will not be exploring this dungeon today. Fret not, for we also understand your plight! There is not much daylight left, not enough for you all to make it back. Thus it has been decided that we will loan you a cart, but due to its size, we can not take all of you back.”

The bad feeling within me grew, from the sounds of what he was saying some of us would be abandoned here while others may survive. However, surely if we were to abandon the carts, our chances of returning were higher. Unless the humans were to pull the cart themselves. As if answering my thoughts, Gerald spoke once more.

“We simply can not afford to abandon these carts here, each one is precious to us after all, very hard to make and expensive too! We will take the equipment cart with us, and you livestock can take the other one. But there is too many of you to fit on the cart, which is a problem that requires a solution!”

Confused, I tilt my head. I can see one of the handlers looking terrified at what was being said, while the rest seemed to be excited. The next thing that Gerald said reminded me of the reality we lived in, we were nothing but filth to them.

“You have five minutes to kill one of your fellow hybrids. We will kill those that refuse to fight within a minute. Now hurry on, we don’t have much time left haha!”

            

    
        Chapter 4 - Giving in

    
    
    
    
                [Sally’s PoV]

“You have five minutes to kill one of your fellow hybrids. We will kill those that refuse to fight within a minute. Now hurry on, we don’t have much time left haha!”

This makes no sense. Rather than abandoning us, they should kill us all for experience and then return back. They know we won’t survive the trip back, even if we were to run back at the same time the humans are simply much faster than we are, they would’ve returned before we left the forest. The carts aren’t worth anything either, so it’s not a matter of ensuring they get them back. So why, why on earth are they forcing us to kill one another. Do they mean to abandon us, while also hoping for some to return? If that’s the case, then perhaps this is a chance, a chance to gain some freedom once the humans leave, maybe I can survive. But to do so means killing one of my own.

Looking around, I spot him. Number 2, Lou, if I must kill someone to gain a chance to be free, it will be him. He has indirectly gotten his own brethren killed by snitching on them, taking food or water from those weaker than him and doing what he can to gain favour from his handler. Grabbing my sword, and ignoring the shocked gasp from Alisha, I dash towards Lou. Swinging from above, I slice down at him. He doesn’t see me until it’s too late to completely dodge, he manages to side step, causing me to miss his head and cut his arm off.

“You bitch!”

The sound of that scream is like a trigger, and the sounds of fighting erupt around us.

[Alisha’s PoV]

Chaos. That was the only way to describe this scene, complete and utter chaos. My brethren, fighting and killing each other, Sally was beside me a moment ago before charging off towards what I can only assume was her target.

Feeling a familiar stare that gives me a chill down my spine, I turn and see Thomas standing there, a perverted grin on his face, his green eyes excited. One hand gripping his sword, one hand running through his blonde hair, he laughs like he is having fun.

“Let me hear your screams of fear. I want to tear your limbs off one by one, taste that fresh flesh of yours.”

[Quest: Kill Thomas.


You have been assigned a cruel fate, to die at the hands of one of your own. Escape this fate by embracing the monster you are by killing Thomas.

Rewards: 1,000 xp, 1x Medical Kit]

Stepping back, feeling fear from the words that came out of his mouth, I fail to react in time, Thomas charges at me and stabbing out with his sword, aims for my leg. Taking advantage of my earlier steps backwards, I fall backwards and try and roll away. Feeling pain coming from my thigh, I get back up and look down. A shallow sword cut, not enough to hinder my movements, I look back up while grabbing my sword. Taking up my stance like I’m facing a monster, perhaps I really was now, I stare down Thomas. Ignoring the pain throughout my body and trying to focus my mind out of its exhausted state, I ready myself, knowing that if I were to die here, it was likely Thomas would devour me.

Following Alice’s advice, I follow Thomas’s eyes to gauge where he would try and attack me. Seeing him once again charge at me and following his eyes, I see he is aiming for somewhere around my right side. Adjusting my sword, I block his sword but fail to see the fist coming at my face, hitting me in the nose. Recoiling, I attempt to swing my sword to retaliate, which Thomas deflects easily. I know I’m falling behind, my body hasn’t rested probably since before the last time we came to the dungeon, but I must keep going, I must survive.

This time, I take the initiative, raising my sword I charge at Thomas. Holding myself back while swinging, I aim to injure him, in the hopes he stops trying to kill me. This was a fatal mistake. Parrying my sword once again with one hand, he grabs me by the throat with his spare, raises his sword and swings down, slicing through my skin and shirt from my right shoulder down to my left hip. Holding in the scream he wants, I struggle to free myself from his grip. Laughing, he throws me down, releasing me from the grip and kicks me exactly where he just cut. Rolling a few times, I can feel tears coming out. I feel shame, anger and fear of what is to come, not only that, but I’m feeling sorta hungry. Weird, why is the feeling of hunger growing.

Slowly getting onto my feet, I see a slightly annoyed face on Thomas. Gritting my teeth, I fall back to my knees, my body ignoring my cries to move. That last strike from him drained whatever meager energy I had gained. Sword slipping from my grip, I grab my stomach, which is in pain…or am I hungry? Yes, I’ve been hungry for a long time…that slice of bread was nothing, it made my hunger worse. Looking at Thomas, I consider his words about tasting my flesh, and wonder what his flesh tastes like. Gulping down a mouth full of saliva, I try to reject these thoughts, however as my hunger grows, a crushing craving grips me, eager for flesh. The smell of blood from my surroundings smells amazing now, I want to drink it, it must taste so good. I want to kill the one who hurt me, I want to feast on him, tear him limb from limb, and as I look up at Thomas, I give in to those thoughts, my mind goes blank, and the hunger take over.

[Monster Form Released.

Are you afraid of the Monster within?]

Crack…

[Thomas’s PoV]

Looking down at Alisha, I feel myself get more and more excited. She was already on the brink of exhaustion before all of this broke out, but now she can no longer resist. It’s a bit boring, but with the little time given to us, I have to make do. I can at the very least take her corpse with me when we return to Crater. Stabbing my sword into the ground, I approach her, intending to torture her to death my hands. She resisted screaming when I cut her, and that won’t do, that won’t do at all. With each step towards her, I try and contain my excitement. That all falls away a few steps away from her. For some reason, fear grips my heart, not knowing why I quickly move away from Alisha. Something isn’t right, why do I feel this fear. Looking at her carefully, I can see that she is staring at me like a human looks at us, except there is a…hunger to it, a real hunger, like she couldn’t wait to devour me. It was then she started to change right in front of me.

At first, it was her eyes. Turning red, her irises became more cat like, her stare intensifying. From the top of her head two fox-like ears grew out, like they forced their way out, matching her black hair in colour. Her nails extend out , thick with a sharpness to me, growing to be around ten centimeters long. I can’t see it clearly, but I see a tail behind her, standing on end. From the top of her mouth, two fangs stick out slightly. I can feel a sinister aura coming from her, I knew if she reached me, I would be torn apart. Requesting the System, I check her status and gasp in shock and confusion.

[Level 3 Demonic Fox, Alisha]

Looking around trying to find my sword, I knew I had to kill this thing now, it was bad news. No, my sword is still behind me, I don’t have time to reach it. Trying to look back at her, I realise I can’t move. Have I frozen in fear? No, that’s not it, I think I’ve been picked up, I’m looking down. It’s getting hard to think…I think I see my body from above…but my head is missing, what’s happening…my vision is getting darker. The last thing I remember is the System notification I see.

[You are dead.]

<Sally’s PoV>

Sitting down near the headless corpse of Lou, I see my status has updated from my kill.

[You killed Lou, gained 700xp!

Quest: Kill Lou Completed! Rewards Available.

You have leveled to 9!]

Sighing, I knew I’d either be abandoned here or killed on the spot for experience. Maybe I’ll get lucky and the humans don’t check our levels before leaving. After all, they would be in a hurry before night sets. Looking up and seeing the carnage around me, I suddenly feel a sinister aura, one that felt like it wanted to kill and devour everything around. Looking towards the source, I’m shocked to see Alisha transforming. A Monster Form Release! Checking her status, I see she is only level 3, a Demonic Fox. Monster Form Release, while not rare, isn’t something easily seen, the last one was 3 months ago. The humans took care of raising that one to level 9, the experience they gain from Monster Form Releases is much better than just a level 9 like myself.

Watching, I see Alisha move fast, very fast, and tear off Thomas’s head. I doubt he would’ve known how he died, it happened too quickly. Those who weren’t fighting were also watching as Alisha raised the bloody head above hers and drank the blood that was flowing down, splashing down into her mouth and face. Throwing the head away after the blood flow stops, she pounces at the corpse of Thomas, tearing an arm off and biting chunks out of it and swallowing whole. At this moment, I move, using all my strength to move before she consumes too much. As I hear the humans laugh, I quickly get behind Alisha and aim the pummel of my sword at the back of her neck.

Just as I pull my sword arm back, she reacts much faster than I anticipated. Adjusting, I change the angle of my swing, increase my speed and hit her in the lower jaw, knocking her out. I know I’ve broken her jaw, there was a solid crack from that hit. I see the transformation coming undone, and knowing that I’ve stopped her delving too far into the form, I sigh in relief. Grabbing Alisha and throwing her over my shoulder, I quickly glance around and dash into the forest, with Alisha over my shoulder. I intend to escape, and I know the humans will not follow me, since they won’t have the time. Looking back again, I see Gerald glaring angrily in my direction, but not moving, I go deeper into the forest, and wait for the humans to leave.

            

    
        Chapter 5 - Aftermath

    
    
    
    
                Moving quickly through the forest, I keep myself aware for any monsters. Thankfully there is enough daylight and monsters aren’t out and about, but given the little time left, I need to find a safe place, at least until we can return back to the dungeon doors. The best hiding place would be inside the dungeon, as dangerous as it is the outside world at night is even more dangerous.

After running for about five minutes, I stop and put Alisha down in a small gap surrounded by trees, with only one way in or out. A death trap, but also better to defend. Looking over her body, I see the large sword cut down her chest and stomach. Checking the wound, there is some dirt and fabric mixed in, the bleeding has stopped and thankfully it isn’t life threatening.

“System, claim quest reward.”

[You received 1,000xp!]

[Level 10 available.]

[You receive 1x Medical Kit.]

‘I don’t level to 10 automatically ?’ Confused about that message, I put it aside for now. In front of me a box appears, just an ordinary box appearing from the air, I open it to find 2 bottles with red liquid inside and 2 clumps of cloth. Knowing the bottles contain healing medicine and the clumps to be bandages, my System shows me their information.

[Minor Healing Potion.

Helps recovery with minor wounds.]

[Bandages.

Just normal, clean cloth for your wounds.]

Some items get this information, I’m not sure why but things like our swords or clothes don’t get this information. Grabbing a healing potion, I pour some down along the wound, and the rest I carefully tip into her mouth. Grabbing the bandages, I’m not sure how to apply it. By watching the humans do this, I carefully unwrap it and put one end at the start of the wound to cover the wound. I think this is how you put it on, I see the white material quickly becoming red. Sighing, I sit down, put Alisha on my lap, ready my sword and keep an eye on the sunlight. I’ll move back to the dungeon doors at sunset.

[Alisha’s PoV]

Groaning, I try and open my eyes, my eyelids are so heavy. I’m so exhausted, my body barely listens to me. Managing to open my eyes, the sunlight hits and burns, so tired of the sun. As my eyes slowly adjust, trees enter my vision, out of the corner of my eye I see a flash of silver. Slowly turning my head towards the silver. I can see its hair, which is attached to a girl…is that Sally? Where are we, why is Sally here? The last thing I remember is Thomas coming towards me…

No, that’s a lie. I know what happened, I ripped Thomas’s head off and drank his blood. But it’s fuzzy, I don’t recall everything that happened, I can still taste it down my throat, and something stuck in my teeth. As I move a hand slowly towards my mouth, another hand grabs me, and I see Sally shake her head.

“Later, we need to go.”

“I don’t think I can move, my body hurts”

Whispering that out, Sally makes a thoughtful expression for a moment, nods, then picks me up in her arms and throws me over her shoulder, with my head at her back. Moving out of the little gap we were in, Sally starts running forward. I don’t know where she is going, but I can see that we are in the forest. The bumping caused by her running makes me feel sleepy, knowing that sleeping now wasn’t a good idea, I open my System to check the prompts that have been nagging me.

[You killed Thomas.]

[You received 500xp!]

[You leveled up to 4.]

[You leveled up to 5.]

[Quest: Kill Thomas Completed! Rewards Available.]

[Skill Unlocked: Demonic Fox Awakening (Incomplete). Unleash your inner monster, gaining unparalleled strength and speed befitting that of a monster in exchange for all rational thought. You are unable to use Skills and Magic in this form. The longer you are in the form, the more it completes. Completion rate: 0.02%]

Tilting my head, I mutter in confusion “Rewards available? Demonic Fox Awakening?”.

“I’ll fill you in later, don’t fall asleep, we’re nearly at the dungeon.”

‘Dungeon? Does she plan to hide there?’ Unsure of what's happening, I check my status next.



Alisha

Demonic Fox and Human Hybrid

Level 5

Experience: 0/400


Class: None

Class Level: Not Available

Experience: Ineligible

Skills: Demonic Fox Awakening (Incomplete, 0.02% Awakened)

Magic: None



Blinking, I double check my race and see it’s been updated to no longer say Monster. Although I’m highly curious, I set it aside since Sally said she’ll fill me in later. Seeing the sun setting in the sky, I clench my fist. Either we die tonight, or we somehow survive. Thinking back to the idea that Sally was taking us to the dungeon, I agreed that it was the best location for us right now. Being out here when the monsters woke up would lead to our deaths within minutes, but maybe we can find shelter in the dungeon. Hound Hell has no monsters near the entrance, but since it mutated to this new dungeon it’ll be a miracle if it was the same. Suddenly the smell of blood hits my nose. It still smells amazing, but I have no thoughts of drinking it, yet it still smelled good.

Hoping this is an after effect of my transformation, we arrive at the clearing with the dungeon doors. As we continue into the clearing, the bodies in front become visible to me. It seems over half of the hybrids that had come were dead, with the rest missing, I guess they had left since I do not see the cart anymore. It was a slaughter. I see Thomas’s body come into view, headless and missing an arm, both missing or perhaps just out of my view. For some reason seeing this scene makes my lower jaw really hurt. Actually, it does really hurt, the numbness over my entire body has started to dissipate. 

Feeling the pain, I understand why I wasn’t able to move earlier, it feels like everything is on fire. Sniffling in response to the pain, I suddenly smelled something…I don’t know how to explain it, but it smelled alive. Following the smell and looking over to where it was coming from, I see two bodies, one on top of the other. Looking carefully, there was some slight movement coming from one of the bodies.

“Sally, over there” Trying to point in the direction, I manage to raise my hand a little bit before it falls back down.

“We don’t have time, we’ll find some food later.”

“NO! I’m not asking to get a body, I think someone is alive over there!”

Blushing out of embarrassment at Sally’s comment, I realize I sound a bit too angry. Feeling Sally stop, she looked over in the direction I tried to point and moved to where the two bodies were. Setting me down on my butt, Sally pushes the top body off and checks both. The bottom body’s chest slowly rises and falls. Looking at the face, I don’t recognize who it is, looking down I see a sword stabbed through their shoulder, with several sword wounds on his body, it’s incredible he was still breathing.

“Gray huh, so death didn’t take him.”

Hearing Sally mention a name, I prompt the System and check his information.

[Level 6 Monster, Gray]

Slowly getting to my feet, I stumble a little. “Sally, carry him. I can walk the rest.” Nodding, Sally yanks the sword out of Gray, picks him up and throws him over her shoulder and with me stumbling to the side, we slowly move towards the dungeon, perhaps here we’ll die, or we find an opportunity to gain the strength to fight back.

“Feel free to grab a body if you still need food, just carry it yourself.”

“I told you, I wasn’t asking to take a bod-No, that’s not the problem, I don’t eat corpses!”

Without knowing our fates, we enter the dungeon, and with a slam behind us the doors close.

[Cerberus notices your presence.]

            

    
        Chapter 6 - Cerberus's Trials

    
    
    
    
                [Cerberus notices your presence.]

As the doors close behind us, I take in the sight around me. With what seems to be a burning wasteland, hundreds even thousands of swords are either stabbed into the ground, laying around or stabbed into each other. Nothing alive can be seen, the only thing in sight is more swords and flames. We are currently standing at the entrance, the only place not burning, on some grass. Looking behind me, I can see the door standing there, and behind it more of this wasteland leaving the door standing there by its lonesome. For now, it appears we are safe.

[Emergency Unique Quest: Cerberus’s Trial

You have intruded onto an ancient battlefield, a relic from a distant past and now Cerberus’s Domain. Cerberus wishes to test your might as a fellow Monster, prove yourself to him by overcoming his trials.

Rewards: To be determined by the results of the trials.

Failure to participate in this quest will result in death. Leaving the dungeon without attempting the quest will result in death.

You have unlimited time to prepare for the trials, the trials will begin when you step onto the battleground.]

Looking around, the grass terrain we’re standing on is huge, about 50 meters in length and width. Big enough for…a big dungeon raid team. Sighing, I glance at Sally to see her also looking at me. Seeing her nod, I’m sure she also received the same quest. Setting down Gray, Sally checks his wounds.

“I need your medical kit. Get some sleep, we should be safe for now.”

“What about you?”

Instead of answering, she shrugs and puts her hand out. Understanding what she was after, I open the System and request the reward from killing Thomas.

[You leveled to 6.]

[You leveled to 7.]

[Current Experience: 100/600]

[You received 1x medical kit.]

Handing Sally the medical kit, I drop the sack off my back, lay my head onto it and pass out.

<Sally’s PoV>

After applying the healing potions and bandages to Gray’s wounds, I sit down and exhale. For the first time in my life there are no humans around telling us what to do, no one beating us for being out of line. I’m feeling lost on how to handle it, I have two newbies who are relying on me, and I don’t know how to help them properly.

Shaking my head, I open my System again and look at my level.

[Level 9 (Can Promote to level 10)]

This is strange, all the others were automatic, why do I have the choice to manually level up to 10? Without much thought I mumble “Level up”.

[Confirmed, good luck.]

“Good…luck?” Just as I whisper those, I feel a searing pain throughout my entire body. It was like every muscle, every bone was burning, changing. The pain was so sudden, so intense I couldn’t scream, breathing was nearly impossible. Gasping for air, the pain finally reached its peak, my muscles feel like they’re being torn apart one by one.

Time felt like it came to a standstill but also felt like an eternity until the pain started wearing off. Gasping for air and shuddering from the feeling of my body being freed of that torturous pain, the first thing I notice is that my vision is clearer. Looking at Alisha who is sleeping a good few meters from me, I can see finer details, like the tiny hairs on her arms, and count how many eyebrows she has. Sitting up, I check my status once again.

[You have leveled up to 10!

As you’ve reached level 10, your body has undergone a change.

The monster within stirs…]



Sally

Monster/Human Hybrid (Monster Species: Unknown)

Level 10

Health: 200

Mana: 20 (Locked)

Experience: 500/10000

Class: Not available.

Class Level: Ineligible

Experience: 0/0

Skills: None

Spells: None



“Health, mana?” A bit confused, I consider it as something that happens at level 10. Glancing around and feeling my body out, my wounds have all healed, vision is clearer and more detailed and I feel stronger. Taking a deep breath, I stand to take guard over the two sleeping behind me…and promptly fall back on my behind and fall asleep.

[Alisha’s PoV]

Flickering my eyes open slowly, I slowly get up. It appears I have slept for a long time, yet the dungeon remains the same, on the edge of night and day, with flames continuing to burn. Sitting up, I let out a yawn that had been building, I have never slept like that before, it was amazing. Stretching, I get up and look around for Sally and Gray. I can see Gray is sleeping but I’m surprised to see Sally also sleeping, I thought she would’ve been sitting guard until one of them woke up. Without much to do, I grab my sword and practice some swings.

After some time, I hear Gray stirring. Sheathing my sword, I sit down beside him and check his injuries. The blade wound in his shoulder has mostly healed, and other wounds around his body have also disappeared. Sighing in relief, it seems like we managed to save him, though I’m not sure if we’ve truly saved him considering our current location and quest.

Watching him stirring for some time, I start feeling something I haven’t for a long time. Boredom, mixed with impatience. I start fidgeting with my sword. There is nothing to do nor anyone to talk to, and I’m full of energy. In an attempt to alleviate my boredom, I poke Gray’s check repeatedly. Despite having the name Gray, his hair colour was a bright violet. He looked young, around the age of 12 or 13, which couldn’t be his true age, the humans only put us into the batches when we’re 15, so Gray must age slowly.

“Heeeey, wake up alreadyyy. Heeeey.”

Continuing to poke Gray’s cheek like it alleviated my boredom, I lean my head against my knees and continue to wait.

[Gray’s PoV]

Groaning, I feel myself waking up. Something is hitting my cheek, shaking my head back and forth. Slowly opening my eyes, I turn towards the source and see a young girl with piercing blue eyes and black hair staring at me, with her head resting on her knees. As our eyes meet, I feel my face burn. Quickly looking away, I try to think of what to say to her. She was so close to me! Feeling my face burn again, I was about to ask her where we were, when I saw my status.

[You killed Gol.]

[You gained 500 xp.]

[You leveled to 6.]

[Quest: Kill Gol Completed! Rewards available.]

[Cerberus notices your presence.]

[Emergency Unique Quest: Cerberus’s Trial]

Seeing the list of notifications, I started reading them in more detail. Before I make it far, I hear shuffling and that girl's face appears again, this time above me. Seeing her raise a finger, I was confused until she poked my cheek again.

“Heeeey, say something. Are you okay?”

Nervously, I mutter out “P-please stop…” Wondering who this person was, I prompted the System for her information.

[Level 7 Demonic Fox, Alisha]

“D-d-d-demonic f-fox?” Loudly saying this out loud in confusion, I look at her again.

“Oh, you finally talked! How’s your injuries? Are you thirsty? Hungry? Well, we don’t have any food, maybe I should’ve brought a body in…”

Rattling off with more and more questions, I don’t know how to handle her. I get too nervous around everyone, especially a girl like her. All of a sudden I hear another voice speak up, one I recognise.

“You’re noisy, he’s shy, you’re being overwhelming.”

‘Sally is also here?’ Slowly sitting up, I see Sally walking over, rubbing her eyes and yawning. Looks like she just woke up as well. Walking over before sitting down with us, while the black hair girl, Alisha, also sits back down a bit away from me. Sally looks around, picks up a nearby sack and pulls out the rations within. 3 slices of bread. Wincing, Sally looks towards Alisha, who pulls out the rations she had in her sack. There were 5 pieces in hers. Checking my rations, I find there are also five pieces within. Sally nods while Alisha hands her one piece of bread. Hesitating, not knowing what is happening, I grab a piece and move to give it to Sally, but she stops me.

“She just ate so she gave me a piece.”

“Sally, can we not talk about that…I owe you a piece anyway.”

“Hm? But you did just eat.”

Seeing Alisha shake her head, seemingly a bit amused, I tilt my head and look back at Sally.

“What happened, where are we?”

“She released her Monster Form and ate Thomas, we ran away, the humans left, you were left behind and now we’re in the dungeon.”

Just like Sally, said with as few words as possible. Looking at the black haired Alisha, I see her blushing and looking away while scratching her cheek. Seeing her not deny it, I inch closer to Sally.

“It’s okay, she isn’t hungry anymore.”

“SALLY! I won’t eat him, I don’t just go around eating our kind!”

“You’re awfully talkative, what happened?”

Watching the exchange between the two, I nervously look around and see where we are. Seeing all the swords and flames, I felt nervous about where we were. Looking back at the quest I received while the other two kept up their exchange, I see that we have to participate in this so-called trial. Being too nervous to interrupt the two talking, I wait until they are done while claiming the reward from killing Gol.

[You leveled to 7.]

[You leveled to 8.]



Gray

 Monster/Human Hybrid (Monster Species: Unknown)

Level 8

Experience: 100/900


Class: Not available.

Class Level: Ineligible

Experience: 0/0

Skills: None

Spells: None



[Alisha’s PoV]

“And that’s why eating bodies is fine.”

After saying that, Sally looked at me like she was teaching a toddler. We had been arguing about this for nearly 10 minutes at this point. Pouting, I turn away and stop talking. Sighing, I turn back to face Sally and Gray.

“Moving away from that topic, we should decide on what to do next. We’re well rested now, should we try the trials right away?” Asking this, I look from Sally to Gray, the latter keeps avoiding eye contact with either of us.

“Well, either we do the trials or we die. It’s fairly simple, so let's just do them.”

“I agree, it would be nice to know a bit more before trying them.”

“H-hold on, I d-don’t have a s-s-sword” Turning to Gray, who has spoken for the first time since asking Sally what happened to him, I gesture to the swords laying around the battlefield.

“Don’t get one now, if you step out of the grass the trial might start.” Following up with these words, I stand up, stretch and start swinging my sword again with the sheathe on. Sally does something similar and Gray starts eating something. Some time passes as we do our own thing, and after about an hour we step onto the wasteland of a battlefield.

[Trial One, Trial of Strength started.

Defeat the undead army.]

Seeing this very simple trial description, my stomach dropped. Seeing Sally and Gray’s faces also pale, I knew they thought the same. This was not going to be easy. Gray quickly ran to a sword, took it out of the ground and got ready, along with myself and Sally, and took up a stance. Behind us, the grass square and door disappear.

As the ground starts shaking, thousands of skeletons start dragging themselves out of the ground. All of the skeletons reach for a sword, and soon, we are surrounded by armed skeletons.

[Level 7 Skeleton Warrior]

“Level 7?” Muttering this, I look around and find they are all level 7.

“Level 7? I see level 10.” “I-I see level 8” Not sure what was happening, we moved back to back and prepared ourselves.

            

    
        Chapter 7 - Grasping a Chance

    
    
    
    
                [You killed a Skeleton Warrior! You gained 0 exp!]

“If I gained nothing, stop telling me!”

Exasperated, I spin and cut down another skeleton coming towards me coming from my left. So far, these skeletons have been easy to figure out and defeat. They’ll lightly walk towards us two to three at a time, and without trying to swing their sword they are just easy targets. Concerned, I keep cutting away, wondering why won’t change anything right now, I just need to focus on cutting them down.

Behind me I can hear Sally and Gray fighting, and from what I’ve figured out the skeletons here match our levels, even if we are looking at the same one it would be our level. Continuing to cut down skeletons that came my way, I started to notice something was wrong, but couldn’t put my finger on it. While wondering about this, I heard Gary yelp. Taking a quick glance, I see he has no sword in his hand and was using his hands to fight off a skeleton. Thinking he was aiming to take another sword, I continued to swing my sword and saw that my sword was breaking too. It was rusted and chipped before, but this was too quick.

“Sally, my sword is about to break, what about you?”

“Mm, mine broke earlier.”

Glancing, I see she too was using her hands. As I was about to ask why she didn’t grab another sword, I noticed what I thought was wrong earlier. When we defeated a skeleton, it disappeared, sword and all into particles of light. I move in on a skeleton and grab the hilt of its sword and yank it out. As I do, the sword starts to disappear in the same manner that the skeletons do once we defeat them. Seeing no prompt come up, and my sword close to breaking, I keep moving, cutting down as many as I can before my sword finally breaks.

Backing up, I raise my fists and try to figure out how to use my hands for this. However, the skeletons all stop moving. Looking behind me I see Sally and Gray’s opponents have also stopped. Just as I was about to ask what was happening, I saw the System prompt up with a new message.

[Beginning final phase of Trial of Strength.]

Moving again, the skeletons start moving differently. Some dropped their swords, others took up new stances, the sight of thousands of skeletons doing this at the same time was frightening, but also somehow amazing. Swallowing my nervousness, I steel myself, ready for what was about to happen. This time, they came at us in larger numbers, no longer one to three at a time, and aggressively too. Readying my fists, I move in on the closest skeleton and swing my right fist while dodging its sword, connecting with its lower jaw, popping the head off the body. Still moving, I then pull back my left arm and strike it in the chest area, breaking through the ribs while cutting my hand and snapping the spine in half. Checking my palm quickly, there are a few scratches, I pivot on my feet and move to the next skeleton.

Backhanding its sword hand with my left hand, I slam my right fist into its head, sending it flying into a skeleton behind the one I hit. Pivoting, I grab the skeleton's spine and throw it over my shoulder onto the ground, smashing all of the bones. Straightening up, I move once again onto another skeleton. My movements feel natural, much more so than they did with a sword. I start enjoying the feeling, this feeling of fighting with my fists and the feeling of facing so many opponents. Without glancing back at Sally or Gray, I continue weaving between the skeletons, doing my best to avoid their sword swings and punching out with my hands. The feeling continues to grow within me, seeing and ignoring a prompt from the system, I keep punching skeletons having the time of my life.

[You have discovered an affinity.]

Panting, I lash out and punch another skeleton. It’s been several hours since this so-called final phase started, my fists are badly wounded, but I’m still going. I can tell by the noise and by the lack of enemies coming from behind that Gray and Sally were still standing, using their own methods of attack. I don’t know how many skeletons I’ve defeated, my body has started going numb out of soreness, however I don’t have many injuries past those on my hands. It barely feels like we’ve made a dent in the number of enemies, there is more coming each time, I’m starting to slow down too, punching starts to hurt more and more. Taking a few steps back, I yell out “Are you two fine?”, take a breather, shake some of the soreness out and listen out for a response from either of my companions.

“I’m fine, stay focused.”

“I-I’m okay.”

Knowing they were still alive, I refocus my mind, however just as I’m about to re engage the skeletons stop and start to disappear.

[Trial of Strength completed.

Having shown the strength to keep standing in the face of an overwhelming amount of enemies, the next trial will begin.]

Looking around, I see that all the skeletons were disappearing. A bit confused, I turn and walk towards the other two.

“Strange, I thought for sure there would be more.”

Sally, shrugging, looks a mess, at least more cut up than I was. Gray wasn’t fairing well either, I was in the best condition compared to them. At least, excluding my fists, looking down at them I could barely make out that were my hands, covered in blood, with bone fragments stuck in, oddly they weren’t disappearing with the skeletons, and badly wounded. I see Sally also looking, and looking at her I see her walk over, gently grab my hands and without a word start taking the fragments out. Gasping in pain, I bite on my bottom lip bearing with the pain. As she removed the last of the fragments, and poured some of the leftover healing potions onto the worst of the wounds, I can feel my hands slowly recovering. Sighing in relief, I smile and thank her, nodding in return Sally turns to Gray and checks on him. After helping Gray with some of the more severe wounds, I move to help her as well and treat the worst ones. Once we were finished, the last of the skeletons disappeared.

Looking around, I see the grass and door have returned, however now there was a glowing circle on the ground. Walking over, I see the circle slightly pulsing, with strange symbols arranged in a circle. Seeing a prompt from the System I check the prompt.

[Trial of Strength completed.

The next Trial is available, please step onto the magic circle.]

[Emergency Unique Quest: Cerberus’s Trial rewards have been updated. Will be shown once trials are completed.]

Seeing the prompts, I check the one I received earlier and tilt my head in confusion. “I discovered an affinity?” Looking at Sally, she shakes her head, turning and looking at Gray, who looks away from me when our eyes meet he mutters “I-I don’t k-know”. Checking my status, I don’t see anything new. We haven’t received any rewards nor experience, and we have one medical kit left from Gray.

“Should we take a break before going on?” Asking this I consult with the other two, since we still need to continue with these trials, and hopefully either find a way out of passing them.

“We should hurry, the humans might be here soon as well.” Nodding at what Sally said, we turn to look at Gray.

“W-we c-can’t do this, c-can we? E-even if w-we survive, the h-h-humans will capture u-us again.” Looking frightened and embarrassed, Gray muttered while looking at his feet. Looking at Sally then back to Gray I shrug.

“Mm, it’s a level 16 dungeon after all. I don’t know if we’re being treated differently because we’re half-monsters and given this trial, but we either sit here and wait for death or we push on with the hope we can break the circle of fate all hybrids have had since we can remember. This is our only chance, let's keep moving forward. If we get stronger, we can help the rest of our kind, and take revenge on the humans who treated us like filth.” Saying it all in one breath, I do a double take and look at Sally.

“That’s the most I’ve ever heard you say.” Saying this to Sally, who tilts her head and shrugs, I smile. “I agree with Sally, chin up Gray, we’re free of the humans and we have a chance. Even if it leads to death, let's just go on. We’ll get stronger or we die, that’s how the world is for us.”

Shivering slightly, Gray looks at us, at first with some shyness in his eyes, but he nods with a more determined look.

“Good, let's push on.” Saying this, we walk towards the magic circle and step onto it at the same time. A flash of light and then a moment of darkness, entering my vision was some sort of roofing.

Hearing a System prompt, I attempt to read it and realise I can not open it. Trying to open my status, I find I can’t. Not having the System wouldn’t hinder me, so I ignored it. Looking around and finding myself in a strange building, laying down on some sort of bed. Trying to raise my hand, I see it is strapped down. Confused, I look side to side, and I can not see Sally nor Gray. Still unsure what is happening, I hear a door open and close somewhere close.

“You’re finally awake filth. Good thing we went back and found you, now I get to have some fun.”

Hearing a voice that makes me shrink in fear, I know it’s Gerald. Panicking, I try to get up, struggling with the bindings around my body, but I feel weak…weaker than I did in the dungeon.

“Now now, no need to get too excited, I won’t kill you just yet. After all, you caused me so many headaches, that silly little bitch thought she could escape with you. To think I didn’t get to kill her, I would have loved to torture her for trying to defy me!”

‘Is he talking about Sally?!’ We were just in the dungeon, what does he mean by not being able to kill her? Did the humans arrive and take us away, is that why I can’t see the System, because we left the trials and were punished?

“Now, don’t break too soon, I want to savior this.” Seeing Gerald now standing next to me, as he reached out, grabs a finger, and rips out the fingernail from it. Reeling in pain, he moves onto the next one before the pain fully registers and pulls out another one. Laughing, he snaps another finger. Letting out a gasp of pain, my eyes start watering, I don’t know why this is happening, but the pain was unbearable.

“This is the expression I was waiting to see, let's see how far you go down!” With a pin with some sort of green liquid on it, he moves it close to my eye. I try to turn my head away, but he grabs my jaw, and slowly inserts the pin into my eye. It hurts, it hurts, there is so much pain, screaming out, I want to die. Please, kill me, stop and just let me die! I feel the pin moving as I lose vision in my left eye, the pain intensifying more. After what feels like an eternity, he moves his hand away, I can still feel the pin at the back of my eye, he then laughs once again. With a twisted smile, he removes the pin…then reaches his hand out, feeling it grab the socket where my eye was he squeezes. Continuing to scream, I feel bile coming up as he moves the hand with what remains of my eye and stuffs it into my mouth.

“You must be hungry, here you go, eat up!” Muffled, I try to bite down on his hand to force him away, but he laughs and forces my mouth closed. Choking on the remains of my eye, I pray this kills me, anything to stop the pain. Still with that twisted smile, he grabs a short sword, covered with that green liquid again and places the tip at the top of my chest. “I’ve always wanted to know what you filth looks like inside, let's take a peek shall we?” Pushing down with the sword, he starts slowly cutting. The pain is again unbearable, that’s not normal a cut like this shouldn’t be more painful than what he died with my eye. Wishing I would pass out from the pain, I swallowed on reflex, not even allowing me to choke to death. Slowly he reaches my stomach and keeps cutting.

“Let me out, let me show him what a true monster looks like…”

Hearing a faint voice, I grasp onto it. I know who that is, if it can save me from this torture, if it can grant me death, I want it to take me. I hear the voice grow louder.

“Come, give in, I’ll free you from all the bad things…”

Closing my remaining eye, I give into my monster self, trusting them to take me out of this predicament.

[Trial Two Finished.

You have failed to keep a sane mind from the pain, however Cerberus finds your solution acceptable and will reward you, however your trial is over.]

Getting up and looking around, I’m laying on the grass near the doors to the dungeon. Gasping for air, I look around and see Sally and Gray also laying near me. Blinking I check my hands and eyes and find both are fine, my hands still healing from the first trial. Reading the prompt that I received, I wonder what it means. Wasn’t I being tortured? Where is Gerald?! Blinking, I look past the grass and see the same wasteland but this time, I see a huge three headed hound sitting there, looking down on us. I have to crane my head to take it all in. Gulping, even knowing who I was looking at, I prompted the System for its information.

[Level ??? Guardian, Cerberus]

Cerberus turns one of its heads towards me, and it flashes its teeth at me…

            

    
        Chapter 8 - Leaving

    
    
    
    
                Trembling, from what just happened with Gerald and now seeing Cerberus, I don’t move. Still confused, I keep looking at the massive head staring at me.

“Do not fret little one, I will not harm you.”

Hearing a voice in my head, I look around me, seeing no one else, I look back up at the head. Seeing it stare at me, I point to myself, as if asking if he was speaking to me. Nodding, the voice appears in my head again.

“Little one, I am curious, why are you here?”

Taking a breath to calm down, I open my mouth and ask the question that I needed an answer for.

“What happened, wasn’t I captured again, he was there, he was tor-”

“You were in a trial, you are now safe. What you saw was a vision created for my trial.”

Offering me this explanation, I pinch my cheek, and feel the slight sting from doing so. Knowing this was likely to be real, I breathe in relief…I can still remember the pain that I experienced.

“You may have failed the trial, however not many would have survived as long as you. Some would have died from the pain, some would have taken their life by biting their tongue, perhaps you did not know to do that. Unleashing your inner monster was not the wrong choice…however it was not the correct choice either.”

“W-what was the right choice?”

“I can not tell you that. This is something you need to learn yourself, otherwise you can not survive this world as a monster. Now little one, can you explain why you entered my domain.”

Sitting up and brushing a strand of hair behind my ear, I think for a moment on how to explain everything. Like he was reading my mind, maybe he really was, he said “Take your time, your companions have moved to the third trial.” Nodding, I start from the beginning, and explain our backstory and how we ended up here.

Without interrupting me, Cerberus takes everything in. For a moment, I thought I saw his eyes flash when I mentioned humans breeding hybrids like us. As I continue the story, I see Gray wake up, however he tilts his head, nods and doesn’t interrupt. Cerberus must have explained the situation to him, and I continue. After speaking for about an hour, I finished explaining our situation in full, including the trials I had just taken. Taking a breath, I wait for Cerberus to speak or Sally to wake up.

“Little one, I understand your plight. I can not offer you any assistance, but know this. The world is bigger than you can imagine, do not think that you are anchored here. I can only offer you these trials, the humans who enter will not be offered trials but my true domain.”

Nodding in understanding, it seems we were truly given something different compared to what the dungeon should have been. Thinking of the words about being anchored here, I realise we don’t really know anything outside of Crater.

“I will offer you this advice. I do not know where you are, or what your world is like, but do not trust the System to help you. Use your own strength to gain power, the System will only give you some strength, you need to find the rest yourself.”

Tiling my head in confusion, I consider his advice. The System doesn’t help us, we know that, it shows that we are monsters after all. Use our own strength to gain power…so we shouldn’t rely on the System to give us that strength. Nodding to myself, I asked another question that was on my mind.

“What is the System?”

“I do not know, I only know it’s been there since the day I was born, even those before me do not know the answer to this. It is something that is a part of us, yet is not. Perhaps you’ll find the answer, perhaps you won’t. It does not bring us harm, but it does not bring us good. Do not trust in it for strength.”

Nodding at his words, I thought as much. It seems someone as powerful as Cerberus does not know the answer to this. It wasn’t a bad thing, and I agreed with his words that it was a part of us, and yet was not. Looking at Sally, I realised that she had been sitting up for a while now. Guessing Cerberus had also spoken to her, I gave her a nod. Looking at Cerberus, Sally asked him a question.

“What should we do now? Will the humans find us if we leave this dungeon?”

“I do not know, I can not see outside of this dungeon. However this is not the true dungeon, they will not find you here.”

Nodding, Sally closed her eyes. Looking at Gray to see him shaking his head, I turn back and look up at Cerberus.

“Thank you for answering our questions. Can we stay here to rest before leaving?”

“You may, however I have a condition. I will gift you something with the help of the System, look after it, that is my only condition for you resting here. You may stay as long as you need, I will bring you some monster corpses if you require food.” Nodding, I reply that we would need food, and I see a strange glowing circle appear beside Cerberus, and a few black furred hounds walk out from it, dragging two big dead bovine looking beasts towards us. Dragging them to us, they release the corpses of the bovines and walk back into the circle and disappear. I see a pile of wood appear with a flint and steel. Knowing this was to help cook it, I thank Cerberus once again. When I do, he stands and starts to disappear.

“When you have become stronger, seek me out. I will allow you to go through the trials once more, they will benefit your growth greatly. What you went through was only the beginning. I pray you break the cycle for your brethren.”

Leaving those words behind, Cerberus disappears. Once he does, I collapse into a heap out of nervousness and tiredness. Sitting up, I look over at Sally and Gray and motion to the food. They nod and the three of us start to set up a fire, skin the bovines and make food, and for the first time, the meat we prepared was not for the humans but us.

While the food was cooking, I checked my System for the details on the quest.

[Emergency Unique Quest: Cerberus’s Trial Completed.

As you failed the second stage of the trial, rewards have been adjusted. Cerberus has gifted you additional rewards in light of your efforts. You may leave the dungeon when ready.

Rewards:

5,000 experience

Gauntlets of the Demonic Hound

Monster Egg of ???

Bundle of Clothing]

‘That is a lot to take in…’ Thinking this to myself, I look over my rewards once again. Prompting the System to claim the rewards, a cluster of items appears in front of me. Before I look through it, I notice some prompts.

[You leveled to 8!

You leveled to 9!

Level 10 available.]

“Level 10 is available?” Looking at the only one who has leveled to 10, Sally, who is now level 11 and has a similar pile of items in front of her, she nods and says “Don’t level up yet, it’s painful.” Nodding in response, I look through what I’ve received. Picking up a pair of gloves, the system gives me information about them, which has never happened with the swords we used before.

[Gauntlets of the Demonic Hound.

Special gloves that have extendable claws built in. Can be used with or without the claws extended. Makes a good thud when you hit things!]

Putting on the gauntlets, they fit like they were made for me. Moving my hands and fingers, I found that if I squeezed my fist lightly claws would come out where my knuckles were. Squeezing hard, they stayed extended. Releasing my fist, the claws retract. Nodding to myself in satisfaction, I turn to the Monster Egg, which needs both of my hands to hold.

[Monster Egg of ???

An Egg. You can form a blood oath with this egg. It will hatch after some time.]

“What’s a blood oath?” Looking once again at Sally, she shakes her head while shrugging, Gray also shakes his head. Prompting the System to form a blood oath, I feel a cut on my hand under the gauntlets, taking off the gauntlet, the blood streams from the wound and winds around the egg, forming a strange symbol and imprinting onto the egg, disappearing after some time. Seeing no changes, I take it as the egg needing time like the System told me. Turning to the clothing, I see a set of underwear, 2 black singlet shirts and 2 red skirts that seem to go down to my knees. Looking around the grassy terrain and failing to find a river or water of any kind, I fold the clothes and put them in my sack for the time being, along with the egg. I’ll wear the clothing after a bath, since my current clothing was barely covering me.

Looking at Sally, I see she is holding a small sword and a big shield. About as big as she is, about a metre and a half tall. She too has some clothing as well. Looking at Gray, I see he has what seems to be a big two sided hammer, requiring him to use two hands to hold it. Along with the clothing, I noticed that both of them did not have an egg like I did. Guessing the egg was what Cerberus asked me to look after, I checked the food, skimmed some off and took in the smell. The other two join me in getting some of the meat and we start talking of our experiences during the trials. After telling them about everything, Sally spoke of her experience.

“For the first trial, when my sword broke, I grabbed two skeletons and used one as a weapon and the other to block attacks. The second trial I was dragged out of the forest by humans when I first ran, beaten before I stood up and fought back. When I did I ended up in the third trial. The third trial I was under water, I tried to swim to the surface but monsters kept attacking me. I never reached the surface and before I knew it, I was here.”

Nodding, Gray muttered “I-it was like that f-for me. But t-the second trial I-I relived my f-fight with Gol, but my handler t-tried to kill m-me. So I s-stood up and t-tried to fight him, and I e-ended up underwater and g-got eaten…”

Feeling embarrassed at failing the second trial compared to the other two who passed, I scratch my cheek and return to eating. I think the other two picked up on my embarrassment and started eating as well. Having not eaten meat before, I couldn’t believe how amazing it tasted. Having my fill, and a bit extra, I get up and move around a bit, throwing a few fists around to get used to my new gauntlets. I see Sally looking over her new shield and sword, meanwhile Gray was laying down using his sack as a pillow and sleeping. Thinking about how the other two performed in the second trial, I think I see what I should have done, or rather what I failed to do, to have courage to stand against something I feared. After a while, Sally and I also lay down to sleep, and for the first time in my life, I slept with a full stomach.

Waking up after several hours and waiting for Sally and Gray, we got some more food and discussed our plans.

“What should we do when we leave?”

“First before we leave, you both should level up to 10. It’ll be painful, but afterwards you’ll be stronger.”

“Alright, if we’re stronger then we should do that. I think when we leave we need to find somewhere to stay, a cave near water and some weaker monsters for food.”

Nodding, Sally adds “We also need fire, so somewhere with wood we can easily get will be best.”

“W-what if the h-humans are o-outside?” Saying this, Gray nervously looks at us. “They’re h-higher than l-level 10.”

“We’ll run into the forest as fast as possible if that’s the case. The humans want to avoid fighting monsters without hybrids protecting them, so if we reach the forest they won’t follow.” Saying this, Sally grabs more meat and continues eating. Nodding, this was our best chance.

“Once we set up somewhere, we should focus on leveling ourselves and rescuing our brethren.” While saying this, I also get some more meat. I love eating meat, it tasted so good.

“Right, but lets focus on one thing at a time. Finish eating you two, level to 10 and lets leave this place.”

Nodding, I slowly finish the meat we have left. Wrapping some up in scrap cloth we have and storing it equally in our sacks while Sally explains what will happen when we level to 10. Sitting down with Gray next to me and prompting the System to level me to 10.

[Confirmed, good luck.]

Mentally preparing myself, I feel the pain Sally described…but it was less than what I experienced during the second trial. Gritting my teeth, I bare with the pain while listening to Gray growling with pain himself. After a few agonising minutes, the pain dissipates and my body relaxes. Opening my status, I see how it’s changed according to what Sally mentioned.



Alisha

Demonic Fox and Human Hybrid

Level 10

Health: 400

Mana: 100 (Locked)

Experience: 3,700/10,000


Class: Not Available

Class Level: Ineligible

Experience: 0/0

Skills: Demonic Fox Awakening (Incomplete, 0.03% Awakened)

Spells: None



Getting up and moving around, my sense of smell has gotten stronger. I can still smell the meat we cooked earlier, as well as finer details like the smoke from the wood and the wood itself. My vision has also improved, however it’s not as detailed as Sally said. She never mentioned anything about smell though, maybe it’s different for everyone. Stretching my arms around and moving a bit, I feel a lot stronger than I did before. So this is why the humans were so strong, level 10 gave them this kind of strength. So what were the other levels like...what was level 20 like? Oh, I shouldn't think like that, Cerberus did tell us not to rely on the System for strength. Still unsure on how we would seek power out, I decided to not think of things like strength through the System. I'll force a path with the strength I earn.


Seeing Gray also slowly get up, he looks around before shyly smiling at Sally. “I-I see a lot b-better, thank you.” Mentioning that my sense of smell is much better but my vision only slightly improved, Sally tilts her head in confusion and shrugs.

“Right, we should get going. Lets find somewhere quick, I want to wash all the blood and dirt off.” Saying this, I look at Sally and Gray. We move towards the doors of the dungeon, and leave stronger than we were before we came in with our new equipment ready in case of a fight.

            

    
        Chapter 9 - The Council

    
    
    
    
                [Elizabeth’s PoV]

*Sigh*

It’s been four days since we left that massacre behind at the doors. The only good that came out of that was Gerald losing the Demonic Fox girl, none of those who were left alive returned, we assume they are dead. Sadly, the higher ups don’t like uncertainties. After we returned and gave our report, we were ordered to stay within the city, not allowed to leave until we’ve been investigated. Sighing once again, I finish the drink in my hands and look out the window towards the slums. Flashing past my eyes is the look that the silver haired girl, Number 14, gave us before running into the forest with Number 32…it was filled with hatred and bloodlust. I couldn’t blame her either, with how humanity treats her kind I wouldn’t blame her for wanting to kill us if given the kind.

Standing up and reaching for some more whisky, I pour myself another drink. It’s boring being stuck indoors all day, even though I can go out I generally avoid doing so. Because of my fathers research on mind controlling hybrids, our family was praised by the council and the nobles. However, the moment I started asking for better conditions for the hybrids, I was disowned from my family, and pushed to living in the lower levels, near the walls to the hybrids. I wouldn’t mind but I can’t go into the slums to help or give them care, as it’s outlawed and would end with me jailed. I suspect there is a reason they don’t want to give the hybrids better conditions, since we already sacrifice them for our so called safety there shouldn’t be a problem giving them some food and shelter, right?

Well, when we returned and reported that we lost all fifty hybrids assigned to us, the council was not happy. Their greatest fear is the hybrids finding out about level 10 and onwards, as from then on you gain a substantial increase in strength, sense and intelligence. The next increase came from being level 15, when you get even more strength. Level 20 is likely the same, but the nobles and council keep that as confidential information. They fear that a group of hybrids will discover this after escaping Crater and come seeking revenge. I can’t say I blame them, a group of high level pissed off hybrids that can form release would likely cause massive damage to our society, if they don’t wipe all of us out completely. Treating them with a bit of kindness might’ve given us some leeway to talk down potential hybrid threats, a little late for that if any of the escaped hybrids from our batch do end up wanting revenge.

As I sit down about to start drinking again, I hear a knock on the door. Sighing and putting my glass down, I stumble slightly towards the door. Opening the door, I see a young boy with a mailbag slung around his neck, holding out a letter. Grabbing the letter, I thank him, give him a coin and return to my table. Lighting the lantern, I check the letter and see the seal on the back, a crown with five jewels embedded on it, the symbol of the council who are above the nobles in rank. Opening the contents, I read the contents.

“Miss Elizabeth,

Report to the Council within one hour of receiving this letter to discuss recent matters involving the Mutated Dimensional Dungeon, Cerberus’s Domain, and to give a statement on the events that took place that lead to the massacre of hybrids. Failure to report to the council will result in punishment.“

Seriously, a summons to the council at this time? Getting up, I quickly change to my formal clothing, a simple robe, stitched on the back is a portrait of Crater without the slums and on the front top right is my name, and under it my citizen number. Unlike the hybrid numbers, we are given a number on our 10th birthday as a formal registration to Crater and is used for official business. Tying my hair back into a ponytail, I leave my house and start walking under the moonlight. Thanks to a force we don’t understand, monsters do not approach the city, or anywhere within 200 metres of the slums. 

Walking down the street, I see children out walking around playing and chasing each other happily. They would not learn of the dangers of the world until their 15th birthdays, when they are given formal training and a career choice. Becoming a monster hunter such as myself is seen as a lowly profession, but one that is necessary since we need food and materials. I joined the monster hunters after being disowned by my family in an attempt to give better treatment to the hybrids, and as it turns out that was a mistake, no one cares what I say, I could only treat the hybrids under me better, like not killing them when they became “useless”. I did however have to execute those who reached level 9 by force due to the laws.

Walking further in and past the houses and shops, I reach a building that sits on the border of the wall further into Crater. Past this wall are the farms, and past the farms is another wall, then the nobles land. Having never been that far myself, I could only wonder what was there, since the nobles never came down here. The council too resides in the noble section, however in certain circumstances they would come down to the building I’m standing in. Built like a courthouse, it is usually used for trials, and in cases like the summons I’ve received, usually a high level meeting. Walking in, and giving my letter to the receptionist, I’m led down a corridor to the waiting room, lit by lanterns on the wall. Within, I see Gerald, Ryan and the other handlers from that day. Ignoring the group, while they ignore me, I sit away from them and patiently wait for our group to be called up.

After waiting ten minutes, the receptionist came back and guided us to the main room doors. As the guards opened the door, we were announced.

“Monster hunting group 478 have arrived, my Lords.”

Gesturing for us to come in, we stand at attention in front of the five hooded councilmen. No one knows their identities, presumably to protect themselves against noblemen, since even the System does not show their names or levels.

[Level Hidden, Hidden]

Rumour has it there is a skill that can be used to disguise their levels and names, another says it’s the hoods that have the effect. Since the System says it is hidden it means that a method was discovered to prevent others from prying. As we stand for another minute, the councilman in the middle speaks.

“We have read the report provided by Gerald. We wish to confirm the truth of what is stated here. Elizabeth, please provide the truth of what occurred four days ago word for word. We will know if any untruths are spoken, speak.”

Taking a step forward, placing a hand over my heart and giving a slight bow and holding this position, I speak the details of what occurred that day with no emotion or biases. I was unaware that a report was filed in the first place, and done by Gerald of all people. I’m surprised he could even write, and a report would not be done by us but by our coordinator. Unable to see Gerald’s face, I have a feeling that I was left out of some sort of discussion on what to talk about in this meeting, and perhaps I was chosen to speak based on this.

Finishing my report, I step back and release the bow I held. For a few minutes, we are quiet while the councilmen spoke about what we could only guess was the contents of both the written report and the one provided by me. Feeling a glare on me, I keep my head straight, not moving, since the councilmen demanded our respect to not move. After ten minutes of them discussing the reports, they finally turn to us, with the councilmen in the middle speaking once again.

“Gerald, step forward.”

Seeing Gerald stepping forward from the corner of my eye, I see he looks angry and scared. Ah, so he did write a false report after all. Idiot. They would’ve found out either way.

“Gerald of the House Crolock, the report you filed contains many falsehoods. You stated here that upon arriving at the mutated dungeon the hybrids started attacking each other when you claimed there was no safe way to bring them back to Crater. You also stated that you personally witnessed all hybrids die at the hands of each other, with a few finished off by their handlers. You did not inform us of the Demonic Fox nor Number 14 escaping into the forest. You did not inform us that you allowed just under half the hybrids to live. Even though the probability is high that they were killed by monsters in the surrounding areas, we can not ignore that you left out a potential threat to our society in your report.”

Seeing more fear creeping up on Gerald’s face, he turned and pointed at me.

“My Lord, this wench has forgotten her place and given you a false report about the events that unfolded, she sympathises for the hybrids and is motivated to ensure some of them escape. I ask of you my Lords to punish her for giving you a false report.”

Seeing three others in the group nodding, including Ryan, I remain silent and don’t move my eyes or face. I simply remained stationary, awaiting for the councilmen to speak.

“You do not understand Gerald of House Crolock. Elizabeth did not hide nor tell any falsehoods in her statement, we can tell, do not question us. You on the other hand have committed a crime against our society. We are the last stronghold of humanity, allowing these hybrids to escape our control gives rise to a potential threat that we must overcome. We will send out a hunting team to pursue them, and if any are found alive, you will be held responsible. Ryan of House Nor, John of House Twen and Lee of House Bon, please step forward.”

Seeing the three that nodded in agreement pale, they stepped forward, keeping their heads down.

“You three are complicit along with Gerald of House Crolock and thus will share the same punishment. You will be sent to the underground prison cells for six months, with a further three months working the farms. If any hybrids are found alive, your punishment will be escalated to include the loss of your dominant hand and the corresponding eye. If any hybrids that escaped are noted to be a threat or kill any of the hunters we send out, execution is possible. The rest of you, learn from this. If you need to leave hybrids behind, kill them, do not use or risk using them for your entertainment. You all may leave, Elizabeth, stay behind.”

Stepping forward as the others left, Gerald and the others escorted by the guards waiting, I waited for the place to be emptied and to be spoken to.

“Elizabeth, for your honesty, we will be assigning you to the Elite team that will be clearing the mutated dungeon. This is an opportunity for you to restore your name and honour. Do not let us down. Meet the team in three days at the walls before dawn, you may leave.”

“Thank you my Lords.” Bowing once more, I turn and leave the chambers. Sighing with relief, I passed the group I came in with who were giving me death stares. A sight I was used to, I just continued on my way. Stepping out of the building, I look over towards the slums once again. New handlers will be appointed to the group and another batch of hybrids given to us, however it would take some time, I estimate about two or three months until we would be ready to head out. The Elite squad I’m assigned to for now has three hybrids, the only hybrids that were successful from my fathers research, and the only ones higher than level 12. Sighing once again, I can’t help but look forward to the drink I left abandoned at home. Walking quickly, I started to consider what I would need for the mutated dungeon.

            

    
        Chapter 10 - The Wilds

    
    
    
    
                [Alisha's PoV]

A flash of light welcomes us as we step out. Readying ourselves, we check our surroundings. We’ve come out back to the entrance we came in from, in front of us is the same clearing, the bodies previously laying around all but gone, the only remains that could be seen were some blood splatters on the ground and some of the trees. Lowering my guard and moving forward a bit I look around for where we should go first. According to Sally, she has only ever travelled this one path from Crater to here, Gray and I were in a similar position. We did not know much about the world outside of Crater, feeling nervous about how our futures looked, as well as a bit excited, we started walking down the path, being careful in case we ran into the humans. We wanted to avoid going off the path into the forest at any cost, not only do we not have a clear path to go, but we also lose a lot of vision and would need to keep our guard up constantly.

With Sally in front of us, Gray tailing behind and myself in the middle, we continue down the path while keeping a lookout. Judging by the daylight, we have about an hour left before night falls, meaning shelter has to be found before then, or at least somewhere we can defend ourselves without being surrounded. Breaking through the forest, we arrive in an open field, a grassland with boulders, a few trees and shrubs scattered about but otherwise was plain with some monsters roaming the fields and in the distance I can faintly make out what seems to be a river, one of our destinations to see if there is any shelter. Beyond the river I can make out another forest, less dense than the one we left. Without much time to spare, we start lightly jogging towards the river, hoping to get there in time to find shelter before night.

Along the way we were attacked by monsters, however they were around level 7 or 8 and we easily dispatched them. Within about twenty minutes we arrived at the river, and looking down the river sides there was no end in sight. The width of the river is about ten metres, something that we could cross if necessary but did not want to risk in case there were monsters waiting within.

“What direction do we go? Do you two see anything further up?”

“I see some rocks and maybe caves upstream, don't see anything downstream.”

Gray nods in agreement, so we start making our way upstream quickly. Moving quickly on the gravel near the bank of the river, we fight off a few more monsters on the way and reach the rocky area that Sally pointed out. Looking around, we check around to see if there is a cave nearby. Slowly moving, we keep ourselves prepared just in case of a sudden monster attack. We don’t know how strong the monsters are around here, if we encounter something too strong we’d be in a very bad situation.

“Over there, it looks like a cave.”

Saying this, Sally starts moving towards it. It’s a small cave entrance, hidden between some rocks. As we move towards it, we stop and look at each other, with a nod we move into the cave. Sniffing, I don’t smell anything but the dampness of the cave, a smell of a monster or beast that has nearly faded away and strangely water. With the flint and steel we brought from the dungeon, Gray lights a makeshift torch made from sticks and we move forward, thankfully even if we only had a little light, our vision was great in the dark due to being raised in near darkness. The first room is nothing but a naturally made corridor, with a few stalagmites coming from the ground and stalactite from the roof, walking downwards for about 40 metres, we arrive in a bigger room.

 There is nothing really here, barren and the smell of water is stronger. Coming to the other side, we discover two more pathways. Choosing the closest one on the right, we come to a room with a pond of water at the back, with water flowing in from above. Checking to see if there are any threats, we quickly move back out and take the path on the left. In here is an old nest of some sorts, this is where the smell of an animal was coming from, but it’s extremely weak, like it has not come back for a very long time. Explaining my discovery to Sally and Gray, Sally is the first to speak.

“Well, if it hasn’t come back for a long time, then we’ll stay here for now. It’s near dark now, let's stop here and rest. Gray, you’re on watch first.”

Nodding, Gray moves to the entrance to the first room we discovered. Thankfully we don’t need light, having a fire down here could be dangerous and lure monsters here…a problem we’d need to deal with later. Looking at Sally, I smile and point at the room with the pond.

“Shall we get ourselves cleaned up?”

Nodding, Sally leads the way, and arriving in the room she hands me a small package.

“Soap, I got some as a reward, use it.”

Soap? I look at the soap in my hands and surprisingly the System reacts.

[Soap of Cleanliness

It’s soap, use it while bathing and you’ll be clean.]

‘Strange, why did the System prompt there?’ Thinking to myself, I tilted my head and secretly was glad the System said something. I don’t know what this soap is, but if it helps me get clean I’ll take it. Taking off the scraps of clothing clinging to my body and the gauntlets, I slowly walk into the water, which is crispy cold, with Sally doing the same.

After bathing and using that soap stuff, I found that I was a lot cleaner than when I bathed at the river back in Crater. Satisfied, I put on my new clothes, but was confused about a particular piece of clothing, it had two half circles connected with a strap that went around in a circle. Looking at Sally, she seemed equally confused, and shrugging I set it aside, maybe it had some use but the System wasn’t telling us how it worked. Putting on the red skirt and black top with no sleeves, I got my gauntlets back on and am very happy with how the clothing felt. Looking at Sally, she was in a blue shirt with long sleeves and black pants that went down to her ankles. We put on the shoes that came with the clothing and head back to the main room to get some sleep while we wait for the day to come about once again.

A few hours later, I’m awoken by Sally and take over watching the entrance, this will last until daylight comes. Walking over and sitting on a rock near the entrance, I watch the entrance. Smelling, I can smell rain and wet fur, guessing that there were monsters roaming around in the rain, I keep my guard up until sunrise. Seeing the daylight slowly coming through the entrance, I get up and move to wake up Gray and Sally. Once they were awake, we headed out with the purpose of getting wood and monsters as food. Discussing amongst ourselves, we decided to stay here and slowly explore the surroundings during the day when it was safest. Moving out, we quickly run into some monsters still wandering around. Most monsters will sleep during the day, some avoid the daylight while others don’t do either. The monsters we encounter are level 10 and 11, a group of three, they look like wolves, with massive fangs coming out of their mouths and long claws. Stepping out, Sally slams the hilt of her sword onto her shield, gaining the attention of all three. I move to her right while Gray moves to the left, extending the claws out of my gauntlets, I wait for the monsters to attack Sally first.

[Level 11 Wolf Cub]

One attacks her while the other two watch Gray and I, something I didn’t expect, but quickly adapt to. Moving in on the one watching me, I throw out my right fist at its face, retracting my claws at the same time, while I swing my left fist from its blindspot, hoping it’ll dodge into it. Leaning forward, I watch as the wolf dodges towards where my left fist is aiming, and keeping the claws extended I connect and rip into the wolf’s right flanks, right between its front leg and ribs. Ripping through with a sharpness I’m not used to, I cleanly take out a chunk from the wolf, the smell of blood flows out, smelling absolutely amazing. The wolf is barely standing as I move in and punch out to its head once again with my right fist, with my claws extended, I stab through and move the gauntlets down, cutting its head into three pieces, still attached to the body of the wolf. I keep my guard up for a second then see the message the system gives me.

[You killed a Wolf Cub, gained 800xp.]

Raising my eyebrows, I wondered if I was seeing it correctly. I got that much experience for killing something? I know I got 700 from killing Thomas, but there was only one Thomas, there might be lots of Wolf Cub! Looking over at Sally and Gray, I can see they have finished as well. The head of Sally’s monster is cleanly cut off and Gray’s wolf’s head was…I guess it’s the mush of blood and flesh in the hole in the ground where its head used to be. A bit shocked at the surreal sight of someone who looks 14 wielding a massive two handed hammer standing over the mess, I bring the wolf over to Sally, who starts skinning the wolves and storing the fur and meat into two of the sacks we obtained with the clothing. The third sack would be used to store wood, at least tinder for fires. While Sally worked, Gray and I stood on lookout, since the smell of blood may attract monsters towards us. Thankfully they don’t, but from here on we’d need to be careful as we’ll be walking around with fresh bait.

Taking some time to explore around, the surroundings are mostly the rocks, big and small. Walking on the gravel floor, we continue forward, fighting off more Wolf Cub’s and some weaker monsters. We came across another cave a short distance from ours. The smell of monster was much stronger, so we avoided exploring it for the time being. Making our way back downstream, we find some loose bark and scraps of wood, seemingly from other monsters cutting into it. Grabbing some loose wood, we quickly filled the third bag.

“We certainly don’t have enough. This would be easier with a cart.”

Agreeing with Sally, I approach another tree and extend my claws, and just as I’m about to swing I stop myself. Looking at the tree, I think I see slashes, not claw marks from a monster, but what appeared to be sword marks. Like someone or something was practising on this tree. The current place we were at was quite the distance from Crater, somewhere they shouldn’t be able to reach to casually practise sword striking. Was there others living this far out, or is it a monster with claws this straight. Calling Sally over, I show her the marks to get her opinion, after observing she comes to the same conclusion as me, we may not be alone out here. With something else to keep an eye out for, we return to gathering wood, using my gauntlets I can slowly strip wood off these trees. Our plan is to smoke this meat, something we were forced to do growing up as rations for the humans, so we knew why this was the best option.

Managing to get enough wood to pick up with both arms, a pile under each, we gather back together and move back to our little cave. After dropping off the fur and tendons from the Wolf Cubs, we take the wood and meat with us and move further up to near the river. We did not want to cook this close to the cave, as the chances of attracting monsters was high. After we set up the fire, with Gray and Sally on lookout, I slowly started cooking some of the meat for our meals today and smoked the rest to eat later on. The smell, at least to myself, was very strong and started attracting some of the weaker monsters that had hidden away during the daylight. Thankfully there were no monsters too high level, but with night quickly approaching, we did not want to stay out for too long, as the scarier higher level monsters would come out to hunt. Finishing up the last batch of smoked meat, we put out the fire and took the remaining wood we had left, and as we’re about to leave, one of our fears appeared.

[Level 14 Wolf Adult]

With two of these higher level monsters approaching, we knew we needed to finish this quickly, or at least escape back to the cave without them following. Without a word, Sally quickly charges at one of the monsters and slams her shield into its face, causing it to buckle. Gray approaches the second and swinging his hammer slowly, he distracts it while I approach the one Sally was fighting. Moving swiftly, I move into its blind spot and lash out with my claws from my right gauntlet, aiming for its leg, but it dodges at the last moment. Not expecting it to dodge as it did, I stumble forward a bit and use that momentum to roll quickly to my left, narrowly dodging a bite that came down. Feeling a cold sweat on my back, I remembered where we were, outside of Crater monsters can be extremely strong, and smart. Taking a breath, I refocus myself with this in mind, one mistake could lead to a swift death against these monsters. Retracting both claws, I stay back a bit while Sally gets some hits in and gains its attention again.

When it finally starts attacking Sally again, I move in once again towards the Wolf Adult’s blindspot at its hind legs. Now more focused on its movements, I swing at its upper body and connect with my right fist, hearing a crunching sound. I knew I was successful this time, and quickly jumped back to avoid it once again biting down where I just hit it. This time while it was facing me, I extended both claws out and moved in again, rolling to the right while it tried to bite me again and arrive at its side. Stabbing down into the back of the wolf, I jerk my hand down as hard as possible, nearly slicing it in half in one go, but I hit a bone near the bottom. Pulling my hand back, the claws are stuck, possibly in the bone that stopped my slice, giving it another pull I manage to free myself, just as the wolf claws at me. Raising my left arm, it connects and leaves a claw wound on my arm. Stinging painfully, I check the wound and see it’s shallow but could’ve been much worse if I hadn’t freed myself. As the wolf turns to bit at me again, Sally cleanly cuts through the bone I failed to, finishing the Wolf Adult off.

[You killed a Wolf Adult, gained 1,800xp.]

[You obtain 1x Wolf Tail.]

Quickly moving to the Wolf Adult that Gray was attacking, we quickly deal with it in a similar fashion. Gray had gotten some hits in making it easier for us. After killing the Wolf Adult, we decided to take the risk and skin it for the fur, and thankfully this risk paid off. We left the meat behind, as a lure to keep monsters away from our cave, and quickly moved, arriving just as night started setting in. As we enter, we can hear the sounds of howling in the distance, strangely making us feel fear and slightly weaker.

We store the smoked meat into the empty room, and set up some of the remaining wood to dry out the fur, tendons and skin we accumulated from killing monsters. Prioritising the materials from the Wolf Adult, I also requested the Wolf Tail I had received, and looking it over it was just that, a tail. Not sure what it could be used for, we decided to just skin it and use the extra bone to help prop up the wood for drying the fur. After making sure we hang up as much fur as we can to dry, we eat and once again bathe. Gray finally wore his new clothing, a yellow short sleeved buttoned shirt that mixes well with his hair, and blue shorts that go down to just above his knees. With myself as the first guard, we turn in for our second night in this cave, with plans to explore more of the outside world and to see if we can find a dungeon to get stronger.

            

    
        Chapter 11 - Exploration

    
    
    
    
                Being woken up by Gray, I get up and grab some smoked meat to eat. Being able to eat like this has to be one of the most fulfilling things I’ve come to like about our newfound freedom, along with no longer waking up in fear that it may be our last day alive. Munching down on the smoked meat, we start discussing our plans for the day.

“Should we try exploring the other side of the river? Avoiding the forest, we could find more materials or monsters over there.” Saying this between bites, I wait for Sally and Gray’s suggestions.

“No, I think we should stick to this side of the river, we still have downstream to explore. We need to find something to make threads, once the fur is completely dried out we can look at making bigger bags.” Grabbing another piece of smoked meat, Sally suggests her idea.

“I-I think we should e-explore around this a-area a bit m-more.” Speaking between bites, Gray has more confidence in his speech, making me turn and smile at him. Blushing, he turns away again, confusing me as to why.

“Mm, I agree we should explore more around this area first. There was that cave with the strong smell you picked out Alisha. And also the sword marks on that tree.” Nodding to Sally’s comment, I agreed with her. The cave we were in was underground, and there was more above ground to explore around us, we’ve only really been to the river and here, killing monsters around the area.

“We need to discuss how to get stronger without the System as well. Cerberus said we shouldn’t rely on it, any ideas?” Remembering Cerberus’s words to us, I bring up this topic so we could lay down some suggestions. “I’ve been practising my punches and slashes with claws, but it doesn’t feel like I’m getting stronger.”

“M-maybe we s-should do more physical a-activities, like the humans did, those w-weird thing they lifted.” Recalling the description that Gray gave, I remember some humans would use a contraption with two rocks on each end of a thick stick, lifting it up and down.

“That might work, but I don’t think it’s as simple as that.” Saying so, Sally ponders for a moment before responding “That might be the best way for now, Alisha, you should try doing more than punches, try to imagine yourself fighting something and get used to moving around.”

Tilting my head back, I think about how that would work, maybe imagine myself fighting something strong or something I’ve thought about first. Caressing the egg on my lap, I think of the fight with the Wolf Adult, dodging and moving my fists. If I can practise my movements based on that, I think it would work well. Nodding to myself, I note to try it tonight once we return from exploring our surroundings.

“So back to exploring, shall we check out that cave with the strong monster smell first? We can be careful about it, but we need to assess the danger.” Sally and Gray both agree. “Let's also pack enough food and water in case we get trapped outside.” Putting the egg back into my sack, I grab my canteen and some additional smoked meat and packed it away. Slinging the sack over my shoulder, we start moving to the entrance and leave our cave, where the morning sun was shining through.

[Sally’s PoV]

Slowly making our way to the cave we discovered earlier, I think about these last few days. Never would have I thought escaping with Alisha into the jungle that day would lead to us finally being free of the humans, we even saved Gray and met Cerberus. Finally, we can carve our own path forward, one that isn’t tied to a fate of being used and tossed aside. I’m happy, even if I don’t show it to the others, I’m happy I’m with them, that we are moving forward even if it’s just one step at a time. Approaching the cave, I move in front of Alisha and slowly enter. Once again, we start to descend while watching our step, after going down about a hundred metres, we arrive in a dark room. My eyes adjusting to the deep darkness of this place, I found my vision only shows so much in front of me, about ten metres at best. Raising my shield, I turn and look at Alisha quickly and see her sniffing around, looking a bit confused. Our eyes meet and she tilts her head, points at her nose and makes a circle with a finger, taking this to mean the smell is everywhere, I nod and turn back to face forward, moving slowly and attempting to make no noise.

After walking for a few minutes, I feel a tap on my right shoulder, a signal that Alisha had something to share. Feeling her mouth next to my ear, she whispers “Something strange nearby, step carefully.” before pulling back. Nodding once, I slow down and keep my eyes down watching my step. Alisha’s sense of smell was amazing, being able to pick out smells I couldn’t. I can only now smell the monster smell she could at the entrance. If she says something strange is ahead, I’m very inclined to believe her.

Inching forward, a dark spot slowly comes into view. Watching my step, we slowly approach until we’re a few metres away from the strange dark area. Squinting slightly, I believe I make it out to be a hole, a big one at that. This cave is already huge, so what is this huge hole doing here, how deep is it?

Looking around, I stop and keep my guard up, we haven’t found the monster responsible for the smell yet. Turning to Alisha, I see her look at the hole strangely, like she is entranced by it. Waving my hand in front of her face, she snaps out of the strange mood and looks at me strangely and moves towards me, once again putting her mouth to my ears.

“Something strange is down there, but the smell is really far away.” After she says this, I move my mouth to her ear and ask “Is it that deep? What does it smell like?” She takes a moment, seemingly hesitant at first. “I-it smells like…it smells like…I-I don’t know, but the smell is making me feel really good…”

Taking a step back from Alisha while watching her, afraid she might dive into the hole with how she was talking, she also quickly waves her hands and makes an X. Did she guess what I was thinking? Relaxing myself a bit, I keep an eye on her while observing my surroundings. Gray has been watching behind us this entire time. Suddenly…

“Above us!” Shouting this in surprise, Alisha jumps back while looking up. Moving towards her, I raise my shield above me and feel a large hit, sending both of us rolling away from the hole. Getting up, I look around and up, and see what just hit us.

[Level 17 Demonic Tarantula]

Oh shit. We need to run. Looking at this monster that was at least five metres long and three metres tall, the body was covered in black fur, the legs were a dark brown colour, at its mouth were two massive teeth that suddenly started dripping with some sort of liquid. A slight foul entered my nostrils, and knowing that liquid was bad news, quickly backed up and ran into Alisha. Looking down at her, she looked absolutely horrible, turning green, watered eyes and was holding her head with one hand. The smell, was it overwhelming her? I kick her back, causing her to roll towards Gray. Blocking the next attack that it sends towards me and barely holding it back, I shout to Gray “Run!” He nods and moves back quickly, and reaches to grab Alisha. Before he could, the monster swung one of its legs at her. Moving quickly I jump in front of her and block with my shield, but with no foothold, I get sent into her, causing both of us to go flying away from Gray. Getting up, I see Gray looking to move towards me but I shout at him again “Get out, I’ll be right behind with her!” If we all died here, it would be for naught, at least one of us would have freedom and live.

Hesitating, Gray glances at me, with a determined look I nod at him. He glances back at the monster coming towards us and moves towards the exit. I’m sorry Gray, I’m sorry I lied to you, but it would be a miracle if we could get out of here alive. Getting up, I smash the hilt of my sword on my shield to gain its attention on me while Gray moves away. Alisha was struggling to get up, but managed to block her nose with something I can’t make out. Nodding weakly at me, she takes up position, showing resolve to fight and live through this mistake of ours. Shouting, I charge at the monster, while Alisha lowers her body to the ground and moves in swiftly. Feeling a heavy hit, I keep my foothold strong, and slash out at the leg that had hit me. Managing to cut into the leg, Alisha managed better. With her speed and claws, she slices two legs, while not managing to cut them off, the wounds are enough to make the Tarantula stumble.

Smiling, Alisha dances back, and readies herself for another attack, not in the least prepared for the Tarantula’s counter attack. Snapping a leg out faster than I can make out, I see Alisha jump in surprise and raise her arms in a cross to block the hit. Hitting her, she is sent flying…straight towards the hole. No, stop, please please land! Without realizing it, I was moving towards her, shouting something I can’t make out. Looking behind her and then at me, Alisha smiles as I hear her say “Well, fuc-”. Disappearing into the hole, I don’t know what to do. I quickly turn around, I know I can’t defeat this thing in front of me, I can’t save Alisha either, what good am I?!

Hearing a roar from above, I look up and see Gray coming down, hammer in hand aimed at the Tarantula’s head. Moving too late, Gray smashes with all of his force and connects with the bastard. Hearing a raw heavy cracking noise, I look and see Gray running towards me. Without a word, he grabs my sword arm and drags me out, without letting me go and running for the exit. At first I struggled, then remembering what happened to Alisha and the fact I couldn’t save her, I let him drag me. Moving through the exit of the cave, the Tarantula doesn’t chase, assuming it to be stunned or dead, we leave the cave and Alisha behind.

            

    
        Chapter 12 - Depths of Crater Hell

    
    
    
    
                [Alisha’s PoV]

“Well, fuck”

Falling, I smile at Sally who was screaming my name as I fall into the hole behind me. Taking in her face as best as I can, she is looking at me in horror, but it’s not your fault Sally. I messed up, my reactions were too slow because of that smell. Closing my eyes as I continue to fall backwards and Sally disappears from my view, I grab the sack from my shoulder and bring it close to my chest, wrapping my arms around it, I can feel the egg inside. I hope that even if this ends in my death, the little one that hatches from this will survive, and I cling it harder to my chest. As I continue falling for who knows how long, the last thing I remember is the sound of water splashing, and an extreme pain flooding my body as before I lose consciousness.

Waking up, I gasp for air, I can’t breathe. I feel blocked, something is stopping me breathing. Feeling around, I turn on my side and start vomiting. The smell of bile, water and meat enters my nose, such a strong smell overwhelms me, making me light headed. I keep vomiting and coughing up everything, the feeling of being blocked up fades and I gasp sharply for air. Taking sharp quick breaths, my body hurts, my head is fuzzy and light, I can barely move. Rolling onto my stomach very slowly, I use both my arms to try and lift myself. I feel a searing pain from my left arm and buckle, the pain causing me to scream. Looking down to my left, I see my arm angled weirdly…it’s broken. I used that arm in front to block the blow from that Tarantula, it must’ve broken at that time. Slowly moving my head I look to my right, I see it’s straight and not broken. I just want to lay here, the pain is too strong, I know I have more broken bones, even the enhanced healing we hybrids get from our monster side will take a while to heal these bones. Knowing I can’t possibly lay here forever, I push up with my right arm, struggling while I do so, and manage to sit up. Taking another deep breath, I can feel pain on both sides of my chest, broken ribs are added on top of my existing injuries.

Looking around, I’m sitting at the edge of a pond. A dim light comes from the pond, lighting up some of the surroundings. I spot my sack a few metres from me, with the egg still inside. I needed to get it. Getting to my feet proved to be a fruitless effort, I dragged myself over to the sack with my right arm while dragging my left. Gritting my teeth in pain, I get to the sack and pick it up, placing it gently on my lap. I carefully open it and check on the egg. Lifting it with one hand carefully, I check it all over, and thankfully find no cracks or anything broken. Sighing in relief, I gently clutch it to my chest. After a while, I place the egg back on my lap, search through the sack and find a healing potion and a bandage. Using my teeth to pull out the cork, I drain the contents in one go, choking slightly from my haste and raw throat. Tossing the empty bottle aside, I take the bandage and some sticks from my sack, and with some difficulty and pain, I bandage my arm with the sticks keeping it straight. Sitting back, I wonder what to do now.

Seeing nothing but darkness above me, I knew that I wasn’t getting out of whatever I felt. Finding peace in knowing that I’ll live a bit longer, and that Sally and Gray might’ve survived, I think about what to do now. Checking my System, I’m surprised by what it brings up.

[You have entered Level 25 External Labyrinth, Depths of Crater Hell]

“Well, fuck.“ 

Sighing, I considered myself lucky. For a start I wasn’t dead, there were no monsters nearby since I haven’t been eaten just yet. Checking my status, I see nothing has changed. Since I’m alive, I should look around, maybe there is an exit out of here somewhere. Regaining some feeling back to my body thanks to the healing potion, I place the egg into my sack, slowly stand up and check both my legs. Finding that I can stand with a bit of pain, I grab my sack with my right hand, clutch it to my chest under my left arm and look around. Seeing a path out further in, I slowly stumble towards it and reach the wall, leaning on it with my shoulder. Moving slowly one foot at a time, I follow the narrow hallway.

There are strange gems that give off light embedded into the walls, like a guiding light, I continue stumbling forward, stopping every few metres to catch my breath. Hating this feeling, I keep moving forward until I reach a large room. In the middle of the room sits a strange throne, with multiple pathways leading out on each wall from where I was. Sniffing, I can smell that amazing smell from before I dropped into this hole coming from a pathway from the right wall. Feeling a blush come up on my face while my body starts to feel warm and comfortable, and I start getting a bit light headed and groggy. Wanting to know what this smell is, I follow it slowly.

“H-hic, this smells realllly goood.”

The smell was getting stronger and my desire for it started to overtake all other thoughts. Reining in the last of my rational thoughts, I stumble and hit my left shoulder on the wall. Pain shot throughout my entire body, freeing my mind from that desire that was taking hold on me. Realising that I was following a very dangerous smell, I considered my options. If some pain could wipe out those desires that quickly, I should be fine. It’s not like I have any other route. Getting off the wall, I move a bit more and soon arrive in another room, but this time it was small.

Looking around the small room, I see a pillar of sorts in the middle, the source of the amazing smell. It’s much stronger in here, but I squeeze the broken area of my arm lightly and the pain slightly helps. Approaching this pillar like this, I look at it and see more detail. At the top sits a sculpture of a man with a cup pouring some kind of liquid into his mouth, with some of it flowing from his mouth and down onto the pillar, where it turns into 3 streams that wrap around the pillar. Decorated around the pillar from top to bottom were various designs of cups, there were some inscriptions of a featureless person in stances, and also weirdly enough there were images of fists.

“What's wuth this, iy's rwalky weird, hic”

Hiccuping up, my face has become really warm and my mind is foggy. Wanting to speed things up to get out of here quickly, I look at the pillar in its entirety and finally notice the System has had a prompt for me this entire time.

“System, open message.”

[Shrine of the Drunken Fist Weaver.

You may ask for guidance.]

Ask for guidance? Maybe I can ask how to get out of this place and back to Sally and Gray! Sitting down and squeezing my left arm again, I think of how I should ask for guidance. Slowly opening my mouth, I mutter a simple sentence. “Please, guide me.” Closing my eyes and bowing slightly, I see a flash of light that is blinding even with my eyes closed. After the flash disappeared, I slowly opened my eyes and before I could look around I heard a booming voice.

“Oh, little one! It’s been some time since someone came to visit this old man and ask for his guidance! Hahaha! Come come, tell this old man about what I can guide you with!”

[Level ???, ???, Drunken Fist Weaver]

Looking up, I see a big man, very big. Standing at nearly 3 metres tall, he nearly matches the figure on top of that pillar. Sitting on a chair, he was wearing a brown coat with a white shirt underneath, a white beard that covered his neck and long white hair tied up behind him. Taking a drink from the big mug he was holding, he also patted a chair that was nearby. Looking around confused, I sniffed and found that the smell was even stronger here. Covering my nose quickly, I feel my head become even more groggier, eyes started watering and my body was really warm now.

“Oh, little one, is the smell of my alcohol too strong for you? You seem to have become drunk on the smell alone!”

‘Alcohol?’ Unfamiliar with the word, I point at his mug, the source of the smell and nod. Laughing, he quickly drinks the rest and puts the mug away, then pulls out some strange sticks and lights one with the help of the lantern and sticks it into the table. After a few seconds he looks at me and says “It should be okay now little one, you can uncover that nose of yours. Your sense of smell must be very sensitive!”

Slowly uncovering my nose, I sniffed and found that while the smell was still there, it wasn’t as strong. Slowly standing on my feet, I stumble over to the seat he had offered to me and sit down. The table in front of me was too big, the edge coming to my eye level. With a clap from the unknown man, my seat adjusts itself to my size and moves up so the edge is at my chest.

“So little one, may I ask your name?”

“I-I’m Alisha, a Demonic Fox and Human hybrid s-sir.”

“Hahaha! No need for formalities, you’re sitting with me willingly. I am Sir Lee the Drunken Fist Weaver, let us drink to celebrate our meeting! I have something a bit weaker for you, so the smell and taste won’t overwhelm you too much!”

Handing me a mug, he pours a strange amber liquid into it. Sniffing it, I found the smell to be great, not as strong as before, enjoyable even. Looking at him, he nods and drinks and I do the same. The strange liquid goes down smoothly, making me feel warm inside, and with some pain I can feel my broken arm again. Looking at it in confusion, Sir Lee nods and says “It’s okay little one, the alcohol has great healing properties, that arm of yours should be all good after you finish a few drinks.”

Nodding, I take another sip. “T-thank you sir..I mean, Mr. Lee” Seeing him smile and nod, I sit up a bit more and ponder what to say next. Like he knew what I was thinking he asked me a question.

“Little one named Alisha, tell me your story. I have never heard of or met one who was born of a monster and human. You must have some fascinating stories to tell!”

Taking a liking to Sir Lee, and feeling comfortable and warm, I asked him a question that I had on my mind.

“Where are we Mr. Lee, are you a human? What was that strange liquid? How do I get out of hole I fell into?”

Smiling and nodding, Sir Lee looked happy, and started answering my questions.

“We’re in a special place reserved for those who have died and are preserved for their knowledge by the System. In a way, we are like the Gods people spoke about in legend, we guide those who ask for guidance. I was once a human, maybe I still am, when I was alive, but now I’m nothing more than a spectre of my former self. That strange liquid is a type of alcohol, a favourite of mine called bourbon. It was something made back in my day, we drank it to celebrate our victories in wars while also healing our wounds. The System is kind enough to produce it for me in exchange for passing on my knowledge and guidance. As for the hole you fell into, I can not answer that, I do not know what is past this room. Now little one named Alisha, tell me your story.”

Nodding and taking another sip, I feel a bit strange but still in a good mood. I then start telling him everything, maybe he can help guide me in something else, so I tell him everything from the moment I was born, the fate that we hybrids had shared, everything until I fell into the hole, including our meeting with Cerberus. Stroking his beard and drinking while listening to me, Sir Lee doesn’t interrupt me and lets me continue the entire time. After a few hours, and four more mugs of this strange liquid called bourbon that made my head spin and sleepy, I finally finished my story. Caressing the egg in my lap carefully while waiting for a response, I sip once more on my cup. My left arm has healed completely and my body feels new and refreshed. The healing from this alcohol was amazingly fast, but I don’t like this state where my mind feels groggy, spinning and it’s hard to talk clearly. Sir Lee seems to have no complaints though, so maybe it’s just me.

“Little one name Alisha, it seems like this life of yours has been cruel to you. Hearing that you have managed to escape such a fate is a deed worthy of celebration! Do not worry for your friends, while the Tarantula is a strong being it won’t leave its home, as long as your friends leave that cave, they won’t be chased. However, to think you’d be trapped in Crater Hell…”

Hearing the last sentence from him, I tilt my head and frown, he was right, even if I have this reprise, I was still stuck in this Labyrinth. Hearing a tapping, I see Sir Lee tapping the table and looking at me, or rather my hands.

“Those gauntlets and the feeling you mentioned when fighting with your fists, did the System give you a message when you had that feeling?”

“Mm, it said I discovered an affinity, Mr. Lee.”

“Is that so little one named Alisha? Well, perhaps you can demonstrate for me.”

Clapping his hands once, I see a wooden humanoid figure appear. “Defeat this using your fists only, you’ll need to take off your gauntlets first.”

Nodding, I take off the gauntlets and carefully place my egg on the table. Jumping from the chair, I move towards the wooden dummy and take up my stance. Shaking my head to clear it, I squinted and tried to get rid of the blurred vision I was seeing.

“Little one, I recommend ignoring the feeling of being drunk. Rather, you should embrace it. Get used to the feeling. Don’t think about how you should hit, just move to attack.”

Listening to his advice, I stopped resisting the strange feeling. Wobbling, I approach the target and stumble forward quickly. The figure springs to life and throws out its arm to attack me. Stumbling, I dodge to the right and swing my leg up and kick at its side. Hitting it, I also tumble onto the ground and roll ungracefully and spring up then throw out another right fist at the wooden figure. Hitting it, I throw punches wildly, without thinking of how to strike it. I just keep hitting and kicking the target over and over. Stumbling over my feet, I throw one more punch at the place where its head should be and fall on the ground. Groaning, I roll to the right and push myself off the ground in one go. I don’t know why, but I like this feeling from drinking that alcohol and fighting. Lashing out another kick, I focus on putting more energy into it and feel my leg start getting hot. Ignoring it, and ignoring the whistle from Sir Lee, I kick the wooden figure and fall over onto my butt.

“Well done! You can stop there, I’ve seen enough to know you’re very suited to learn from me!”

Getting up slowly, I make my way to the chair again, nearly tripping over my feet, and sit down again. The seat adjusts back to the same height and without putting on my gauntlets, I caress the egg while putting it on my lap. Grabbing the cup, I drink more of this alcohol.

“Little one named Alisha, what did you feel on that last kick?”

Recalling, I tell him about my thoughts on putting more energy in the kick and feeling the heat on my leg. Nodding, he shows me the wooden figure and points to where I kicked. Squinting the blur away, I see a scorch mark as thin as my leg. Tiling my head, I look at Sir Lee.

“You have a natural talent towards punches and kicks Little One. That last move is a special skill called Lashing Fire Kick, it expends a lot of energy to set your leg on fire. Don’t worry, it does not harm you, but it’ll give your enemy a nice big surprise!”

Looking at my right leg, I don’t see any burns or fire. Frowning, I ask “Did the System grant me this skill?” Shaking his head, Sir Lee responds “The System does not grant things like skills easily, it is good that you are heeding the advice of not relying on the System, but don’t reject what it does give. It does not care for you, it will not help you, but if you earn something, the System will help provide it to you. Quest rewards, knowledge, skills, you need to put in the effort to obtain it, the System will only provide it to you as long as you can comprehend it. Do not rely on it to give you strength, seek it out yourself.”

Nodding in understanding, I also connect what Sir Lee says to what Cerberus said. The System wouldn’t just grant us strength, levelling up would only go so far. We should seek strength out, but how do we do that? Asking this question to Sir Lee, he only responds by saying I will understand in due time. Meaning it’s something that can’t be taught but something we need to learn ourselves. With more of an understanding, I see my System update me.

[Skill learnt: Lashing Fire Kick.

Kick out with a flaming leg, you might set your opponent on fire.]

“Now little one, I will offer you a chance. I will teach you my martial arts, and from that you will be able to learn a Class. I have two martial arts I can pass onto you, it is up to you whether you wish to learn. Do not worry about the outside world, time moves faster here, I will spend two weeks teaching you the basics of both, after which our time will be finished and you will have to go back. Only two days will have passed in your world, so free yourself of worries.”

Determined, I look at Sir Lee and nod. If it can help me survive and escape from my trapped labyrinth, I was willing to do it. And if what he said was true, his style of fighting would very well fit with me and could be a strong asset.

“Little One, prepare yourself. You will not be sleeping, and your body and fists will be torn apart and rebuilt by the time we finish, prepare yourself! Drink this, it will get rid of the drunk feeling.” Gulping down the contents of the bottle he gave me, I felt my head clear nearly instantly. Nodding, he stands, places his hands on his hips and loudly states “Get ready!”

            

    
        Chapter 13 - Eye of the Fox

    
    
    
    
                Gasping for air and collapsing on the ground, my entire body is on fire, at least it feels like it. Not able to move an inch, I draw in painful deep breaths. Hearing the dancing of feet around me from the numerous wooden figures, I struggled and lift myself back up to my feet. Wiping away the blood from my eyes due to my forehead bleeding, I take steady breaths and take up my stance once again. Each time I move incorrectly, the gem on my wrists sends a painful shock up, stunning me for a second, allowing the wooden figures to pummel me. Thinking back to the conversation hours before we started this training, I contemplate over the last few hours.

***

“Little One, looking at your body size, gender and the Demonic Fox side of you, the first style of martial arts I will teach you is the Dancing Fox Wind Style. This is nearly perfectly tailored for you, and will fit your gauntlets as well. It uses wind magic to give you more speed and sharper blows, once you’re more skilled you can also flare up any flames you inflict with that kick of yours as well! Since you’ve just started fighting with your fists, now is a good time to beat a new style into you, we will rework how you stand, how you punch and kick, and how you move on the battleground. Put these bracelets on, they will serve as training weights, a pair for your wrists and ankles. If you kick or punch incorrectly, the gem in them will shock you..”

Nodding, I put on the bracelets, one on each ankle and wrist. Feeling the weight on each, my arms and legs are double the weight, making my movements slower. Nodding his head, Sir Lee waves his hand and a humanoid figure about my size appears. Watching it carefully, it moves carefully, limbs loose and moving quickly, striking out with a punch without taking up a stance, arms always resting to the sides, quick and powerful blows. I see streams of air swirling around their body, getting faster each time they move. Memorised, I watched every movement carefully, wanting to intimidate what they were doing and make it my own. Seeing the determined face I was making, Sir Lee nodded.

“I will teach you from the beginning, however I will only teach you the basics to this style! If I taught you everything you would be no more than a copy of my knowledge. Over the course of the next week, I will hammer the basics into you, and with the basics, forge this Style into your own, let it grow while you forge your own path in your world!” Nodding to Sir Lee’s words, I stand ready for what he was going to teach me. Waving his hands once more, ten wooden figures appeared, surrounding me. “The moves I showed you are the basics. First get used to the movements, then I’ll help you unlock your magic and teach you wind magic to complement it! Now, take up your stance, and remember that I will not go easy on you.”

Nodding, I raise my fists in front of my face, readying myself…making my first mistake. Triggering, both gems shock me, the shock is more painful than I thought, stunning me in place. Right at this time, I am pummelled by 3 of the training dummies at the same time, knocking me on my butt. I feel blood seeping from my forehead. Getting up, I realise my mistake right away and take up the stance I saw from the demonstration. A second shock sets off and I’m once again beaten. Getting back up quickly, I tilt my head in confusion and think. Sir Lee remains quiet, seemingly waiting for me to ask for help or realise my mistake. Thinking of how the style was shown, I remember that the figure stood loosely, not taut but relaxed, only tensing up just before their punch connected. Closing my eyes, I relax my body, breath out and let go of any tension in my arms and legs. Buckling a bit, I correct my posture and open my eyes. As if it was responding to me, a dummy approached and I threw a punch. Tensing up early, the punch was about to hit when I felt the shock go through me once again. Stunned, the dummy in front of me and two behind once again pummel me.

***

This has been my life for the past four hours. So far, I’ve managed to start punching a lot more, but my blows are weak. I’m not tensing at the right moment before I land the punch, I know this from the numerous times I’ve been shocked. Seeing the dummy in front of me move towards me again, I keep myself relaxed as I dodge its attack, and throw a punch, tensing inches from the punch hitting. Smashing with more force than I anticipated, I let my hand fall back to my side, limp and scan around. Out of the corner of my eye, I see another one moving to me. Pivoting loosely, I swing out a kick, keeping it loose and watching as it connects and sends the dummy flying. As more blood seeps into my eyes, I turn to another one I see coming towards me, and just as I’m about to lash out, I feel a blow to my back and right leg, collapsing my stance and on reflex I turn, sending a fist towards the source of the blow to my back. Realising my mistake right away, that I had tensed up, I felt the shock go through my body once again and this time 5 dummies move in to punch and kick me.

Facing up, I hear a clap and the pummelling stops. Sir Lee then speaks from somewhere nearby. “Good, you’re getting used to the style much faster than I expected! However, there is a problem we need you to work on, you’re not aware of your surroundings enough. Your senses are not aligned with fighting correctly, you should know when something is coming towards you at all times. Sound, touch, and in particular for your smell. Now, back on your feet, take up your stance but do not attack. Evade attacks with your eyes closed, get used to the feeling of something aiming to do you harm, use your amazing sense of smell to pick out when they get closer, listen to the sounds of each dummy and eliminate useless sounds. Do this and you’ll be a threat on a battlefield!”

Getting up and wiping the blood from my eyes, I stand still, relaxed and close my eyes as instructed. Taking a deep breath, I listen out and prepare myself to move. Dodging is incredibly difficult with these weights on, and very tiring. I’m used to long hours of fighting, but not this intense or with these weights on me. Hearing a sound behind me, I sniff and try to locate it, but the smell of wood is everywhere. I do smell one closer to me, but I can’t tell how close it is. Hearing it step close to me, I dodge to the left and am hit, seems like I dodged into the dummy instead of dodging away. Grunting with pain, I keep myself standing and return to my position.

After a few hours, and a lot more bruises joining the existing ones, I am starting to be able to tell where the dummies are coming from. My sense of smell is getting sharper, I can roughly tell how far something is once I locate its smell, each of the dummies has a different smell to it, hard to detect but unique, I have to ignore the common smell of wood. By eliminating the sounds of movement from the other dummies, I can tell when they are approaching or when they are moving around. With my sense of touch, I can feel when I’m about to be hit and dodge it. It’s not perfect and I am only able to dodge four to five out of ten hits, but I can feel my senses becoming sharper. I continue on for nearly another full day, twenty four hours of nothing but dodging, evading and sharpening my senses. After the time had passed, I was starting to dodge nearly every hit, even with my eyes open and kept on one dummy. The dummies were only doing basic attacks, but thanks to that I feel I have become stronger, and my practice with the stance for Dancing Fox Wind Style nearly became second nature.

“Very good Alisha, very very good! I have never taught or used this style, but even I can tell you are a natural to it. Now, let's practise dodging and attacking, don’t get used to it, the dummies will start moving much faster and with different moves now!”

With a bad feeling in my stomach, I once again take up the stance I have practised for a day and a half, and prepare myself.

***

Crack! Retracting my fist from the last destroyed wooden dummy, I gasp for air and fall on my butt once again. Bruised all over my body, it has been three days since the “advanced” training. I have been shocked, punched, kicked and beaten more times than I can count, but when I started finally moving correctly, I found I could destroy these dummies with enough force. Too much force ended with me punching through it and having it stuck on my fist…shivering at the memory of the beating I received from all the dummies including the one stuck to me when that happened, I got up and looked down. My new clothing was a mess, my fists bloodied, bruised and I’m pretty sure there was no skin on the top. There were also splinters shredded throughout my fists, I can feel each and every one of them. Hearing another clap, I look up at Sir Lee.

“Very good Alisha, remember the feeling you have now. If you are to survive, you must always keep that feeling, always keep relaxed but ready to strike at any moment! Once this becomes natural to you, you will achieve the true form of Dancing Fox Wind Style. Now, come here and eat this.”

Handing me a thumb sized deep blue crystal, I check it over and prompt the System for more information.

[Pure Mana Stone.

A high quality stone made of pure mana. Can be consumed.]

“After swallowing that, bite down on this.” Handing me a stick of wood, I again prompt the System but nothing comes up. Must be an ordinary stick. I’m not sure what a mana is and only knowing my status shows it, I assume it would help heal my wounds, I swallow it whole and bite on the stick. Smiling at me, Sir Lee nods and says “Good luck Little One.”

The last thing I remember, other than the pain running down my arms, legs and the huge amount of pain just below my chest, was biting through the stick with my…fangs. My vision goes dark, and I find myself floating in an empty void. Looking around, there is nothing here, then suddenly I hear a cracking from above and looking above, I see a deep blue liquid dripping down slowly onto the ground of the void. Slowly a puddle forms, the ground starts to change around it and a small hole appears and starts getting bigger as more liquid comes in. Not able to move, and watching from above the ever growing hole, the liquid starts coming in faster and the once small puddle gets bigger and bigger.

Soon, a lake is before me, the deep blue liquid shining brightly. As I watch, the liquid slowly stops coming in, and the void changes once again, growing from the bottom of the lake weird thick strands grow out, in total five of these strands grow out in different directions and lead off into the void, and as they go out further, I feel something deep within me seemingly change…I’m not sure how to explain it, I know I’m not physically here, but it feels like something has opened inside of me. I see the strange blue liquid start moving through four of the strands, and from the fifth blue liquid starts coming in. Looking closer, I can see the one bringing in the blue liquid is about three times thicker than the other four. Looking at the lake, it’s massive, about fifty metres deep and a hundred metres in width. Soon, I notice a blue mist starts coming from the lake, a calming blue that spreads throughout the void. About to watch more, I feel a tug and the void disappears from my vision.

Opening my eyes, I see I’m back in front of Sir Lee, with the broken stick in my mouth. Spitting it out, I check my teeth and feel that my teeth have become fangs. Quickly checking the top of my head I feel two new ears, moving my hands to my tailbone, I feel no tail there. Did my monster form release? Looking at Sir Lee, he nods and laughs.

“The moment you passed out, you grew out those adorable ears and your teeth became sharp fangs! Truly fascinating, the ears match a Demonic Fox exactly. Don’t worry about the changes, I believe they occurred because you’ve created your mana pool. I don’t know the specifics or even if I’m right, but this is a good thing, the more control you have on your monster side, the stronger you’ll get! Never fear your monster side, it is a part of who you are, Little One.”

Nodding, I don’t mind my change of appearance. Hybrids look identical to humans but we’re not humans, so having this distinction was fine with me, not being confused with a human made me happy. I wouldn’t mind having my tail out, but I guess it doesn’t want to come out yet. Smiling, I check my body over again, my fists are still bloody and splinters still treated my fists as home, but I feel something different within me. Opening my status, I check what has changed.
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Demonic Fox and Human Hybrid


Health: 400
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I see that my Demonic Fox Awakening has awakened a lot more than before, and now my “Mana” no longer has the locked word next to it. Closing my eyes and feeling my body once again, I feel something circulating around my body.

“What you’re feeling is your mana circulating your body, strengthening it for use and creating mana veins. You would have seen these mana veins in your mana lake, five or six would have come from it connecting to certain parts of your body, with one providing you mana from your surroundings. Those veins are being made in your body right now. Keep focused on that feeling, you’ll find yourself entering a state of mind where everything becomes clear. Hold that feeling for the next twenty four hours. Raise your hands while you do this so I can treat them, keep focused on that feeling.”

Nodding, I clear my mind and focus calmly on the feeling going around my body. Slowly, my mind becomes clearer and clearer, until all I can feel is my body slowly changing inside, getting stronger. I don’t know how long it’s been, but I feel the changes starting to slow down before I sense no more changes happening. Opening my eyes slowly, I look around and see Sir Lee drinking at the table. Getting to my feet, I see my hands are bandaged and feel refreshed, I move over to sit besides Sir Lee.

“Good, it seems your mana veins are complete. Excellent, now it’s time to learn wind magic. I can only teach you so much with the time we have left, so we have to hurry. Now, before we start, a few important things to remember, firstly the System can help cast magic for you, all you need to do is request it like you request your status. This is how humans and monsters alike used magic for the longest time, however that will limit you. Learn to cast magic on reflex, this is very important for the Dancing Fox Wind Style. Secondly, wind magic is very very dangerous, it is sharp and can cut through things around you, including those you fight with. Control is absolutely essential and I will guide you to properly control it. Lastly, continuously using magic will drain you of mana, and when you run out of mana you will suffer from mana exhaustion. Your body will become weaker and your mind will become very light headed, learning to control it will lessen the drain, but it won’t happen overnight!”

Nodding, I asked him a question that I had been holding back.

“Sir Lee, what is magic?”

Hearing a thud, Sir Lee’s head hits the table. Groaning, he mutters “I forgot…you don’t know what magic is” and sitting back up, he ponders before saying “You’ll come to understand it while using it. Now, learning elemental magic is a bit tricky, and requires a bit of trickery. Don’t eat this crystal, I want to focus on it. With enough focus you’ll enter a clear state of mind again, but this time it’ll be a different feeling. imitate that feeling, do it over and over until you get it right. Now, go on.”

Nodding, I get ready to do as Sir Lee says. Staring at the crystal and once again clearing my mind, I enter a state of mind and feel something new around my body, like it was swirling around me. Following this feeling, I try to imitate the feeling. At first, I fail to grasp the feeling, I keep trying. Over and over, I feel myself getting weaker until I finally feel my own small swirl encircling my body. Grasping this feeling, I keep my mind focused on swirling it around, giving it more focus and power as it slowly swirls faster around me, gaining more strength. Opening my eyes, I feel the wind on my skin, covering my arms and legs, circulating fast. Losing focus out of surprise at the feeling, it disappears. Looking at Sir Lee, he smiles and nods.

 

“Well done Little One. The crystal I gave you taught you how to form and control wind around yourself using mana. What you have used is magic, now I want you to do it again, however do not use the crystal, feel it with your body. If you start feeling light headed, drink this.” Putting down a bottle with clear liquid in it, with the slight smell of alcohol coming from it, I nod and focus on that feeling again.

Slowly, wind starts to pick up around me, I can feel something slowly coming out of me at the same time. This must be the mana thing Sir Lee told me about, ignoring that feeling and focusing completely on controlling the wind swirling on me, I got used to the feeling. My skirt flutters as wind circles my legs, the bandages on my hands slowly come undone as wind comes from palms up to my shoulders. My shirt loosely shakes as the wind covers my body.

“Make it a little stronger Little One.” Nodding, I focus on giving it more power, and the wind picks up faster and more violently. “Good, keep that feeling up. Release it after ten minutes and do it again. Keep this up until it’s as easy as breathing.”

Taking a breath, I concentrate and keep my training with this magic thing going.

            

    
        Chapter 14 - Drunk

    
    
    
    
                Scattered around my feet are dozens of empty bottles. Hiccuping slightly, I move around while controlling the wind around my body. Maintaining separate wind spells for each of my limbs and body was very draining initially, I had fainted a few times due to running out of mana. However, after two days, I have managed to get the hang of keeping the wind going at a slow rate, and speeding it up with more power while attacking. Scattered around me are piles of shredded wood, to help me gain control I was surrounded with wood and each time I put too much force and cut it with my wind, I would be shocked. Thankfully the wood didn’t beat me like the training dummies did, but there was a lot of wood. Sir Lee said it was about three trees worth of wood that I had shredded, I certainly had been shocked enough to know it was about that much. With a clap, Sir Lee gains my attention.

“Outstanding, with that you’ve learnt how to control your wind magic enough to fit your Dancing Fox Wind Style. Now, we only have six days left here, and I want you to rest for one day before you leave here. Now, the next part of your training will be to combine your wind magic and the style you learned earlier. This should be a piece of cake, you know both, weave it in. You will be finished when you destroy every wooden dummy. If you run out of mana before you destroy them all you will fail the test” Waving his hand, this time hundreds of dummies appear around me. As I prepare to fight them all, I turn and face Sir Lee first.

“Sir Lee, may I ask you a question?” Seeing him nod, I bow slightly and a bit embarrassed. I ask “M-may I call you T-Teacher Lee?” Keeping my head bowed, I hear Sir Lee laugh.

“Little One, you may call me as you like. You have my permission! Teacher Lee huh, that has a nice ring to it, we shall drink to that once your training with the Dancing Fox Wind Style is complete.”

Looking up smiling, I once again bow and turn my attention to the hoard of wood dummies staring me down, I let my arms relax at my side and start up the wind around me. Taking a deep breath, I wait for the first dummy to approach me, and as it does, I focus more wind into my legs and move myself swiftly towards it, punching out and tensing myself at the last moment before I hit, while also speeding up the wind around my fists. Smashing the dummy apart, I move swiftly to my next target, swinging out with a leg this time. I put too much power in the wind around my leg, forgetting I had already increased it to move and feel a familiar shock, but don’t let it stun me this time. Lowering the wind around my leg, I keep the kick going and smash it apart and pivot once again, facing the next target.

Many, many hours, shocks and splinters later, I stab my fist through the last dummy and use my other fist to smash its head. Panting, bandages soaked in blood, wind cuts along my arms and legs, I look around. I did it, I really did it. Steadying my stance and keeping my body relaxed and wind maintained low, I walk towards Teacher Lee. Bowing once again, he claps. “Well done my little student. Well done indeed, you’ve learnt the basics of Dancing Fox Wind Style wonderfully! You have a long way to go to master it. Always seek ways to improve it and forge it to your own style.” Nodding, I notice a prompt coming up on my System.

[The Drunken Fist Weaver has acknowledged your efforts.

You may now choose a Class.]

Tilting my head in confusion, Teacher Lee smiles at me. “Has your System offered you a Class?” Nodding, he makes a go ahead gesture to me. Taking that as permission, I open the prompt up.

[Based on your level and knowledge, you may choose any of the following Classes. Please note, choosing a Class is final and will affect your next Class upgrade:

Demonic Dancing Fox Fighter

Beginner Wind Magician

Beginner Swordsman]

Looking at my options, I knew which one to pick as it fit me perfectly. Speaking out loud, I say “System, choose Demonic Dancing Fox Fighter.” Seeing Teacher Lee nod, I felt something warm overcome my body, a refreshing feeling. Breathing in, I feel my muscles slightly change, the wind still surrounding my body becomes calmer and smoother. Breathing out, my body stops changing and I feel light. Opening my eyes that I had closed at some point, I look over my body and can make out that my arms have become slimmer but I can see my muscles are more outlines, same with my legs. I think I’ve dropped in height by a few centimetres, but overall I feel slightly stronger. The training has given me more strength that I thought I’d have, but even with this I wouldn’t be able to defeat that Tarantula. But it’s a start.

Looking at my System, I see something completely new.

[As you have obtained a Class, you have unlocked Stats. This will be shown with your Status when prompted.]

Raising an eyebrow, I call my status.
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“Stats? Strength? Agility? W-what is this?” Confused, something I seemed to be a lot these days, I ask while looking towards Teacher Lee. Nodding, he explains.

“Normally once one reaches level 15, they will gain Stats. This shows the growth of certain areas. Strength refers to how strong you hit, Agility is how fast you can move, Intelligence is your capacity for learning and magic and Toughness refers to how much of a hit you can take. Gaining this early must be due to getting a Class. Your stats should be all Fs correct?” Frowning, I shake my head and tell him the letters and symbols next to my stats. Frowning, Teacher Lee puts his hand to his chin and thinks. “Your Strength and Intelligence makes sense, Agility would be because your Class would focus on speed and movement, but your Toughness is…very bad, taking a heavy hit could land you with severe injuries. Strange, with your monster side and your past, your Toughness should be similar to Agility. Well, that’s fine. Raising these stats is very difficult, and doesn't just increase with level or training. I don’t know many methods, and they wouldn’t help you either, but fighting can help raise them slowly. Don’t worry too much about them for now, I knew plenty of people at a much higher level that still had all Fs!” Laughing, he pats my head with his big hand. Grinning with embarrassment, I bow and thank him again.

“Now Little One, no time for any rest. It’s time for the next stage of your training, I will be teaching you a small bit of my speciality, Drunken Fighting! It involves drinking plenty of alcohol so it’s a lot of fun! I will train you to maintain your drunken state while using your Dancing Fox Wind Style. Or rather, your Demonic Dancing Fox Fighter Class!”

“Drunken?”

“Oh, remember when your head was all groggy, light headed and you were finding it hard to talk clearly? That means you were drunk!”

“O-oh, I didn’t like that, the smell was too strong and I can’t think right.”

“Hahahaha! You fought like a champ when I first tested you, at that time you were drunk! Trust in me as your teacher Little One, I will ensure by the time we have finished, you will be a champion at your local bar! Hahaha!”

Seeing the excited look in Teacher Lee’s face, I smile and nod. Trusting in this old man has led me to gaining things I never thought possible and a new kind of strength that I can forge myself. Even if I am to be stuck in that labyrinth for the rest of my days, I will at least be able to survive with my speed. Releasing the wind around me and keeping my body in a relaxed state, I sit down at the table once again and pick up the egg that I haven’t held in so long as I wait for Teacher Lee to explain this new martial art.

“Oh, you seem rather attached to that egg. You received it from Cerberus, yes? Do take care of it, when it hatches it’ll treat you as its mother.” Nodding, I caress the egg and smile while looking at it. “Right, as you may have guessed, Drunken Fighting is a style that relies on you being intoxicated; drunk that is. It relies on you being unpredictable to your opponent and works wonders to throw them off! It’s not helpful against monsters, unless they are trained in the ways a human fights, it does help since it can increase your strength, but I would recommend it only for humans. Being in a drunken state eliminates the need for acting to throw an opponent off, and you yourself will be at an advantage since your movement will be very sloppy, but with training you’ll still be swaying back and forth while punching the competition away!”

Tilting, I ask “Couldn’t I just do that normally?” Shaking his head, he explains “While drunk, your entire body will naturally relax. When you’re in a normal state of mind, some parts of your body will still tense up, like your shoulders, knees, back and neck. The Demonic Dancing Fox Fighter style is a form that relaxes your arms, legs and body and tense up at the last moment, but there are ways to see what muscles are tensing up. By drinking, you’ll eliminate that natural tension thanks to the alcohol, making it much more difficult to predict how you fight!” Nodding in slight understanding, Teacher Lee continues. “You don’t want to drink too much, as you’ll pass out, but you don’t want to drink too little as it could wear off quickly during a fight. First, we must do something about that smell of yours. Close your eyes, and concentrate on eliminating the smell of alcohol. I will release alcohol fumes from weak to strong, give me a thumbs up once you have managed to ignore the smell and get used to it.”

Closing my eyes, I hear a bit of fidgeting before Teacher Lee speaks. “Oh, and put your egg back on the table. I don’t want you getting drunk from the smell only to drop it!” Wondering what he would think if he knew I nearly dropped it while falling down that hole, I put the egg back on the table and closed my eyes again. Soon, a strong smell of alcohol overwhelms me. I have gotten used to the smell during my training, and soon I manage to get used to it. After a few more minutes, I don’t feel any effect from the smell and give a thumbs up. Soon, the smell disappears and another one replaces it, much stronger than before.

Feeling a bit light headed with a blush slowly creeping up my face, I adjust my breathing and focus on getting used to this smell. It takes a few more hours but I finally am able to smell and not become drunk. Nodding my head and giving another thumbs up, a very heavy smell hits me, it’s very similar to the smell from when I was walking towards the shrine. Feeling the blush on my face at full force and my head groggy immediately, I struggle to get used to it. With ragged breathing, I feel my body relax more and I start to understand what Teacher Lee was saying, feeling muscles I couldn’t completely relax become relaxed. Refocusing, I eliminate all thoughts and focus on getting used to the smell. It’s a struggle, and after nearly ten hours I’m only just barely used to it and am still feeling the effects.

Taking a big breath in and out, I keep focusing as the hours go by, and by the nineteenth hour my head is finally clear and my face is no longer warm. After another hour with the smell, I give another thumbs up.

“Alright Little One, that will do. I doubt they would have a stronger smelling alcohol than this, let's move onto the next stage. We will test your tolerance.” Pouring some amber liquid, bourbon by the smells of it, he hands me the cup and we drink while talking about small topics. Slowly, I start feeling the effects of the alcohol take place. Telling Teacher Lee, he nods and gestures for me to keep drinking, and two cups later, I start speaking poorly while swaying slightly.

“Hic…I hope Sally and Gray are okay, what if they're hurt, why did I have to fall…hic…I want to see them again...hic” Crying, I hold my head in my hands. Feeling a pat on my back, I calm down a bit.

“It’s okay Little One, trust in them. You’ll see them soon, I promise.” Nodding and wiping the tears away, I go to drink again but Teacher Lee shakes his head slowly. “The state you’re in now is a bit too much. I now know about where your tolerance is. Here, drink this.” Handing me a bottle, I drain the contents right away and nearly right away my head clears up. Blinking, I wonder about what I was just saying. Feeling embarrassed again, I look down while Teacher Lee pats me on the back again.

“Alright Little One, time for more training. Here, drink this, it will make you drunk to about the right amount.” Drinking the contents of the cup he handed me, I get up and move away from the table. With the feeling of being drunk coming on again, I kick up my wind magic and relax my body. The drunk feeling fully hits me and I start swaying. “Good, don’t think about hitting and just follow the training from before! If you do, you’ll be shocked.” How do I think of the training and not think of hitting at the same time? Deciding on letting my body move as it wills, I see ten dummies appear around me. Knowing I would be shocked if I make a mistake, I stand in place, swaying. Approaching me from behind two dummies try to attack, but I sway and dodge the attacks without thinking about it and lash out a back hand.

After an hour, the feeling of being drunk is still strong and I’ve been shocked a few times. It’s a lot worse with the beatings still happening, and without thinking of it, I let my mind wander and throw out attacks. The punches are messy, the kicks nearly throw me off balance, in fact my butt hurts since I’ve fallen over way too much. Breathing unevenly, I sway and dodge another attack while a fist slams into the dummies face, smashing it into pieces. Sensing another attack from in front, I lean back like I’m falling over and kick up, keeping my balance with one leg. Destroying that dummy, I look around to see there are hundreds around. Teacher Lee must’ve summoned more of them while I was busy, and turning up the wind around my body, I drunkenly stumbled towards them, like I was going into my final battle…nearly tripping in the process.

***

Waking up, the first thing I feel is a massive headache. Moving my body up and sitting up, I glance around, clear minded. I don’t remember much of what happened after I had that drink, but looking around I see piles of dummies, all destroyed. Looking towards the table, I see Teacher Lee looking at me proudly. Rubbing my eyes and yawning, I walk over with my head held in my hand, my breath stinks, my body hurts and my head is thumping with each step. Laughing, Teacher Lee asks me “Little One, are you feeling the after effects of being drunk?” Nodding, I remember what he told me earlier, about having a big headache after drinking a lot, I sit down and rest my head in my arms. “Don’t worry, you’ll get used to it!” Shaking my head, I mutter “I hope not.” Laughing, Teacher Lee pats my back.

“Here, drink and eat! You’ve passed the test! It may have seemed easy, but very few people can achieve such a result while drunk. You have a very natural talent for it!“ Putting a bitter smelling drink and delicious smelling meat in front of me, I tried the drink first, praying it wasn’t alcohol. Finding it to be bitter but rather nice and warm going down, I drink more. It’s hot, but great. ”That is coffee, I do not know if you have it in your world, but it works wonders when waking up after a big night.“ Nodding in agreement, I take some of the meat and eat. It’s also very delicious. Looking at my system, I see a new skill.

[Drunken Brawler.

With teachings from the Drunken Fist Weaver, becoming intoxicated due to alcohol will give you an increase in strength, while decreasing your motor skills.

Strength will be raised one rank while intoxicated. Strength will fall a rank once intoxication has worn off.]

“Little One, today is the day you’ll be leaving. You have talent, keep pursuing this path of yours.” A bit sad, I nod and thank him once again, with a laugh he pats my back again. Even though it has only been only two weeks, and I’ve been training for most of those days, meeting a human as nice as this and willing to teach me to become much stronger makes me smile once again. “Before you leave, I have some gifts for you!”

Bowing to Teacher Lee, I see him put a big sack on the table. “Now, this bag here is much better than the small sack you have there. Inside, I have given you ten bottles of that alcohol, drink one to get drunk enough to do that.” Pointing at the hundreds of destroyed dummies. Smiling, I scratch my cheek and nod. “I put some hair bands in there. I won’t say to cut your hair, so instead you should tie it up.” Handing me one of the so-called hairbands, I look at him and tilt my head. Smiling, he demonstrates as he grabs the hair at his back, and using the band, ties it neatly so his hair is up. Doing the same, it felt strange having my hair off my neck, but I noticed when I swung my head around my hair stayed behind me and didn't whip around.

“Lastly, I put some nice treats, snacks and little things like soap and bottles in here. Share them with Sally and Gray when you get back. Keep those bracelets, use them while training. They won’t shock you anymore, but they’ll still double the weight of your arms and legs. Make sure to take them off now.” Nodding, I take the bracelets off and feel a lot lighter. I had completely forgotten they added weight. Turning to Teacher Lee, I bow once again.

“Thank you Teacher Lee, for everything.”

“Don’t mention it Little One. I haven’t had anyone visit me in a very long time, and from your story I may not see anyone for a long time after this! Take care of yourself.”

“Teacher Lee, may I bring Sally and Gray here?”

“Mm, I don’t recommend it. I am knowledgeable in fighting with fists, your friend Sally would be better off with someone to teach her the sword and shield, and your friend Gray the hammer. But feel free to come and visit me when you get a chance, I would love to hear stories of you conquering your fate and carving your own path!” Smiling and bowing to Teacher Lee, I thank him once again. Moving my meat and canteen into the bag, I also place the egg inside and caress it once more. Smiling, I sling the bag over my shoulder while tucking the old sack into my waistband.

“Teacher Lee, thank you again for everything. I will come back someday and share with you the stories of my adventures!”

“Don’t mention it, don’t mention it. Little One, I wish to tell you one last thing. The System will not acknowledge an external dungeon or labyrinth without it being connected somewhere.”

“D-does that mean I can exit the labyrinth?!”

Nodding, he pats me on the back. “It’ll be dangerous and long. Be careful, pick your battles carefully, and always remember you can run. Use that nose of yours to sniff out the exit. Look for the smell of trees, water or anything that may lead to the outside world. Good luck, Alisha.”

With his final words, I see my System prompt with a message, as a blinding light hits my eyes, I take in one final look at Teacher Lee, thankful for everything he has done.

[Your guidance has ended, returning you to the Shrine of the Drunken Fist Weaver.]

            

    
        Chapter 15 - Alone in the Darkness

    
    
    
    
                Blinking the brightness out of my eyes, I look around and see I am sitting in front of the Shrine, like I never left. Looking down at my freshly bandaged hands, I curl them up into fists, the reality of my situation hitting me. I was still trapped, I don’t know where the exit is, but I have hope. Teacher Lee’s final words gave me that hope, all I needed to move forward. Jumping up and putting my skirt, I make sure my bag is secure and move towards the room with the throne in the middle. Sniffing, I still smell the strong scent of alcohol. Resisting the smell, it gets weaker the further I move away. Reaching the room with the giant throne in the middle, I look around. Excluding the room to the pond I fell into and the one behind me, there are another six paths, four behind the throne and two at the opposite end. Pondering about the best way forward, I go exploring each one and use my sense of smell to find a way through.

Heading to the closest path behind the throne, I enter and start walking down. Not smelling anything out of place, I notice the gems on the sides are becoming less frequent the more I explore. Not minding thanks to being able to see well enough in the dark, I keep moving, with my body relaxed and ready to kick up my wind magic at any moment. After walking for an hour, I arrived in another room. Looking around, I see more paths, four more in total. Feeling my heart sink, I knew that unless I got lucky, I was not escaping here easily. Hesitating, I walk down the path to my right, while keeping a mental map.

***

Four days. Back and forth down numerous paths, I’ve lost count at this point, I haven’t seen anything, not even a monster, empty rooms everywhere. I’ve long since explored deep enough that there are no more gems lighting the way. Maybe the exit was the hole in the ground. But it’s too high up, I can’t reach it to climb back up. I’ve hit a lot of dead ends, but I’ve also ran into rooms with even more pathways leading somewhere else. Looking around in the new room I’ve arrived in, there is nothing but total darkness. Scratching one of my ears on the top of my head, I consider what to do. Should I continue just going down paths, or go back to the pond and see if I can reach the hole? Extending my claw marks out, I etch an X on the path I came out of and move to the next one. Carving an E at the entrance, I move down the new passagewag. Mustering up my hope of seeing Sally and Gray again, I move down the next path.

***

Another two days have passed, I’m exhausted, I’ve been walking the entire time, sometimes running. Being alone in this darkness is unsettling, with not even a soul down here it’s hard to imagine escaping. I’m sitting down in a corner of a room I’ve reached, it’s a dead end with only one entrance. I can get some rest here, and caressing the egg in my lap, the only company I have, I take a light nap. I only had enough food for a few more days. Waking up, I continue treading down the numerous pathways.

***

I can’t take this darkness anymore. It reminds me too much of Crater, of the cells I was kept in during my childhood. The loneliness is overwhelming, clutching the egg to my chest, I keep moving. I’m hearing things, voices, sword clashes, monster growls. Every time I hear them, I run, run towards the source of the sound. But nothing is there, every time. Arriving at yet again another dead end, it’s been another week of nothing. Letting the tears fall, I start falling into the temptation to just sit down and stop. Shaking the thought out from my head, I take this time to sit down. I haven’t eaten in a few days to conserve the last of the meat and smoked meat, I fall to my hunger and get some smoked meat out and slowly eat it. Afterwards, as always, I keep my egg on my lap and fall asleep to the silence of this place.

***

Jerking awake to the sound of cracking, I look around. I've been hearing sounds while awake, but never has it awoken me before. Keeping my guard up, I look at the single entrance that led me here, and don’t see anything. Marking it down as a sound I heard, I closed my eyes, about to drift off when the cracking sound happened again. This time I felt something move on my lap. Looking down, I can see the egg that I’m holding moving slightly. Another crack rings out, and now I can tell what the source is, it’s the egg! Sitting up, I don’t know what to do, is it hatching, is it in danger? Holding it carefully, I watch as cracks appear on the outside until finally I see something break through. Unable to make out completely what it is, I wait as more of the egg falls apart.

“Kraa!” A cry rings out as the egg crumbles away, revealing a black bird, with beady black eyes and a sharp, long black beak. It looks around, jumping slightly off its claws, and then looks at me and tilts its head. I tilt my head and stare at it. We continue looking at each other in silence, heads tilted. Suddenly, it lets off another “Kraa!”, flaps its wings once and starts walking up my lap, looking at me closely. Taking off a gauntlet and raising a finer, I poke its head. Closing its eyes, it looks like the strange bird is enjoying it. I slowly stroke its feathery head and I hear a low “kraa” from it, sounding happy. As I do this, I check the System prompt.

[Egg of ??? has hatched. Displaying newborn’s information.]

[??? (Unnamed)

Dark Raven

Female

Level 1

A mysterious species of Raven, it shares a blood oath with Alisha. Fiercely loyal to those it considers family, it will never forget a face. Dark Ravens have the unique ability of using Dark Magic, giving it its name.

Shares a special bond with Alisha that holds a mysterious connection.]

“A name huh…” Looking at the newly hatched Dark Raven that was enjoying my small pats, a face flashes past my mind, and so does a name. Smiling, I gently pick up the raven, small enough to fit in one hand and raise it to eye level. “Your name will be Alice, the name of an old friend who taught me what she could…before she…” Trembling slightly, I still have fond memories of the times Alice taught me, the first person to be friendly to me, and I’m not sure why. Letting the tears fall, I see my own reflection in the raven’s eyes. My black hair with my fox ears poking through, blue eyes that are stained with tears and my fangs. Looking at this reflection, I found myself more motivated to continue to find a way out.

“Kraa!” The Dark Raven, or rather Alice, cried out again and jumped over onto my wrist, reached out and rubbed my face with her head.

[Dark Raven name updated to Alice. Alice considers you her mother.]

Smiling at both Alice and the System notification, I take a strip of smoked meat and offer it to Alice. As she starts picking at it, I consider our next move…well, not like I have many choices but to keep moving through the seemingly never ending passageways. Reaching down and putting Alice and the smoked meat on my lap again, I stroke her head while talking to her.

“So Alice, we’re kinda stuck down here so we’ll be walking a lot. I don’t have much food, so let's hope we find some monsters. Don’t worry, I’m sure we’ll get out of here very soon, then you can meet Sally and Gray.” Alice looks at me and cries out with a kraa, then continues eating. Seeing how fast the smoked meat was being eaten, I smiled and put another piece next to her. Slowly patting her head while she eats, I continue talking to her about small things, like how we escaped the humans, about Cerberus, Sally, Gray and Teacher Lee. I also talk to her about Alice, the times in Crater she taught me how to act as a hybrid, the rules to follow when exploring the dungeons and so many more things. By the time I finished, Alice had eaten 4 pieces of smoked meat, and wondering where she put it all, I stood up and put my sack over my shoulder. Holding Alice with one hand, I move that hand to my head, which Alice jumps onto and snuggles in. Making sure to keep her undisturbed, I make my way down the passage once again.

***

A few hours have passed and so far there has been no progress, only more dead ends and connecting rooms. Marking another passageway with an E, I walk down it. After a thirty minute walk, I can see a light coming from the next room. This has happened a few times, it’s the light from the gems that rarely comes up. However this time, I notice something that sets me on alert. Feeling Alice stand up on my head, she lets out a low kraa, I knew it was a warning growl. Slowly moving forward and keeping my body to the wall, I watched the shadows I had spotted as they moved around. Approaching the exit and crouching low, I peek an eye out.

In the room, stumbling around, are humans…or once were humans. There are about a dozen of them, and in the middle is a giant looking one, about the same size as Teacher Lee. Checking the System, I feel a smile creep onto my face.

[Level 13 Zombified Human]

[Level 14 Zombified Giant]

Looking at the closest Zombified Human, I can see its skin rotting, the smell was pungent and they were mindlessly walking around. I felt confident I could kill one quickly, but I knew if I ran into that room now, I would be overwhelmed in seconds. Noise likely attracted them, so I would need to somehow get the attention of them one by one and take them out. If I can get some experience here and level up, I’ll get stronger, making it easier on me to traverse for longer times. This wasn’t the only upside, the fact there were monsters here meant more progress! Just need to figure out how to lure them in one at a time.

Creeping back down the passageway, I talk to Alice and explain the situation with her in my hand. She tilts her head, looks at the passageway, back at me and tilts her head again. Smiling, I don’t know if she understands me or not, but talking aloud these past few hours have helped a lot, it was no longer lonely. As I watch Alice, she opens her beck with a soft kraa, looks back at the room and then back at me and repeats it. Starting to understand, I softly ask “Do you want to attract them over with your noise?” Flapping her wings, I take it as her saying yes. Nodding at her, I walk softly back to the exit of the passageway and Alice lets out a slightly loud “Kraa!”, and I see two Zombified Humans turn and start walking towards the passageway. Moving back and watching as they reach the entrance way, Alice lets out another kraa before I move back again. The Zombified Humans keep following, and after doing it once more I move Alice to the top of my head.

“Alice, hold tight, it’ll get a bit windy now.”

Feeling claws dig into my hair, I get into my relaxed state of mind and body, kick up the wind magic around my limbs and body and face the two zombies who have started running towards me. This should be far enough, the noise of fighting shouldn’t reach the next room…I hope.

Quickly moving towards the first zombie approaching me, I throw a fist attack I’d practised hundreds, thousands of times into its fist. Feeling resistance upon hitting, I move back and look closely. It was wearing chest armour and a helmet, so was the other zombie. It was hard to distinguish the armour from skin thanks to the rust and darkness. The attack still threw the zombie off, but there wasn’t any damage. Adjusting myself, I extend the claws on both my fists, and move in again. Dodging a strike from both, I weave between them and slice at their shoulders, an area not protected and slice an arm off both. Roaring, in anger or pain, they both turn towards me and bite with a speed that shocks me. Without moving my feet, I swing backwards, feeling Alice holding on for dear life. With the bottom of their chins exposed to me, I swiftly stab my claws through their heads, pull them out, retract my claws and backflip away. Looking at them, I notice they are still moving, my attack should’ve gone through their brain!

Quickly thinking of a plan to just decapitate their heads, I check their necks and see it’s unprotected, but it's small. Too high or low and I’ll hit the helmet or chest armour, I don’t know if my claws will pierce that armour. Reconsidering, I look at their legs and see no armour on them. If I can stop them moving, removing their heads will be a cinch. Breathing in, I pick up the wind around my legs and move again. Moving faster than their rotting bodies should allow, they strike out attempting to grab me with their remaining hand. Sliding under the legs, I stand up, pivot and with one fluid strike, I slice through both legs of the first zombie, dodging back from another attempt of a bite from the zombie with no legs, I focus on the second one as it charges at me. Moving in close to it, I spin to avoid the hand, and aim at its neck, with only one attacking me I felt confident. Connecting, I slice through and decapitate its head. Without looking back, I move and swing down at the last one's head. Decapitating it, I quickly backflip away once more to see both no longer moving.

[You have killed Zombified Human, gained 2,000xp]

[You have killed Zombified Human, gained 2,000xp]

[You leveled to 11!]

Panting, the System confirms they have been defeated. It only lasted thirty seconds at most, but it felt like minutes. If they grabbed me or bit me once, I would’ve been done for. They were much faster than I thought, if it wasn’t for Teacher Lee teaching me this style, or if I never found his Shrine, I would have been done if I encountered them without Trainer Lee’s style.

“Alice, are you still there?” Hearing a “Kraa!”, I ask her “Want to do it again?” she replies with two kraas that sound happy. Nodding, we move down the passageway once more, aiming to kill all the zombies, not only to practise my new style of fighting, but to progress and get out of this labyrinth.

            

    
        Chapter 16 - Making a Splash

    
    
    
    
                “Gasp!”

Slamming my back against the wall of the passageway and taking big breaths, I look down the passageway. Littering it are the corpses of the zombies, Alice and I were able to successfully lure them in and kill the zombies without being overwhelmed. I’m light headed due to nearly exhausting my entire mana supply, but the only thing remaining in that room was the giant. Given its size and the simple attacks from the zombies I just fought, it’ll be a rough fight but I’ll make it out.

“Kraa, kraa!” Jumping up and down in front of me and flapping her wings, Alice seems concerned. I had noticed earlier; I can feel what kind of mood she was in, maybe it’s because of our connection. Between heavy breaths, I smile and pick her up, stroking and gently kissing the top of her head.

“I’m okay I’m okay, just a little worn out.”

An underestimation by far. My clothing has rips through it, there are light cuts caused by my wind and some bruising on my arms and legs. Some zombies managed to grab me and their grip was strong enough to leave bruises. Or was my Toughness really that bad? Thankfully none bit me, and other than the wounds from cutting myself with the wind, they didn’t pierce my skin. There were many close calls, but with a bit of satisfaction I looked at the System while trying my best to ignore the foul smell of rot.

[You leveled to 12!]

[You leveled to 13!]

[Alice has leveled to 2!]

[Alice has leveled to 3!]



Alisha

Demonic Fox and Human Hybrid

Level 13

Health: 500

Mana: 750

Experience: 8,300/18,000


Class: Demonic Dancing Fox Fighter

Class Level: 1

Experience: 0/50000

Skills: Demonic Fox Awakening (Incomplete, 3.53% Awakened), Lashing Fire Kick, Drunken Brawler

Spells: Wind Magic]



Stats

Strength: F     Agility: D-

Intelligence: F   Toughness: F-



After gaining two additional levels, I feel a lot stronger than when I was still level 10. Knowing I have become faster and stronger, even if was just a little, I look at my Stats again and tilt my head. They haven’t changed, Teacher Lee did say they weren’t easy to change either, but why was I still gaining strength? Maybe he forgot to tell me something, wasn’t willing to tell me, or I was just getting stronger naturally. Knowing Teacher Lee, it’s more likely he may have just simply forgotten to tell me something important about Stats. I get back up and face the room. The upcoming fight wasn’t something I could avoid, even battered and bruised, I would need to overcome this giant so I could move forward. I don’t know why, I just had a feeling that if I keep pushing forward I could get out of here soon.

Putting Alice back on my head, I turn back and look at the zombies. I considered putting on the armour they used, all the armour they wore was solid, it was hard to punch through and would offer protection if I wore it, but it would cost me my speed, something vital to my fighting style. Shaking my head, I reject the idea of using the armour and continue onto the room.

Still standing in the middle of the room unmoving, the giant doesn’t react to me in the slightest. With a bit more freedom, I look around and see three more pathways, one in each cardinal direction. Taking some steps inside along the wall, I planned to walk into the giant’s blindspot to attempt to kill it in one go. Just as my body crosses the threshold into the room, there is a loud bang. Jumping back in an attempt to get out, my back hits a wall that wasn’t there a second ago. Turning back quickly, I see the door has disappeared, like it never existed. Turning and looking at where the other passageways were a moment ago, they too had been replaced. While I’m panicking, the giant starts moving as its name, level and species change.

[Level 17 Reanimated Frost Giant, Xoszus]

A named monster?! I only know about named monsters because of how fearful the humans sounded when they spoke of them, I don’t know what it entails but if it frightened them, it must be something equally scary. A chill spreads through the room quickly, shivering out of either fear or cold, I quickly get into my stance as the giant starts to change. The System rings out clearly in my mind as I see something I hadn’t seen before from it.

[Emergency! A mutation has been triggered, Zombified Giant has become a Guardian Class Reanimated Frost Giant. Emergency Unique Quest has been updated!

Slay Xoszus, the mutated Guardian of the Depths of Crater Hell. Rewards to be determined upon completion.]

‘The System is calling this an emergency? A mutation was triggered?’ Looking at the giant, Xoszus, its skin starts to become a deep blue, healing itself and losing the rot from before, growing taller, finally stopping as it reaches a height big enough that I needed to crane my neck to see its head. Taking a breath and relaxing myself, a little frustrated that I didn’t know what a mutation is. Thinking to myself that I can’t run from this, I know I need to overcome it. Feeling a shivering from my head, I purse my lips in frustration. “Sorry Alice, things are going to get rough. Make sure to hide if I die okay?” “Kraa!” A strong feeling of annoyance and frustration came from Alice. “Okay okay, you don’t need to say it again. Let's do this together Alice and get out alive.” “Kraa!” Feeling a determination from Alice as well as myself, I look at Xoszus and make a move first. He was still healing and getting up, this was the best time to attack.

Kicking the wind up on my legs, I control it to the highest level I can without losing control, I move fast towards Xoszus’ back. Staying low to the ground, I spring up with the help of the wind below my feet, I go to slam into the spot just below its skull. As I’m about to reach him, I see a shadow moving towards me from the right, it was fast! Relying on my instincts, I threw all the focus of mana towards where it was approaching, pulling all the wind I’ve built up into a wall on my right. Feeling a bursting pop of wind, and a light blow to my side, I slam back into the wall that I had approached from. Sliding down, I gasp for air, quickly checking for any injuries. Seeing some light bruising on the side that hit the wall, I check on Alice and know she is fine from her soft kraa. Jumping up, I spin up the wind around me and start feeling light headed again. Gritting my teeth, I knew if I did that move again, I would pass out due to a lack of mana.

I should’ve rested before coming in here, I was too careless! Feeling my frustration, Alice gives out a loud, determined kraa as she flaps her wings and starts flying around me. Smiling at seeing her flying, even knowing it was not the time, I nodded to her, I knew was telling me to trust her. Getting back up, I see Xoszus standing there looking at me, with his palm behind his neck, it was like he was looking at an annoyance. “I believe in you Alice.” “Kraa!” Flying high above the reach of the Frost Giant, Alice flies around in a circle, a bit unstable initially as she gets used to flying. Facing Xoszus, I clench my fists, and without warning, I move as a fist comes slamming down where I stood a moment ago, rising the momentum brought on by the blow behind me, I approach Xoszus, as he opens his mouth. I see a faint blue light coming from it, becoming brighter by the second. With a bad feeling in my stomach, I trust in my instincts once again and use my full speed swiftly to move under the giant's legs.

Feeling an extreme cold from behind me, I glance and see tons of ice forming. Turning my body around, I focus energy into my leg. Lashing Fire Kick, it doesn’t use any mana, instead using stamina. Maybe fire will deal more damage to him. Biting my lip, I use nearly the last of my mana to bounce myself up with wind magic once again; however in that moment I notice something wrong with my leg. It wasn’t flaring up, perhaps because of how cold it was. Annoyed, I knew I had no choice but to rely on that.

“System, use Lashing Fire Kick!”

As I call this out, I feel a strong burst of energy as my leg sets on fire. Knowing this was stronger than I could manage at the moment, I started spinning as I threw the kick at the giant's neck once more. Instead of aiming to hit me like last time, it doesn’t move, continuing that frost breath and my kick slams down onto Xoszus’ neck. It’s like kicking steel, so hard! The fire on my leg flares up before going out; I notice a small flame on his neck, burning slowly but getting a bit stronger. Falling down, I spin onto my side, and hit the ground rolling. Getting back to my feet, I run as I make distance between myself and the giant. I jump at the last second and feel a force, likely a fist, slam down and hit the ground, the force sending me flying into a wall once again. Groggy, light headed and bleeding heavily from hitting the wall head first, I slowly get up and look at Xoszus while sensing the little mana I had left. I feel light headed, either from mana exhaustion or hitting that wall, perhaps both.

Slamming a palm on his neck and removing it, I watched as the flame I had left was snuffed out, leaving a small scorch mark. Gritting my teeth, I doubt the flames did much damage in the first place. Feeling my vision turning dark, I bite on my tongue and hold on. I can’t pass out here, I have to survive, I must, I want to see Sally and Gray, I want to watch Alice grow, I want to save my brethren from the humans. Taking out a bottle of mana from my waistband, something that Teacher Lee had given me before leaving and without time to uncork it, I throw the entire bottle in my mouth, crunch down breaking the glass and try my best to only swallow the liquid as I start moving again. It won’t recover all my mana, but it would at least give me enough to keep fighting. Avoiding another blow narrowly, I’m hit with a force of wind and blown away, this time I successfully land on my feet and continue to move. Spitting out what glass I could, along with blood and swallowing the rest, I ran along the edge of the room, dodging what I could. This giant had some power, and that breath attack it did would kill me on the spot. Any attacks from him would kill me.

Feeling my mana slowly restoring itself, I kick up my wind only on my legs, speeding back up. As I pick up speed, I hear a loud “Kraaaa!”. Seeing Alice swoop in, a dark aura erupts from her. I had felt the feeling she had something planned, and seeing Xoszus’ attention turn to her, I let out a loud, deafening roar, surprising even myself. For a moment, the giant looked back at me, it was for a single moment, but it was enough. Surging out, the dark aura shot out of Alice and slammed into the giant's eyes. Alice flies up high once again, disappearing from my view and into the darkness.

[Alice has cast the spell Blindness, Xoszus has been affected.]

Seeing the notice, I kick up the wind around the rest of my body, no longer individually around each limb but encompassing my entire body and swirling it all around me. I extend the claws from my gauntlets, raise my fists above my head and shoot up with a burst of wind from underneath my feet with all my might. As I launch myself upwards, I start spinning my body in the same direction as the wind, becoming dizzy. Before launching myself like this, I had aimed myself at the most obvious weak point this giant has; his eye. Shooting through the air spinning, much faster than I had anticipated, I arrive in front of the eye before I know it, and with an odd sounding pop I burst through his eye and into the giant's head. Struggling, I keep my fists above me as I cut through and soon, I hit bone. Looking around, I start slicing anything within reach. Not caring to see what I was cutting, I madly swung, forgetting my training for a moment. At the same time, I spun wind around me as violently as I could. Surrounded by strange liquid, cut up flesh and squishy parts, I keep cutting away madly, not minding the splatter and mess. The smell threatens to overwhelm me and I grit my teeth.

Everything was shaking, I could hear muffled roaring coming from the outside, I didn't care and kept myself going up and slicing through everything as I moved around. Finally, knowing I was dangerously close to running out of mana and stamina, I cut through the thick bone with several strikes of my claws. With one final slash, and hearing a loud ding sound, I cut through and climbed out. Looking around I see I’m on top of the giant's head. Exhausted, I stand still hoping I’m not noticed, at the same time I notice Xoszus has also stopped moving. Feeling a tremble and quickly moving down his back and jumping off as the giant falls to the ground. Landing on my feet and buckling, I turn and prepare myself…in time to see the giant slam into the ground and stop moving.

[You have defeated Xoszus. You gain 5,000xp.

Emergency Unique Quest has been completed. Rewards Available.]

Ignoring the System message and not bothering to read it, I fall onto my butt, then onto my back as I take a big breath. I got lucky, I know that, if it wasn’t for Alice suddenly being able to use that magic…Alice! Jumping back on my feet, I look around desperately, just as I’m about to call her name, I feel something land in my hair. “Kraa!” Relieved, I sit back down, and look at the giant we just killed.

“I really want to sleep right now Alice, what about you?” “Kraa!” “Mm, we need to keep moving.” Getting up, I look down on my gauntlets. I see four of the six claws have snapped off. Resigning myself, I knew I had no other option if I wanted to escape with my life. Sniffing the air while ignoring the smell from the giant, I faintly pick up the smell of water, and turning towards where it was coming from I see it's a passageway nearest to me. Without any better leads or smells to follow, I get up and stumble towards the smell, with painful bruises all over my body.

After slowly stumbling down the passageway for about an hour, I arrived in a strange room. It’s not a dead end, there is a giant pond of water here, not shining blue like the one I fell into before, with water coming in from a small incline that leads upwards. With a feeling that this might lead outside, or at least to somewhere new, I decide to stop and rest first. Looking into the water, I see it’s rather shallow and monster free, perhaps good for a bath, after all I’m covered in blood, what I assume to be bits of brain and various other liquids. Yes, a bath, Alice could do with one as well, she’s just laying in my hair that is soaked in those weird liquids!

Nodding to myself, I quickly take off my clothes, fetch a bar of soap, grab Alice from the top of my head and a bar of soap from my back and jump in, making a splash. Complaining about suddenly getting wet, Alice flaps her wings and gives me an angry look. Oops! Giggling at her little tantrum, I wash myself and Alice down and put Alice back on my head after rinsing my hair and both pairs of ears with water and soap. Both of us sparkling clean, I grab the spare set of clothing from my sack and put it on. “Alice, can you keep watch?” “Kraa!” Using my sack as a pillow, I lay down and quickly fall asleep.

Waking up after a few hours and eating, with Alice taking a lot of the food, I pack my things and study the water coming into the pond. This water was coming in from the incline that led upwards. It wasn’t steep, in fact it looked rather easy for me to climb up. Sniffing, I can make out different smells from that direction, and one of those smells was wood, this might lead outside! Finally, finally I found a possible way out. Holding back my tears of happiness, and feeling a bit of relief, I start climbing up the incline with renewed vigour. After an hour of trekking up the incline, I finally see it, after weeks of darkness, I see light up ahead. Moving faster, I finally arrive at the mouth of a cave, with water flowing inwards. I see a familiar sight, the river that we had discovered, or at least I hoped so. Not concerned about that, all I care about is leaving this labyrinth behind and never coming back.

“Alice…Alice we can go home!” “Kraa!” Feeling excitement from both myself and Alice, I tell Alice to hold on tight, kick up wind once more at my feet and start running with everything I had upstream, leaving behind the darkness. Ignoring my surroundings, I move quickly, cutting through a few monsters that came my way, and after thirty minutes I see a familiar scene, the rocky terrain where our cave was. As a smile creeps up on my face until I smell something that makes my smile disappear. I smell humans, at least six unique smells, as well as Sally and Gray’s scent. Eight unique smells in total. Slowing down to a walk and dismissing my wind, I use the rocks as cover, and move swiftly and as silently as I can I approach the smell and hear laughter.

“Well, look at what we have here, a pair of monsters thinking they’re humans! We’ll have some fun with the two of you before killing you both, especially you Number 14, I’ll torture you until you tell me where you hid that Demonic Fox, you bitch!”

Feeling my stomach drop, I remember that voice. Gerald, my old handler. Holding back my anger, I think quickly. The pair they’re talking about has to be Sally and Gray, and by the sound of it they were only just recently surrounded. Remembering Teacher Lee’s words, I reach into my sack, grab a bottle of alcohol he left me, uncork it and drain it in one go. I sit and wait, knowing Sally and Gray should be strong enough to hold their own for the few seconds I need, and after those few seconds I feel the effects of the alcohol take place as my mind gets groggy.

[Drunken Brawler activated.]

            

    
        Chapter 17 - A Bloody Reunion

    
    
    
    
                [Sally’s PoV]

“Alisha!” Waking up screaming, I look around. Again, I had the same dream again. Watching as Alisha is hit and falls into the hole, not a night has gone past that I don’t see that scene again and again. Crying, I hold my head. There should have been something I could have done, it should’ve been me, not her, she should be here alive. Why, why why why why. It’s not fair, we just gained our freedom, why did she have to lose her life, it’s my fault. I won’t let Gray die before me, like I let Alisha die. Digging my nails into my arms, I should’ve done something! Sobbing, I hear footsteps coming towards me. Without a word, I see Gray place some food and water next to me and walk away to keep watch. It’s been like this since that day, we’ve barely spoken to each other, he must hate me for letting Alisha die. I don’t blame him, I hate myself. I’ll continue living to protect him, even if he hates me I won’t let him die.

I know before trying I won’t fall asleep again. I haven’t slept much in the last two weeks, everytime I fall asleep, I see that scene over and over, always waking me up.

After a few hours, barely touching the food near me, I hear Gray approaching me, hammer in hand. Nodding, I don’t bother wiping my tears away and grab my sword and shield. Maybe as a way to distract ourselves, or a need to survive, we go out and hunt monsters every time there is daylight. By doing so, we’ve slowly leveled up to 14.



Sally

Monster/Human Hybrid (Monster Species: Unknown)

Level 14

Health: 800

Mana: 100 (Locked)

Experience: 5,000/22,000

Class: Not available.

Class Level: Ineligible

Experience: 0/0

Skills: None

Spells: None



Maybe if we did this first and didn’t foolishly walk into that death trap Alisha would still be alive. I should’ve stopped us going in there, why didn’t I speak up. I should’ve said something. Trembling slightly, I walk out with Gray following behind me. Judging by the sun, it’s been daylight for about an hour, meaning Gray held back and let me cry for a while. Biting my lip and gripping my sword and shield tightly, we walked out of the cave and were about to start walking when I heard laughter. Feeling my stomach drop, I look up and see six figures walk out from behind the boulders they were hiding behind.

“Well, look at what we have here, a pair of monsters thinking they’re humans! We’ll have some fun with the two of you before killing you both, especially you Number 14, I’ll torture you until you tell me where you hid that Demonic Fox, you bitch!”

Looking towards the voice, I see Gerald, and with my stomach dropping I move in front of Gray quickly, raising my shield to cover him. Whispering without turning back I say “Gray, run.” Pushing him back slightly with an elbow, I prepare to give my life to protect him, I wouldn’t let anyone else die in front of me. I’m tired of seeing people die in front of me. Not hearing him leaving or even moving, I’m about to turn to yell at him when I hear a familiar voice, a voice I’ve heard in my dreams every night these last few weeks. My stomach twisting at the voice, I look at the source and nearly drop my sword and shield.

“Eeeehh, what chu…hic…what chu think you doing to muh Sally and…hic…Gray?!”

Standing there, crouching at the top of a boulder behind the humans was Alisha. She looked a bit slimmer and smaller, her black hair was neatly tied back, a bird of some sort was sitting on her head and I could see her fox ears…but I can tell she wasn’t in her monster form, why did she have her ears? There are bruises and cuts all along her arms and legs, barely a spot of clean, unbroken skin. Her blue eyes were unfocused, yet held intent in them as she looked at the humans one by one. A red blush was on her face, and even though her voice and face displayed anger, to me she looked…cute.

“Kraa!” Crying out, the bird flaps its wings and also angrily looks around. Alisha looks at each human before stating “I agree Alice, we should…hic…kill them all.”

Even more surprised at her words, didn’t she know what was happening here!? Prompting the System, the surprises don’t seem to end.

[Level 13 Demonic Fox, Demonic Dancing Fox Fighter, Alisha]

I have never seen something with that long of a tag from the System! Demonic Dancing Fox Fighter?! She’s level 13!? What was going on! How are you alive Alisha, I watched you fall into the hole every night in my sleep!

“Oh, there you are, Number 32. Be a good hybrid, get down here and I’ll make your death swift! Killing you will allow me to restore my glory!”

Alisha’s eyes snap to the source of the voice, onto Gerald. Her expression doesn’t change, even looking at her old handler, who had tortured her and killed Alice in from of her. Slowly standing while looking at Gerald, she removes her gauntlets, throws them aside and clenches her freshly bandaged fists. Jumping off the boulder, she slowly walks towards Gerald…somethings not right, she’s stumbling around, swaying and nearly tripping on herself. Somethings very wrong with her, why are you walking towards Gerald, Alisha?! As she gets within ten metres of him, I’m about to rush to her when I see two of the humans, watching me and Gray, draw their swords and block us. Looking at Gray, I see him pale faced, fully focused on Alisha, tears streaming down his face. I see, you missed her too didn’t you. Turning back to Alisha, she stops walking, her eyes never leaving Gerald. Four humans, including Gerald, surround her and draw their swords. Then I see Alisha smile, that smile…it felt dangerous.

“Good good, you didn’t go off and die somewhere, I’m so glad!”

“We won’t interfere as per the council’s orders, Gerald. Just finish it quickly.” One of the humans who spoke stabbed their sword into the group, the other two following shortly afterwards. They weren’t helping him? She has a chance!

Twirling his sword, Gerald walks towards Alisha. At this moment, I sense something strange coming from Alisha as her hair and clothes start fluttering, like she was standing in the wind. Watching Alisha like my life depended on it, I saw dust and tiny rocks circulating around her, like there was wind swirling around her legs, arms and body. Without moving, she stood there, like she was taunting Gerald to approach her. The bird flew off her head and into the sky above, circling around. Two of the humans around her suddenly tense up, staring at her in disbelief.

“M-magic, a hybrid that learned how to control mana?!”

“We’ve determined that she is a threat, eliminate her, it doesn’t matter who does it!”

With those words, the other three draw their swords from the ground.

“She’s my prey, don’t interfere Ron!” Screaming, Gerald glares around at the man who just spoke and then glares at the other two.

“Don’t forget your place trash, you have orders from the council and so do we. The council might’ve given you a chance out of pity thanks to your House, but that doesn’t mean shit to us.” The female human glares at Gerald and takes up her stance. Gritting his teeth, Gerald turns to look at her, like he was ready to attack, but faces Alisha again.

“Whatever, get in my way and I’ll cut you down, Melissa.” Seeing the other three shrug their shoulders to Gerald’s comments, I wonder what the hell was happening, weren’t they humans, didn’t they help each other? Why were they talking like they hated each other?

Already surrounding Alisha, the four humans move in quickly, with swords raised. The weakest among them was level 13, and Gerald was the strongest, level 15. Not knowing what to do, I feel my shoulder being shaken. Turning, I see Gray with a panicked face looking at me.

“Sally, we need to help her!” Nodding, I look at Gray then the two humans still watching us, who now wore nervous looks on their faces. “I’ll take care of those two, you go help Alisha. Be careful Gray, just get her out of there.” Nodding at my words, Gray turns and runs towards Alisha, and before the two humans can intercept him, I raise my shield and charge at one, slamming into him, knocking him off his feet, while I swing my sword at the other, meeting his drawn sword. And like that, I start my first ever fight against the humans.

[Gray’s PoV]

Charging towards the group of humans about to attack Alisha, I raise my hammer and single out a human to attack. As I’m about to approach I hear a loud “Kraa!”, looking up, the bird that was on Alisha’s head swoops down and pecks at my face. “Kraa!” “Stay outs…hic…Gray” Looking at Alisha who looks at me for the briefest of seconds, nods and turns her attention back to the humans charging and attacking her. Not sure what to do, I feel something land on my head. “Kraa!” Claws dig into my hair and tug me in the direction of Sally.

Understanding that Alisha’s bird is attempting to guide me away, I turn back and head towards Sally, swinging my hammer vertically at the human attacking Sally’s shield. Sally, seeing the swing coming, puts her shoulder to the shield and pushes the human into my swing. With a loud crack, I slam the hammer into him, Sally holds her ground as the human is crushed under the weight of my hammer. Moving my hammer off, the human falls onto his back, no longer breathing, bones sticking out of his chest and arms. We just took him by surprise and he died just like that?

[You killed Hugh, gained 2,000xp]

“Hugh! How dare you filth kill Hugh!”

Looking at the other human, Sally and I turn our attention to him, but before we continue we hear a loud yell from the humans attacking Alisha. All three of us pause, the male human in front of us pales as he turns to the other humans.

As we watched Alisha stumbling around, swaying back and forth unnaturally, dodging most attacks narrowly while some nicked her, she kept throwing out punches that were so fast it was hard to keep track. Her punches made the humans flinch, leaving cuts and bruises where she hit. Whenever she kicked it looked like she was about to fall over, but she never did. This was Alisha, she was just punching things normally before, what is this style of fighting? Even the human near us was stunned watching this.

Dodging an attack from behind her by swaying forward, Alisha slams her hands on the ground, with one leg on the ground, she kicks out with the other, smashing the chin of the human who just attacked her, sending him upwards. Within a single moment, she pushes herself off the ground, pivots on her foot and punches out with such force we could feel the blow back from the wind…I could see the wind around her fist. Slamming the fist into the unnamed human’s chest, as it’s about to hit the wind shreds his clothing away and cuts through his skin, before finally the force of her fist pierces him. With a swing of the arm with the human stuck on it, she flung the body away from herself and stood still with no stance, seemingly relaxed.

Standing over the corpse, blood droplets on her face, right arm covered in blood, everyone went silent and still. What a beautifully violent scene. In less than a minute, two humans died to our hands. Looking up, Alisha glares at Gerald, Ron and Melissa. Trembling, the human next us rushes past the one Sally and I crushed, and yells out “Ron, Melissa, Gerald we need to retreat!” and starts running away from us. Gerald, although he looks unwilling, follows suit, and so does Ron and Melissa. 

As Gerald turns to run, Alisha rushes up to him and punches out, Gerald dodges at the last moment but can’t completely avoid the attack and the punch pierces his shoulder. Pulling her hand out, Alisha goes to punch again, but is forced to dodge a sudden attack from the human named Ron. Taking this chance, Gerald flees with the other two. Following suit, Ron throws his sword at Alisha and follows Gerald.

About to give chase, I felt a hand on my shoulder. Looking back, I see Sally shake her head. “Leave it at that, we have a bigger problem to solve, don’t need more.”

Confused on what she means, I meekly nod and turn to look at Alisha. Swaying on the spot, she was watching the humans retreat. Slowly, she turned her head to look at us, and smiled. It’s no longer that dangerous smile, I can see it’s a happy one. Her eyes were still unfocused and face was more red.

“S-sally, Gray!” Running over to us with her arms raised, I take a step back guessing she means to embrace us. Before I could react, I saw her run over and trip, landing head first into the ground. Huh? She tripped on herself? Walking up to her, I hear the bird cry out “Kraa!”, still perched on my head it seemingly gets comfortable. Squatting next to Alisha on one side and Sally on the other side, I look at her face. Her face was red, smiling and her eyes were closed…was she sleeping? And what’s that odd smell? Looking at Sally, I see her roll Alisha over and pick her up, one arm under her knees and the other around her back, looking at Alisha like she couldn’t believe she was there. Feeling the same way, I glance once more at Alisha. Looking at me, Sally nods and carries Alisha inside. With so many questions in my head about what just happened, I first dealt with the corpses so they wouldn’t attract monsters here. After dragging them away from our cave, dropping one by the river and the other I tossed into the Tarantula’s cave, I walk back to our cave, with Alisha’s little bird keeping me company.

[Gerald’s PoV]

Running at full speed behind Ron, Troy and Melissa, we quickly arrived at the camp we had set up an hour from Crater. A small cave for the sole purpose of waiting for daylight to ambush that filth. How dare they injure me! Remembering the words the council spoke to me the other day after being dragged out of my cell, I was ordered to join the hunting squad to redeem myself and execute the hybrids. The hunting team tracked them precisely, we had it all planned out, if it wasn’t for that Number 32 showing up I would be able to restore my honour! I wouldn’t escape punishment, but the council promised if I took responsibility for my mistake it would be lessened. But now…how did they become so strong so quickly, especially Number 32, she was a weakling before, moving around like a drunkard she bested all of us. Gritting my teeth, I turn to the other three.

“Get me healing potions, we’re going back tomorrow and killing that filth.”

Looking at each other, Ron starts laughing. “Sorry Gerald, orders are orders. Make this easy, the council wants you alive. We’ll be returning to Crater now, the council will determine what to do with you.”

“What are you talking about? We were ordered to kill that filth, that’s what we’ll do!”

Drawing their swords, Melissa speaks this time “Our orders were different to the orders you were given. Track the hybrids and ensure you kill them. Kill you if you try to run. If the hybrids are determined to be a threat, kill any of us or escape, we are to retreat and bring you back. The council prefers you alive, but dead is an option. Come peacefully, the council gave you this chance because of your House and level. You know this is the reason. Don’t make the wrong choice.”

“Trash, the lot of you. Those two died because they were too weak, the council had to rely on me because the lot of you are weaklings!”

Dropping their smiles, all three looked at me in anger. Grabbing my sword with my working hand, I charge at Melissa first, the weakest. Ignoring the other two, I swing my sword over my shoulder. Blocking, Melissa is pushed back, pushing down again, I draw back my sword and go to swing when a blow hits the back of my neck causing me to lose my grip. Falling forward, a kick to my head comes from Melissa and another blow to my neck from behind. Hitting the ground hard, I’m stunned and can’t move. Something is stuffed into my mouth and a sack is dragged over my head, my hands, including the injured shoulder, are tied together with my legs, bound tightly by rope. Struggling, I can’t move or see anything around me.

“Take a hint idiot. Maybe if you cooperated we might have been willing to vouch for you, but you just had to lose your cool. Your House won’t save you this time.” I hear Ron speaking above me. “You dare insult our friends and attack us. We will ensure we give the council our full report along with you. I’m sure you remember that yourself and the three idiots that colluded with you would be executed if the hybrids were determined to be a threat. You’ll probably become experience for someone else. Lord, I hope it's me.”

Feeling another kick, I feel myself being picked up. “Let's get this idiot back to Crater. We need to inform the council that we have three hybrids who are considered threats, especially the one who has figured out how to use mana. The Elite Squad is going to be rather busy once they come out from that mutated dungeon.” Wanting to stab Troy for insulting me, I feel myself being carried while they ran back to Crater at full speed.

            

    
        Chapter 18 - A Subtle Shift

    
    
    
    
                [Elizabeth’s PoV]

We failed. Cerberus’s Domain nearly crushed us, as I looked around the members of the supposedly elite squad, I wondered about what will happen now. No one was at fault, no one could have predicted that the mutated dungeon would be so massive, we lacked supplies mostly, but the monsters in there were crazy. Numerous cases of monsters mutating to Elite or Champion class, we even had one become a Guardian class monster. We don’t know much about mutations, whether it was the monsters themselves triggering it or the System. The little knowledge we have is that mutations for monsters can be triggered due to certain conditions, however we have no idea what these conditions are, we’ve seen it happen because of killing one type of monster, or leaving a monster alive too long, this one triggers a lot in the breeding facilities in Crater and we’re conscripted to bring back humanoid monsters back to make up for the loss. Sighing, I lean back and look at the report I was writing on the way back to Crater.

Out of the thirteen humans and three hybrids that the Elite squad had, three humans and a hybrid died. Two others suffered crippling injuries, one lost an arm the other a leg, and the rest of us only suffered mild injuries. I grit my teeth and think about the frustrations I felt during this journey. The tactician for this squad did a lousy job with planning, thinking they could clear it without a clear plan. The members in the squad barely spoke to me or each other, all working independently with no clear direction. Perhaps the biggest frustration was their treatment of the hybrids and realising the truth of what my fathers research produced. They were completely mindless, not moving unless ordered to, they would fight if given the command and without regard for their lives, but to walk or even eat and drink they had to be commanded to do so.

Glancing up at a hybrid closest to me, I see their dull, lifeless eyes staring right ahead as we walk. They didn’t listen to my commands, only a select few of those in the Elite squad were recognised as their master. As I continue to write the report and walk, we soon arrive. Storing my ink and quills away into a pouch on my belt, I roll up the report papers and head to the courthouse. Walking in and walking up to the receptionist, I pass on the report. Smiling as she accepts it she asks me how we fared. Pursuing my lips, I explain briefly of our loss and subsequent retreat.

Shaking her head with a sigh, she makes a comment. “I see, and just yesterday we received bad news from our hunting squad as well. Those hybrids Gerald let loose? Well, rumour has it one used magic and together they killed two of the hunters!” Stunned at the casual mention of this news, I wondered what the implication of this would be. We’ve had hybrids escape before, but most wound up being found either dead or near exhausted. Never has any hybrids managed to not only escape, but become strong enough to kill humans at or above level 13! This could be good news, it meant hybrids might be better given treatment if they have some strong allies.

“I shouldn’t say more my dear, I’ll share one more little secret with you. The council is recruiting people to hunt the hybrids down. They plan to go after them soon, but isn’t it exciting! We never get to hear news like this often.”

Nodding, I understood what she meant. Majority of people in Crater never left the city, with most being level 1 up to 3. Excluding the guards and rich Houses who’d pay for their sons to tag along on an expedition, citizens would never get experience unless they were to tag along. Sometimes there are cases of citizens who make equipment getting experience when forging or weaving but it’s not common nor easy to replicate. Even if it was possible, levels are useless to those who crafted equipment anyway, they didn’t fight. The citizens did know one thing, fear for the monsters and fear that the hybrids would become monsters.

“I need to update my level. I managed to get enough experience during this expedition to get to level 18.”

“That is wonderful! Level 18 at your age, aren’t you only 23 this year? I’ll update your information and pass it onto the council. Only two more levels and you can apply for a noble title!”

Smiling, I reply with “That does sound nice, but I don’t think that lifestyle would suit me with my image. I don’t even have a House anymore.”

Thanking the receptionist, I leave and head home. A bath, whisky, and a book, at the same time. That’s what I needed. Arriving at home, lighting the fire under my bathtub and just as I pour some water in, I hear a knock at my door. Sighing, I’m tempted to just pretend I’m not at home, but remembering we would have been announced upon returning, I leave the bath to heat up hoping this person wouldn’t take long. Opening my door, I see a hooded figure and on his cloak is the symbol of the council with a picture of a letter under it. A messenger of the council is visiting me personally?

“Miss Elizabeth, I have brought a message from the council, I wish for a moment of your time. It will take some time to explain my visit today, do you mind if I come in?”

‘If I turn you down and ask you to leave I’d likely be thrown into a cell for a few weeks!’ Forcing a smile and bowing with my hand on my chest, I reply “Of course, if my Lords have a message it is my duty to fulfil it.” Stepping aside, the messenger walks in. “Before we begin, may I be excused for a moment to extinguish my bath’s fire?” Asking this, the messenger nodded. After putting out the fire, I invite the messenger to sit down at the table, and offering a cup of water, sit down with him.

“Miss Elizabeth, I have come to inform you that you will no longer be working with the Elite Squad for the time being. You are now being assigned to a new squad, and your new mission is to hunt down three hybrids that have been deemed a threat to our city. They have received equipment, likely from a quest reward, and one of the hybrids has shown to know magic, specifically wind magic.”

Shocked at this invitation, I started to wonder why I was being recruited. Was I not deemed as a hybrid sympathiser? Speaking after drinking, the messenger continued.

“Yesterday the hunting squad returned with Gerald. Gerald was granted freedom for this one mission of executing the escaped hybrids, however due to his failure and with the hybrids being deemed a threat, it has been decided he will be executed within the next week. They were found in a rocky terrain upstream from the river close to the road of Hound Hell, seemingly living in a cave there. The hunting squad suffered two losses to the hybrids, with two being level 14 and the magic wielder being level 13. As you are one of the few level 18s available, even more so with the loss of three members of the Elite Squad, we have determined you will be a valuable asset.”

Trying to not show my anger on my face at being forced to hunt hybrids that just wanted a chance of being free, I asked the question I already knew the answer to, but needed to confirm.

“Who are the three hybrids?”

“You are familiar with the three. From your batch, they are Numbers 8, 14 and 32.”

‘Gray, Sally and Alisha if my memory serves me well. Did Gray not fall in battle?’ Thinking of the violet haired youth that was under me, a scene flashes in my mind of the moment he and his opponent stabbed each other and fell. Happy he managed to survive, I remember the reality of the situation, I was being told to hunt not only him but the two girls that possibly saved him.

“You will have three weeks to prepare. While we would like to head out as soon as possible, due to the injuries sustained by the Elite Squad, who will be joining the hunt, as well as recruitment for the hunt, we have decided to delay it to ensure the hybrids are executed.”

So that’s what it’s come to then. All for the sake of humanity they’ll kill off hybrids that gained their freedom. Nodding to the messenger, he gets up and bows before leaving. Still sitting at the table, I consider what I’ve been told. Again, I’m being told to kill hybrids like it’s pulling weeds out. I think of what I can do to change the minds of the council to change from killing to making peace. I knew it would be fruitless, and just like everything else I’ve tried it would land on deaf ears, no one cares for the lives of hybrids. If we leave things like how they are, nothing will change, if we show them compassion…

Flashing past me is the memory of watching Number 14, Sally, turn and look at us with such hatred and bloodlust while trying to save Number 32, Alisha. I keep seeing this scene everytime I think about hybrids recently. Is there nothing I can do? Even if I became a noble, I would be laughed at, or even just outright killed. If I can’t do anything in Crater…

Sitting up and frowning, I consider my option carefully. If I can’t change anything in Crater, maybe I could join the rogue hybrids and help them instead. I could show them not all humans are bad and possibly stop them massacring Crater as revenge, and help teach them things to survive. With my level I can also protect them. They wouldn’t know of things like Stats that the System gives at 15, or all the changes to the System that occur at level 20. On the flip side, the moment I leave Crater’s walls, I would be considered a traitor and designated as a kill on sight. Not only that, but it could bring the hybrids more trouble…no, that’s not a problem, the council is already moving to eliminate them with an overwhelming force. The only concern was if they enlisted the nobles' help or not. While not all of them are level 20, since you just need to be of noble blood to be a noble, it’s possible they’ll request their help.

Making my mind up, somewhat impulsively, I grab my bag and empty it. Looking around, I grab some textbooks with basic knowledge on cooking and weaving, a few bottles of whisky for myself and consider what else to take with me. Grabbing all the coins I have on me and in the house in a pouch, I leave the house and stop by the market. Finding a farmer, I buy seeds for fruits, vegetables and wheat. While I’m there, I also get some clothing of multiple sizes, basic fabrics, a weaving kit and medical supplies. Buying another bag to fit all of this into, I go through everything I can think of and make one more stop. Arriving at an acquaintance's house, I knock and wait for a reply.

“Elizabeth, how rare to see you. What do you want?” Opening the door and looking annoyed upon seeing me is Ellie.

“Nice to see you too Ellie. I want to buy a detailed map from you of Crater, its surroundings and as much of the explored areas as possible, including dimensional and external dungeons, fresh water sources and danger areas of monsters above level 20.”

Frowning, Ellie looks down at my bags and asks me “Off on a trip or something? Why do you need such a detailed map.”

“I’ve been recruited by the council to hunt hybrids deemed as threats, I’m currently assessing potential locations they could move to to hide and making preparations in advance.” Saying a half truth, I quickly give her an excuse. Glaring once more at me, she nods and walks inside. Coming back out with a large scroll, she holds out an empty hand.

“300 gold coins, take it or leave it.”

‘That’s triple the normal price!’ Complaining in my mind, I dig out and count 300 coins. Handing it to her as she puts the coins into another pouch, she hands me the map and slams the door closed. This is how I’m usually treated, so while I’m not bothered by the attitude, it further solidified my decision. Looking up, I see there is about 2 hours of daylight left, I can make it. Checking the map and finding the rocky terrain near the river the messenger informed me about, I headed down towards the slums. 

Passing the guard booth, the guard doesn’t bother stopping me or asking questions, they don’t care what we do in the slums. Moving quickly and trying to resist helping the hybrids I pass by, I finally arrive at a particular wall with a hole. Climbing through, I look back at Crater. Once I step through here there would be no turning back. Nodding once again, I turn and start running out, trying to move out of sight of anyone who might be watching, moving towards the rocky terrain hoping to meet the hybrids, and perhaps bring them change.

[???’s PoV]

Watching Elizabeth move through the hole in the wall and move quickly away from Crater, I retreat back into the shadows and move back to my master's house. Without anyone noticing me, I quickly arrive at the courthouse and move downstairs to my masters chambers. Arriving and knocking, a simple “Enter” enters my ears and I quickly move in.

“My Lady, I have returned and successfully carried out your orders.”

“Report.”

“Yes, My Lady. After relaying the information to Elizabeth, she remained in her house for twenty minutes. Afterwards, she rushed out and purchased a large amount of supplies and a detailed map. With those supplies, she left Crater via one of the holes in the slums.”

“Very good. You seem unsatisfied with this mission.”

“My Lady, sending Elizabeth to the hybrids only offers them more protection. Surely that makes things more complicated.”

“You’re not thinking of the bigger picture. The hybrids are strong, one of them knows magic. The possibility of them becoming a calamity is high. Three weeks to prepare a hunting squad, meanwhile the hybrids aren’t afraid to kill monsters themselves for experience, they will level fast. The nobles don’t care, they won’t help, they’re confident enough to protect themselves and won’t help Crater. Selfish idiots think they could defend against so many hybrids. Sending Elizabeth may be an opportunity, if she is successful in earning their trust and teaches them compassion for humans, then maybe the hybrids will only want to kill their old handlers.”

“My Lady, would that mean you intend to make Elizabeth insurance in case the hunting team fails?”

“Correct. If the hunting team is successful, who is going to miss someone who goes around asking to treat filth better?”

“My Lady, one last question, should we delay Gerald’s execution? He was Numbers 14 and 32’s handler. If we could give him to them if they come for humanity, maybe it’ll satisfy them.”

“Very well, take him from the holding cells and throw him into the underground prison. Don’t tell anyone, we’ll leave him as a last resort to satisfy those hybrids.”

Nodding, I turned to leave to complete my mission, knowing that there was a shift happening in Crater, and only a select few knew the extent of what could come.

            

    
        Chapter 19 - Meeting

    
    
    
    
                [Alisha’s PoV]

Argh, my head hurts. I will never get used to this hangover feeling, it hurts to think. Not opening my eyes for the moment trying to let this headache go down, I try to remember what happened. I know I killed a human and injured Gerald, but it’s fuzzy and I don’t remember many of the details. Slowly opening my eyes knowing this feeling won’t just go away, I sit up slowly, groaning and before I register where I am a pair of hands gently grab my head and turn it slowly. Not so fast, I’m feeling woozy! I finally see the owner of the hands, Sally, sitting directly in front of me. She’s been crying, her normally silver eyes are red and puffy, and she looked a mix of emotions. I've never seen her express many emotions before but now she looked complicated.

“It’s you right, Alisha? It’s really you…how are you alive?” Pulling on my cheeks with both hands, Sally stares deeply at me. Smiling to her, I nod and simply say “It’s me Sally, I’m back.” Seeing tears fall from her eyes, she pinches my cheeks again before pulling me into a hug. Gripping so tightly I can barely breath, I hesitate for a moment but leave her be. Returning the hug, I too start tearing up, remembering my time stuck in that Labyrinth after leaving Teacher Lee’s place. I’d spent over two weeks lost in there, and until Alice hatched I was alone. All I wanted was to see Sally and Gray again, and now I was finally back, it wasn’t a dream. Looking up, I see Gray sitting nearby, Alice perched on his head, watching us nervously. Without a word, I pat the ground next to Sally, inviting him to come over. Seeing him clearly hesitate for a moment, he slowly walks over, sits down when I grab him and pull him in. Feeling a bit of resistance when he tried to pull away, then seemingly letting it happen, I hugged them both. Alice hopped from Gray’s head to mine and sat down without a noise.

After a bit of time, Sally pulled away and I let Gray go, who had a slight blush from embarrassment and red eyes from crying as well. Before I could react, Sally’s head suddenly drooped down, and she fell asleep.. Not sure what to do, I look at Gray who gives me a small smile and whispers “S-she hasn’t been sleeping too w-well.” Nodding, I knew deep down it was because of me, Sally had seen me fall. Moving over quietly, I move Sally down and rest her head on my lap. Gently I start stroking her head.

“How long was I asleep for Gray?” Without turning my eyes from Sally, I whisper to Gray again. I passed out because I was too drunk and had exhausted my mana. The punch I delivered to the human, piercing his chest was poorly done and I blew nearly my entire mana pool for it. The last blow I gave Gerald nearly forced me to pass out on the spot, I’m so glad I didn’t. I need to learn how to completely control my mana, I’m too hasty.

“It’s night now, a few hours away from daytime again. Y-you came back last d-daytime, yesterday.” Nodding, I reach for my sack but find it missing. Panicking slightly, Gray gets up and brings it over. “You left it behind the boulder you appeared on. I got y-your gauntlets too.” Smiling, I notice he’s been stuttering a lot less recently, seeming more confident then before I fell.

“A-alisha, what happened?” Smiling, I look at Gray.

“Let's wait for Sally, it’s a long story. I’m glad you two are safe, I was so worried.”

“I-I’m glad you’re b-back.” With his head down a bit, Gray squeezes that line out. With a soft kraa, Alice jumps back onto Gray’s head and sets in. Smiling at her behaviour around Gray, I ask him what happened after I fell. After telling me that he managed to surprise the Tarantula and stunned it with an attack, I don’t hide my surprise that such an attack dazed the Tarantula, but I was glad it did since it allowed them to escape. I don’t think we can deal with the Tarantula yet, the Frost Giant I got lucky with because of Alice and it having such a weakspot. Reaching over, I stroke the top of Alice’s head while bringing my System up.

[You killed Julian, gained 2,000xp]

[Emergency Unique Quest: Kill Xoszus:

Rewards Claimed!

10,000xp

Gained 1,000xp Class Experience

Lesser Blessed Orb of Salus

Tome of Basic Knowledge

Set of Elven Armour of the Gale

100x Gems of Shining]

[A Hidden Condition has been met.]

[You have leveled to 14]



Alisha

Demonic Fox and Human Hybrid

Level 14

Health: 520

Mana: 800

Experience: 7,300/25,000


Class: Demonic Dancing Fox Fighter

Class Level: 1

Experience: 1,000/50,000

Skills: Demonic Fox Awakening (Incomplete, 3.53% Awakened), Lashing Fire Kick, Drunken Brawler

Spells: Wind Magic



Seeing a pile of rewards appear next to me, and quite a bit at that, I checked through the items to see what was given to me while Gray watched with some curiosity.

[Lesser Blessed Orb of Salus.

An Orb blessed by the Goddess, Salus. Once set down it can no longer be picked up. To activate this Orb, a request must be done via the System. Weaker monsters will no longer approach or appear within 200 metres of the orb. Does not affect monsters currently within this range. Breaks if removed.]

Raising an eyebrow, I considered the uses of this. The item doesn’t tell me what it considered “weaker monsters”, but with this item there was a chance we could set up a safe haven. I don’t know how big 200m around it really is, but that would give us some breathing room. It was a small orb, giving off no light and fit into the palm of my hand. Setting it down, I reach for the blank book next.

[Tome of Basic Knowledge.

Transform into a book that provides basic knowledge on a topic of your choosing. Can not provide knowledge on the System or topics the user has yet to comprehend. Has one use.]

Looking at the description for this item, I was a bit confused. So I just had to choose a topic and I’ll get knowledge on it, but what was considered “basic” information? Thinking of topics I could get basic knowledge of, I realise I am not sure on a topic. I know the basics for everything I care about, and I can just teach Sally and Gray the basics of those things easily. Taking a look at Alice, I thought maybe I could ask for knowledge on how to raise her. There would be things I could learn on how to better care for her.

Picking up the big pouch of gems first, I open it and see they’re the same type of gems from the Labyrinth that was lighting the passageways. Nodding happily, we can get some light in here, or rather the next location we move to. The last thing is the set of Elven Armour of the Gale.

Each piece had a similar description, came in a pair, with four pieces altogether. Each piece was light green and was big enough to cover my forearm, shins, thighs and body. On the armour were strange inscriptions, depicting artwork that I don’t understand, but found beautiful. It was incredibly light, and felt solid. Pinching down hard, I left no mark, nodding with interest, I checked the System.

[Elven Armour of the Gale.

Light armour typically worn by Elves, wearing it increases the power of wind magic by 10% and offers protection against wind magic, reducing damage by 10%. Very light.

Increases Agility by 100 when worn as a set.]

‘Increases Agility by 100? What does that mean?’ Tilting my head, I consider putting the armour on to see what it does, but leave it for the time being since Sally was sleeping in my lap and I was unwilling to disturb her. Remembering Teacher Lee’s words, I don’t reject what the System has given me right away. If this is what I’ve earned then I’ll take it. Begrudgingly.

Looking at the message from the System that didn’t give me anything but was strange was the one about a hidden condition being met. For what? It came up after the rewards so it wasn’t something for the rewards or apart of them, I had no other quests either. Deciding it was best to leave it as I’ll likely know later, I stop worrying about it and start stroking Sally’s hair.

***

After some hours, and a lot of meat for Alice, Gray and I, Sally woke up. Sitting up from my lap slowly, she glances around before hurriedly looking back at me. Seeing a smile come up on her face, I smile back at her. Soon, she asks me the same question that Gray did.

“Alisha, what happened? I saw you fall, and you’ve been gone for two weeks, yet you’ve changed so much.” Moving to sit so close to me that our knees were touching, Sally moved in. Gray also sat next to us, a bit of distance between us, with Alice still sitting on his head. Holding my hands out to Alice, she jumps into my hands, looks at Sally and bounces up onto Sally’s head and sits. Tilting my head at Alice, wondering what she was doing, she let off a “Kraa!” and tilted her head at me. After staring at each other for a little bit, I finally talk.

“Before I start, this is Alice. She hatched from the egg that Cerberus gave me.” “Kraa!”

“Alice? So you named her after Alice…Nice to meet you” Saying this, Sally lightly patted Alice’s head. Closing her eyes in response, Alice wiggled a bit and settled in.

“So, about what happened, when I started to fall…”

As time passed, I talked about my journey and meeting Teacher Lee. Most of my time talking was about Teacher Lee’s teachings and learning my fighting style. Sally and Gray both looked extremely excited and interested about me meeting Teacher Lee and remembering the treats that Teacher Lee had put in my sack, I made a mental note to get them out later. After finishing my story where I had approached and heard the humans, both were full of questions. I answered a lot of questions they had about things like what alcohol was, or what magic is, a lot of questions on the same things I had back then.

“So those items next to you were from that quest? Maybe we could hide in that Labyrinth from the humans.” Feeling a cold shiver down my spine at that last remark, I answered the first one while pretending Sally never mentioned hiding in that awful place. Nodding, Sally and Gray went quiet for a bit. Gray had already told me they had a rather uneventful time themselves. After talking for some time about little things, Gray spoke up first.

“I-it’s daytime, we should head out.”

Tilting my head, I look at Gray and he explains. “W-we only hunted enough food for a d-day each time we went out, we’ll need to hunt m-more.”

Nodding in understanding, we stood up and got prepared. Picking up one of the wolf fur sacks they had made, I put on the set of elven armour, and as I put on the last piece I felt a rush of coolness go through my body. Was this the effect it mentioned? Thinking to try it out, once we found some monsters, we looked at each other, nodded and moved out of the cave.

Getting out, it’s been over an hour of daytime already. Choosing a direction to go, it seems Sally and Gray knew where the dangerous monsters were and where the good ones to hunt laid. Seeing them talk cheerfully, I felt thankful that I returned…which turned into gratitude in the next second. I picked up a scent, approaching us, it was human, a singular human was approaching us quickly. Snapping my head towards the location and getting into my relaxed stance while also quickly grabbing a vial on my waistbands, Sally reacts nearly instantly while Gray is a little slower but also prepares. Thinking quickly, I whisper “It’s a human, only one. Sally, go hide to the right, behind those boulders there, Gray go left, hide behind those trees. Alice, get into the sky, back me up okay? When I give the signal, help me.”

Both nodding, they run to the sides and hide away. I couldn’t see them from here, but I could still pick up their smell. Looking at the direction of where the smell was approaching from, I slowly accumulated wind around me, keeping it to the very minimum. Soon, a human female appears before me, with bright red hair and deep red eyes. Holding a sword fresh with blood, she looks right at me in surprise. Checking her information causes my stomach to drop.

[Level 18 Human, Elizabeth]

Level 18…Gulping my nerves down, I kick my wind magic up, and prepare for a difficult fight.

[Elizabeth’s PoV]

Climbing through the rocky terrain, I look around and see traces that were impossible for a monster to create. No wonder those children were found, drag marks of monsters, ashes by the river from a fire, and even more obvious were the footprints around the place. There were even unnatural looking holes with blood stains within, like something has smashed down on monsters. Thinking of the description from the messenger earlier, those holes should be from Gray and his hammer. Walking towards the location that these traces move towards, I move past some big boulders and arrive in a small clearing. Right in front of me is a young girl, about sixteen by the looks of things, wearing light green armour, a black shirt and red skirt. With black hair, a pair of fox ears on her head and piercing blue eyes, she stares me down as a wind starts blowing around her. It was Alisha, Number 32.

[Level 14 Demonic Fox, Demonic Dancing Fox Fighter, Alisha]

A bit shocked at such a long tag from the System, I’m delayed in speaking and missed my chance to set the tone of why I was here. I watch as she moves swiftly, faster than I thought she could move, she approaches me directly, right from the front. Quickly, I drop my sword and raise my hands, palms facing forward, to head level. About to speak, I’m forced to dodge an attack that comes straight for my face. Decisive, strong and precise, I can immediately tell how she was able to take out someone from the hunting squad, she was trained unlike the majority of humans who explore the outside. Quickly moving faster than Alisha, I side step to the left and gently push her palm away, feeling some cuts from the sharp wind on my palm. I continue my side step and raise my hands once again. As I go to speak, I’m once again interrupted, this time from a cry of a bird.

“Kraaa!” Swooping down from above, a raven rushes towards me beak first. Not wanting to harm the raven, I roll on the ground backwards, hoping that I don’t break anything in my bags. In one fluid movement, I roll back onto my feet and with a bit of impatience I yell “Wait wait wait.”

Seeing Alisha, who was approaching from my right, she had a look of hesitation and confusion for a moment before stopping. Not letting her guard down, she looked at me like she was waiting. The raven swoops down again and this time lands on her head. Taking this chance, I quickly speak.

“I’m not here to hurt you or hunt you. I came here to offer you my help.”

Tiling her head, Alisha frowns, staring at my face before speaking up. “You’re a handler, I don’t believe you.” Without any further warning, she once approaches me and spins on her foot, sending a kick towards me…the leg she sends flying at me is on fire?! Dodging by leaning back quickly, I straighten up and move back quickly, in time to see Alisha open a vial. I recognised the smell almost right away. Why was Alisha about to drink alcohol of all things…actually where on earth did she get alcohol?

Thinking quickly, I sit down. With my hands still up, I plop myself down on the ground and wait. Halting herself from drinking from the vial, Alisha looked at me while tilting her head, a clear confused expression on her face. The wind around her slowed down, to a point where I wondered if it was still there. Not moving, I say to her clearly “I just want to talk okay? I’m not here to hurt you or hunt you.”

Looking at me deeply, her eyes for a brief moment flicker to somewhere behind me before quickly refocusing on me. I see, I was being lured into an ambush. Was Gray or Sally behind me? Stopping myself from turning my head to check, I keep waiting to see what Alisha says with a serious expression on my face. Slowly, Alisha re-corks the vial, puts it in the waistband of her skirt and completely stops the wind before saying to me “Move and I won’t hesitate to continue” before crouching down, ready to bounce up.

Slowly, I lower my hands in an obvious way and place them on my knee. I hear two sets of footsteps behind me, from the left and right, knowing that if I was to show any sign of attacking I would be set on by who is likely to be Sally and Gray. Pretending not to notice, I continue staring at Alisha, waiting for her to speak.

            

    
        Chapter 20 - Trust

    
    
    
    
                [Alisha’s PoV]

That was close. The human sitting down on the ground like that was unexpected and caused me to hesitate about downing the alcohol. I already feel horrible because of my current hangover, I don’t want to make it worse. Crouching down, I stare at the human closely, watching for any movements that are suspicious. Seeing the serious expression on her face, I knew this would take time. The big question was why she was here, she said she wanted to help us, but I know her, she was a part of the handler group that I was in. Tapping my fingers on my thigh armour, I considered what to do. Standing behind her was Sally and Gray, who could attack her at any time, the human had no idea they were there.

Choosing my words carefully, I keep staring at her and ask “Who are you, and why are you here.”

“I am Elizabeth, I have no House. I’m a dungeon explorer and a monster hunter. I’m a traitor to Crater, I’ve come here to lend you my aid.”

“Why?”

Without hesitation, she replies “Because I want to help you. No, not just you, but Sally, Gray and all other hybrids. I was disowned from my House because I spoke up against the treatment of hybrids and wanted you all to be better treated. I saw you three as a chance at obtaining more freedom and better treatment for hybrids.”

That’s a lot to take in at once. Thinking about what she said while trying to maintain my expression I continue questioning her.

“How did you know where to find us?”

“Apart from being told so by a messenger from the council, there are obvious signs around here, like where you cook, monster corpses being dragged around and footprints leading back here.”

Frowning, I think about what she meant, was that how we were found by those other humans too? While I haven’t been here, Sally and Gray would’ve been killing monsters and cooking them in order to survive. I never thought of covering our tracks, I always thought we were well hidden. Berating myself for being overconfident in something again, I throw her a curveball, something that might catch her off guard.

“What happens at Level 15?”

“At level 15 you gain the Stats page, which shows you the grade of four stats, Strength, Agility, Intelligence and Toughness. I’m not sure on the specifics of what each one does, most people just have Fs. At level 20, Stats is updated to reflect a numeral value while the grade remains next to it. Leading theory is that the grade determines the numeral value but we don’t know enough.”

Such a thing happened at level 20? The first part matches what I have, I just have no idea about the part on level 20. Teacher Lee never mentioned anything like that…then again, Teacher Lee kept forgetting to tell me a lot unless I asked. It’s also possible she knows about getting Stats if you Class Up and is only telling a half truth. Remembering who I was talking to, a handler, I asked my next question, barely containing my anger.

“How many hybrids have you killed?”

“Sixteen, I remember each and every one of their names. I stayed with them the entire time, and I only ended their lives on their request if I couldn’t save them.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“It’s t-true Alisha.”

Looking at Gray who just spoke up, I tilt my head in question. Looking nervous he responded “Elizabeth always t-treated me well…I’ve s-seen her sit with one of us b-before k-killing them, she was crying w-when she did.”

Surprised at this, I turn to Sally, forgetting that they were meant to be hidden just in case. Sally shrugs her shoulders, still on guard. Sally and I were under Gerald after all, but if I had to trust someone, I would trust Gray. Calming down a bit, I think about what we should do. With not much time left of the day, we still needed to hunt for food. Thinking of what to do, I turn to ask Sally “What do you think?”

“We don’t have the time, the risk is too high. Kill her.”

Turning to Gray, he opens his mouth to talk, hesitates, turns to Sally and then turns back to me. Before he could speak, Sally spoke first. “Just say what you want, Gray. I won’t hate you for it.” Looking back at Sally then to me again, he mumbles.

“I-I think we s-should give her a c-chance.”

So it’s up to me ultimately. Sighing and scratching my ear, I consider the advantages this could bring to us. Firstly, this human was strong, really strong. Easily dodging and forcing my attacks away, even if we ambushed her like I’d planned, chances are high we would have been wiped out. She’d have no reason to delay or kill us in our sleep. Another advantage is if she truly wanted to help us, we could get knowledge on a lot of things we lack, like locations of other dungeons for us to level up in. Lastly it’s possible we could get information that could help us start rescuing our comrades. We were too weak to just walk into Crater and rescue them, but if we had strength and knowledge…

The disadvantages included the fact she was strong. At any time she could easily control us, beat or kill us. That alone made the risk high. If she actually didn’t know anything, then there was no point in having her around as well. Then there is also the fact that she could just abandon us at any time, we can’t rely on her to just help us. Lastly, we have no way of knowing if the knowledge she provides is truthful and it may lead us into a trap.

I don’t have a problem with working with humans, Teacher Lee never judged me for being half monster, so maybe she is telling the truth about that. The problem was trusting someone like her, a handler. Argh, I can’t do this hungover. Rubbing my eyes, I decide to ask her one more question.

“If we told you to kill a human, would you do it?”

“No.” Frowning, I looked back at her and before I could react further she continued to say “I have no problems killing those that do you harm or intend to harm hybrids. However if you told me to kill someone innocent I would refuse. Surely you understand why.” Nodding, I agreed with her. Asking her that question was like this human asking me to cut down a fellow hybrid for no reason.

“Did you have anything to do with the massacre at Cerberus’s Domain?”

For the first time, her face faulted…she looked sad, an expression that surprised me completely. Shaking her head, she looked at me with anger in her words “I had no control over what happened that day. Gerald came up with the plan and the others went along with it. To this day I regret not stopping him. If only I did something, maybe a lot of lives could have been saved.” Staring down at her lap angrily, she takes a deep breath and faces me again, seemingly waiting for my response. Taking Alice off my head, who tilts her head at me, I nod and decide to take a risk.

“Fine. But you’ll give us all your equipment and weapons. Of course, we’ll make sure you have nothing hidden. We won’t rely on you at all. You’ll help us rescue our brethren when we’re ready, if you truly want to help us you won’t have a problem with this right?” Seeing her nod, I continue. “We also want information. If you can’t tell us something then tell us why.” Nodding again, the human says “I’m fine with that. You can bind me if needed.” Shaking my head I told her the truth “We don’t have anything strong enough to bind you. Even I could tell you were holding back earlier.” Seeing as the human, Elizabeth, simply smiled in response, I got up and looked at Sally.

“Are you fine with this?” Sally nods and puts away her sword. “I trust in you and Gray.” Looking at Gray, he also smiles and nods. “Alright, you’re walking in front, any suspicious movements and we won’t hesitate to cut you down.” With Sally pointing in a direction, we start walking with Elizabeth in front of us. Soon, we arrived at a place just outside of the rocky terrain, and I could see why they chose this location.

[Level 13 Fat Boar]

With 4 tusks pointing upwards, red skin and standing at three metres tall, it was a very big boar creature. There was a herd of them wandering around, some fighting each other and some were chasing other smaller monsters. “We usually only need one to feed us for a day.” Turning to look at Sally, who was staring at Elizabeth’s back intensely I could understand why. “We didn’t have enough room to store all of it, so we stopped making smoked meat.” Nodding, I kick up my wind while Gray also readies his hammer. “We have about an hour left, let's just kill one and take as much as we can.” Nodding to my words, Gray moves first drawing a nearby Fat Boar’s attention while I follow behind. Extending the remaining claws from my gauntlet, I found myself moving faster than before, was this because of that agility increase the armour said it gave?

Trusting in Gray to keep the boar’s attention, I jump up high with the help of the wind at my feet and trying something I had thought of in this moment, I twirl and send a burst of air behind me, accelerating towards the ground, right above the boar who was distracted by Gray. Using the one claw on my right gauntlet, surrounding it with sharp wind with some focus, I slice down on the boar’s neck. With no resistance, I cut through easily and just as I’m about to hit the ground I send another burst of wind towards the ground and bounce back onto my feet, stumbling a bit.

[You killed Fat Boar, gained 500xp]

That was a little easier than I expected. Gray however doesn’t seem surprised and switches places with Sally. Sally hands me a sword, Elizabeth’s sword which I never considered picking up, and together we start getting as much meat as we can from it. Once our sacks were full, we quickly moved back to the river and after collecting as much wood as we could and cooking the meat we had collected, we threw the leftovers we didn’t manage to cook in another area before moving back to our cave. We took turns to watch Elizabeth, who never spoke a word the entire time but watched with interest. Keeping watch on her like this was going to be a hindrance, maybe we should’ve just killed her. Well, I made the final call, let's see where it goes.

***

Arriving back at the cave, while keeping a very close eye, or rather nose, on our surroundings to ensure there were no ambushes, we get back inside as the sun sets behind us. There really was very little time to do anything during the daylight. Looking at Elizabeth I consider the matter of having to keep watch over her. Feeling tired at the thought of it, I looked at the room we were using as storage and decided to have her stay in there, away from us. Turning to Gray I tell him “Strip her and make sure she’s got nothing concealed.”

“W-w-w-what?!” Looking at me with a really red face, I tilt my head and look at him confused. It was a simple task wasn’t it. Hearing a soft sigh from next to me, I turn to Sally who says “I’ll do it. Alisha, go work on your common sense. Gray go have a bath.” Watching as Gray nearly runs towards the pond room, I wonder what Sally means by common sense. Looking at Elizabeth, she seems amused. Seeing me looking, she smiles and hands me the two large sacks from her back. “Everything in here is for you guys. Oh, the bottles of liquid are for me though!” Taking them, I turned around to check the contents while Sally worked on going through Elizabeth’s person.

We worked in silence, and going through the sacks there were a lot of things in here. There was fabric, clothing, lanterns, a large piece of paper that was rolled up, pouches with seeds in them, books, bandages, healing potions and four bottles of amber liquid. Uncorking them, I can tell right away it was alcohol, weaker than what Teacher Lee gave me. Putting the cork in, I take another look through everything and nod, nothing in here resembles a weapon or anything that could kill us. The alcohol could be laced with poison, but we could just have her drink it to prove that it wasn’t. Well, she did say it was hers, and it’s not like we drink alcohol anyway.

Turning, I see Sally has finished and Elizabeth was wearing a light shirt and pants, with her coat and armour to the side. Nodding at me, I return the nod to Sally and look at Elizabeth.

“It’s quite dark in here isn’t it? It’s a nice place though, not cold or damp like I thought a cave would be.” Shrugging in response, I pick up a lantern and hand it to her. Watching as she tried to light it with a flint and steel, Sally walks over and sits down while I do the same next to her. As we watch Elizabeth finally light the lantern, Gray also returns. Looking at Elizabeth, I turn to the others and raise a question we needed to figure out.

“We need to find somewhere to go. We can’t be here anymore, now this one showed up. Who knows when they’ll send another lot to find us, we need to move quickly. Any ideas?”

“May I say something?” Looking at Elizabeth who interrupted us, I frown for a moment then nod. “It’ll take three weeks before they come after you again. The scroll over there is a detailed map of Crater and the explored areas, that should help find somewhere new.”

“Three weeks? Why?” Sally, looking distrustful, asks Elizabeth. Nodding, Elizabeth explains “The Elite Squad is recovering after failing to clear that mutated dungeon, Cerberus’s Domain. They need time to recover and recruit people to join the hunting squad. Because you managed to kill two members from the hunting squad and used magic, the council wants to ensure they’re successful this time.”

Frowning and not trusting those words, I turn back to Sally and Gray and continue. “We need to also be careful of not only the monsters, but of whatever left those sword marks on the trees we found when we came here the first time.”

“I nearly forgot about that.” “Same.” Sally and Gray glance at each other and comment. “We need somewhere large, but close to Crater. If we want to rescue our brethren, we can’t be out of walking distance from Crater.” Saying this, Sally puts a hand on her chin and looks down, thinking.

“You could set up smaller camps in between a new place and Crater.” Looking at Elizabeth again, I considered the idea and found no problems with it, and if our new home was far away from Crater it would be harder for the humans to hunt us down. Having temporary small bases would help with bringing those who were weaker back with us.

“I-I think we should focus on levelling f-first, we don’t know h-how strong the humans are.” Hearing Gray, I can’t fault the logic, being stronger would mean a guarantee. Looking at Elizabeth, I see her about to speak again.

“Excluding the nobles, most humans in Crater don’t level. The guards are all level 15 or higher, monster hunters and dungeon explorers range anywhere from level 10 to level 19. If we include the nobles, they can be up to level 20. No one is above level 20, however that is to my knowledge, the council or nobles may have hidden information on someone breaking through level 20. However, the nobles are a bit…complicated, it’s extremely unlikely they would come out of their district.”

Being hit by this torrent information, I start to see the reality of our situation. Handlers could be level 19, we can’t just ambush a dungeon party while they are either returning to a dungeon or Crater with that risk. And by the sounds of it, there was the possibility of a lot of level 20s in Crater itself, even if they don’t leave, if we were to invade we wouldn’t be able to put up a fight.

“Three weeks…too weak to rescue our brethren…need to find a place…the best course of action…” Muttering, I think about what we should do, so do Sally and Gray.

“How about heading to a high level dungeon? We’ve discovered quite a few, no one goes to them either since there is a high chance of death or serious injury. They’d rather exploit those weaker themselves to go into low level dungeons to ensure they don’t get hurt. If we cover our tracks when leaving here, it’ll be harder for the hunting teams to chase after us.” Looking at Elizabeth, I have to admit she has been giving good advice, even though we were being obvious in our attempt to ignore her. While the chance of this being a ploy to lure us into an ambush was low, I still had to consider this might’ve been her plan from the beginning. Perhaps seeing the suspicion on my face, Elizabeth points at the scroll behind me and says “The map shows locations on where we discovered those dungeons, I won’t give any input on where to go. I’ll go have a bath while you discuss among yourselves.” Getting up with the lantern in hand, Elizabeth moves to the pond room. Once she leaves, I grab the map and open it, spreading it on the floor. Gray puts a stone on each corner.

The map was extremely detailed. On the left side is a drawing of a city, labelled as Crater. Leading from Crater was multiple paths, each leading away. I quickly found the path to Hound Hell that was south of Crater, and tracing the path I found where we were located, to the southeast of the city. Shockingly, seeing we were closer to Crater than I thought, I looked at the river near us and the forest beyond it. The forest was marked in red, with the words “DANGER: LEVEL 20+” marked over it. With a cold sweat, I look up and in the direction where the river would be located. Sally and Gray’s faces also pale when they see the forest…we should move, the sooner the better.

Looking downstream, the location of the cave leading into the Depths of Crater Hell wasn’t there. Maybe they haven’t discovered it or they found it but never explored enough. Looking past the forest, there wasn’t anything explored in that direction either, not that we’d go that way but it appears the humans didn’t go past it. Moving away from our current location, I started looking for dungeons and found a few, one catching my attention the most. 

Estimating the distance to be roughly seven to ten hours away from Crater, in the far north is a dungeon labelled “Level 15 Dimensional Dungeon, Temple of the Blood God.” Not sure on what a Blood God was, the area the dungeon was located in and the way there was around the same level. Looking at the path of travel from our current location, we’d have to travel through a swamp which was stated to have monsters at or above level 14. Past that, there was a plain that had a river running through it with the same level monsters before arriving at the location where the dungeon was, still on the plain. Looking at Sally and Gray, I point at the dungeon and suggest the location.

“It’s a good distance away, the only concern is shelter.” Saying this, Sally looks at the map again where the dungeon was located. “There is also the problem of travelling there, we can’t travel at night when the monsters come out and are active, so we need to find somewhere to hide. Since the humans got there we should have no problems ourselves.”

“W-we also have Alisha’s orb, we could s-set up a safe place at the dungeon t-to bring our kind back there.” Gray brings up a really good idea, with the distance from Crater and being located on a plain, it was easy to see attackers coming during the daylight and we could handle the monsters there with some difficulty. Sitting back, all three of us thought of the idea of heading up there.

“We should go there.” “I agree” “M-me too.” With our destination decided, I asked an important question. “Should we tell Elizabeth where we’re heading?” Thinking for a moment, Sally nods and says “There is no harm, she has nothing on her that could leave a message or tell others where we’re going, let's just not rely on her, we need to do this ourselves.” Gray and I expressed our agreement with her, this was our fight and we can’t trust Elizabeth. We could only rely on ourselves. Taking action right away, we start packing whatever little we had, planning to make camp along the way and rely on monsters to feed us as we make our way there. Leaving some meat set aside for Elizabeth, we ate and prepared for the next daylight, to head to the Temple of the Blood God.

            

    
        Chapter 21 - Nightmare

    
    
    
    
                Being shaken awake by Sally, I get up, grab my sack and move towards the entrance way to keep watch. Looking back, I see Gray and Elizabeth sleeping. In the end I just let her do what she wanted. Alice flaps over onto my head from Sally’s. Sitting down on the rock near the entrance, I’m about to reach in my sack to grab the Tome of Basic Knowledge when I hear scraping coming from up the cave entrance. Quickly jumping up and kicking up my wind magic, I hear Sally draw her sword. Knowing she’d wake up Gray, I keep an eye on the door as the scraping and scratching noise gets louder and louder. A low, gurgling growl enters my ears as a foul, burning acid smell floats in so strong that it nearly overwhelms me. Jumping back as quietly as I can, I arrive next to the alert Sally and Gray. Watching the entrance way as the sound got closer, the growling never stopping, we finally saw it.

[Level 19 Mutated Chimeric Monstrosity]

Level 19…looking at this monster gave me the creeps, sending a chill down my spine. With teeth too big for its mouth sticking out from top and bottom, a ruptured eye that blankly stares at us as the working eye twitches around the place. Its face was twisted, where once was a nose is now a gaping hole, with twist marks around it like something just twisted this thing's nose off. Thick, void black arms seem to have sprouted from its back, six of them in total, two gripping the roof of the entrance and four latched on the walls either side of it. It had a humanoid body, the arms and legs of it were just dangling there, unused. The entire monstrosity was constantly twitching, the gurgling growl never stopping as a strange drool dropped from its mouth. I felt a weakness overcome me as this thing appeared in our sights, along with a fear deep within me.

[You have been afflicted by Deep Instinctual Fear. All Stat ranks reduced by 1, Stats have been adjusted. Death has arrived.]

The creature all of a sudden snaps its working eye at us and the growl grows louder. Opening its horrifying mouth, it screeches at us, a piercing screech that echoed through the cave. I can’t move, my body, muscles or even my eyes won’t listen to me. Feeling my muscles tremble, I watch as this monstrosity moves quickly, landing on four arms and charges right towards Gray first. In horror, I see it grab Gray with one arm and slam him into the ground, not even a sound from Gray. I can’t turn to look at him. The creature snaps its attention to me, and watching in slow motion I watch as one of its arms shoots out right towards my head.

“ALISHA!”

Unable to turn back to see who screamed my name, I felt a force move right past my side as a sword was swung and parried the black arm away. Not losing momentum, the figure swings again, this time aiming at the face of the monstrosity, swinging the sword diagonally upwards. Cutting through, a slash mark appears on its face and the creature roars in anger. Losing control of my legs, I collapse in a heap, not even landing on my knees. All I can do is watch, my body refuses to listen to me, I don’t know how Gray is, Sally is also silent. Watching as Elizabeth keeps attacking the monstrosity, I can’t help feeling grateful that we didn’t reject or kill her.

As she dodges another attack from the creature, she swings upwards again and cuts the attacking arm off. Roaring in anger, the creature uses two arms this time to grab at Elizabeth. Ducking quickly, she kicks off the ground slightly forward, dodging the arms and spins with her sword, slicing through two of the arms. She was only level 18, yet she was beating something that we couldn’t even lift a finger against. With half of its arms cut off, the monstrosity started backing away from Elizabeth. Seeing a chance, she moves in, swinging her sword with both hands and cleaves its body down the middle, a strong acid smelling liquid sprays out of the wound, Elizabeth crosses her arms and crouches, sword in front protecting her from most of the spray. With a gurgling sound, the monster collapses. Keeping her guard up, she stares at it, but it’s dead right? However, she doesn’t let her guard down and continues watching its corpse.

[Emergency! Mutated Chimeric Monstrosity is mutating!]

Working in horror, spikes shoot out all over its body, dripping with the same smelling acid, its remaining arms bulk in size, doubling in size, its skin goes a deep dark red. Soon, it’s getting back up, and just as it does so, it collapses into a heap again, no longer moving.

[Mutated Chimeric Monstrosity failed to mutate due to severe injuries.]

I’m too terrified to move. I need to check on Gray but I’m terrified. That body still terrifies me. Seeing Elizabeth run past me towards Gray, my eyes stay on the monster laying there. Was that what appeared at night? Could we even fight something like that, it weakened us before we could even do anything. Camp outside, set up a place out there? What a joke. Feeling my body clamp up, I grab my arms, shaking. This was reality, things like that were everywhere out there. I feel my heart beating faster, my breathing is loud, the smell is overwhelming. I grab my hair, forgetting that Alice was there.

“Alisha! Snap out of it!” Feeling a strike on my face, I move my head up and see Elizabeth looking at me, concern covering her face. I can smell burning flesh from her, and fear in her eyes. “Gray’s okay, Sally’s okay, everything is over, it’s dead. Everything is okay.” Speaking softly, Elizabeth informs me about the others. Unable to react to her words, I feel her pick me up and carry me to the room with the pond, away from the monster. Turning around, she leaves my vision, and likely the room, the smell from that monster still lingering strongly, even here.

[Elizabeth’s PoV]

What in the living fuck was that. That was the creepiest monster I've ever seen. That thing was not normal, no night monster is like that. It gave me no experience either, I’ve never seen or heard of that before. Checking my Status, I see there was no change either.
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Human

Level 18

Health: 900

Mana: 100 (Locked)

Experience: 5,500/28,000


Class: None
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Stats:

Strength: D+     Agility: F

  Intelligence: D-   Toughness: F



Those children did not wake me when it came in, I was instead awakened by its roar. I was too late to help Gray, but thankfully I got it before it grabbed Alisha. Leaving Alisha in the room with the pond, I move back into the main room and see Gray with a broken arm and leg, still trembling but otherwise fine. Sally was in the best condition, she recovered as soon as the monster died. But Alisha…that look in her eye, she was still absolutely terrified. She wasn’t reacting and her raven, Alice, was in the same state. Looking at Sally, I say without expecting a response “Alisha isn’t responding, the same goes for Alice. Something is wrong with both of them.”

With some fear, Sally speaks “The smell. It’s overwhelming even for me, for her it’s a lot worse. Need to remove the body and smell.” Looking at Sally, I wonder why it's worse for Alisha. Was her sense of smell stronger than normal? In fact, why were they frozen in fear? Asking this of Sally, she explains that when the creature came in she had received a notification about being inflicted with a Deep Instinctual Fear, and it went away once I killed the blasted thing. Perhaps Alisha still had yet to be freed from that fear because of the smell. 

Thinking this, I look over at the corpse and move quickly. Grabbing its head, the only thing free of spikes, I drag it outside. Hissing in pain because of the blood burning my palms and arms when I blocked it hitting me, I dragged the corpse outside. Stepping into the moonless night, I look around and see no monsters nearby.

Setting off towards the river, I stick to the shadows, seeing monsters roaming around most are above level 15. There are dozens of monsters, a lot of them fighting each other over food, or to eat each other for food. Not wanting to draw attention, I creep forward until I stop within throwing distance of the river and fling the corpse as far as I can, before carefully returning back to the cave, keeping a hand on my sword and distracting myself from the burning of my palm and arms. Arriving back in the cave, I step around the pool of acid blood and head to the storage room and grab the whisky I brought. Running back out, I poured as much of it over the blood as I could, and using a flint and steel, I lit the mixed liquids on fire, which burns fast with very little smoke. Stepping back, the fire quickly went out, the smell still lingered but not as bad. Running back into the storage room, I grab a second bottle and head back to the used to be blood pool. Pouring half the alcohol over it, I use my foot to spread it evenly. This would have to do. Looking at Sally, I ask if she’d be okay tending to Gray while I check on Alisha and seeing her nod I go back to the pond room.

Arriving, I can see Alisha no longer looks as terrified. Jumping on hearing me enter, she quickly looks away, still a bit scared. It resembled Sally’s fear, thankfully it seems she’d be okay for now. Sitting down next to her, I drink a gulp of whisky, and without a word pass the bottle to Alisha. Taking it, she does the same thing. We continue this until the bottle is empty, when Alisha speaks up.

“Are your wounds okay? The smell of burning is coming from you.”

Looking down at my arms, while there were blotches that were as small as a fingernail, some were as big as a peddle. My right palm however was in worse shape. The burning has stopped, but it was badly burnt. It’ll take a while, but it’ll be fine after a few hours if I needed to use it, it’d just be painful. Smiling at Alisha, I reply “It’s fine, just some minor burns, I’ve had worse. What matters is you’re all safe. Get some rest, I’ll keep watch for the rest of the night.” 

Getting up, I move back to the storage room and grab a medical kit. Walking out with it in plain sight for Sally to see, I told her that I would keep watch. Nodding, she turns her attention to Gray, who has fallen asleep, or passed out due to the pain. Sitting near the entrance, I put up with the leftover smell while I treated my burns, holding back the screams of pain I desperately wanted to release, I treated the worst of the burns. As long as those children were okay this is nothing.

***

After a few hours, I hear footsteps approaching me. Looking up, I see Gray nervously moving towards me. Hybrids have amazing healing, even though it was still broken, it’d be healed within half a day. My burns would take another few days to fully recover, so even if I could use it now it’ll hurt like hell. Stumbling to me, Gray slowly sits next to me in silence and doesn’t say anything. This boy has always been nervous around others, a trait rarely seen with hybrids. After a few minutes of silence between us, Gray finally speaks up. “I-is Alisha okay?”

Looking at him I smile and nod, “She’ll be okay. Alisha was just a bit spooked out about everything. Are you okay? You should be resting, that was a heavy hit you took.” Keeping it light with my words, I reach over and ruffle Gray’s violet hair. He doesn’t move away or shrink away, he’s used to me doing this since he was first placed under me. Once again without speaking, we sat there in silence until about dawn. I knew these kids wanted to head up to the Temple of the Blood God today, but I’m not honestly not sure if they can handle the trip today. Gray’s leg would slow us down, Alisha hasn’t come out of the room and only Sally seems to have recovered, what a tough girl. Getting up, I pick up Gray without a word, and he accepts the help as I carry him to the back of the room. Putting him down next to Sally who was eating, I went to check in on Alisha.

Entering the pond room, I see Alisha sitting while holding her legs with her raven, Alice, sitting on her knees. Looking at me when I enter, I see she’s calmed down a lot, and nods to me. Scooping up Alice and placing the raven on her head, she walks over and stands in front of me.

“T-thank you for saving us, I’m s-sorry I couldn’t help.”

Reaching out, I pat Alisha on the shoulder, thinking of what to say in this situation, I just give her what she needs now, encouragement. “Just focus on getting stronger with Gray and Sally okay? You don’t need to trust me, I know that’s asking too much thanks to how human society treated you, I just want you to know I came here to help you guys, it’s truly what I want to do. Next time, wake me up when something unexpected like that happens.”

Looking at me, she purses her lips and looks down. Mumbling, she asks me “What was that monster, are all night monsters like that?” I see, she hasn’t experienced the outside at night.

“No, that thing was…abnormal, I don’t know what it was. It’s possible it wandered here from an unexplored region, there aren’t any records on a monster like that.” After I say this, Alisha snaps her head back up and looks at me. “Really, that thing isn’t normal at night?!” Nodding, she looks almost relieved. Ah, I misunderstood slightly, she was scared that things like that were normal at night.

“Monsters come out in droves, last night there were dozens of monsters at level 15 around the area, but nothing like this. You have nothing to fear, nothing like this should show up ever again.” Hopefully…“Did you still want to leave today? We have time, we don’t need to head out right away.”

Frowning, Alisha shakes her head and says “It’s best to leave now. Last night made me realise we’re trapped here if something like that comes again. I know it’s not normal, but if it happened once it could happen again, right?” Unable to fault her logic on this, I nod and let her continue. “I’m much better now, our things are already packed. How are Sally and Gray?”

“Gray’s arm and leg are still broken, with a bit more rest his natural healing will fix it, within the next day I’d say. Sally is fine, like nothing happened.”

“Can we carry Gray, will he be okay with that?”

“I’d say so, I’m not trained specifically on medical care and you guys are different from humans. It would slow us down a fair amount, we can reach a resting spot I know, but we’ll be tight on time..”

Tapping her cheek and thinking for a while, she finally says “We should ask the others and see what they say.” Nodding, I let her take the lead, I’ll give them advice or my thoughts, but I would not try to overrule them, even if I believed a course of action would be better. This was their path, not mine. I was simply along for the journey at this point.

[Alisha’s PoV]

Walking out, my eyes immediately snapped to where the corpse of that thing was laying. Seeing nothing there but a pool of liquid, I notice the smell is nearly gone from it. Guessing that the body was dragged out and something done to remove the smell, I look at Elizabeth again. If it’s only turning day now, she must’ve gone out at night to take that thing away from here. Feeling an appreciation deep down, I feel like I can trust her a bit. No, I should trust her a lot more, she risked herself to help us and saved me. After the smell left, the fear I felt disappeared, and so did the changes to my stats. I still feel some lingering fear towards that thing, but knowing that it was abnormal even to Elizabeth, I could be a bit more at ease.

Arriving in the main room, I see Gray for the first time since the attack. His arm and leg were heavily bandaged but otherwise he looked okay. Sally had the same stoic face as usual and was eating…so it seemed but she wasn’t eating much, I knew she was still afraid, like I was. Sitting down with them and hearing Elizabeth sit further away, I look once more at Gray. Elizabeth was right, it would be best to wait till Gray’s leg had healed, otherwise we’d have to carry him. I’ll leave the decision to him though.

“Should we stay until you’re healed Gray or do we leave now?” Looking at Gray, he nods with no hesitation.

“L-lets leave today, I-I might need to be carried f-for a bit, but we c-can’t stay here.” Saying so with a bit of fear, he gets up slowly. About to help him, Elizabeth speaks behind me.

“Leave carrying Gray to me, it’s the least I can do.” Turning to look at her, I nod. I think we should trust her a little bit more, and looking at Sally she also seems to be okay with the arrangement. As we move to grab our gear and the sacks we’ve packed, Elizabeth picks up Gray and carries him with one arm under his knees and one under his back. “It’ll be a bit rough, but as long as we’re quick we should make it near the swamp before nightfall. I know a place near there that will allow us to rest until daylight.”

Shaking off the suspicious thoughts in mind and deciding to trust Elizabeth to guide us, I smile at her while accepting the offer. With no further words, we head out with me trailing behind, using my wind magic to cover our tracks. And just like that, we start our journey towards our next destination, the Temple of the Blood God.

            

    
        Chapter 22 - The Swamp

    
    
    
    
                After walking for thirty minutes, we started running towards our destination. We had been cleaning our tracks whilst walking to make it harder for the hunters to find where we were heading. Moving fast, we were interrupted a few times by monsters, but soon we moved from the rocky terrain and into an area with brown grass, with trees and shrubbery around, and at a glance I could tell some of those scrubs held fruits of various colours and shapes. Not stopping to look further, we quickly moved past through the fields. Slowing down at the signal of Elizabeth as she looks around, I can see in front of us a foggy area, a damp smell coming from it. I can make out patches of water, trees and from the looks of things mud throughout the area. We’ve made it to the border of the swamp, beyond it is the plain before the dungeon.

Seeing Elizabeth move again, Sally and I follow behind as she lightly walks towards a few trees, making our way through the wall of shrubbery at the base of those trees. We arrive just before a small cave opening. Nodding, Elizabeth moves in with Sally and I right behind her and I can tell by the smell there were no monsters, there was the faint smell of humans but it was very close to fading. Entering, I could see a small fireplace in the middle of the room, next to it is a pile of wood and tinder, with lanterns on the wall with some beds and chairs. Was this one of the human outposts? Glancing at Elizabeth, she smiles and puts Gray down on the bed carefully. Turning, she gestures to the chairs around the fireplace, sits down and explains “This is an old outpost I’ve used before while hunting some specific monsters.”

Nodding, I sit down as well. I decided before to trust in her a bit more so I would. Sally also sits in the chair next to me while we rest for a moment.

“Sally and I can go and hunt some monsters if you want to stay behind and guard Gray, Alisha.” Thinking about this, I believe it may be our best course of action. Sally would be the most suspicious of Elizabeth after all, and while I no longer believe this to be some complicated ploy, I couldn’t completely convince myself to let go of that thought. Looking at Gray, he was sitting up slightly, looking a bit uncomfortable while moving on the bed. Glancing at Sally, I see her nod while saying “It’s okay, I think we can rely on her a bit.” Seems like Sally also had similar thoughts to me regarding Elizabeth.

“Alright, be careful, we only have thirty minutes of daytime.” Seeing off Elizabeth and Sally, I get up and move over to Gray while I hear Sally and Elizabeth move out. Sitting down next to Gray, Alice jumps over to his head as I ask him how he’s going.

“I’m o-okay, it was a bit p-painful when we were m-moving but Elizabeth made s-sure I didn’t bounce too much…” Avoiding eye contact, Gray responds to me while fidgeting with the bandages on his leg. “T-these beds feel strange.”

Patting the bed, it felt soft. Getting up and laying down on one near Gray, I can tell what he meant. It felt weird laying on something so soft, it wasn’t comfortable. Getting up again, I sit on the floor and lay down, feeling more comfortable. Noticing what I was doing, Gray tried to get up to do the same. Hopping on my feet, I help him up and lay him down. Looking much more comfortable, I nod in approval and get to setting up the fire for when Sally and Elizabeth returned.

“S-say Alisha, are you scared?” Hearing Gray’s question, I think about what he meant. “Did you mean from last night?” “T-that too, b-but I mean about the future.”

The future huh. It was full of uncertainties, the unknown and most certainly would be difficult. Was I scared? Honestly, a little. We were heading into a dungeon, a place we only knew would be filled with beings that could kill us at any moment, then we would be facing a huge wall of recusing our kind from humans who had who knows how many high levelled fighters. Things were going in the right direction, but one misstep and we’d face our deaths.

“Honestly Gray, yes. I’m scared. I know it’d be easier just to crawl up into a ball and wait for death to come. However, I want to live, I want to see the world with my own eyes, free our brethren from their fates. I’ll die someday, but I don’t want to die without at least giving it my all.”

Hesitating, Gray looks down, a bit embarrassed. “I-I see…Sorry, I should h-have asked you that.”

Getting up, I sit next to him and pick up Alice with one hand and ruffle his hair with the other. “It’s okay if you’re scared Gray, don’t lie to yourself. Even Sally is scared, and I bet Elizabeth is too. Just keep taking it a step at a time and let's all overcome what’s ahead of us.”

With his head still down, he nods slightly. “T-thank you.” Smiling, I head back to the fire and continue stacking it and putting the tinder in. Hearing shuffling behind me, I see Gray slowly move over and sit in a chair. He has a better look to his eye, more determined. I light the fire and sit next to Gray and chat with him until Sally and Elizabeth return.

***

After fifty minutes, and a bit of concern growing, Sally and Elizabeth returned, with two sacks of monster meat. Leaving the cooking of meat to me, which was simple as usual, we ate. After finishing, Elizabeth turns to us and asks “So what do you guys know about dungeons?”

About to answer, I frown. Come to think of it, what did we know? Looking at Sally and Gray, they too shake their heads. “About as much as I expected. No matter, I’ll give you guys some advice if you want.” Accepting her offer, Elizabeth grabs her canteen of water and starts talking.

“Firstly, you guys have only ever experienced the very tip of dungeons, just the first area of a low level dungeon. I’ve cleared two dungeons, a level 5 and 8 before so I don’t know fully about the one we’re heading to. However, be careful. There are traps in dungeons, puzzles that require solving, trials that you need to face and lastly the Guardian of each dungeon. Since we only have the four of us, we would need to tread carefully.” Puzzles, traps and trials? By trials does she mean like the Cerberus one? Before I could ask, Elizabeth continues.

“Secondly, dungeons are long. We’re not going in there and heading back out after a few hours. We could be there for a few days or a few weeks. You must be prepared, resting will need two of us on lookout and rotate every few hours, we’d need plenty of food, water and medical kits. We can get two of those easily since we’re heading to an area with a river, but we can’t do much about the medical kits. Though with your strengthened healing, you guys will be good unless it’s a severe injury.”

Nodding, I understand the basics of what she was saying. But to get plenty of food would mean…

“Lastly, you generally need good equipment. While Sally and Gray have their sword, shield and hammer, Alisha and I have weapons on the verge of breaking. You can’t rely solely on your fists and magic in there Alisha, we may need to fight prolonged fights. There isn’t anything we can do about this, so we’d need to make do and hope there are weapons we can use inside. It’s called a Temple, so maybe it’ll have an armoury or something.” Shrugging, Elizabeth takes a drink after speaking. There was a lot to think about, but the biggest problem we had was food.

“We’d need to hunt and smoke as much food as we can, should we do that here or when we find a spot near the dungeon?” Asking this aloud, Sally speaks up first.

“Nearby the dungeon, so food won’t spoil.”

“I think that’s the best idea too.” Elizabeth says while Gray nods. I was planning on placing the Blessed Orb of Salus in a good location so we could make a base there. After thinking it over, I decided to explain my plan with Elizabeth.

“Lesser Blessed Orb of Salus?” Confused, Elizabeth frowns at me as I nod, grab my sack and bring the orb out. Looking at with curiosity, she mutters “Does Crater have one of these? No, Crater is much larger than 200 metres. Maybe they have a stronger one, this says Lesser after all.” Seemingly pondering to herself, Elizabeth looks at the orb with pure curiosity. Nodding, she smiles at me and says “This would be good to use, you’d even be able to build a town!”

Feeling excited at Elizabeth’s words, I nod and put the orb back in the sack. Setting it down, I grab Alice from the top of my head, holding her in my hands. Patting her while Alice got more comfortable, I looked back at Elizabeth and asked if she knew anything else about dungeons.

Shaking her head, I turned to Sally and Gray and they also shook their heads. With that, we started to talk about what we would do tomorrow, mainly getting through the swamp, before Sally, Gray and Elizabeth go to rest, while I kept watch for the night. Putting Alice on my knee, I got the Tome of Basic Knowledge out and thought about what to ask it to provide. I could ask for basic knowledge on dungeons, but Elizabeth was guiding us with dungeons so we should be okay. I could ask about the dangers of the swamp, but I feel like that would be a waste.

Glancing at Alice, I decide to go along with the idea of getting information on raising her. Raising the Tome up, I whisper “How do I look after Alice?” and as those words left my mouth, the Tome changes. Shaking a bit, the words on it slowly change and an image of Alice…no, an image of a Dark Raven appears on the cover, the title of the book was “How to Raise a Dark Raven.” Opening the book, I see a lot of words, pictures and what looked like drawings of the System.

Starting to read the book, there was a lot of information on what Dark Ravens liked to eat, what they didn’t like to eat, their sleeping habits and so much more. Checking on what they liked to eat, it was mostly what I expected, meat and certain fruits. It also mentioned something called berries, but I’ve not heard of those before. Reading what they didn’t like and memorising the list, I kept reading, there was a lot of information covering so many little details that it was a bit bothersome. After a few pages, I arrived on a page talking about Dark Ravens and the System. The Tome mentioned I couldn’t ask about the System, or was this because it was about looking after Alice? Reading on, I see what the System can do for Alice.

“Dark Ravens, like all other monsters, also have a System. When you are bonded with a monster, in this case a Dark Raven, you will be able to open their Status. This can be performed by requesting your bonded monster’s Status.”

It was that simple? Looking at Alice who was nibbling away on a piece of meat, I requested her Status through the System.



Alice

Dark Raven


Level 3

Experience: 6,000/10,000

Skills: None

Spells: Dark Magic

Bonded to Alisha through the use of Blood Oath



Looking back up from the Status screen of Alice, I noticed that she needed more experience than I did at that level, she also did not have health or mana, nor was there any parts about a class. Looking back at the information, I see that it lists what to expect when Dark Ravens, rather bonded monsters, level up.

“Upon reaching Level 5, Stat ranks and points will be accessible. At Level 10, Dark Ravens may undergo evolution, however each evolution is unique depending on the circumstances of the Dark Raven.”

There was no information about level 15 and onwards, maybe this was all Dark Ravens could get through the System, or this was what was covered under basic knowledge. Pondering about how it was best to level Alice since she needed more experience than most, I kept reading and found an answer on the next page.

“Bonded monsters gain experience from their bonded partner and by killing monsters. If the bonded partner earns 1,000xp the bonded monster gains half, in this case 500xp, if it did not participate in a fight. If both bonded partner and monster fought, the bonded monster would get the same experience as its bonded partner, regardless of the experience earned.”

Sounds simple, if she doesn’t fight she gets experience at half the rate I get, but gets the same as me if she does fight. Remembering back to the Labyrinth, she helped me fight the zombies by luring them in while I killed them, the only thing she had done was call them out, so was that all she needed to do for it to count as fighting? Looking at Alice again, I close the book and pet her head once again. “Do you want to fight monsters with me?” “Kraa!” “It’ll be dangerous, is that okay?” Flapping her wings, Alice gives another loud “Kraa!” with a confident look. Smiling and petting her head again, I looked out once again and as time passed, so did a peaceful night.

***

As the sun rose, we packed our belongings and set out once again. We would be crossing the swamp today and heading to a spot on the plain. After looking over the map Elizabeth gave us, we found a large spot with a river running around it, a sort of natural barrier. We’d have to check for water monsters, but from what the map says the water was drinkable. Gray was rested and able to walk now. His leg was fully healed, and according to him his arm was healed but “very stiff, difficult to move.” Taking into account he’d be slower in a fight, we move towards and into the swamp.

Our vision was reduced due to the fog, even when I used my wind magic it quickly restored itself. Deciding it wasn’t worth expending mana in exchange for a small amount of vision, we started moving through the swamp. The damp smell was strong and prevented me from being able to smell anything away from us, causing us to move carefully, it’d take us an hour to move through here. The ground under us was wet, muddy and caused our feet to sink in slightly when we stood on it. Sounds of insects, or monsters, could be heard all around us. After walking for a few minutes, we encountered our first pack of monsters here.

[Level 13 Toxic Blooded Crocodile]

Scaled monsters, green and black in colour, they moved slowly. With Elizabeth standing to the side, we fought one each, with Alice helping me by flying around and pecking at the scales of this monster. Behind us, I can hear Elizabeth giving us some advice. “These Crocodiles move slowly, however if they manage to bite onto you you’ll be in for a very very bad time. Its weak point is between their joints and their noses, be careful of its toxic spray and blood!”

Following her instructions, I glance at the area between its body and joint, and seeing there were no scales protecting it, extending out the remaining claw on my right fist, I slash at the joint while using my wind to increase the speed of my attack. Cutting through, I stumble in the mud away as the monster tries to bite down on me. Hearing a sizzling, I glanced at the source which is the claw that I just used, green blood was burning on it, thankfully it was not doing damage to the claw. Keeping a mental note to be careful of it, I see a dark aura coming from Alice, and distracting the monster for a few seconds, the dark aura leaves Alice and hits the crocodile.

[Alice used Blindness, Toxic Blooded Crocodile is affected!]

Taking advantage of this, I moved in and aimed my right claw at the snout. I slashed and cut deeply into the crocodile's head, putting a wall of wind before me to reflect any toxic blood coming out. Feeling movement from the monster, I slash down then move away. With the head of the crocodile split into a few pieces, it keeps stumbling a bit then finally collapses.

[You killed Toxic Blooded Crocodile, gained 1,000xp]

Nodding, I see Alice flying towards Sally to help her. Leaving it to her, since she’d gain experience for helping Sally, I move towards Gray and within a few minutes we’ve managed to finish off the crocodiles. Regrouping with Elizabeth, we keep going, encountering more of those crocodiles. We didn’t take any of their meat as according to Elizabeth it would poison us. Trudging in the mud, we move past the halfway point and arrive in a clearing, with boulders with moss growing on them, and oddly a campfire, extinguished but from my limited smell I could tell it was recently used. Within the last few hours. Taking a second for my mind to click as to what this means, I kick up my wind and get on guard, the others following with me almost straight away.

“Did you see something, Alisha?” Gray asks.

“No, the smell from the fire is recent. Someone was just here.” Replying, I glance around and think about blowing away the fog from around here, even if it were to reappear within seconds we’d be able to see what is around. Giving up the idea, not wanting to draw attention to our location just in case, we keep an eye out as we move forward to look at the fire. Letting my wind off, I can smell the fire better the closer we get, and the smell of meat and something else. Not human, not monster but not hybrid either. But I could tell this smell belonged to something, the smell headed away from here, but I can’t distinguish the direction. After looking around a bit, we found nothing. There was some footprints that had mostly faded because of the mud, and traces of something moving around here. All we can tell by the traces whatever was here was humanoid, but not human or hybrid, and was intelligent enough to build a campfire and cook.

“Not much we can do other than hope we don’t cross paths with whatever it is.” Saying this, Sally gets up and takes lead again, as we continue walking towards the way out of here. Stepping through the mud, I notice something is wrong. No, somethings been wrong since we left the campfire. Signalling to Sally by tapping on her shoulder to stop, I stand for a moment trying to figure out what's wrong. It was then when Gray spoke up.

“It’s too quiet, where did the sounds of the insects and monsters go?”

Realising that Gray hit it on the nose with what's wrong, I turn towards Elizabeth, who has gone pale. Looking at us, she whispers “We need to go, now!” As she turns, Elizabeth suddenly freezes up. “Fuck me, it’s too late.” Looking at what Elizabeth was looking at, I see what was wrong.

The fog around us was swirling, something was moving around us. Gulping, I watch as we’re surrounded by this swirling. “It’s here, a Guardian-class monster.” Questions in my mind, I see something sliver out of the fog and strike at us. Reacting quickly, I grab Gray by the shoulder and push him away as Sally moves forward and blocks the head of some monster. Elizabeth draws her sword as the monster raises its head revealing itself. A massive snake with a very light green horn on its horn, two long fangs extending from the top of its mouth, skin the same shade of white as the fog around us, red eyes glaring down at us. Gulping, I get into my relaxed posture, it seems we can’t have a peaceful time getting through this swamp after all.

[Level 17 Guardian Class Serpent of the Swamp, Noodles]

            

    
        Chapter 23 - Olivia

    
    
    
    
                Dodging to the right again, I narrowly avoid the tail that Noodles slammed near me. It wasn’t fast, but it was extremely hard to see in this damned fog. Looking around, it’s been a few minutes since this battle started and we were on the backfoot. After appearing, this thing has been attacking us with its tail and trying to bite down on us, which would mean swallowing us whole with the size of its damned mouth. Moving to attack again, I throw out a punch on where I think its body is, but meet nothing except for the fog. Frustrated, I jump back and look for another chance, keeping an eye out for another attack from Noodles. This isn’t the first time I’ve failed to connect, it’s happened every time I’ve tried to attack, even if the tail was right next to me.

Jumping back near me, Elizabeth also looked frustrated, no one had hit Noodles yet. The strange thing however was that it seemed to be…having fun, like it was playing with us. Even though these attacks were deadly, its eyes were darting around happily. Was it just enjoying trying to kill us, or did it think we were playing with it?

Soon, Sally shouted out, no words, just a shout as I looked towards her where Noodles’ head was. Rearing up, I see it open its mouth as a strange glow comes from its horn, with symbols surrounding it. Magic! Those symbols, Teacher Lee showed them to me, this thing was about to cast magic! How do we stop it?!

With a blinding light, the magic is released. The smell of my surroundings goes from damp to a toxic smell, quickly pinching my nose as I look at the ground. Spreading out from in all directions is a light green fog, rolling on the ground as it quickly spreads through the area. “ALISHA, BLOW IT AWAY!” Reacting right away to Elizabeth’s sudden panicking shout, I focus and imagine pushing the wind around me and blowing everything away. Feeling suddenly lightheaded from losing about 70% of my mana, I feel a strong gale blow the poison and fog away from the area, revealing everything around us. The fog was slowly recovering this time, maybe it's because of how strong the wind I used was, or maybe because I used so much mana.

[New spell learnt, Wind Explosion.]

Seeing the notification, I ignore it for the time being while I open my eyes and look around. Squinting my eyes, I focus as best as I can with the light head I gave myself. Looking around, we’re standing in the middle of a very muddy area, with some sickly green trees, most were uprooted, snapped in half or only had the trunk remaining. It looked like there were frequent fights here.

Turning back to the Guardian, I could make out its body, it was massive. Ten meters long at least, coiled up with its tail ready to strike. Sally moves up and slams her shield with the pummel of her sword and once again shouts at Noodles. Eyes snapping onto Sally, staring at her in a strange playful way, it moves to attack her while Gray and I move in to attack its body while Sally keeps its attention. Elizabeth moves to back up Sally. Reaching a part of the snake's body, I slam my gauntlets into its body, claws first, and I hit…nothing. As my fist connected, its body seemed to dissipate into fog. Thinking quickly, I use my wind to blow it away but it doesn’t have any effect. The fog reforms quickly back to how it was before.

“Tsk, I can’t hit this thing. ” Remarking this, I jump back to Elizabeth while Gray swings at the tail that was trying to strike him. Hearing that Elizabeth also met just fog, I wonder how we were getting through this. Even Alice who was flying around near me had used her spells, but hadn’t been successful. At this moment, the horn on its head lit up once again, with the magic symbols surrounding it.

“Alisha, can you blow the fog away again?” Shaking my head, I hurriedly explained “The last time I nearly took out my entire mana pool, I’d pass out if I did that again, and I can’t say if it’ll be effective.” Biting her lip, Elizabeth looks back at Noodles while I quickly try to think of a solution when a smell hits me. That unique smell, the one from the campfire. Before I could look around, I heard a faint twanging sound and something struck the horn on Noodles’ head, chipping it.

Swinging its body wildly, as Noodles regenerated fast, it opened its mouth and blew out a green mist, tiny droplets flooded the area, hitting us all. Almost right away my body went numb and I felt feverish. Looking at Noodles as he looked down at us, it was…whimpering, I could hear a faint “I-I’m sssssorry” before it slithered off into the fog. As it ran off, my fever reached a new peak, my breathing was hot and I could feel the muscles in my legs stiffening, while the rest of my body was completely numb. I tried to run over to Sally who was turning green in the face, but I couldn’t move. My vision started turning green as I felt something falling from my eyes, it burnt.

Looking over at Elizabeth, she was in a worse state. Bleeding profusely from her ears, she was coughing up something black, while her face was turning a shade of dark green. Looking at Gray, I could see another figure next time him, with a hand raised to him, shining a strange light. Feeling the need to save Gray, with my mind spinning I try to move as the figure looks at me, taking a step forward as the figure walks towards me, I pass out.

***

[Gray’s PoV]

I’ve always been scared, terrified of doing anything, for as long as I could remember. Ever since I was aware, I’ve always been terrified of doing anything that could get me hit, if I smiled or talked I would be hit. Even when I was with other hybrids, I would be kicked and hit because I looked strange. I never understood why, my hair is a different colour then everyone else and for some reason I look younger, but why would they hit me. I don’t talk to people, I never wanted to be noticed. When I first met Elizabeth, she was the first person to never treat me badly, but I never trusted her. I always thought that one day she’d hit me, just like the others. Or maybe just yell at me.

When they told us to kill each other that day, I was terrified of dying. I didn’t want to die, but I was attacked by someone without even a second thought. I cried when I tried to fight back against Gol, before he stabbed his sword into my shoulder I managed to stab him in the chest. I don’t remember what happened after that, all I remember was waking up and seeing Alisha’s face right above mine, poking my cheek. I was afraid that she would hit me or strike me down. She never did, and Sally who was with her didn’t either. At first I was scared when I was with them. What if they hit me because of my hair, what if they shout at me for making a mistake, or abandon me for being useless. They never did. Even if I made a mistake cooking, or even that time when Alisha fell I always thought Sally would blame me, so I never talked, fearing she would yell at me. But she never did.

Then Elizabeth showed up, and she didn’t hit me either. I became less scared, scared of being yelled at, hit or left behind. Now, I find myself looking at those three, the three who never hurt me and were making me feel safe, dying. My body was numb, my insides roiling, and my mind was going foggy. I could feel something stirring inside of me, the monster half of my body was fighting for control. Not now, please, I need help my friends. A growl escapes my mouth, I want to eat, I must eat. Even though my body doesn’t respond, I want to move and eat the ones dying near me. Coughing up blood, I felt faint, and as I felt myself about to either pass out or lose control to the monster, I couldn’t tell, I felt a coolness coming from my side. A really cool feeling spreads through my body, healing me and ridding it of the poison. My monster side calmed down and I was able to control it again.

Looking to my left where the feeling was coming from, I see a young hooded girl, a bow on her back, holding a palm onto my arm while muttering quietly. Not able to make out what she was saying I knew she was responsible for helping me. Feeling my body recover, including the stiffness from my arm, she looks at me and hands me two bottles. “This one first.” Giving me a green vial, she then hands me a deep red one “This one after. Help her.” Pointing at Elizabeth, I nod and as I’m about to go over to Elizabeth, I hear a growling. Turning, I see Alisha, staring at me…no, the one next to me. Alice was flying around her head, crying out at Alisha, who had a sinister aura around her, eyes partly red and blue, a tail had grown out at some point. Concerned, I knew she was nearing her monster release form, and as I’m about to ask this hooded girl to not harm Alisha, the hooded girl says “I won’t harm her. I’ll hear your story later, treatment first.”

Sighing in relief, I move towards Elizabeth, uncork the green vial and with some difficulty, I pour it into Elizabeth’s mouth. Some spilling from her mouth, Elizabeth has little clarity in her eyes as she starts drinking. Finishing the green vial, I straight away uncork the red vial and pour it in. Gulping like she had a deep thirst, Elizabeth finishes it quickly and passes out. Hoping this helped, I look towards a new sound, a deep growling. Sally, she was transforming. Two horns tear through her head, silver just like her hair, dripping with fresh blood, her pupils shrinking as her nails start to grow out, being long and sharp. Her skin turns even paler than the milky white it was before. I don’t know what to do, I’ve never seen a hybrid transform like this.

[Level 15 Vampire, Sally]

“Knock her out! Before the transformation is finished, a blow to the back of its neck or jaw will do the job!” Hearing a voice behind me, assuming it to be the hooded girl, I try to think on how to achieve that. I was scared I could hurt her if I used my hammer. I felt a tug on my pants, and looking down, I saw a barely conscious Elizabeth looking at me before passing out again. I saw the sword she was holding and knew what to do. Picking up the sword, I moved unsteadily but quickly towards Sally. Hindered by the poison, she couldn’t react as I swung the sword with uncertainty, slamming the pummel of the sword into her jaw. Head craning up from the hit, she was knocked out. Hearing footsteps behind me, I see the hooded girl crouch and that glow came from her hand again, while watching with interest as Sally reverted from her transformation. I could hear her mutterings this time.

“Monster traits, but humanoid, intelligent but shows signs of bloodthirst like a monster. Are all beings like this in Crater Hell? No, there is a human here as well. Interesting, interesting.”

Not sure what to do, I checked her System prompt.

[Level 16 Elf, Beginner Elven Archer, Olivia]

“E-excuse m-me.”

“Not now, I need to focus on healing.”

“H-healing?”

“Remember, stories later. Grab those two, we need to move, Noodles will be back.”

Nodding, I moved over to Alisha, who no longer had the tail, picked her up and put her over my shoulder while Alice landed on my head, and wondered how to carry Elizabeth. She was tall and heavy, and I could only carry one person. Before I could think of a solution, I saw Elizabeth stir, sit up slowly while coughing, see me carrying Alisha and smile. “I’ll be okay *cough*. I’ll walk *cough cough*” Coughing up blood and some black stuff, she stands on her feet trembling and starts walking towards our goal. Seeing the Elf, Olivia, scoop up Sally in her arms, we follow behind carrying the two towards the exit of the swamp.

***

Stumbling out of the swamp and onto the fields from the map, Alisha and Sally hadn’t awoken yet. The Elf, Olivia, Elizabeth and myself kept moving. Elizabeth didn’t look good, she was certainly pushing herself. I knew there was no choice, we had to reach our destination, we didn’t have much time left. I look around at the field and have to admit it was beautiful. Fresh long grass covered the ground, with flowers growing out in different colours like blue, yellow, green and so on. I can see some insects flying around the grass and flowers and the smell was rather refreshing.

“Do you know somewhere safe? All of you still need treatment and rest, I could only cure most of the poison and heal most of the damage, but there is still a lot I need to do.” Speaking, Olivia looks at me. Looking over at her now that we were out of the swamp, I could see she had blonde hair and light green eyes, a green hood was over her head and she was wearing a green and white shirt and pants with elegant design. Mustering up my courage, I slowly speak.

“W-w-we’re heading to s-somewhere…” Not sure how to describe where we’re going, I kind of point in the direction I think we were meant to be going. Nodding, the Elf, Olivia, moves again, carrying Sally over her shoulder with no problems. Stumbling, Elizabeth follows while I take up the rear. Keeping a light run, we keep going as I keep an eye on the daylight we had left. After another thirty minutes of running, I heard groaning come from Alisha.

“Mm, its too bouncy, let me down Gray.” Hearing Alisha, I stop to let her down but accidentally drop her instead. Terrified she’d be mad at me, she gets up while rubbing her butt. “A bit gentler next time Gray.” Smiling, she ruffles my hair as Alice flies up back to her head. “Thanks for looking after me. I’m better now.” Nodding and lowering my head, Alisha looks at Olivia, nods and says “I don’t know who you are, but let's just get to our destination. Elizabeth.” Turning and walking to Elizabeth, who has gone pale and was struggling for breath, Alisha punches her in the stomach area. Seeing Elizabeth buckle, she then passed out as Alisha picked her up and carried her. “Idiot, pushing yourself.” Leading the way like nothing happened, Alisha breaks into a soft run as myself and Olivia follow.

[Alisha’s PoV]

Carrying Elizabeth in my arms, I feel my body screaming at me. I’m an idiot, just like Elizabeth. I’ve barely recovered, but I didn’t want to hinder Gray anymore. Gritting my teeth, I keep up the light run as we run through the hilly grass fields. We don’t meet any monsters here, while there were some in the distance, we kept our guard up just in case. After another hour of running, I finally saw what should be our destination. A small hill, with a plateau, surrounded by a river. Breathing in, we moved through the shallow river where the water reached our knees, up the hill, and got close to the plateau. I see something that resembles a path leading to the top of it, I knew it would be a bit of a climb. It wasn’t too steep, but would cause some trouble. Moving Elizabeth to my shoulder, I start climbing up slowly, ignoring the pain from my arms and legs and swallowing the blood that I so badly wanted to cough up.

Reaching the top, it’s beautiful. Similar to the terrain from the fields, there was long ankle high grass, filled with flowers, the sound of insects, trees either in a small cluster with 3-4 of them or spread out. In the distance there was a river running through from the plateau and down, there was a lake up here where the water was coming from. Thankfully we decided to come here, it was refreshing. My nose could pick out soft smells from the flowers. Feeling refreshed from the smell wouldn’t help the pain in my body, but it would give me that second wind to do what I needed to.

“Is this the place, Demonic Fox?”

“Call me Alisha, Elf.”

“Olivia, call me Olivia.”

“We need to go about one hundred and fifty metres from here, but I’m not sure how far that is.”

Nodding, Olivia glances behind her and then ahead. Moving, I follow behind her, thinking she might know the distance. Gray followed behind, holding his hammer just in case. Running into no more monsters, Olivia suddenly stops.

“Here, exactly one hundred and fifty metres. Now, put the human down and sit down, I need to heal you all.” Putting Elizabeth down, I also collapse onto my knees. Brushing off the drowsiness, I dig through my sack and take out the orb. Hearing a gasp from my side, I see Olivia staring at the orb in shock.

“Y-you have an Orb of Salus?!” Smiling, she then says “I’m so very interested in your story now! Set it down so we can have some peace.” Confused, I nod and look at the orb. Putting the orb on the ground, it doesn’t do anything. “Tell the System to use it.” Doing as Olivia said, I mutter “System, use Lesser Blessed Orb of Salus.”

The orb lights up, at first blue, then silver, orange, yellow, going through all the colours until it turns gold. Floating off my hands, it sinks into the ground and a gold light spreads from it and continues until it goes over the edge of the plateau that we just came from. The light fades and a System note pops up.

[Lesser Blessed Orb of Salus has been set up.]

The orb then floats up and stays floating above the ground. “You can’t move it anymore, make sure to build something around it to protect it when you can.”

Taking a few breaths, I look through my sack for anything that could help with the pain. Finding nothing, I consider drinking one of the nine bottles of alcohol that Teacher Lee left me, but reject it since the trade off would mean being hungover. A few minutes later, Olivia arrives in front of me and puts her hand on my chest. “Lucky last, I’ll throw in a rejuvenation for you, free of charge.” Tilting my head in confusion, I feel a cool feeling spreading from her hand as it lights up. Closing my eyes and enjoying that feeling, I can feel my muscles slowly relaxing and the pain fades. I was still exhausted, but the pain was gone. Removing her hand, she sits down in front of me, a face full of curiosity.

“I’m bursting with questions. I've never met anyone quiet like you! A monster but you seem human, I want to know everything!"


Confused, I look at Olivia with my head tilted. She didn't know what I was? Where did she come from?

“Seems you’re bursting with questions too! How about we ask a question for a question? I’ll start! What are you exactly?”

Frowning, feeling I was unable to keep up with her liveliness, I decided to go along with her suggestion, and start talking with the excited Elf in front of me, with Gray listening next to us.

            

    
        Chapter 24 - Sally

    
    
    
    
                [Sally’s PoV]

It’s dark, lonely. I’m floating here, no one with me, surrounded by the darkness of myself. Grabbing my knees and curling up into a ball, I wanted to stay in this darkness, it was comfortable. I don’t know why, I just wanted to sleep here forever.

I noticed someone else was here with me. No, not someone else, it was me, I was here with myself. Staring at the other me, it was ugly. Two horns, silver in colour, coming from its forehead, a pair of bat-like wings spread out behind it, two long sharp fangs peeking from their top lip, pale white skin and long claws coming from its fingers. So that’s the other me, the monster that I lost control to. It was staring at me as well, just staring. Is this what Alisha went through when she transformed? Thinking back to everything that has happened, I felt joy, sadness, anger, and so many different emotions that I never knew existed. I've experienced so much in these short few weeks since we escaped the humans. Closing my eyes, I think about those days, the days of my childhood, or whatever you want to call it.

***

“Get out monster!” A loud bang reverberates throughout my cage. Opening my eyes, I look up at the human standing over me as they throw open the cage door. With not enough space to even sit up, I crawl out of the cage. Once out the human grabs my collar and drags me out of the building. Going past other cages holding other hybrids, all too small to move and dozens just stack on each other, I see others looking at us with dull eyes. Some were lifeless, hybrids that had died due to starvation, thirst or by outgrowing their case. We were thrown in here from the moment of our birth until we turned ten, we were deemed adequate if we survived in this place and were brought out, just like what was happening to me. Those that died were just left there, the smell from their corpses was so rancid but you get used to it, just like the darkness of this place. We only knew there was more to this place because the humans wouldn’t shut up about it. Thanks to the System and hearing the humans talk, we knew how to read and talk, but we rarely did in fear of being punished.

Being dragged into a new area, somewhere new, it was a large room, with hundreds of other hybrids sitting around, making things. They kept dragging me until I was thrown to a certain spot. Without a word, the human turns and leaves. Looking around, I see hybrids pretending that I wasn’t there, except for one. With dark brown hair and curious pink eyes was a girl the same age as me, looking at me like I was something new. I saw her name through the System. The one gift we were given by the System when we were born.

[Level 1 Monster, Chloe]

Looking down, I sit near her and wonder what I was meant to do. Seeing others making strange items with their hands, I saw there were pieces of objects near me in a box. Watching what the girl, Chloe was doing, she was taking a piece of wood that had a cut in the middle at one end and a strange pointy rock. She put the strange rock on one end and then put the combined item into another box that had heaps of them in it. Mimicking her, I tried to do the same but the pointy rock wouldn’t go on.

“No no, like this.” Whispering to me, she shows me again. There was a small gap on the other end of the pointy rock, putting the stick into it, it came apart again. “Push it a bit harder” upon doing so, I managed to attach it. Turning away from me, Chloe does the same thing. Without a word, we keep doing this until the box fills. Once it was filled, a human came over, grabbed the box without looking at us and placed an empty one there. Everytime the sticks or rocks ran out, they would replace them with a full box. For hours we kept doing this, my hands hurt and were bleeding from cutting myself on the rocks or sticks. If we bled onto anything we had to throw it away if we couldn’t clean it, Chloe whispered to me that if any blood was on them the humans would punish all of us.

Soon a bell rang out and a new box dropped near us. A mouldy smell came from it as Chloe reached in and grabbed some bread, the same type they would feed to us in the cages. It had all types of green spots on it and bite marks, Chloe passed me one of the bread pieces and we ate silently. After eating, Chloe drops her head slightly and sleeps. Again I mimic her and do the same, and sleep. An hour or so later, a bell sounds out, waking me up, and Chloe keeps doing the same thing as before, I too follow her steps and we silently work like this.

***

And like that, a few months passed. Many had been replaced around me, some dying, some being dragged somewhere else. Chloe was still here, we’d talk sometimes, she was nice and the only one who ever talked to me. We had to be careful, others had been punished for talking or not making these pointy rock sticks. We didn’t have much to talk about, we usually talked about the outside world and what it was like. Neither of us had seen it but it must be amazing, no buildings or sticks to make. Today was a day like no other, however something new happened.

There was noise coming from the doors that lead out of this building, and looking up, I saw a group of humans paying attention to a certain human. He was walking around, inspecting us. Slowly he made his way to us, stopping every now and then with a strange look in his eyes. Soon, he arrived before us, and the strange look was very clear in his eyes.

“Good, these ones will do. Pack them and take them to the usual spot.”

Before I knew what those words meant, another human grabbed me and put something over my head. I tried to struggle but was hit in the stomach, going limp I stopped struggling. Hearing sobbing from Chloe’s direction, we’re dragged out, not being able to see where we’re going. Soon, I felt myself thrown at the ground, the thing still over my head.

“Be glad, filthy hybrids, you have a new job! If you don’t do a good enough job or are too slow, I’ll make sure to whip you into shape!”

Feeling a burning sensation on my back followed by intense pain, I scream. Hearing laughter, the same voice speaks again “That’s the sound I love you hybrids making. Now, get to it.” Feeling the thing around my head come off, I see where we are through my teary vision. In front of me was a big piece of wood with a curved piece of metal on it. Looking around, we were in some kind of dark hole, there were others swinging the same metal tool at a block rocky wall, causing smaller rocks to fall off. Getting up and picking up the tool, I mimic what the others were doing. At some points others would stop, pick up those rocks that were coming off the wall and putting them into a big box behind us. I start swinging my tool at the wall, feeling it vibrate through my hands, not breaking anything off. I knew I would be struck again if I didn’t get any rocks, so I kept going.

Chloe was next to me, doing the same thing. I didn’t dare look at her, in fear that I would be struck. Finally, on my fifth swing, I broke off some pieces of the rock. I continued as I slowly got a bigger pile, scooping it in my hands, ignoring the cuts and splinters from the rocks and from swinging that tool, I moved and dropped the rocks into the box. Without a word, we keep going. We were only given small breaks, not enough to sleep and the food was only given once a day, the same mouldy bread.

***

Years have past in this dark hole, at times we would be tortured for the entertainment of the humans, at other times they would kill the hybrids who were to weak to keep swinging this pickaxe. My back has long since scarred over with dozens, maybe even hundreds of marks from being whipped, sometimes from punishment, sometimes because the patrol was bored.. The years have been a blur, I only have Chloe as company. Someone I suppose was a friend in this dark and horrible place. 

Scooping up a pile double the size as usual, to hide the fact that Chloe was sleeping while swinging her pickaxe, I deposit it again and see the human patrol coming. Moving to Chloe again, I shake her shoulder and see her eyes open quickly, as she starts swinging into the rocks again. “Thank you.” Muttering this, we wait till the humans pass by. Ten minutes is the sleep Chloe got in that time. We’ve had to learn how to swing the pickaxe while sleeping, the humans can’t tell from a distance but when they come by we’d wake each other. Being my turn, I’m about to take my turn to sleep when Chloe whispers “Not now. Wait.”

Listening out, I hear new footsteps coming. Without turning, I keep breaking rocks off as I hear the humans speak. “We need to fill a batch of hybrids for a dungeon exploration. The death rate has been higher than usual this year.” “Take your pick, it doesn't matter if they’re young or not, they’re destined to die at some point.”

Hearing them walk around, I heard one of them speak “That filth there will do. She looks old enough.” Feeling a lash on my back again, I drop my pickaxe. “Good news filth, you get to go outside!”

Turning around with my head down, I step forward and wait. Chloe was still swinging her pickaxe. Suddenly being grabbed by the hair, I’m dragged out before I can look at Chloe once again. “Hopefully you don’t die too soon inside of the dungeon! Haha!”

Not knowing what a dungeon was, I desperately tried to look for Chloe again, not knowing that this would be my last chance. I would never see her again.

***

Opening my eyes, not wanting to remember anymore of my past or what happened afterwards, I look back at the creature in front of me. So, that’s me then, not just another me or the other me, but me. Someone I’d need to accept to truly accept myself. Alisha is terrified of her monster side, but me…after what happened that day of being dragged into my first dungeon and what happened to Chloe, I wasn’t afraid. I’d welcome my monster with open arms. I knew I couldn’t do that though, after all I now had two others I wanted to protect, to make sure they didn’t follow Chloe’s cruel fate. Alisha and Gray…they were the ones I could truly trust and call friends, maybe I should open up more to them.

Feeling a tug, I knew I was waking up. I want to stay here longer, it is comfortable and without the pain of the outside world, but I have to wake up if I want to see those two again. Closing my eyes, I start stirring.

***

[Alisha’s PoV]

“We’re hybrids, specifically hybrids bred between monsters and humans. We were created, bred, for the sole purpose of being slaves to humans. Growing up, we’d be forced to work away, making various things, some hybrids got thrown into the mines or sent to ”guard“ the outside of the walls. Others were given to certain humans for them to torture for entertainment. Our main purpose was ”protecting“ humans in dungeons when we reached sixteen years of age…well, by their estimates. We three have managed to get away from the humans and got lucky with a mutated dungeon.”

Looking stunned, Olivia doesn’t say anything for a while. Staring at me with wide eyes, she eventually mutters out “T-that’s terrible…I’m sorry for asking…” Shrugging, I didn’t want pity about our past, I’d rather we just moved on. With that in mind I take my turn to ask her a similar question.

“Who are you?”

“I am Olivia Annarrgeal, an Elf from the village Ithil. I am seeking a way home, I’m not sure how I got here, nor do I know exactly where I am. I’m proficient in archery and healing magic, and I have all F Stats with no minuses!” Saying that last part with some pride, she sticks her nose up a bit. “Ok! My turn again. Why did you guys come out here?”

Biting my lip, I wasn’t too sure if we should trust this girl too much. She did save us, but she said she came from a village, the only one I knew was Crater, but that was called a city. Now that I think about it, I’m not sure what a village is. Turning to look at Gray, he also looked unsure. Taking a moment to think, Olivia didn’t seem to mind, I figure it wouldn’t hurt to share since Olivia might join us. Nodding, I keep it short.

“We’re heading to a dungeon called Temple of the Blood God, a level 15 dungeon in this area. We’re also likely to set up this place as a safe place for our kind in the future since it’s far away from humans.” Seeing a flash of understanding for a second, her expression then turns grave.

“You’re going into a dungeon?! Don’t you know how dangerous dungeons are, you only have four people!”

“Yes, we’re going in. My turn now, wha-”

“Hang on, I haven’t asked my question!”

“You just asked if we were going into a dungeon.”

“Ah! That doesn’t count! Not fair.”

This girl was strange. Shaking my head, I spoke before she could as I put a piece of smoked meat on my head for Alice. “How long have you been here for?”

Pouting a bit, Olivia responds “I don’t know, over a month at least. What is that monster on your head?”

“Alice, a Dark Raven that hatched from an egg. How have you survived?”

“Trade secret! And a lot of hiding. Why is there a human with you if they enslaved you?”

Gray spoke before I could. “Elizabeth i-isn’t one of the bad ones, s-she saved us and i-is helping us.”

As if taking this moment to wake up, Elizabeth stirs. Sitting up while grabbing her stomach, she sent me a complaining look. “A bit gentler next time, Alisha.” Sitting up slowly, she looked dead tired. Looking at Olivia, she nods and looks at the orb, smiling.

“I’m going to go wash at the lake over there, you guys should hunt the few monsters up here for food later.” Seeing Elizabeth get up and stumble away slowly, Sally started to stir next, and there was a bloodthirst coming from her.

[Sally’s PoV]

[Your inner monster has awoken.]

[Race changed: Vampire and Human Hybrid]

[A Hidden Condition has been met.]

[Blood Magic acquired. Use your blood to cast Magic. You will have no need for mana.]

[You will require blood in order to regain energy.]



Sally

Vampire and Human Hybrid

Level 15

Health: 5000

Experience: 3,200/25,000

Class: None

Class Level: Not Available

Experience: Ineligible

Skills: None

Magic: Blood Magic



Stats:

Strength: F     Agility: F

Intelligence: D   Toughness: D+



I feel hungry. I must’ve been out for some time. Opening my eyes, I slowly get up and look around. First thing I noticed was someone new, a young girl with blonde hair and very light green eyes, looking at me. The second thing I noticed was the way she was looking at me, on guard like she was facing a monster. I finally saw Alisha and Gray also staring at me, on guard as well. They were okay. With relief I slowly got up on my feet and smiled as I walked over to Alisha. At first she looked concerned, and as I approached her she started frowning. Was something wrong?

“Sally, are you okay?”

Nodding, I reply “I’m fine.” As I hug her tightly. Tensing up at such a sudden thing happening at first, Alisha returned the hug. I turn to Gray and hug him too. Turning to the Elf, I ask who she is. After filling me in on what happened and learning she was called Olivia and she had saved us, Alisha then said something that surprised me.

“You’ve got the same feeling a monster has when they’re attacking us.”

Thinking, I share the truth. “Seems like my monster side awoke, maybe it’s because I’m hungry?”

Thinking, Alisha says “Then we’ll need to hunt some monsters and get food prepared. We have little daylight but we should be safe because of the orb. Though we don’t know what it means by weaker monsters.”

Taking this chance, the Elf, Olivia, spoke. “The Blessed Orb of Salus usually keeps most monsters away, you said it was a lesser orb meaning it should keep those level 50 and below away from this area. I think. Oh, maybe Guardian-Class monsters above level 25 can still come here.” Level 50? Monsters can be that high level? That’s a scary thought. Then again, we’d just need to level up that high too.

“Let's wander around separately, we can bring one or two monsters back ourselves. Alisha, can you gather wood as well? If we’re truly safe we have time, so no need to rush. Let's hunt what we can.” Nodding, Alisha grabs Alice and puts her on Gray’s head, who nods. I watch as Alisha picks a direction and runs off, Gray and Olivia do the same. I don’t know where Elizabeth is but I also picked a direction and started walking. I wasn’t in a rush, I wanted to take in the scenery, I never thought I could see a sight like this. I could hear insects, smell the grass and flowers, it was a stark contrast from what Crater was like.

After walking for about ten minutes, I finally spotted a monster in the distance. Making my way over, I take a glance at its System information and see it’s a level 14 Alpha Panther. It seems distracted, like it was trying to get something. No matter, I can handle this fine. Grabbing the shield off my back, I slam the bottom of the sword onto the shield, a habit I really need to stop in case I break the shield. The panther snaps its attention to me, it’s a feline with a long body, purple fur with black stripes down its body. 

Pouncing at me, it extends its claws and swipes at me. Blocking with my shield, I deflect the strike to my left and swing my sword at its neck, easily decapitating it. The smell of its blood floods my nose, entrancing me, I have a craving to drink its blood. Remembering the System message about needing blood from now on, I look at the body and decide to just try.

As I opened my mouth, I felt two of my front teeth extend as I got closer and bite into the flesh of the panther. I felt the blood flowing into my mouth and just like I was drinking, I gulped it down. This…this tasted amazing, was blood always this amazing?! I keep drinking faster, faster, I can’t get enough of this. Soon, I felt the blood flow slowing before it stopped. Gasping, I free my teeth from the flesh of the panther. I want more, I need more. Looking around for another meal, I hear a yelp near me. Looking at what made the sound, I see a small puppy, that must’ve been what the panther was hunting. More food…no, I can’t think like that. It had white fur, with silver fur along its back, a black snout and cute blue eyes, similar to Alisha’s.

[Level 1 Silverback Pup]

Barking at me, the puppy starts wagging its tail. Was it hungry? Looking at the now blood drained panther, I unsheathe my sword and cut a small piece off and put it down in front of it. The pup starts eating excitedly, wagging its tail. Cute. Looking at the panther, I consider whether or not to keep hunting or to bring this back. Once we hunt all the monsters around here we’d need to venture outside of the protection of the orb to hunt more, and we don’t have a good way of storing a lot of meat, we still need to prepare for the dungeon too. Deciding to call it there and leave any remaining monsters to hunt later, I grab the panther under my arm and start walking. Hearing another yelp, I look down and see the pup walking with me, having already finished its meal. It was looking at me with excitement and curiosity.

“Do you want to come with me?” Yelping again, the pup runs around my foot. It must’ve been left behind, abandoned here or its family was hunted by this panther. “Well, come on, we need to head back.” And like that, the pup followed behind me, back to our makeshift camp.

            

    
        Chapter 25 - Temple of the Blood God

    
    
    
    
                [Sally’s PoV]

Running into no more monsters, I arrive back at the main camp just as the night sets in. The little pup is still following me. I see that Elizabeth is the first one here, with wet hair I figured that she had been bathing. Seeing me approaching, Elizabeth waves and as she gets up, she looks at me and steps back with some fear.

“Are you okay, Sally?”

“Yes, Alisha told me I’m like a monster right now, don’t mind me.”

“No no, that’s not the problem, your fangs are showing, it just freaked me out for a moment.”

Using my tongue to feel the two teeth that had extended, I could still feel them. No idea why but I’ll just leave them. No harm if they showed or not, plus I’d need to use them later anyway. 

Putting the panther at my feet, I grab my sword and start skinning the beast. Hearing, and ignoring, a gasp of shock from Elizabeth, I pull the blood drained skin off as I start getting the meat from it. Hearing another yelp, I cut off a small piece and handed it to the pup. Smiling as I watch it chow down, I rub its head then return to cutting the rest apart. 

Soon, Alisha returned, with a large amount of wood in a sack on her back, a big boar-like monster and a panther like the one I brought back. The moment the blood from these two hit me, I couldn’t take my eyes off them. I could feel that hunger coming back up, I wanted to drink the blood from those monsters again. Gulping, I pointed at the boar that Alisha was holding, who tilted her head and put the boar down near me. Rushing to the boar, I kneel and plunge my teeth into it, letting a growl out as I drink. 

Not minding my surroundings at all, I continued drinking, this monster had richer tasting blood than the panther, it was delicious. As I drained the last of the blood from it, I released my teeth from it with a gasp, finally feeling sated. Licking the blood from my lips, I slowly remembered where I was. Looking at Alisha who looked confused and Elizabeth who looked shocked, I found I didn’t mind if they saw what happened. Alisha shrugs and just says “I guess you drink blood now, I’ll make sure to hunt something bigger for you next time.” Nodding, I sat down and continued cutting the panther while sometimes giving a small piece to the pup, who was now sitting on my lap.

Olivia and Gray returned as I finished skinning my panther, they had similar reactions to my fangs, Olivia being way too interested and Gray looking a bit confused but more accepting. Noticing the pup on my lap, Olivia pets its head and asks me “Is this your bonded monster?”

“I don’t think so, I just found it after I killed this panther.” Shaking my head, I look at the pup who is now looking at everyone with some curiosity.

“You can bond with it through the System, just ask the System to help you bond with the little guy.”

‘You can do that with the System?’ Thinking so, I look at the pup and decide to just try it out right away. Prompting the System to bond with the pup, I see a message appear.

[Level 1 Silverback Pup is accepting of bonding with you. Would you like to form a blood oath?] 

Confirming this with the System, I feel a cut appear on the back of my hand as a fingernail size blood drop came from it as something similar happened with the pup. Soon, the two lots of blood combined and separated, one landing on the back of my hand and the other on the pup's head. A strange symbol formed from the blood and then faded.

[You have bonded with the Silverback Pup, would you like to name it?]

Thinking for a second, I give it a name. “Pup”. As I say this, I see the monster's information update.

[Level 1 Silverback Pup, Pup]

[Due to being bonded, Pup’s level and stats have all been reset to Level 1.]

‘Wasn’t it already level 1?’ Speaking, Alisha told me about being able to check its status as Alice landed on my knee and looked at Pup as Pup looked at Alice. 



Pup


Male Silverback Pup


Level 1

Experience: 0/3,000


Skills: None

Spells: None


Bonded to Sally through the use of Blood Oath



Smiling, I see Pup and Alice start playing by either pecking Pup’s head lightly or pushing his paw on Alice’s head. Seeing the two start playing, I look at the night sky, feeling the cool breeze on me, thankful I’ve been able to live to this point and thankful for those around me. I hope you’re watching Chloe, I wish you could be here with me.

[Alisha’s PoV]


Looking at Sally, I was a little worried. She seemingly has accepted her monster side, resulting in needing to drink blood. I was okay with that, I was just concerned about what happens if she can’t drink blood for long periods of time, would she attack us then? Well, we’d handle it at that time so it's fine. Continuing to set up the fire as Gray and Elizabeth worked to skin the corpses we brought back, Olivia watched us with interest. Making conversation I decided to ask her the question that was on my mind.

“Want to join us for a bit? After we handle our issues we can help you look for your village thing.”

“A village is a smaller city, Alisha.” Speaking up, Elizabeth informs me. Not sure on how small a village would be, I looked at Olivia who was thinking.

“Do you guys really plan on heading into a dungeon?” Nodding in response to the question, Olivia then shrugs and says “I don’t really have anywhere else to go, so why not, it seems exciting and I’ll get some stories to tell! I’ll join you guys, but I won’t get involved in your feud with the humans.”

That’s fair, I wasn’t expecting her to jump on board with fighting against the humans. “In that case, let's start preparing. We need plenty of food and water, we don’t have many supplies like bandages or healing potions, so I decided to ask Olivia about her healing.

“I can heal over time, I’m not able to instantly heal wounds. I can cure poisons, like with Noodles, but there are some poisons I won’t be able to treat. I also need to have physical contact with the person to heal them, and since I use a bow it’s not easy to treat others during combat. I only have 1,000 mana as well, so I need to be careful of how I use my healing.”

Nodding, I got the jist of what she was saying. Combat healing would be very difficult, so we needed to be careful…well, we generally were in combat. 

“Oh, and you need to be careful of different class enemies. You have Guardian-class, usually only one that acts as the dungeons boss, but you have other classed monsters like Elite, Champion, Demonic and so on. Unlike regular monsters, they’re more dangerous and may have unique abilities.” Saying so much within a sentence, Olivia looked like she was enjoying telling us this. Hearing a smacking sound behind me, I see Elizabeth with her palm on her forehead.

“I actually forgot to mention that. There is also the chance for things to mutate to become higher class or just different monsters altogether.” Nodding, Sally, Gray and I took in this information. This may be more dangerous than we thought, but it was a good chance to get stronger and get newer equipment, like my Elven Armor. Seeing as Olivia hasn’t commented on it, I guess she knew it was a quest reward, or maybe it was a different type, she wasn’t wearing this type of armour.

“Let’s get started with preparing, we should head to the dungeon next daylight.” Speaking up, Sally oddly takes the lead. 

“I disagree, I think we should rest. You three may have recovered by tomorrow, but I still feel exhausted, my muscles feel oddly tired.” Elizabeth chips in. Not sure why she’s still sore, Olivia informs us why.

“That’ll be due to the healing magic. Healing magic isn’t all powerful, it just speeds up your regeneration to heal, but the downside is that it can tire you out depending on your injuries. The poison did a lot of damage internally to you guys in that short time, you’d want to rest after being healed that much.” So that’s how it was, healing magic worked in a way I never expected.

“S-so we should u-use this time to make sure w-we’re completely prepared, maybe we s-should get as much s-smoked meat and wood to take with us.” Hearing Gray’s suggestion, this might be the best way forward. We also don’t know what to expect, so doing this would work wonders for us. Hearing monsters roar in the nighttime, I look around but nothing is around us, it was off in the distance. 

“I’ll take the first watch, I’m feeling full of energy!” Sally starts the fire as we start cooking the meat. After eating, she starts walking around the makeshift camp with Pup while we start smoking more meat. Leaving the meat to smoke, Olivia, Elizabeth and Gray go to rest while I take care of the rest. Once properly smoked and stored, I get up and use my sack as a pillow, falling asleep as soon as my head is down. Maybe having a day off would be for the best.

***

After resting, we used the time to start preparing ourselves. With Olivia helping me, I tested out my wind magic, and the new spell I had acquired, Wind Explosion.

[Wind Explosion.

Detonates the wind around you, causing a strong gale to shoot out in all directions. Power depends on mana used.]

“The System helps you with casting abilities if you need it as I’m sure you know, but it also will recognise your efforts if you were to create new abilities or learn an existing one. I’m not too knowledgeable on how it works, but the System won’t just give you the spell for nothing.” Nodding to Olivia’s comment, it was as Teacher Lee had taught me. “Just be inventive, it’s not easy to just create spells, you might fire off a “new spell” but it won’t be recognised by the System. I don’t know why either, I hadn’t done my schooling before I appeared here.”

“How’d you arrive here anyway?” Sally, who was with us trying to figure out how to use Blood Magic, asked this question. She hasn’t had much luck with using it, at most having a drop of her blood floating next to her. Frowning, Olivia shakes her head.

“I…I don’t know. I was on patrol with my party, we camped out for the night and before I knew it I was here suddenly. The most I can remember is when patrolling things suddenly went dark and there was some pain.” Seems there is a mystery as to why she was here. We’ll find out in the future either way. 

After some more practice of using my wind magic in different ways, we head back to the makeshift campsite. It’s odd being active outside at night. What is even more odd is the comment Olivia said earlier. Where she is from, that village place, daylight lasted for nearly 13 hours! Why does it only last 4 hours here? Looking out into the distance, I remember in Crater there was a huge cliff that seemed to go into the sky. Olivia mentioned there was nothing like that where she was. Shrugging it off again, I settled down.

While we were practising, Gray and Elizabeth had been gathering wood, food and water. Seeing the sacks that were filled to the brim, it seems like they were done as well. We had been practising throughout the daylight, so with our preparations done, it would be time to head to the dungeon. They had also made a small storage area by moving some rocks and branches around the orb to block it out of sight and put our excess stuff like the fabrics and seeds in the hole under the orb. Looking at the map, from our location it would take about an hour of full running to reach the entrance to the Temple of the Blood God. 

This was the moment. Elizabeth and Olivia said that we could potentially reach level 20 if we can get through the entire dungeon, I was quite excited by that prospect. 

“About our party set up, Sally should be up front with Gray backing her, both of you can keep monsters distracted and off the rest. Olivia you’ll be acting as support from the back, shoot those at make it through Sally or Gray. Alisha and I will be the attackers, we’ll be responsible for killing monsters. We’ll try and cripple some for you guys to get experience as well.” Bringing this up to us, Elizabeth looked around and smiled. Thinking it was a good plan, Olivia also gave some input.

“I’ve never done dungeons, but I’ve always heard they are really dangerous. People generally don’t go into them because of that, even if they’re rich in rewards, the only reason people would even go in is because of materials or rare plants that you can’t find outside. The biggest thing I remember being told was to always take your time with them, since monsters can overwhelm you very easily.”

Thanks to Elizabeth and Olivia, we knew how to prepare ourselves for the dungeons. Knowing we could run into obstacles like puzzles or trials allowed us mentally prepare too. We continue to talk about the dangers we could expect, like the different class of monsters or how we would rest once inside. After resting, daylight finally arrived. 

Equipping our sacks, I made sure my Elven Armor was on correctly and the gauntlets fit well. Alice was on my head while Sally carried Pup in her shirt, with her arms wrapped gently around him. With that, we head off, not taking our time and making haste mainly out of nerves. Soon, we arrived. 

Arriving in front of a giant obsidian temple, the dungeon doors were there, no inscription on them but something that looked like blood dripping off it. My System provided the information to tell me this was indeed the Temple of the Blood God. Taking a breath, I look around at everyone, seeing them steeling themselves, especially Olivia, she had come even though she didn’t need to risk herself for this. It seems the chance of finding interesting things and having stories to tell was quite important for her. Taking another breath again, we headed towards the doors and with Sally using both hands, opened the doors and we headed in.

A burst of stagnant air mixed with the smell of fresh blood hits us as we enter. I see Sally perk up and then look disgusted. We were a bit worried about how to handle the situation for Sally and had tried our best to bleed monsters for her in case we couldn’t get anything inside, seeing her reaction it seemed she found the smell of the blood in here disgusting. Looking around, we were in a large dark room, with obsidian walls and floor that had streams of blood from them, with chandeliers and lanterns for lighting. In the middle of the room, there was a huge pool of blood, where the blood from the walls and floor flowed to. With no idea where it was all coming from, I looked around and found there were a lot of hooded figures and monsters wandering around the pool.

[Dungeon Quest: Blood for the Blood God.

You have entered a temple for the Blood God. Heretics run afoul of the natural order, all in the name of their God, the Blood God. Put an end to their heresy and conquer the dungeon’s final Guardian.

Failure to conquer the dungeon by leaving will result in all experience from the dungeon being drained from you.

Rewards are determined by your performance. Current performance ranking: F]

A quest for clearing the dungeon? Performance ranking? Looking at Elizabeth and Olivia, they too looked confused, must’ve been something they didn’t know about. Looking at the enemies, they were all level 13 to level 15. Taking a look at the hooded figure, their information came up.

[Level 15 Blooded Heretic]

There were some of the Blooded Heretics who were level 14 or 15. Looking at the monsters next, they were strange slugs, with large gaping mouths lined with hundreds of teeth.

[Level 13 Life Leecher]

Don’t want to have that thing latched onto me. They haven’t noticed us yet, and taking advantage of that Sally starts looking around to see where we should begin. Looking around the room, there were about a dozen Blooded Heretics and about thirty Life Leechers. Seeing Sally nod, I look at her and she smiles. “I see something like stairs on the other side, but I feel like there is something in here we need to do.” Not sharing that feeling, I decided to trust her and left her to lead us. Sally takes the lead, with Gray behind her, Elizabeth and I side by side behind Gray and Olivia who stuck to the shadows of the walls, and like this, we approached our first lot of monsters.

            

    
        Chapter 26 - Hidden Path

    
    
    
    
                [Sally’s PoV]

As we move quietly, we approach the first lot of monsters closest to us. Once we’re within a few metres of them, they notice us. This group had two leeches and one of the heretics. Keeping it as quiet as I can, I swing my sword and strike at the heretic, leaving the leeches to the others. Turning to face me, the heretic grabs at me, nothing special but it was fast.

Raising my shield to block, it grabs at it and fails. I hear a hissing sound coming from the shield, and without giving me time to check the monster once again reaches out to grab. Blocking again, I started hearing more of that hissing sound, I swung my sword at where the shoulder should be. I sliced through with no resistance…no, it felt like I cut through water. Looking at my blade, it had blood on it, and it was boiling. 

Looking at the hooded figure, I see the area I cut was not cut, the fabric of the robe was but seeing through that slice I see red skin…no, its red liquid. Continuing to block, I wonder what this thing is, is it all blood? Blocking once again, I swung down from above my head, right down the middle of its body but I was off slightly, a bit to the right. This time after it feels like I’m going through liquid, I hit something hard before my sword bounces off it, a crack sound reverberating through the air. The hooded figure slowly flows away onto the ground, into a small pool of blood that starts flowing towards the pool in the middle of the room.

[You killed Hooded Heretic, gained 2,000xp]

Crouching down and moving the fabric to the side, I see a palm sized rock, hollow on the inside with a large crack on it. The System didn’t give me information on it. Frowning, I looked to the others who had finished the leeches off and showed them the rock. No one, including Olivia, had any idea what it was, but we believed it was the heart of the monster since it died after hitting it. I store the rock into a sack we had, it might be handy later. Deciding to aim at the spot I felt the hit for the next lot of hooded monsters, we did a check on our equipment while watching the other monsters who weren’t moving towards us.

Looking at the front of my shield, the places the Hooded Heretic had grabbed at had corroded the wood away. My senses told me it would be bad if it latched onto me, the corrosion made a small hole into the shield in the two spots it had grabbed, the area around it was also weak. Grimacing, I knew it was possible that I’d lose my shield here. Looking at the others, they were fine. According to them the leeches were relatively straight forward, they would just lunge at you. Olivia didn’t have to do anything. 

Adjusting Pup in my shirt, we move to the next group of monsters. I had observed after entering that these monsters moved in groups, two leeches to one Hooded Heretic, and the groups got larger, with the last group having four heretics and eight leeches. The next group we approached had three heretics.

As a group we slowly defeated the groups of monsters, Alisha’s Lashing Fire Kick was surprisingly effective as it set the heretics on fire and burned them quickly. If they burned like that, the orb was intact and it gave a System prompt.

[Unpurified Crystallized Blood Stone.

Can be used as the core in a reanimated aberration or in the use of a certain ritual…]

As we fought the last group, I kept two of the Hooded Heretics on me while Gray distracted the other two. Alisha and Elizabeth both finished the leeches, both having been bitten by them, leaving large teeth marks on their skin. The smell of their blood had perked me up, I knew it would be dangerous to be near them, especially Alisha, when I was hungry. Parrying another grab and seeing a hole breakthrough again on my shield, I grit my teeth and try to stab into the rock.

Hearing it bounce off, I knew I had not used enough power, and I felt an arrow skimming my arm as it plunged into the same place I tried to stab, a crack ringing out. I stabbed once more and knew I had broken it as the aberration spilled into another pool of blood that flowed to the big pool of blood. I have come to know that Olivia is an amazing shot, she has not hit us even if the shots skim us.

Defeating the next aberration, the last one of the group, I turn to assist Alisha and Elizabeth, both have singed hair thanks to the fires Alisha had set. Finishing the last of the leeches off, we stop to take a break.

Looking at the pool, I still feel something is here, not exactly calling me but something isn’t right about that pool of blood in the centre. As I’m sitting and thinking of what is causing me to feel something wrong, Alisha sits down next to me and rests her head on my shoulder, a habit that I didn’t mind.

“Thirsty?” Holding one of the bottles of blood to me, I take it while thanking her and drink it slowly. “I feel there is something wrong, or we’re missing something.”

“We found the stairs, but you’re right, that pool of blood is weird.”

“So you think so too?” Nodding and fidgeting a bit, Alisha says “Those weird rocks we found might do something if we put them in.”

Thinking about it, it did say those rocks were crystallised blood, so maybe something would happen if we put them in. So I ask “Should we try it then? Maybe we’ll get something from it.”

“Mm, let's ask everyone first. Can I sleep here for a bit?” “Sure.” As Alisha drifted off to sleep, I checked the message I had received when I got to level 16.

[You are more at ease with the monster within.]

‘What a strange message, not much I can do about it though.’ Thinking this, I tilt my head and rest it on Alisha’s head as I also take a short sleep, letting the others keep watch as we had stayed up last rest.

[Alisha’s PoV]

[Alice has levelled to 4!]

[You have levelled to 16!]

[The monster within awakens more.]

Looking at the Demonic Fox Awakening skill, it’s sitting at 25% now. When I hit level 16 it was during a fight and for a moment I had felt like my monster side was going to take over, causing me to stop for a second and get two of those leeches latched onto me. Shivering at the feeling, I drift off to sleep on Sally’s shoulder, while thinking about what she said.

Being shaken awake a few hours later, I slowly stir as Sally does the same. Looking around, I see Gray and Olivia asleep and Elizabeth had taken first watch. She does this a lot, but thankfully she has been more willing to rest if we insist. Sitting up and yawning, I grab a drink and some meat while Elizabeth woke Gray and Olivia up. We rested between each fight, so we didn't sleep long. 

“Shall we continue to the stairs?” We’d found the stairs fairly easily, only one set of stairs in this room.

“Mm, Sally and I want to try something with the blood pool in the middle first, we want to put those orbs into it and see if something happens.”

Nodding, Elizabeth and Olivia look at the pool while Gray frowns and thinks. “It’s indeed suspicious, but hell why not. Just be prepared in case a monster appears.” Saying this, Elizabeth taps the sword on her waist. Nodding, we took our time to eat and drink and then got up and moved to the pool. Grabbing the sacks we had stored the rocks in, Sally grabbed one of the broken ones and threw it in. There was a hissing sound as it sank, and we waited for something to happen. After a few minutes, nothing occurred and we added the rocks one by one.

Taking the last one out, one of the few unbroken ones we had, Sally looks at us as we nod to show we were ready. Throwing it in, Sally raises her mostly corroded shield and steps in front of us. Readying my wind magic with Alice on my head, we waited as the hissing sound soon faded, then it happened. The blood from the walls and floor suddenly moved to the pool faster and faster, the pool of blood was bubbling and heating up like crazy, a foul smell piercing my nose quickly. Pinching my nose and seeing Sally do the same, we watch as the pool starts calming down, as a massive hand reaches out of it, made purely from the liquid of the pool. 

Another hand reaches out and both grab the edges of the pool as a giant head emerges from the pool, the pool was being absorbed by this thing. It had no eyes, no ears, only a wide mouth leading to a void within it. As it fully emerged, its system prompt came up.

[Level 17 Champion Herald of the Blood God]

Without waiting, the aberration raises its fist and slams it down where we are. Moving quickly, Elizabeth kicks Gray away as Sally and I run in opposite directions. Hearing a loud crack behind me, I punch out at the other arm of this monster while getting my Lashing Fire Kick ready. Hitting the arm, it felt solid while some surface liquid flew off. Spinning, I send my flaming leg at the arm and connect, a sizzling sound coming out on contact. Trying to ignore the smell of burning blood and the foul smell this thing was letting off, I kept my assault up but it seemed fruitless. 

I was doing damage, but it didn’t seem bothered. It then raises the hand and slammed it down where I was. Dodging quickly and feeling the force from the arm hit the ground, I heard a crackling sound. Looking at where the arm slammed down, I am shocked to find the ground had the same type of corruption that Sally’s shield was affected by. The arms were safe but its hands could corrupt things it touched? Not wanting to feel that on my skin, I keep my distance trying to find a weak spot.

“Kraa!” “Woof!” Working in a team, Alice and Pup were keeping their distance, and while not able to participate fully were pecking and biting at the arm opposite of me. Looking over at Sally, she was keeping its attention…I think, it was slamming its fists down on us without looking. Gray was with Alice and Pup, trying to attack the other arm. After a few more minutes of attacking and not achieving much, I pull back and jump back to where Olivia was.

“I ain’t getting anywhere, you?” Asking Olivia this while looking over the situation from afar, Olivia quickly replies “None, even Elizabeth said she wasn’t getting anywhere. Can’t break through the weird skin.” 

Even if it had a core like the Hooded Heretics, we’d have to break through its skin. A gurgling sound suddenly entered my ears and looking at the monster it drew back its head and released a wave of mist, red in colour, directly at Sally. Unable to react in time, Sally rolls away from it being slightly hit by the mist. Shaking her arm, I see red and black blotches growing on her arm as she grimaces. 

“Let's just keep attacking, we might just break through.” Saying this, Olivia notches her arrow and fires once again at the aberration’s head. “Remember, this thing is a Champion Class, be careful.” Nodding, I ran back to the arm I was attacking and tried using my claws. Seeing it slice the skin a bit, it slowly regenerated back. Not looking forward to cutting deeply in fear of what may come, I keep attacking wishing I could see its damn health to see if this was effective.

Picking a spot, I keep slashing, managing to pick up enough speed while attacking to outspeed the regeneration that it had. Seeing the arm once again coming down for a strike, I use my wind to push me aside, however it changes the path of the attack towards where I was about to land. Shit, can’t dodge this. Using my magic to push as much wind in front of me as possible, I grit my teeth as the palm slams me down into the ground, crushing my back against the ground. Feeling my back absorb the impact, my wind holds up, taking most of the force from the hit along with my arms.

Groaning, I get on my feet, feeling burning on my arms, looking down I see the same botches that Sally had. Feeling the pain from them starting to kick in, I felt something wrong, like my blood itself was going against my body. Knowing this was bad, I quickly moved back to Olivia to see Sally there as well, looking in a worse state than I saw before. Olivia was using healing magic but wasn’t making much progress.

“Alisha, whatever this is, I can't heal it quickly. Take a potion and come back in a few minutes, I’ll try a few things with Sally, I can’t make promises.” Nodding, I grab a potion from my waistband and quickly drink it, one of the very few we had left. As I’m about to leave, I hear Sally mutter something. Moving closer, she was muttering “Something in its mouth, like one of those rocks. Deep in.”

Looking at the head, which was now focused on Gray, I see through the mouth and see something is indeed there, but compared to Sally’s improved vision, mine can’t make out what it is, but I knew something different was there. Coming up with a rather stupid idea, I dash to Gray’s side.

“Gray, can you keep it distracted for a bit longer?” Seeing him nod, I move quickly to Elizabeth’s side, my arms still burning, I can feel it creeping upwards towards my neck and chest. Knowing that the healing potion was barely helping, I knew my time was limited, so I arrived by Elizabeth and grabbed her arm. Turning to face me, I tell her Sally’s findings and my plan. Looking a bit amused and scared at what I was proposing, she nodded anyway and together, we once again moved towards Gray. Alice, possibly knowing what I was doing, grabbed Pup by the scruff of his neck and flew towards Olivia. 

“We have one chance at this Alisha and by the Gods I hope it works.” Nodding to Elizabeth’s comment, we move past Gray as the aberration’s mouth opens again and…jump in. Seeing the orb-like rock right in front of me, Elizabeth and I stab our claws and sword into it, managing to pierce it and stop ourselves from falling. Just as I free one hand to continue stabbing this orb, a mist rolls through the mouth. Ignoring it, I start stabbing my claw into the orb, in an attempt to break it further while dangling with one hand. Elizabeth was doing the same with a dagger while also hanging from her sword.

As the mist rolled over us, I could feel the burning from my arms speed up. Biting my lip, I keep stabbing, feeling my arms slowly lose strength. Finally, one stab later, the orb cracks right down the middle as my mind starts going blank. Using my free claw, I slash my leg in an attempt to keep myself awake as Elizabeth stabs into the crack and swinging her body up with the help of her sword, lands a kick on the dagger, splitting the core into two. Using the remains of my strength, I turn my body, crotch on the orb and jump off it out of its mouth, losing consciousness before I land.

***

Stirring awake, I lift my heavy eyelids, and sit up. My body still burns, aches and feels incredibly fatigued. Looking to my side, I see Olivia with bags under her eyes with her hand on me, healing. Seeing me sit up, she stops and helps me up onto my butt while looking a bit angry and continues healing me. Knowing the answer to her anger, I let her heal me as I see Sally walk up to me, and without a word slaps me before hugging me.

“Idiot, you and Elizabeth both. You both nearly died doing that!” Not saying anything, I hang my head feeling guilty and hug Sally back as she grips me tightly. After a few minutes, she lets me go and sits down next to me, grabbing my arm. I see the notification that came up while I was passed out.

[You have defeated Champion Herald of the Blood God, gained 20,000xp]

[You received a drop: Crystallised Drop of Pure Blood.]

[A Hidden Condition has been met.]

[Dungeon Performance Rating has increased to D+]

With the huge amount of experience received I was quite shocked. I was currently very close to level 17 already. Turning to where the monster had been, I saw nothing there but a hole in the floor, with something in the middle. Noticing my glance, Sally, who still had a grip on my arm, said “After you and Elizabeth were done being stupid, the monster turned back into blood and condensed into this.” Handing me a deep red orb that needed both my hands to lift, solid all the way through, I saw the information for it.

[Greater Orb of Condensed Pure Blood.

An Orb made from highly purified blood, it is useful to monsters who require blood.

Grade: C]

“What does Grade mean?” Seeing Sally shrug, I turn to Olivia who gives me an angry look before shrugging as well. Still interested in what it means, I decide to claim the drop I received from the Herald. Seeing the information basically said what the name implied, I handed it to Sally.

“This could be helpful to you.” Nodding, she takes it and puts it in the sack with the Orb. 

“Right, you’re somewhat healed. You’re lucky that weird corruption disappeared when the monster did. I can’t heal your broken leg yet, you overexerted yourself too much as it is, healing your internal injuries just added too much to the strain. Don’t be stupid again.” Getting up angrily, Olivia moved to Elizabeth next and checked on her. Seeing that Elizabeth was up before me, I knew she hadn’t been as bad as me. I could see a red mark on her cheek, possibly a result of an angry Sally.

“Well, it was stupid but at least it worked out. Rest, no monsters have appeared so take your time.” Saying this, Sally let me go and got up and moved over to Gray, who was sleeping. Alice and Pup were sleeping beside him, seeing them safe gave me some relief. Grabbing some water and meat out, I eat quietly before resting my head and sleeping well. 

***

Leaning on Sally’s shoulder as I got up, my leg had yet to completely heal but was in good enough condition for us to continue. It would only take a few more hours to be usable and we had decided to check out the staircase that had appeared in the pool. We had decided on this based on the fact the first set of stairs may have been a trap and this was likely the real staircase down. 

Stepping onto the stairs, Sally moves me onto her back and I wrap my arms around her neck, we make our way down. With the exception of Elizabeth and I, everyone else was in good condition. Alice was on Gray’s head while Olivia carried Pup in her arms. As we descend, I notice that the stairs are spiralling down, and after twenty minutes of walking, we get to the bottom and into another room.

The new room still had the same obsidian walls and floor, lanterns running along the sides. In front of us was a large door. When my eyes landed on it, the System gave me a prompt without requesting it.

[Trial of the Blood God.

A trial that is unique to you. Failure will mean death.]

“Well, I think we need to wait till Alisha has recovered before continuing.” Speaking up, Elizabeth looks at me and winks. Looking at the doors again, I knew there was a chance that we would be separated upon entering, recovering fully would be for the best. Sally puts me down against the wall gently as the rest check their equipment. 

The corrosion from the first floor had affected our equipment, looking at my gauntlets, I knew they were on borrowed time. Sally’s shield was useless now, it was full of holes, chipped and broken away, something we had no way to fix. Flying over and sitting on my head, Alice gives me a peck, a sign she was hungry. Putting a piece of smoked meat on my head for her, I lean back on the wall and close my eyes.

After a few hours, thanks to our fast regeneration, I was fit to fight. My leg was still a bit stiff, but it wasn’t anything I couldn’t handle. Facing the doors, I prayed there wouldn’t be anymore blood related events inside, I was tired of the smell. Following behind Elizabeth, we entered the trial together, and with a flash of light, I arrived in a new room. In complete darkness, I knew I was alone, as I saw a quest from the System.

[Trial Quest: Thunderstruck.

You have entered a trial within the Temple of the Blood God. Overcome this trial and you may receive a reward.

Rewards depend on performance in the trial.]

Feeling worried since Alice had also disappeared, I look around, seeing the scenery start to light around me, a desolate landscape, a sky covered in dark heavy clouds. I hear the rumbling of thunder in the sky as a flash of lightning lights up the surroundings. Seeing monsters in my surroundings, slowly moving towards me, I prepared myself while hoping Alice was fine.

            

    
        Chapter 27 - Gray

    
    
    
    
                [Gray’s PoV]

[Trial Quest: The Shadows of your Heart.

Conquer your fears and overcome the monster within.]

Blinking, I can’t see anything, not even the System, I’m alone in complete darkness. Even with my night vision I can’t see anything. I’m scared to be alone like this, where did everyone go? We were together not even a moment ago, now I’m all alone…no, something is here, I can sense it. My breathing is loud, I can hear my heartbeat, the hairs on the back of my neck are standing. 

Feeling something behind me I turn, seeing nothing but the darkness. My heart beats faster, I feel goosebumps on my skin. Alisha, Sally, where are you? I felt a nick on my arm, and looking around I saw nothing. Feeling my arm there was nothing. Grabbing my arms, I want to crawl into a ball and cry, somebody, anybody, help me. What feels like a gust of wind hits the back of my neck, causing a shiver to run down my back. 

Crying, I was terrified of being here. I was terrified of fighting, of being abandoned by everyone, terrified of being found by the humans or being eaten by a monster. I didn’t want to be born in this world, everyday I wake in fear that it might be the day I die or be left behind. Feeling something scrap along my leg, I fall to my knees. Was it my imagination again or did something attack me. Shivering, I start hearing voices. Voices of those who hit me, calling me weird or creepy, humans and hybrids alike. Whether it was my hair or height, I would be shouted at and hit. They all did it. Every one of them.

Ah, maybe it’ll be for the best to lay here and die. My death would be better for everyone, I’m always too scared, I would be a hindrance to all of them sooner or later and they would leave me behind. I feel the darkness around me become more welcoming, I want to reach out and embrace it. Feeling something crawling on my skin, my instincts warned me not to allow it to continue, but my heart didn’t listen, I knew this was the darkness taking over me. Closing my eyes for what is the final time, I allowed the feeling to continue without trying to resist, I was tired of being terrified of this world.

“It’s okay if you’re scared, Gray.” Hearing Alisha’s voice, I remember the time by the fire when we were camping before the swamp. “Honestly, Gray, yes. I’m scared.” “Even Sally is scared, and I bet Elizabeth is too.” Back then I took her words as nothing but something she said out of comfort for me. I’ve never seen any of them scared or terrified, they’re all so brave. But what if they were hiding it?

“Don’t lie to yourself.” I never have, I know I’m terrified, but I just tried to hide it…I see, maybe I was lying to myself. “Just keep taking it a step at a time.” A step at a time, no matter what was in front of me. “Let’s all overcome what’s ahead of us.” With them, I could hide my fear, but I couldn’t overcome anything without them, I need to overcome it myself. I’m afraid to be alone, but they’re alone too and are moving one step at a time to overcome their fear.

“We either sit here and wait for death or we push on with the hope we can break the circle of fate all hybrids have.” Hearing Sally’s voice, I remember our time in Cerberus’s Trials. The first taste of freedom we had from humans, a time I no longer felt fear for a moment and was happy. Whatever happened to that feeling. Clenching my fists, I resist the darkness around me. Alisha and Sally are right, I shouldn’t lie to myself, I’m not happy to just sit here and let myself die, I don’t want to die! I want to live, I want to see everyone again, I want to get stronger, I don’t want to die here!

Getting up slowly, the feeling on my arms starts withdrawing. I was terrified, terrified of dying or losing my friends, but I couldn’t just sit here. Stamping my foot down, I look around, determined to escape from here. Feeling a strength I haven’t before, I stand still waiting for something to happen, and feeling a sharpness on my skin I turn and reach out to grab what was trying to get me. Feeling my hand grasp something, I pull it towards me while throwing my other fist out and hitting it hard. The feeling of grasping something disappears as a burst of light appears underneath me, lighting up my surroundings. 

In front of me is a hooded figure, floating in the air. Under the hood I could see myself reflected back, violet hair and golden eyes. “I’m…afraid.” As it speaks, it floats towards me and stares at me. “I…don’t want to die.” Stopping in front of me, it looks at me, fear in its eyes. 

“We’ll die one day, we have to accept that. We need to move forward, even if we’re scared, we can’t let it overcome us. Everyone else is afraid as well, but they keep moving forward.” 

“They’ll…abandon us.”

“They won’t. We won’t abandon them, they won’t abandon us. We’ll make sure of it.”

Reaching out my hand to this other me, it continues to stare at me. Soon, it too reaches out its hand, firmly grabbing mine.

“Alisha said it’s okay to be scared, let's be scared together, and overcome it together.”

Closing its eyes, the other me starts to melt and merge with me. I accept it, knowing that I needed to do this to truly accept who I am…a scaredy cat. As the darkness disappears, I close my eyes and see the System again. 

[You have accepted your fears.]

[Your monster self has accepted you, you have accepted your monster self.]

[A Hidden Condition has been met.]

[You have unlocked mana.]

[Shadow Magic acquired.]

[Your Stats have changed.]

[Class Up possible due to Race, Magic and Stats.]

[Trial Quest: The Shadows of your Heart has been completed. Rewards available]



Gray

Wraith and Human Hybrid

Level 16

Health: 600

Mana: 1,000

Experience: 9,400/28,000

Class: None

Class Level: Not Available

Experience: Ineligible

Skills: None

Magic: Shadow Magic



Stats:

Strength: F+     Agility: D+

Intelligence: F  Toughness: F



Looking at the notifications, I see the Class Up option. I heard Alisha had to be trained by someone called Teacher Lee before she unlocked her Class, but I could do that here? Requesting the details of the Class Up, I see there is only one option.

[Assassin Apprentice]

“What is an assassin?” Muttering out loud, I wonder if I should accept it or not. Unlike Alisha, I don’t have a teacher, I would likely need to learn how to use Shadow magic and this Assassin class by myself, maybe with help from those around me. Closing my eyes, I recall everything that had happened just now, and feeling the warmth of determination within me, I decide to step forward and select this class option.

[Confirmed. You will be placed to sleep as changes to your body occur.]

Feeling a strong sleepiness overcome me, I accept it. Even though I didn’t want to accept the System giving me strength, from what Alisha said we wouldn’t be given it unless we earned it, so I decided to accept it this time. Closing my eyes, I fall asleep as I feel my body change.

***

Groaning, I awake. I can feel pain throughout my body, like all my muscles were overexerted. Sitting up, I feel different. Looking down, I’ve become slimmer, my arms are a bit longer but I can see muscle, my legs are the same. I’ve grown a little bit, I feel a lot more flexible. Standing up, my System gives me a prompt to leave the trial area. Accepting, I feel a pull and I arrive in a new room, I was the only one here. It was a small room, with a table in the middle with chairs around it, and at the back another set of stairs leading down.

Sitting down at the table, I looked over my body once again, it felt strange to suddenly change like this. Opening my System, I claim the reward from the Trial Quest.

[Rewards Claimed:

20,000xp

Daggers of the Wraith

Tome of Basic Knowledge]

[You have levelled to 17!]

[Daggers of the Wraith.

A pair of daggers that decrease your presence and can inflict an inner fear in enemies when struck. Deals additional damage when striking enemies from behind.

Grade: D+]

Feeling the weight of the daggers in my hands, I found them to my liking. Putting the daggers down on the table, I look at the Tome of Basic Knowledge. I knew that this could provide knowledge on a topic of my choosing from Alisha, and thinking of what I could learn to help everyone now, I decided to go with studying my new class, Assassin Apprentice. While I could find out about Shadow Magic, I can also ask Alisha about how to use magic. Seeing the tome change, the title was “Assassination Basics.”

Opening the book and reading, it was very confusing. There were different techniques, skills and spells, the spells all required knowledge on Shadow magic. The techniques were different strikes for different types of monsters and humans, while the skills needed time to learn and master. Flipping through the tome, I found some very basic techniques to try, and a skill that I could learn called Shadow Step. It allowed me to move from one shadow to another, at the start I could only do this once every ten minutes, but it could become second nature and not have to wait.

Grabbing the daggers again, with a few techniques in mind I start practising using these new daggers, forgetting the hammer I had left near the table.

[You have discovered an affinity.]

[Elizabeth’s PoV]

Standing at the centre of Crater, I looked around at the ruins around me. I felt no sadness, no remorse from such a sight. This trial tested my patience, it wanted to test my resolve in helping those children. I don’t need to be tested, I was prepared the moment I made the choice, I knew Crater being destroyed was a possibility. Looking at the backs of Alisha, Sally and Gray, seeing them facing the rest of the hybrids as they cheered their freedom, knowing this was not real, I was still fine with this outcome. I would of course try and prevent it, I don’t want those children to be murderers. This trial showed me the possibility of their hatred running deeply, causing them to massacre everyone in Crater.

“Are you happy Mr. Trial? I’m prepared for this, if this is the path those children take, I will be by their side, no matter what.”

Hearing no response, I look around once again at the destruction around me. The trial had begun with the four of us walking towards Crater, not once did I try and tell them what to do, I simply listened to what they wanted. These copies were angry, bloodthirsty, not the three I knew now, but I knew deep down they could very well be like that. Shaking my head, I see my System finally gave me the quest completion.

[Trial Quest: A Test of your Resolve Completed.

Rewards available.]

Sighing, I look down at my feet, where a copy of a councilman laid. It’s possible this trial took my memories of Crater since the noble section was missing and the councilman was still hooded. Kicking the corpse away, I look back at the three of them, knowing if they did end up like this they would not last long. Yet I would support them till the end, I would turn away from them. Seeing an option to leave the trial area, I accepted and ended up in a small room. 

I see someone else is here, violet hair…it’s Gray but he’s different, smaller and slimmer. Checking his tag, I nearly knocked myself over in shock.

[Level 17 Wraith, Assassin Apprentice, Gray]

‘He Classed Up and awoke his monster side? All in one trial? What did he overcome?’ He was practising swinging a pair of daggers, like it was natural to him. Keeping quiet and not moving, I smile as I watch him. Completely different from the Gray inside my trial, he looked more determined, refreshed. Spotting me, he stops and nods.

“Sorry Elizabeth, I didn’t see you. Welcome back.”

Oh, he didn’t stutter, that’s new and welcoming. Smiling, I take a seat. “That’s okay, it seems like you experienced a lot.” As he sat opposite to me he blushed slightly and said “I discovered a bit about myself. I managed to step beyond the fear I had.” Reaching out and ruffling his head, he didn’t shy back from it. Satisfied, I check my rewards from the trial.

[Rewards Claimed:

20,000xp

Sword of the Fallen City

1x Pure Mana Crystal

Tome of Basic Summoning Magic]

[You have levelled to 19!]

Raising an eyebrow as the items appear on the table in front of me, I have a look over the sword first.

[Sword of the Fallen City.

A sword crafted from the remains of a long-lived city. Can cause enemies to be inflicted with Ruin when struck with this sword.

Ruin: Causes the target to envision their ruin, preventing them from acting for a short moment.

Grace: D]

Taking the sword out of its sheath, it was beautifully crafted. Thin, it had no guard on it and black cloth wrapped around the hilt. It was about half a metre long, white in colour and had some strange inscriptions on the blade. I couldn’t decipher it but it was possible this was just a part of the design. Sheathing the sword and putting it on my waist with my other sword, I check out the Pure Mana Crystal.

[Pure Mana Stone.

A high quality stone made of pure mana. Can be consumed.]

‘Isn’t this what Alisha mentioned when talking about unlocking magic?’ Remembering back to when she told me her story of being dropped into a hole, I knew this would help me out a lot. The last one was the one I was interested in.

[Tome of Basic Summoning Magic.

A tome that teaches you summoning magic. Provides some basic summons.]

“Summoning Magic? So I could summon creatures to fight with me? That’s rather handy.” As I mutter this, Gray looks at the tome with interest as well. Putting it aside for now, I would study it once we have returned from the dungeon. Olivia had mentioned dungeons were very rewarding, but so far it was more than the dungeons I had completed. Hearing a sound behind us, I saw Alisha appear, she was singed, very singed.

“Ow ow ow ow, lightning hurts, ow ow.”

Her hair was puffed up, burn marks over her body and her clothing was a mess. Her hands were covered in dirt, blood and burn marks. Pulling my last healing potion from my bag, I walk over and hand it to her. “Thank you Elizabeth, you’re a lifesaver!” Draining the contents, Alisha sat down and looked around. “Is Alice and Pup here?” 

Shaking his head, Gray replied “I arrived first, there was no one else here.” Seeing Alisha’s face pale slightly, I put my hand on her shoulder.

“It’s alright, they are likely doing their own trial. The trials in dungeons will give them their own experience, they’ll come out stronger than before.” Looking at me, Alisha calms down a bit and smiles. Getting up, she suddenly hugs me. “Thanks Elizabeth!”

Letting me go, she rushes to Gray and hugs him as well. Still a bit shocked at being hugged by her, I was also happy to see her so lively. 

“So what did you experience, Alisha?” As I asked her this, she snapped her head to me and shivers. “Thunderbolts and lightning, very very frightening…” Seeing some fear gloss over her eyes, she sits down and recalls her experience. A lot of fighting, no experience from what she killed but she apparently learnt to utilise lightning magic…after being struck hundreds of times, however she couldn’t control it properly. According to her, it was wild and unpredictable, she was afraid she would hit us if she used it in fights.

“Other than that, it was just a lot of wolves covered with lightning. There was a Guardian in there, but I didn’t get to fight it, the trial ended after killing all the wolves. I had to move faster than I usually do, I learned a lot about wind magic too.”

Nodding, it sounded like she was able to learn a lot about her wind magic and fighting style. She had told me she relied heavily on her sense of smell to dodge attacks she couldn’t see, and her Toughness was very bad, a single heavy hit would leave her near-death. Hearing another sound behind us, I turn and see a new figure. 

Covered head to toe in blood was Sally, more pale than the last time we saw her. Looking at us one by one, she bared her teeth, growling with her eyes looking dangerous. Alisha quickly reaches into her bag and grabs two bottles of blood and dashes to Sally, opening on and pouring it into her mouth. Gulping quickly, Sally grabs Alisha’s hands that are holding the bottle and keeps drinking. After finishing both bottles, she gasps and collapses to the ground, unconscious.

Alisha, kneeling beside her, turns to look at me frowning. “The smell of the blood…it’s hers, no other smell besides her blood.”

            

    
        Chapter 28 - Hidden Meaning

    
    
    
    
                [Alisha’s PoV]

Sitting on the ground near the table, I placed Sally’s head on my lap, I can see she was breathing fine. Looking back at the spot where Sally had appeared, I kept my eye out for Alice and Pup. While I was concerned about Olivia, I knew she would make it through just fine. Looking for a way to distract myself, I look at the quest rewards.

[Trial Quest: Thunderstruck completed.

Rewards claimed:

20,000xp

Pair of Fingerless Gloves]

Looking at the pair of gloves that appeared in front of me, they were just plain old gloves. Looking at the remains of my gauntlets, now all but destroyed due to the fight against the Guardian in the Depths of the Crater Hell, the corrosion from the Hooded Heretics and using them while damaged against hundreds of wolves. Sighing, I toss the destroyed gauntlets to the side and put on the new gloves, at least they were nice to wear. I look at the other notifications.

[You have levelled to 17!]

[The monster inside awakens further.]

[Agility Stat Rank increased to D+]



Alisha

Demonic Fox and Human Hybrid

Level 17

Health: 850

Mana: 800

Experience: 10,600/32,000

Class: Demonic Dancing Fox Fighter

Class Level: 1

Experience: 1,000/50,000

Skills: Demonic Fox Awakening (Incomplete, 50.00% Awakened), Lashing Fire Kick, Drunken Brawler

Spells: Wind Magic, Lightning Magic (Incomplete)

Stats

Strength: F     Agility: D+

Intelligence: F   Toughness: F-



Biting down, I resist the feeling of my monster side awakening. I knew it would be bad news if it took over, unlike Sally I couldn’t accept it. That wasn’t me. The feeling passes as I breathe a sigh of relief. Suddenly, I hear noise from where Sally appeared as a System prompt came up.

[Dungeon Performance Rating has increased to C+]

Looking up, I see Olivia standing there, Alice on her head and Pup in her hands. Olivia was smiling rather brightly, humming something strange. Alice looks into my eyes with me and with a “Kraa!” flies over and sits on my head again. Pup runs over and lays next to Sally, closing his eyes and seemingly following along with sleeping.

“They were with you?” Looking up at the lively Olivia, she nods.

“For some reason I arrived at my trial with them, we had some fun. My trial was fairly straightforward, treating soldiers on a battlefield and defending the city from monster attacks. My reward was 20,000 experience and a tome on some healing techniques.”

Sharing her experience in one go, without much detail, she kneels down next to me and places her hand on Sally’s head. Closing her eyes, she frowns at first then nods, “Seems she is just exhausted, no need for healing, just some rest.”

Thanking her, I ask her “What did Alice and Pup do in your trial?” 

“Not much actually, they helped me fight a bit but it seems like they didn’t have any quests or anything. I’m also not sure why they were put with me.” Shaking her head, she reaches up and gives Alice a pat. 

With everyone back out of the trials, it seems that Gray had changed the most, awakening the monster within himself and getting a Class Up. After resting for a few hours, Sally stirred awake and sat up. She looked around with a bit of confusion then realised where she was.

“Sorry, it seems I overexerted myself there. My trial had me learn about Blood Magic. I wasn’t too successful but I know how to create a Blood Barrier, it can take a few hits but it's still weak. I got 20,000xp from the quest, but nothing else.”

Nodding, it seems like my trial, where it had me learn lightning magic, but it wasn’t complete. Speaking up, Elizabeth asks everyone “Now we’re out of the trials, we need to regroup a bit and think of our next steps. Sally doesn’t have her shield anymore and Gray’s role is now similar to Alisha and I. While it doesn’t seem like much, it changes how we’ll fight.”

Thinking over how the first floor was, Elizabeth was right. Without Sally and Gray being able to distract the enemy we would have a rougher time. Looking at Elizabeth I asked her how we should proceed.

“We’d need to be careful, you especially Alisha, one hard hit and you’ll likely be in a critical state. Sally is still the best to lead the group, while she won’t have the shield she can use that Blood Barrier and her sword to block attacks. I’ll switch to Gray’s position and keep enemies distracted, I have a bit of experience thanks to Cerberus’s Domain. Gray will take my place alongside Alisha and be the main attack force. Olivia keeps doing what she currently does. How does that sound?”

Agreeing with Elizabeth, I trust in her advice. The others also agree, and we start preparing for the next room. Checking our equipment, Sally and I had lost our main pieces, Gray and Elizabeth had gained new weapons and Olivia hadn’t changed. Our medical supplies were nearly depleted, we only had two healing potions and some bandages left. We’d need to be careful moving forward. With that, we moved to the next floor.

Arriving in the next room, we’re on a ledge overlooking another large room. Inside, there are dozens of cloaked enemies, with eight to ten around a magic circle each. There are about six magic circles in total, which were shining with a bright red glow. The sound of murmurs reached my ears, I couldn’t quite make out what they were saying but knew it had something to do with the magic circles. Hearing a gasp from my side, I looked at Olivia who looked shocked.

“There are numerous Elites in there, and we can’t reliably fight one group at a time, we’d be overwhelmed in no time.” Looking at the enemies, I checked their information.

[Level 16 Elite Corrupted Worshipper]

The ones that weren’t elite were level 15. Olivia is right, we’d be overwhelmed in no time, we know nothing about them. 

“There is something at the far back, likely an entrance to another room. We could stick to the walls and sneak past all of these enemies and check it out?” Speaking up, Gray points towards the back, I couldn’t quite make out what he meant. Sitting down, I started to speak.

“The quest said we have to conquer the dungeon, if that room just moves to the next part of the dungeon, are we really conquering it? We’ll need to kill everyone in here right?”

“Not necessarily, the quest says to conquer, not kill. This room looks like a ritual or summoning, so if we disrupt it, it may count as conquering or rather getting rid of a threat. The next room might hold the key to doing this.” Olivia shared her thoughts on what the quest meant, with Elizabeth following up.

“To conquer means to take over something by force right? Wouldn’t we need to use force to deal with this?” 

Shaking her head, Olivia counters “There are many steps to conquering something, like damaging the foundations of the target or removing threats prior to attempting to conquer. While this may mean we need to kill, it doesn’t mean we only have to kill. We should look at the other room, we can always come back if needed.”

Frowning, I wasn’t sure which way to go. The risk of dying was high if we faced the enemies, but sneaking around could lead to an answer. If we sneak through and can’t progress afterwards, we’d be back to square one. Looking at Sally and Gray, we all nod at the same time.

“Let's go check the other room, if we can’t come back or something goes wrong we’ll deal with it. The chance of dying here is too high if we try to kill them.” Speaking up, Sally stands up and as usual with her, she starts moving down the stairs into the room. Following behind her is Elizabeth, then myself and Gray who was holding Pup and Olivia at the back. 

Moving along the wall as quietly as we can, we can make out the murmurs a lot more clearly but couldn’t understand anything from them. We inch slowly towards the next room, though it seems the hooded figures weren’t paying attention to their surroundings. Eventually, we make it and enter the next room while staying silent.

Creeping into the room, the first thing we see is a huge platform with stairs leading up to it. A deep red colour shines from it, not able to see the source from here. In front of the stairs is a humanoid figure, with long black hair. The moment our feet crossed the threshold into the room, a slam came from behind us, looking back I saw a door had appeared and locked us within. 

“Well done on reaching this far, we required fresh sacrifices for our lord, the Blood God.” A female voice rings out, the figure in front of us turns. Deep red eyes glaring at us, a strong aura surges around her. Taking a look at her, I’m shocked by what I see.

[Level 17 Guardian of Worship, Velka the Votary]

Moving forward quickly, Sally readies herself and moves towards Velka, as Elizabeth moves behind her. I set off running to my left as Gray goes right, keeping himself low to the ground. Olivia notches an arrow and fires it.

Moving quickly, Sally reaches her and swings as I approach behind Velka, and lash out a Lashing Fire Kick. Laughing, Velka raises a hand towards my leg as a magic circle appears around her wrist. A thin wall of red appears in front of the hand as my leg strikes it and bounces off, leaving a burn on the red wall. Reaching out towards Sally, she grabs her sword wrist and throws Sally away towards Elizabeth. Elizabeth side steps Sally and swings her sword, causing Velka to dodge, leaving an opening for Gray to step in and slash at her neck. 

Just as his dagger cuts through her skin, a blood barrier appears around Velka, and a spike shoots out towards Gray. Narrowly dodging the spike, he moves back and waits. Taking this chance, I spin my wind around my fist heavily and strike out at her shoulder, piercing through the blood barrier and striking her shoulder. With an angry shout, she turns to glare at me directly in the eyes.

“Blood Boil.” Pointing at me, I sense danger and kick away quickly. Landing, I see her still glaring at me before turning her attention to Sally who has approached. Just as I ready myself to move, I’m hit with intense pain, overwhelming my body. Unable to move, I’m paralysed as I see Velka once again point at me and a spike of blood comes directly for my head. Watching in slow motion as it approaches, I try to move, or fall or do anything, but I can’t, something within is preventing me from doing so.

Inches from my face, I prepared myself, I couldn’t focus my mana to try and redirect it. At that moment, I see an arrow slam into the spike and redirect it slightly to the right and downwards, the spike pierces my shoulder. I can’t feel the pain from it since my body was still in immense pain. Hearing a sound behind me, I felt a cooling feeling spread from my back, and a hand reached over and yanked the spike out.

“That was too close. I think she did something to you, I can’t tell what but it’s dangerous.” Feeling my body again with the help of Olivia, the pain soon disappears and I rejoin the fight. The fight that was playing out was leaving us on the backfoot. Gray had been successful in landing some blows, but my attacks weren’t as effective. Biting my lip as I consider what to do, I approach Elizabeth who was being healed by an exhausted Olivia.

“It’s only the third time she’s used that weird ability and healing it is draining. We need to find a way to counter it.” Saying this, Olivia looks at me. “Are you fine?” Nodding, I turn to Elizabeth.

“Can I borrow a sword? My punches aren’t having much of an effect, her blood barrier has gotten stronger, I’d use up all my mana trying to breach it.” Nodding, Elizabeth passes me her new sword. “I’m not using it yet, I need to practise. Try and hit her with it, maybe the effect will land.”

Nodding, I unsheathe the sword and place the scabbard on the ground. Moving in again, I continue working with the others while we slowly cut away at Velka, as Alice uses Blindness over and over, failing each time. Velka was becoming more and more aggressive, using those spikes constantly, even her barrier was creating them after we hit.

“Olivia said she can’t heal us anymore, mana exhaustion. She’s doing her best to regain her mana.” Hearing Gray’s whisper behind me, I nod in acknowledgement and strike out with another sword strike. While swinging it, I came up with an idea and quickly adjusted, I controlled my mana to send lightning magic down it. Overdoing it, sparks fly everywhere, nearly hitting Sally and hitting the blood shield around Velka as I slash throw the blood barrier. Cutting deeply into her back, I move back in the hopes the Ruin effect kicks in, an arc of lightning bouncing on the sword.

Seeing nothing change, I move in as Velka glares at me once again. I see her eyes brightly glaring once again, this time I move the sword up to block her looking at me in the eyes, hoping it’ll stop that pain. Feeling nothing, I move my sword and see Velka’s face distorted in pain. She wasn’t moving, and not knowing what was happening, I decided to take advantage of the moment and swing my sword directly at her eyes, cutting through both of them vertically. Gray stabs down on her shoulder blades as Elizabeth and Sally both strike down, slashing down on her chest. Moving again, Velka lets out a deep roar as we back off. A surge of blood erupts from her wounds and swirls around her.

“HOW DARE YOU ALL DEFY THE BLOOD GOD” Her blood swirls more violently, spikes shooting out in all directions as we dodge. “OH MY LORD, GRANT ME YOUR BLESSING TO LAY WASTE TO THESE HERETICS, CURSE THEM SO WE MAY DEVOUR THEM.”

[You have been cursed with weakness by Velka.]

A red pulse surges from Velka as I felt a weakness overcome me, deep within me as a powerful aura came from Velka. Laughing, Velka raises her hand and swings it around her, releasing a blade of blood towards us. Ducking low to dodge it, I move in weakly and continue attacking her, along with everyone else as we dodge a barrage of blood blades, spikes and trying to get through her barrier. Olivia strikes her arrows true into Velka’s body whenever a weakness in it shows. Elizabeth charges in, dodges an attack and strikes a stab through Velka’s chest, directly into her heart, an area that had opened itself.

With a shout, Elizabeth drags her sword upwards, tearing through her shoulder and out as multiple spikes hit Elizabeth, sending her flying. Dodging Elizabeth to the right, I cut through Velka’s neck as strongly as I can, only managing to cut through slightly. Gray appears behind her with his shadow step and punches his dagger into the back of her head as Sally stabs her sword down from above into her skull.

All of us back off as Velka stops moving. She mutters out “Forgive me…my lord” as she collapses. 

[You have defeated the Guardian of Worship, Velka. Gained 30,000xp] 

[You have levelled to 18!]

[The monster within is attempting to seize control.]

Holding my head and resisting as best as I can, I feel a sinister aura around me for a second before it fades, along with the bloodthirst I had felt for a moment. Seeing Sally glance at me in concern, I nod to let her know I was okay and sit down. I still felt weak and needed a moment to rest. The fight was sudden, we all were covered in holes from the spikes and without healing from Olivia, we needed a moment to rest. Seeing Elizabeth, she was pale and panting. Grabbing one of the last healing potions, I hand it to her and before she can refuse I tell her “You don’t have our regeneration, we’ll be okay with some rest. Take it.” Nodding, she accepts after a moment of hesitation. Draining the contents, she lays down on her back and falls asleep.

"So...that was blood magic. I can't wait to learn more." Hearing Sally from the side, I see her looking drained as well. While she had used her own blood barrier, it couldn't stand up to a simple strike from Velka.

After we rested for a while, Sally and I moved up to the platform to investigate while the others looked after Elizabeth. Leaving Alice and Pup with them, we climb the stairs and arrive at the top. A giant magic circle lays up here, with a magic crystal hanging in the air. Around the platform on the magic circle there were hooded figures that had daggers pierced deeply into their hearts, they were still alive and were bleeding onto the magic circle. 

“If we kill them the magic circle will disappear, yes?” Saying this, Sally pulls out her sword. Shaking my head I say “No, don’t kill them, it could be a trap. We should destroy the crystal instead, it might be powering this magic circle.” Nodding, Sally and I move to the crystal and start striking it with our swords. Soon, cracks appear where we were striking until suddenly it breaks apart, crumbling into hundreds of pieces. The magic circle flickers before fading away. I hear moaning and gasps from around me before silence returns once again. 

Looking around, I see those that were stabbed had stopped breathing. None of them remained alive. The door to the last room opened and I could hear a commotion from it. Wondering what was happening, I glanced at Sally as she also frowned. Moving together, we grab Gray and slowly move to the other room to investigate what was happening.

The hooded figures that we had seen were moving around, talking in a language I couldn’t understand in a frantic state. Soon, they started fading away into a white light as a notification came up from the System.

[The people of Zalus were kidnapped and forcibly mind controlled by Velka to worship the Blood God. By destroying Velka’s magic circle, you have freed them from her hold, allowing them their freedom. You did not kill any of the brainwashed or corrupted worshippers. Assessing dungeon performance grade.

Dungeon Performance Rating has increased to A+ and additional rewards have been added to the quest: Blood for the Blood God.]

[You have angered the Blood God. A secret passage has been revealed.]

The light from those we had freed moved towards the centre of the room, forming into a white magic circle. Understanding this to be a teleport circle, we move back to the room with Elizabeth and Olivia and report our findings. Elizabeth awoke during our report and listened in.

“The main quest hasn’t been completed yet, meaning we’re not finished here, that guardian wasn’t what we needed to kill. We’ll have to use the teleport circle, let's hope it's not a trap.” With all of us agreeing, we rest for a few hours. 

Letting our wounds heal, we do another equipment check. During this time, I checked Alice’s stats.



Alice

Dark Raven 

Level 4

Experience: 33,000/60,000

Skills: None

Spells: Dark Magic

Bonded to Alisha through the use of Blood Oath



Knowing that bonded pets required more experience to level, I grabbed Alice from the top of my head and pet her while talking to her about my trial. Even though I don’t know if she understands, I still like telling her stories. After a day of rest we get up and move towards the teleport circle. Taking a breath in, we step on it together, leading us to what we hope was the final part of this dungeon.

            

    
        Chapter 29 - City of Zalus, Part One

    
    
    
    
                Slowly waking up, I rolled over as the feeling of being comfortable prevented me from getting up. Feeling the cold on my face, I keep myself covered with the cloth to keep warm. I want to sleep for a bit longer, last night was difficult. After all, I just fought a Guardian-Class and levelled up…

Sitting up quickly, I look around. Why am I in bed, why is it cold. I’m in a small bedroom and looking down I see I’m in my normal clothing, no Elven Armour on. There is a small table next to the bed with a lantern on it and a window. Keeping my guard up, I quietly leave the bed and move quickly to the window and peek through. Outside, I can’t see much, there is snow falling from the sky and a wall a few metres from the window. It was slightly dark outside, thick clouds covered the sky. 

Hearing footsteps approaching, I crouch low and ready my stance. Without knocking, someone bursts through the door and before I can act I see a tall woman with dark skin, wavy brown hair with matching eyes. Speaking in a loud voice she says “Alisha you better be up! You have school today, go eat breakfast and take that damn bird with you.” Turning around, she leaves the room.

Confused, I wonder what she meant by school, what was a school? By damn bird did she mean Alice? As if to answer my question, I see Alice walk in at that moment. “Kraa!” Flying up, she lands on my head and I go to pet her. I noticed that I didn’t have my fox ears! Checking my teeth, they were also normal, no longer all sharp. Why did I revert? Checking my System to see if there was anything there, I found the answer to some of my questions.

[Special Dungeon Scenario:

Due to taking a hidden route, passing a trial and saving citizens of Zalus, you have been granted a rare opportunity to witness the events that lead to the downfall of their mighty country. 

During this Scenario your level is locked. Bonded monster levels are locked. You will not gain experience nor can you take any physical items or weapons with you when leaving this world.

There are no rewards.]

‘If there are no rewards, why am I here?’ Thinking this, I look around again. Sitting on the bed again, I ask Alice “Have you seen the others?” “Kraa!” A negative feeling comes from Alice, I knew that she hadn’t seen anyone. Wondering what I should do, I decided it was best to go along with the flow. Getting up, I go out the door and follow the smell of food.

Arriving in a new room, there was a table with food on it and that same woman standing at a bench. Seeing me enter she shakes her head at the sight of Alice on my head. “Eat, bathe and get changed, I’ve put your clothes in the bathroom and heated the water already. Don’t be late to school, I’m leaving now.” Without giving me a chance to speak, she walks out of the room. Sitting down, I pick up the meat on the plate, not sure about the other things like the odd white circle with a yellow bubble on top. Eating the meat while sharing some with Alice, I decided to try everything else on the plate.

Finding it oddly tasty, I ate everything that was on the table, including a red fruit with seeds in it and crunchy bread. Getting up, I follow the instructions of the women and find the bathroom from the smell of water. If I could rely on this smell to navigate this place it would be good. Taking off my clothing, I got in the bath. It was nice and warm. I’ve never experienced heated water before, it was relaxing, did all humans get to experience this? Tasty food and hot water baths? Seeing soap on a ledge nearby, I use it to wash myself. Alice refused to get in the water, flying off my head and staying on that ledge. Putting the soap down, I lay back and think of what to do.

I have no idea what this school thing is that I have to go to nor I don’t know where the rest of the group is, it’s possible they were taken to somewhere else like in the trials. I don’t know what to do to witness the so-called downfall of a mighty country.

Reaching up and petting Alice who moves her head into my hand, I ask her “What do you think we should do, Alice?” As I tilt my head in thought, Alice also tilts her head looking at me as she gives me a soft “kraa!”

‘Maybe I can take this chance to relax, I’ve never really gotten to relax and think about things since leaving Cerberus’s Domain.’ Submerging myself a bit more, I think about what we were going to do once we left this dungeon. It’s all fine when we’re in the moment to say we’ll build a home for other hybrids, but how does that happen? I’m sure no one in the group knows how to build. How do we feed that many people? Argh, I’m not good at thinking about stuff like this.

What do I do when we’ve freed the others? I don’t know how to look after people, maybe Elizabeth would know. What was it that I wanted to do though…I want to explore the world more, visit the village Olivia came from, see more places. I want to get stronger too, maybe travel with just myself and Alice for a while. Feeling the water getting cold, I decided to get out before I froze. 

Standing and stretching, I look at the clothes that were sitting there for me. It was a blue woollen shirt with long sleeves, long pants, underwear and thick socks. I dried myself with the towel and put these clothes on. I had noticed my sack wasn’t here with me, hopefully it would be still there when we left this area. With the new clothes on I felt warmer, I grabbed Alice off the ledge and put her in my shirt. With her head sticking out under my chin, we set off out of the room.

Walking out of the house I was in, I stepped onto the snow, it was very cold outside. There was a gate that took me out of the walled house, and looking around I found the sight beautiful. The house I came out of was on top of a small hill, overlooking a city with hundreds of buildings, some small and big. There was a giant wall surrounding the city, I could see the lights of fires and lanterns in the distance, with people walking around and snow was slowly falling. I couldn’t make out any details of those people, but I knew they were likely to be human. 

“We should wander around for a bit, maybe I could find some new things to learn.” Speaking aloud to Alice, who replies with a “Kraa!”, without plans to return to this house, I walk down the hill and start walking down the streets. It was lively, I’ve never seen such a sight before. Human children playing in the streets, adults talking to each other. Every now and then I’d check the System and see these humans were at various levels, some even above level 20! I even saw one who had ??? as their level. Was Crater like this in that noble place Elizabeth spoke of? That was a scary thought, my understanding is that those with the ??? were very high level!

At first, I was scared that others would see me as a monster since I would be shown as a Demonic Fox, but either they saw me and ignored me or just didn’t look my way. The children all waved and greeted me, a feeling I wasn’t used to as I clumsily waved back. In fact, I wasn’t used to any of this, I never knew there were cities with humans outside of Crater, we were always told Crater had the last of the humans. Maybe they told us that to keep us from running.

Walking while avoiding running into people, I was still in awe, the noises of people yelling, working and laughing. So many different smells, it was making me hungry. Feeling Alice pecking at my hands I knew she was getting hungry too. As I continued down the streets, I smelled something new…something familiar, human blood. Looking around, no one else was alarmed or seemed panicked. 

Moving towards the smell, I soon arrive near a courtyard surrounded by buildings on three sides. Climbing up the wall, I could see people fighting each other inside. Watching them fight, it took me a minute to realise they weren’t trying to kill each other, and there were others nearby who would come over to heal them. As I watch them, I notice they’re using a style similar to mine, but it was a lot more beautiful, fluid and just like a dance. The one Teacher Lee showed and taught me was like a stiff dance but this was more beautiful.

I couldn’t see the wind around their bodies but when they punched out there were bursts of different elements, like fire, water or oddly ice. Once again I was entranced by seeing this style that was similar to the one I had learnt, it was more refined seeing it done in person. “Look at that Alice, maybe I could learn something?” “Kraa!” As I leaned up the wall a bit to watch more, I heard a voice behind me.

“You need to leave, this isn’t a place for children.”

Ignoring the voice, I keep watching. While I was paying attention to their movements, I suddenly smell movement from behind me, someone about to strike me. Kicking up the wind around me as Alice moved into my shirt out of sight, I launched myself from the ledge with a twirl and aimed at the smell below me. Spinning, I saw someone below me as I gathered energy towards my leg and I lashed out my fire-encased leg. Pushing it aside, the human looked surprised and reached to grab me again. 

Pushing wind to my side, I dodge the hand and land on the ground. Thinking about what to do, I attack on instinct, forgetting to check his level. Using wind magic to spin the air around me faster, I use it to propel myself forward, and punch towards the man's throat. With a strange look in his eye, the man dodges easily, and pushes my fist away. Reacting, I use the wind to push my fist back, aiming my elbow at his eye. With an eyebrow raised, he waved a hand and without knowing how he did it, all of my wind magic stopped, including the one around my body.

Pulling my hand back, I quickly think of what to do. I have to kill this human and escape, before more humans come to help him. Gathering mana into my fist, I use lightning magic, arcs of purple-blue lightning shooting out everywhere around me as I throw the punch at him. With widened eyes, the human stomps his foot down and a wall of earth suddenly shoots up from the ground, too quick for me to pull away. Punching into the earth wall, I feel my fist crack, the lightning dissipates as I lose my focus. I haven’t learnt to control lightning magic, I can’t keep it up like my wind.

Jumping back as the earth wall crumbles, I see the human nodding, looking at me with interest. “Girl, what's your name?” Confused, I wonder what he was asking, couldn’t he just see it through the System? Not wanting to answer, I considered running. Looking around without moving my head, I can’t see a way past him without being open to an attack. Checking his level, I knew the chance of me escaping would be hard.

[Level ??? Master Earthen Magician, Jin]

“No need to run away child, I was angry at you before. Now I just want to have a chat.” Smiling at me, I frown at this comment, I can’t trust humans right away. Before I could make a decision on what to do, I heard a new voice from near the wall.

“Master, is everything okay? I heard a commotion.” Looking out from the corner of my eye I see a young girl, about my age, sitting on the wall looking at me with curiosity. Shifting my body slightly so I was facing both of them, her smile widened a bit more. “Oh, this one is experienced in fighting. Is she a secret student of yours, Master?”

“Hoho, no no, I saw her watching the students practising and just as I was about to chase her away she nearly hit me.” Taking a closer look at the man, he was slightly taller than me, with a slight hunch, a long black beard and no hair. Stroking his beard watching me, he was nodding. “She’s using a Style similar to the Graceful Wind Dance, mixed with lightning magic, but it’s very rough. Like she’s intimidating something she watched. Ugly, but furious, with matching bloodthirst. Her mana output feels odd however, I can't quite place what is wrong.”

“Girl, have you killed before?” Killed? I’ve killed plenty of monsters. Keeping my guard up, I don’t answer him as I take a step back and risk a look behind me for a way to escape. “Hehe, not bad, stepping away like that would help. But you’re not prepared for magic at all, Ice magic would freeze you in place, Earth magic would trap you here and a well practised Fire magician would burn you to a crisp.” Slightly annoyed, I shot a glare at the girl on the wall, seeing her level.

[Level ??? Apprentice Fire Magician, Ash]

‘What’s a Magician?’ Seeing her Class and Jin’s, I was confused. Putting power into my legs, I was about to run when the old man, Jin, raised his hand. “Girl, let me introduce you to someone, they can teach you how to-” Seeing a chance as the old man was talking, I sent a burst of wind below my feet and upwards, lifting the snow as I used a Wind Explosion to push it out around me. Using the snow as a smokescreen, I ran down an alleyway as I heard a “Good!” from far behind me.

After running for a while, I found a spot to hide. Under a strangely built path that went over a frozen river, I duck under and sit down, out of sight. Moving into a ball to warm myself up again, I whistle and Alice pops her head out again. Sticking close to me for warmth, I was glad she didn’t show herself back there. They might’ve killed her thinking she was a monster…hang on, why didn’t they kill me, the System shows me as a Demonic Fox. Unable to think of an answer, I talked to Alice “That was scary, that human barely moved and I couldn’t hit him at all. Do you think humans in Crater are like that? He could’ve killed me at any time he wanted.” “Kraa!” “Yea, if there are, we'll overcome it.” Just as I’m about to pet her, a voice reaches my ears, frightening me to my core.

“So you’re the girl that Jin told me about. Blue jumper, long pants and a Dark Raven hiding in the shirt. Hm, body is a bit skinny, but good build. Good, you’re suitable, come with me girl.” Looking up in fear, I see a woman about Elizabeth’s age, purple hair and almond coloured eyes. Getting up quickly, I send an arc of lightning at her as I dash out of my hiding spot. How did she find me?! Gathering wind at my feet, I boost myself upwards, towards a building’s roof, a two story building. 

Jumping high, I landed roughly and just as I’m about to run to the other side of the roof, she appeared right in front of my eyes, lightning dancing around her figure. “Sluggish lightning, wind usage is very good for level. Oddities with mana usage, using a lot of mana for small usage. Experienced in combat. Jin has good eyes, like usual.” Getting a bit irritated, I look for a way to escape. Why was she following me, who was she? Glancing at her information, I knew once again escaping would be hard.

[Level ??? Master Storm Magician, Anita]

‘WHY IS IT ANOTHER HIGH LEVEL?!’ Shouting in my own mind, I grit my teeth in anger. Finally speaking, I demand of the woman one thing. “If you’re going to kill me, just get it over with. Otherwise leave me alone.”

The woman, who was about to move towards me, stops. Looking at me in surprise it took a few minutes before she finally said “Why would I kill a talent? Now come, I’ll show you how to use your magic properly.” Once again she moves towards me. 

“Alice” Whispering as quietly as I can, I feel Alice poke her head out as the dark aura around her that was building shoots out at Anita. Without checking to see if it succeeded, I turned around and jumped off the building again. Ten metres, seven metres, five metres…a gust of wind picks up around me, stopping me from falling as I float in the air. Unable to move, I see Anita arrive in front of me, looking at Alice.

“Strong casting speed, I didn’t sense it till she poked out. Very good, your teamwork is impressive. Now let's go, plenty to teach, so little time.” Suddenly, I’m dragged by the wind following behind Anita, who was somehow floating along in the wind.

“S-stop. I don’t know what’s happening, who are you people, what do you want from me?!” Speaking in haste, I am scared about being thrown into a dark cage by this human. We stop suddenly and Anita turns to look at me, confused.

“You…you don’t know who I am?” Looking at me while asking this question, I feel a bit angry. “Of course not! I was suddenly attacked by an old man then you!” As I say this, she starts giggling.

“My apologies! I am Anita “Storm Caller” Skye. I am a Master at the academy for magic research and training of Zalus, Athena Academy. Oh, you shouldn’t call Jin an old man, he gets angry.”

“Magic research and training? What do you want with me and Alice?!” Trying to find a way out of the air bubble that was trapping me, Anita looked at me confused once again.

“To train you of course. We don’t accept many students, magic isn’t easy to learn or use, but you have a very good grasp on wind magic and even though it's sluggish, you know some lightning magic. This is a good opportunity for you.”

While she was talking, I had grasped how this air bubble worked. There was wind blowing from below and behind me, one to keep me floating here and another to push me, while there was a very small amount of wind surrounding me in a bubble, I found it hard to sense it. Thinking of a way to get out of this air bubble, I ask her another question to distract her.

“So after training me are you going to use me as a slave?” This time, Anita scrowled and the confusion showed completely. 

“What are you talking about? Slave? Why would we do suc-” Taking this chance, I cast a wind that opposed the air bubble, spinning it as fast as I could to counter it. I felt my mana veins being strained and in pain almost immediately, however I was successful. Freed of the air bubble, I tap my chest once as I’m falling. Alice pokes out and fires another Blindness as I push myself with wind towards the ground. Landing, I’m about to run when I felt a shock go through my body.

Turning back, I see Anita looking at me in shock. The Blindness failed. Seeing this I tried to cast wind magic to create a screen of snow again, however I can’t. Sensing my mana, I knew I had more than enough to do so, even though I was running dry. Landing softly next to me, Anita asks with some panic in her voice “You…are you okay?! You shouldn’t exhaust that much mana at once, you could cripple your mana veins! Why do you resist as such?”

Opening my mouth to respond, I feel a heavy faintness overcome me. I could feel my mana leaking out from me, from everywhere around me. Before I knew what was happening, everything went black…I just wanted to relax damnit!

            

    
        Chapter 30 - City of Zalus, Part Two

    
    
    
    
                Groaning, I stir out of sleep. I feel weak, my body hurts and I’m tired, so very tired. Opening my heavy eyelids, I try to sit up, but I can barely move. I can see the roof of a room, it was well lit and I was laying on a soft bed, something I could never get used to, it was too soft. Hearing a door open, I’m about to try and sit up before a notification from my System sends my mind into chaos.

[Your Mana Pool and Veins have been forcibly removed.]

[You can no longer use Mana.]

[Wind and Lightning Magic is no longer available.]

[Due to the loss of Mana, your Class has been lost.]

‘W-what the fuck happened?!’ Forcibly extracted?! I’ve lost my magic and Class? In a panic I opened my Status.
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I felt fear, true fear. I lost my strength…everything Teacher Lee gave me…gone. Alice! What about Alice, is she okay?! Trying to get up, my muscles were too weak. Is it because I was too used to mana being spread throughout my body? It doesn’t matter, Alice matters, I can’t lose her. “A-alice, Alice whe-where are you, Alice?” Feeling my eyes burn as I start to cry, I hear Alice. “Kraa!” 

Feeling something land on my forehead, I see Alice looking down at me and I can feel her worry. Glad to see her, I hear another voice…the voice of Anita.

“You’re awake. Can you sit up or do you need help?” Hearing her voice, my mind slowly pieces everything together.

“Was it you? Did you take away my mana?” Getting angrier as I spoke, I tried once again to sit up and fail. Again, again the humans took someone away from me. First it was my fate, then my friend Alice and now my strength.

“Yes, I did. You burnt your mana veins escaping my Air Bubble, if I didn’t remove them you’d be dead.” Speaking bluntly, the voice of Anita rings in my ears. Feeling the anger in me rising, the tears kept falling. There was nothing I could do…I lost my strength just like that, ripped from me. I may as well be dead. My anger was slowly replaced by an empty feeling, I felt myself losing strength.

“I must ask you, how did you open your Mana Pool? It was very primitive and crudely done.” I don’t respond, I don’t want to. I don’t have any motivation anymore, I feel empty…why did this have to happen. Perhaps because I wasn’t responding, Anita kept talking. “Well, if I had to guess you swallowed a pure mana crystal or someone forcibly injected a large amount of mana into you. Both methods are primitive and hinders you greatly.”

Primitive? Calling what Teacher Lee taught me primitive? Don’t say such a thing, Teacher Lee gave me that strength, you just took it away from me. Took away the only way for me to fight. Closing my eyes, I wanted to die at this moment. Even if I could regroup with everyone, I wouldn’t be able to keep up with them, there was no point in continuing anymore.

“Well, it was my fault that caused you to use magic like that. I tend to get over excited when I find a talent such as yourself.” Once again not speaking, Anita takes this as a sign to continue talking. “You’ve used magic once before, reacquiring it is possible but will be extremely painful.”

“You’re lying.” Speaking for the first time since I asked her if she took my magic away, I keep my eyes closed and try to tune Anita out. I don’t care for what lies that vile human spewed.

“I’m not. To prove that I’ll form a contract with you.” HAH, a contract? Words mean nothing to me now, just leave me alone.

“On my name as the Storm Caller, I, Anita Skye, hereby swear upon the System that I will restore Alisha’s magic, not only to its original state but to a higher and improved form.” Upon those words being spoken, I’m suddenly hit with a System notification.

[Anita Skye is forming a contract with you. She will be contracted to restore your Mana Pool and Veins to a state better than they once were. Failure to do so will result in death for Anita Skye. Do you accept?]

‘A contract? She’ll be killed if she can’t restore my mana pool? So be it, I don’t care if she dies.’ Thinking this, I accept this contract. Opening my eyes, I wanted to see this human die, how dare they take what Teacher Lee gave me. Too bad I couldn’t move to look at her.

“Good, let's get started now. Firstly, your body is weakened because of your mana veins being extracted. You don’t need to worry about lasting damage, thanks to your low level they weren’t as integrated with your body. If you were level 20, it would’ve been a problem. Now, let's go.”

Feeling myself being lifted up, blanket and all, I was carried as Alice sat on my forehead. “Let's get you healed, fed then we’ll get your mana back.” Bouncing up and down to the steps, I remained silent. I could feel Alice’s worry for me, I didn’t know how to look after her now. Before long, we entered a room that had a sweet smell to it, a fragrance that made me feel calm, slightly lifting the empty feeling I had.

“This is her, please treat her with the best available care.” 

“Absolutely madam.” Feeling myself exchanged like a toy, the only thing I was thinking about was how I would approach my friends after this. Being healed wouldn’t restore my mana, the System wasn’t that kind to just hand my Class back to me either. Perhaps when we get out of here I can find Teacher Lee again, he could help me.

“Hear you go dear, just relax, I’ll be here in case you need me.” Hearing the voice of whoever I was left with, I felt myself entering some sort of water, but thicker. Strangely I don’t sink down but float, I feel a warmth spread through my body, I can feel everything in my body healing. 

“Hold your breath dear, I’m going to push you under for a moment, it works best if you’re submerged.” Ignoring her, I eventually feel myself submerged. After being held down for a few minutes I regret not holding a breath in, but I don’t struggle. Soon I feel a hand under my back that pushes me up gently. My body feels revitalised and full of energy. My strength has partially returned, not completely due to a lack of mana but enough to walk.

“Alright dear, I’m going to bring you out now. Can you walk?” Continuing to ignore the human, I let her do whatever she wanted. After a minute, she doesn’t say anything and lifts me back up, carrying me once more.

“Let’s get some food into you. We have some very tasty food, it’ll lift your spirits dear.” Not responding once again, I feel myself carried into another room, the scent of amazing smells hits my nostrils. Feeling my empty stomach growl, part of me wanted to eat whatever smelled so good, and another part wanted to refuse. Both sides fought internally as I’m gently placed onto a chair, facing a table absolutely filled to the brim with foods I’ve never seen before.

I could see meat I’ve never smelled before, various different foods I have never seen or heard of before, everything here made me hungrier and hungrier. Giggling, an older lady sat next to me. “Your stomach is rumbling, best to dig in quickly.” Turning my eyes to look at her, she had a round face filled with wrinkles, brown hair that was slowly turning white and bright white eyes. She was smiling sweetly at me. Feeling a strong refusal to do as the human says, I once again return to the inner conflict of whether to eat or not to eat.

A few minutes go by, then a dozen minutes and before I knew it an hour had passed. The old lady never once complained, spoke or tried to force me to eat. The side that wanted to eat everything overcame me and I reached out, grabbed a large piece of meat and bit down, the taste was amazing. I’ve never tasted anything like this before. Giving some to Alice to try, we both start eating everything like crazy. 

“Take it easy, it won’t go anywhere.” Hearing the old lady, I ignore her in favour of eating this amazing food. Before long, Alice and I had finished everything, somehow we ate everything yet I was only just feeling full now. “It’s good to see you filled with energy dear. I know you’re worried about your magic, but don’t lose hope, Anita doesn’t take things lightly. She may get a bit overexcited but she will absolutely keep her word.”

Biting my lip, I decided to trust the kind old lady, perhaps there was still hope to gain my strength back. Standing up, the old lady introduced herself. “My name is Janet, I’m the head nurse here.” Nodding, I saw her System information.

[Level ??? Master of the Guiding Light, Janet]

“Oh my, young ones are so quick to look at their System. You may not know this dear, but it’s tradition for one to be introduced before looking at someone’s System.” Shocked, I look at her as she giggles. “If you’re wondering, then we can tell when someone lower level than us checks our information out through the System. Though that won’t happen for you for a long time yet.”

Shocked, I look at Janet. The first question from my mind came straight out of my mouth “What else changes with the System when I level? O-oh, I’m Alisha.”

“Nice to meet you, Alisha. Oh, quite a bit dear, but it’s best for you to experience those changes yourself, there is simply too much information to learn, and you have something more important to take care of right now.” Nodding, I agreed with what she was saying. If there is too much information then it’ll be best to not focus on it. “Once you hit level 20 you’ll get your first taste of what the System is truly capable of. Let’s head to Anita, she would’ve prepared the Mana Springs by now.”

Standing up, I follow behind Janet with Alice returning to my head. Moving behind her, we move down stairs, one set, two sets…after ten flights of stairs, we arrive before a large door, a faint glow surrounds it. “The best Mana Springs within the country, cities would wage wars just for one slot…and they have before. You’re a lucky one dear, Anita is working very hard to get your magic back.”

“What’s a Mana Spring?” While I ask this, I see Janet pull out a strange hand sized wooden token and place it on the door. The glow flashes for a moment then disappears as the doors open.

“Best to experience it dear. I can watch over Alice for you if you wish. It’s best for her not to enter, it could cause her to mutate due to oversaturation of mana.” Grabbing Alice gently from my head, I look at her and smile. “Kraa!” She jumps from my head and flies to sit on Janet’s head. “Oh my, what a friendly Dark Raven, she must trust you completely. Now dear, in you go, Anita is waiting inside.”

Walking into the room, I sensed the doors closing behind me, inside there was a massive lake with an island in the middle, no path leading to it. The lake was a beautiful deep blue, there were plants growing on it that had glowing coloured flowers, ranging from bright colours like pink to void black, their roots leading deeper into the lake. There was a dense mist floating around the wind, I could feel a strong power coming from it, but there was strangely no smell. On the island in the middle, I saw Anita. She was paler than earlier, looking a bit ragged.

“Just walk over, you can walk on the lake.” Nodding, I took a step on the lake and was able to stand on the surface. Making my way over, I arrived quickly at the island and noticed there was a massive magic circle under my feet. Nodding at me, she points at the centre. “Sit here. I will say this again, you’re going to experience pain beyond anything you’ve experienced. This is the purest Mana Springs, it will slowly reconstruct your body, every fibre of your body will be changed. If you are not compatible this will destroy your body, forget magic your life will be forfeit.”

Slightly nodding, I moved to where she pointed and sat down without hesitation. “Now, when the process is complete, this room will guide you to show you what the true nature of your magic is, that is the best magic for you. I expect it will be Wind Magic, but if it’s not I will personally guide you on using Wind Magic again. Oh, another thing, you can not pass out during this, the magic formation will not allow you to.”

Closing my eyes, I breath in and prepare myself. “I will begin then. Good luck, Alisha.” Through my eyelids, I see a blue glow coming from around me, a soft hum rings out as I feel a strange pull coming from me. Just as the process starts, I see a new notification from my System.

[Magic opening ritual detected, Alisha is the target. Beginning reconstruction: 0.01% complete]

“Ahh!” Letting out a scream, my body lights up with pain, like thousands of molten needles were being inserted into every pore of my body. Wouldn’t dying be better?! Just as I thought this, the pain increased, causing me to open my eyes. For a moment I saw blue streams from the lake slowly snaking its way to me before I closed my eyes again. With the pain getting worse, I wasn’t getting used to it nor going numb, it was continuous. After what felt like minutes, I saw the System update.

[Reconstruction at 0.02% completion.]

Biting my lip hard, I was sure it was bleeding. As the process kept going, the pain kept intensifying, I still not numb to it, Anita didn’t lie, this was hell. Suddenly, after no idea how long, a warning came from the System.

[Reconstruction at 50% completion.]

[Warning: Mana Pool and Veins are mutating. Confirming reason for mutation.]

[Mutation caused due to ritual being for humans. Due to being a monster and human hybrid the ritual has caused mutation to occur. Attempting to prevent mutation…failure.]

[Due to a unique situation, Skill: Demonic Fox Awakening will be unlocked briefly to prevent mutation…success]

[Mutation can no longer be prevented, however with Skill: Demonic Fox Awakening there is less risk to the mutation.] 

[Reconstruction at 50.01%]

Not having the luxury to worry about these notifications, the pain becomes overwhelming as I feel the monster within stir, but oddly it wasn’t trying to take over me, it was like it too was screaming in pain. Being unable to pass out, I bite through my lip, teeth touching as the process keeps going. After another long period of time, more System messages show up.

[Reconstruction at 99.99%]

[Reconstruction completed. Ritual will now test true magic nature.]

Feeling the pain slowly disappear, I feel a tug from deep within my body, something was surging out of me. Feeling the pull get stronger, there is a flash of light as the roof of the room is suddenly covered in stars as a faint wind starts. Slowly looking up, I see there are hundreds to thousands of stars around. It was like I was seeing the night sky, but it felt deeper. Blinking, I feel a strong wind blow past me as well as the System notifies me.

[True Magic Nature is Lunar and Wind magic.]

[Mutation to Mana Pool and Veins complete. Mana has mutated to Lunar-type Mana.]

[Skill: Demonic Fox Awakening locked due to Alisha being in a Scenario.]

[Talent Unlocked: Lunar Mana: Increases the strength of all Lunar type magic by 20%. Reduces the strength of other magic by 10%.]

[A Hidden Condition has been met.]

[Contract with Anita Skye marked as complete and successful.]

Checking my Class, I saw it was still marked as none, but my magic is what surprises me.
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I don’t see that Talent called Lunar Mana, maybe it just didn’t show? Breathing heavily, I felt mana surging throughout my body, much smoother than it once was. “Well done.” Hearing a voice behind me, I try to turn but can’t. “Astral Wind magic? No, this is normal wind, so Lunar Wind or Lunar and Wind magic? Can you tell me which one?”

“Lunar and Wind magic, I still have my lightning as well.” 

“Dual magic, not bad. I knew you’d likely get Wind magic, but Lunar was surprising. Now, I will teach you the basics of magic, the rest will be up to you. I do not know who taught you before, and while their techniques to unlock your magic were primitive, it may be due to reasons I do not know.”

Remembering who Teacher Lee was, I remember his shrine said he was a “Drunken Fist Weaver”, while the lady in front of me seemed to know a great deal more about magic. Looking around at the lake, I saw it was now completely drained and there was no longer any blue fog…did I absorb all of that?

“May I ask something?” Seeing her nod, I ask “What is a magician?”

“A Magician is someone who specialises in magic, whether it’s for research or combat, the System will label them as a Magician. For someone like you, Jin mentioned you were very used to fighting in close quarters and your class was a “Dancing Fox Fighter” so you would be labelled as a Fighter by the System, that will not change, even if you have temporarily lost your Class Up due to my mistake. Your magic would then be tailored to your style of combat.”

I see, so I would still be able to fight as I was, but now my magic has improved, or did it normalise? Knowing that I was only here to witness the downfall of a country, and it being likely this city was a part of that country, it might be best if I could learn how to better myself at magic while waiting for those events to unfold. I considered informing her about the possibility of a downfall coming, but something told me that I absolutely should never tell anyone that. Trusting in my instincts, I keep it to myself.

“Okay, I’ll learn from you. Thank you.”

“Don’t mention it, afterall I was the one who caused you to act so recklessly. Now, the current you isn't exactly any stronger than before, however you will have much better and smoother output of mana than before. The way your mana veins were before are very limited,and while it may have suited a fighter like yourself, you would’ve been hindered in creating magicks or risked your mana veins if you ever needed to expend a large amount of mana at once, like when you escaped my Air Bubble.”

Nodding, it made more sense as to why Teacher Lee used a Pure Mana Crystal. He didn’t have something like this for a ritual and he was also a fighter, and it's possible he just didn’t know or thought what he provided me would be enough…well it had been until Anita took it away. Thankfully she kept her promise.

“Right then, let's take a walk around the city. It’s nighttime now, Lunar magic is stronger with the stars out so you might get inspiration while I teach you the basics. Don’t worry, it won’t take you long to learn some basics, maybe an hour.” Nodding, I follow Anita out of the room, Janet hands Alice over who lands on my head and we walk out of the building…after all those stairs again.
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                Reaching the top of the stairs, we made our way past rooms. I could hear people talking, working or laughing on our way past. It was rather peaceful here, I haven’t seen or heard of a monster attack. Crater didn’t get monster attacks, but with how we hybrids were forced to live we never experienced what it was like to live peacefully. Shaking my head free of those thoughts while resolving myself to save my brethren, I continue following Anita as we reach the entryway that leads outside.

“One moment” taking a small scroll from her pocket, I sense mana from Anita as the scroll lights up and bursts into flames. “Let’s go.” Following behind her as we walk out into the snow once again, I look at the night sky. Even if it was cloudy, I felt my mana resonate with my surroundings as it stirred with me due to the moonlight that was coming through. Looking around, the streets weren’t as busy as they once were, homes had light coming out of their windows and I could smell wood fires all around me. Feeling Alice quickly retreat into my shirt again, I bring my hands to my mouth and try to warm them up.

After a few minutes of walking, Alice suddenly pokes her head out and lets out a “Kraa!” and before I can react to her, she jumps out and flies up, looking in a direction, a feeling of eagerness coming from her. The feeling was a lot stronger than it was before. “Do you want to go somewhere?” “Kraa!” “Can you find me again?” Flying around my head, I felt a confidence from her, knowing she could somehow locate me. I nodded “Be safe, come to me if there is any trouble.” “Kraa?” Feeling a confusion from her, she flies off quickly.

“She is unusually obedient for a Dark Raven. Usually one would’ve just flown off without waiting for you to respond.” Commenting on this Anita too watches Alice fly off. “Right, we’re nearly there.” As Anita said, a few minutes more of walking we came to a large courtyard, empty of anything; it was like a barren field excluding the snow. There was somebody already in the middle. As we approach, I make out a familiar face.

“Hello punchy girl!” Greeting me was Ash, the one who was watching me try to escape from Jin. “Seems like you got caught hehe.” Thinking of the events that happen prior I purse my lips, still a bit embarrassed and angry from that moment. Giggling, Ash pats my shoulder “I heard you gave old Anita here a surprise, good work! I’m Ash, Ash Cinders, an Apprentice Fire Magician, nice to meet you again!”

“That’s enough Ash. Can I leave her with you? She’s just been through the ritual to rebuild her mana veins and pool as well as reveal her True Magic Nature, she’ll need to be taught a few basics.”

“Yep! It’s so exciting to be able to teach a newbie. Thanks for the chance Anita!” Anita nods and hands her a book and a bracelet before turning and walking back.

“She works too hard, probably will need a week to recover.” Without giving me time to ask what she meant, Ash plops onto the ground and gestures for me to sit as well. Sitting down, Ash looks over the book while flicking through a few pages. With a nod, she places it on her lap.

“Alright, basics of the basics then I’ll teach you two spells for Lunar Magic. Firstly, let's show you how to see your mana realm. This is important to advance your magic up ranks after level 20, the System won’t do it for you.” Tiling my head in confusion Ash giggles again. “Seems you don’t know about level 20! Everything in due time. Now, close your eyes and eliminate all thoughts. At the point your mind is empty, focus your thoughts on sensing your mana, you should then enter your mana realm.”

Nodding, I follow her instructions. Clearing all thoughts, worries and fears from my mind, I empty my mind and start trying to sense my mana. Very quickly I am standing on a giant lake. This is no longer the small pond with those weird tubes coming out, I was now on a lake that I couldn’t see the end of, a sky filled with hundreds of stars, a small blue thread bouncing between them constantly. There was a strong wind blowing throughout the area, weak lightning in the far distance and the lake was glimmering with a beautiful bluish glow that matches the turquoise colour of the lake.

Watching the lake, I see small strands drift from the surface and float into the sky to join the stars above. Compared to the old mana pool, this was beyond my expectations. I understood what Anita meant when she said the one I opened before was primitive. Looking down at the lake, I see stars being reflected…no, there were different star formations, this wasn’t a reflection. Curiously, I also noticed I was standing here in my physical body without any clothing on. Last time I wasn't in a physical form but rather just seeing everything from above. Closing my eyes, I blocked sensing my mana as I felt a tug and I left the realm.

Opening my eyes, I see Ash’s face in front of mine, full of curiosity and excitement. “So how was it? Tell me everything in detail!” Smiling softly, I told her in detail what I saw, and when I mentioned the lake with stars in it, her eyes sparked…quite literally.

“You have a mutated mana pool and veins too! It’s not common, but it’s rare for someone to get a mutation that fits their magic. Mine is mutated too, but my lake is on fire!” Nodding to show I understood what she meant, she added “So the lake is your mana pool, it will drain slowly when you use mana. The stars are your mana veins, the blue lines bouncing around is mana travelling your body. Right, whenever you need to rank up your magic, head in there. I’ll tell you about ranking up later.”

Thinking over what Ash told me, it was fairly easy to understand. I wasn’t sure on what to do with rank up, maybe it was different for everyone. Thinking everything over, I ask her about the differences from my old mana pool and veins to the new one.

“Ah right! With your old mana pool and veins, your mana was just kind of being blasted down a vein and into your body wherever those veins led to, which is all fine for a fighter like yourself, but could severely injure you if you used too much at once. Your new veins in turn have thousands of mana veins connecting every muscle, bone, hair strand and etcetera of your body, allowing you to output mana smoothly and quickly in any direction.”

“What is True Magic Nature?” Asking a question that was on my mind, Ash nodded and gave me a response. “I’m not surprised you don’t know. True Magic Nature is magic that reflects your true soul, magic that you will have great potential with. You have Lunar magic as one, meaning your Lunar type spells will be stronger than other spells, and the same goes for your Wind magic. Think of it as you’ve gained another type of magic to use, but one that is very compatible with you, along with your Wind magic.”

“What about my Class?” Ash thinks for a moment before saying “Your Class won’t suddenly change out of nowhere so it will absolutely return, the reason why you don’t have it right now is likely because you’re either not adept at using your new mana pool and veins…or there is a deeper reason within you” Suddenly staring deeply at me, I felt like everything about me was suddenly exposed for a brief second, those eyes staring at me were powerful. I had no secrets in front of her.

“Right, time to teach you two lunar abilities. Anita will teach you more about wind magic once she’s recovered. She’s very eager to teach you, you must’ve impressed her!” Suddenly changing her tone to a cheerful one, Ash grabs the book off her lap and starts flipping through.

Smiling shyly a bit, still a bit overwhelmed by that stare, I adjust myself a bit as Ash starts giving some advice. “Alright, let's start with the basics of Lunar magic. Lunar magic is about strengthening yourself and others with magic, while it has attack-based magic, the main purpose is to provide support, or so it says here, maybe you’ll use it differently. You’ll be a lot stronger at night, but weaker during the day. The first spell is simple, it’ll make you glow.” Winking at me, she looks back at the book.

“Moon Glow, it uses moonlight you absorb to give you a faint glow. It might be cloudy but you should still be able to use moonlight to use it. Close your eyes and imagine the moon, then imagine the glow from it surrounding you. Carefully surround yourself with a tiny amount of mana. The stronger the mana the stronger the glow. Too strong and you’ll blind those around you.” Speaking while reading, Ash tells me what to do. Closing my eyes once again, I visualise the moon.

Breathing in, I imagine being covered in moonlight and letting out some mana. Not familiar with how my body circulates mana now I release it a bit too strongly. “A little less!” Hearing Ash, I focus on lowering my mana again and keep my mental image up. After a few seconds a new feeling washes over me, an energy that wasn’t coming from me but was blending with my mana. “That’s it! Hold that feeling while you make it stronger and weaker over and over.”

Breathing in, I do as Ash says. I start getting used to this feeling, slowly making it stronger and weaker. Suddenly she claps “Right, you’ve got the hang of it. Practise it plenty, I’ll test you later.” Opening my eyes, I nod with a smile as she flips the pages again.

“Second spell, an attack type. This one fits you too, Star Dust Punch. Gather starlight onto your fist and punch out. It can inflict a daze on your enemies too, and it’s simple to use just like Moon Glow, instead of moonlight, imagine the stars shining onto your fist, but this time gather as much as you can before striking. It mentions a limit of sorts, but it’s vague.”

Nodding, I practise as she mentioned. In my mind, I visualised stars shining brightly, with an image of my hand curled into a fist amongst them. Opening my eyes, I see my fist with a faint glow, a different feeling surrounding it, a calm and relaxing energy swirls around my hand. Increasing my mana slowly, I focus on making the image of starlight stronger as well. My fist starts glowing brightly with a silver glow as Ash nods and says “You’re really good! Now, punch me with it. Don’t worry, I can take it.”

Holding out a palm for me to strike, Ash strikes a strange pose where her other hand has two fingers over an eye. A bit confused, I strike out at the fist and feel it “explode” with power on contact. It wasn’t an explosive hit, but rather it was oddly soft and calm. Grinning, Ash tells me to try it a few more times as I keep practising. After a few more strikes I see some notifications come up.

[Lunar Magic is now complete due to gaining an understanding.]

[A Hidden Condition has been met.]

[You learnt Moon Glow.]

[You learnt Star Dust Fist.]

“Alright, with that feeling you’ll be able to start working on more spells or even start making your own. And we finished in just a bit over an hour. Let’s head back to the dorms and get some food, I’m starving!” Now she mentioned it, I too was hungry. Just as Ash starts walking I hear Alice calling out “Kraa!”

Turning and seeing her land on my head, I’m about to ask where she’s been when she pecks my head for attention. With another “Kraa!” she takes off again, circles my head and flies in the direction she came from, before turning and looking at me while flying “Kraa!” feeling an impatience from her, I wondered why she wanted me to follow.

“Seems your Dark Raven wants you to follow. Let’s go! Sounds like fun!” Nodding to Ash’s comment, we walk as we follow Alice through alleyways and streets. After about twenty minutes of walking, I started to pick up on a molten smell, something metal was burning. After a few minutes towards this smell, Ash mentions “Come to think of it, the blacksmith is in this direction. Maybe she found it warm here and wanted to share it with you?” 

Smiling, I thought the same. Alice usually shared things with me, generally it was small stuff like meat I gave her she’d always try to give me a piece, or something she found in my sack. I see her circling an area behind one more set of houses, and as we walk there, I ask Ash a question that was on my mind.

“If you’re a fire magician, couldn’t you heat the air around you to always keep warm?” Stopping, Ash looks at me dumbfounded. After a minute, I feel the heat around me warm up to a nice warm feeling. “Oh my god, I could’ve done this to keep you warm!” Giggling at her comment, I tell her not to worry about it as we keep walking. Turning the corner, I see a large building, smoke billowing out from the windows and chimney. Alice was circling the building, I could hear her “Kraa!” from here as she flew back to me and landed on my head. 

Pecking at my head, Alice looks at the building. Giggling, I picked her up off my head. “Alright alright, we’re here already, let’s go in and see what is getting you all excited.” “Kraa!” Turning to Ash, she smiles and gestures for me to go ahead. Stepping towards the building, I notice that the door is closed, seemingly locked. Before I could say anything, Ash knocked on the door loudly and I heard someone on the other side coming towards the door.

As the door opens, I see a tall, muscly man open the door and look at me with a bit of confusion, before looking at Ash with more confusion. “Miss Cinders, this is an unexpected surprise, did the academy have more business with us?” Smiling, Ash replies “Not today Simon, just visiting with a new student.” 

Pointing at me, Simon looks at me with curiosity and nods. “If that’s the case, a tour is fine. We have a new smithy ourselves, found her outside earlier yesterday. Turns out I may have found a hidden gem, she’s a wiz with the hammer.” 

“My names Simon, nice to meet you.” “I’m Alisha.” I wave my hand in the air as Ash giggles. Stepping aside to let us in, we entered the building, a blast of heat hitting us. 

“Actually, can I submit an order? Now that I think about it, Alisha here doesn’t have any weapons.” Simon nods and grabs a stack of binded paper from his pocket with a piece of thin charcoal and looks at me for a moment and starts writing. 

“Alright, what magic does she use and what's her style of combat?” We continue walking behind Simon as Ash speaks on my behalf. “Lunar and Wind magic. Combat style is close quarters with her fists and legs. Proficiency is high but rough, filled with intent to kill and furious, like a monster.” 

‘She wasn’t wrong about that last part’ I thought to myself as we moved into a huge room, filled with heat. The smell of molten fire was very apparent here, nearly overwhelming me for a moment as I worked to filter the smell. Looking around the room, my eyes land on a very familiar sight. Wearing a sleeveless shirt, holding a hammer in one hand and the other hand holding something down was a girl with long silver hair and matching eyes, soot marks on her face and arms, paying no attention to her surroundings. “Kraa!” Alice pecked me once again, but she didn’t need to tell me. 

[Level 18 Human, Sally]

‘Why is she showing as a human?’ Thinking back to my Status, it did say my race was hidden, was that the case for Sally? Was I also showing as a human? I was about to ask Ash when I realised how silly that question would sound. 

“May I have a look around?” Asking this, I turn to Ash who turns to Simon who in turn nods “Just don’t distract anyone or touch anything. These guys are very picky about the placement of things.” Nodding, I leave the two to talk while I move around, slowly making my way to Sally while letting her finish what she was doing. Soon, I arrive in front of her, she had yet to notice me. I was going to stay silent to not distract her when Alice did it for me. “Kraa!”

“Not now Alice, I need to finish this bef-”. Frowning, Sally frowns and suddenly looks up confused. Seeing me she drops her hammer. “Alisha?!” Before I can reply, Alice gives a mighty “Kraa!” Petting Alice, I say “Yup, it’s me. Heya Sally.” Sally runs around the table and pulls me into a tight hug. I can feel people looking at us but I shrug it off and hug Sally back. Pulling away from me, she looks me over before giving me a confused look. Before she could say anything Ash pops out from behind me.

“Oooh, is she your friend Alisha? Nice to meet you, I’m Ash Cinders, something like a mentor to Alisha!” Waving her hand to Sally, she waits for a response while Sally looks even more confused before stuttering out “I-I’m Sally.” Turning to me, Sally asks “Can we talk alone?” 

“No problem, I’ll keep Simon busy, quick head out the back!” Hearing Ash say this, we look at her just as Simon speaks up “It’s fine, Sally said she was lost and couldn’t find her friends. Take her with you, I can’t house her at the moment. Sally, feel free to come here to learn, I’m eager to see what you can do.” Seeing Sally nod, she drags me outside while Ash remains in the blacksmith to give us privacy. 

Finding a spot outside that was quiet, Sally looks at me confused and says “Alisha, why are you showing as human? What happened?” Tilting my head, I say “You’re showing as human to me as well Sally. I think the System is hiding the fact we’re…” Looking around again in case Ash sneaks up on us, I whisper “...hybrids.”

Nodding, Sally thinks for a moment before asking “What happened to you?” Sitting down and patting the spot next to me, Sally sits down as I rest my head on her shoulder. “Well, the story is…”
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“And then we ended up running into you. I’m not sure how Alice knew where you were, but she came straight to me.”

As I finished my story, Sally remained silent for a bit before remarking “Your story is similar to mine. I woke up in an alleyway and was wandering around before I got hungry. For some reason I didn’t thirst for blood but just usual food, but with nowhere to go I just ended up sitting near the blacksmiths since it was warm. Simon found me and I insisted on paying him back when he gave me somewhere to sleep and eat. He even had food for Pup, so he taught me how to hit the metal in a certain pattern.”

Stopping to think for a moment, Sally then continues. “I also got the message from the System about this being a scenario with no rewards. It’s strange though, we’re here to witness yet we can interact with this world. Not to mention we only see their classes and names, we don’t see their race on the System information.”

Taking a moment to digest what Sally said, it was indeed strange. We have no idea how the System, dungeons or this world itself really work, or if things like this are normal or not. After all the years at the heel of humans we barely knew anything, nevermind the System we didn’t even know what a dungeon entails. 

“Well, we’ll find out soon enough, Sally. I plan to relax for a bit and explore this city. I’ve never seen humans living so peacefully, I want to know if Crater is like this…we only ever were mistreated by our handlers afterall.” Feeling Sally rests her head on mine, so doesn’t respond for a bit. 

“I want to find Chloe.” Hearing Sally speak, I didn’t know who she was talking about, but I knew she was from Crater. Thinking about everything we needed to do when we got out wouldn’t help right now, instead I practised my Moon Glow while we sat in silence for a little longer.

***

“You guys seem comfortable. Let’s head back, if we get back too late we won’t get any food.” Seeing Ash walking to us and talking, I nod as Sally and I stand up. “You’re welcome to join us, Sally. I can’t make you a student, but all students can have a plus one in the dorms.”

“Plus one?” Tilting my head, I wonder out loud. Ash explains “Since you’ve been granted the title of student, you can stay in the dorms, and if you want you can have someone living with you.” 

Nodding, Sally speaks up “I need to go fetch Pup, I’ll be right back.” Quickly walking back to the blacksmiths, Ash and I keep practising my Star Dust Fist. I was slowly understanding what type of energy this was, I found it was easy to gather and manipulate. Explaining this to Ash, she told me that it’s due to my mutated Mana Pool and Veins and that she was the same with fire magic. Seeing Sally return after about ten minutes, we walked back to the academy building. 

Arriving back, we entered the building I had left previously, and we headed to a hall that had a lot of delicious smells coming from it. There were a lot of tables and people sitting at them, it was crowded. Grabbing our hands, Ash led the way, drawing some attention but most ignored us. There were people with bonded monsters of their own around here as well. We found an empty table and sat down as Ash tapped the table.

Soon, someone arrived with plates of food hovering in front of them, and with a wave of their hand the food neatly landed on our table. “Dig in guys, we can get more if you’re still hungry.” Without waiting, Ash started eating as we followed suit, giving some to Pup and Alice. However, just as we got halfway through eating when a sound silenced everyone.

*Ding*

It wasn’t loud, but I could hear it clearly, the sound of a bell ringing once. The entire hall went silent, like they were waiting for something…”One ding, potential threat approaching.” Whispering this to us, I realised we must’ve looked confused. Then a second sound went out.

*Ding*

“Two bell chimes…monster tide. We’ll be called as reinforcements if anything bad happens.” Saying this, the hall picks up in noise again as Ash reaches for more food…

*Ding*

Ash freezes…the entire hall does. Including the silence, everyone had stopped moving. Looking at Ash, she was wide eyed, not saying a word this time. In that silence where you could hear a pin drop came the final sound.

*Ding*

Standing at such a speed that it was like she was standing the entire time, Ash looks at both of us and grabs our hands. “Four chimes..The Order is here.” Without another word, Ash drags us out of our seats as we pick up Pup and Alice with our free hands and move quickly through the now panicked hall of people.

“I need to get you two underground where it's safe. The Order of the Crimson God will likely raze this city to the ground…I’m sorry, I can’t protect you two. The least I can do is get you somewhere that they hopefully won’t find…”

Hearing the panic instead of the cheerful voice I’ve gotten used to over the last few hours, I knew that this threat frightened her deeply. Is this what the System brought us here to witness? We hadn’t found the other three yet, they could still be out there.

“Believe in them for now Alisha, let's focus on getting to safety.” As if she could read my mind, Sally whispered in my ear. Looking into her eyes, I nod as I see her determination. As we made our way outside, it was chaos. People were fleeing in all directions, some were trying to direct the chaos, others pushing each other over in an attempt to run. 

Suddenly, the sky turned a bright crimson. Ash who was guiding us started muttering, more to herself rather than me. “Too quick, they got here too quick. We’re not prepared.” As she was talking, it started raining. I smelled blood, looking at the droplets falling, they were red. Was it raining blood? “Blood rain already, this isn’t a random attack…”

Not knowing what was happening, we arrived in a cramped street, overflowing with people trying to escape. Ash’s face paled even further as she turned to us. Giving us a cramped smile, she started crying. “I’m so sorry, even if we reached the underground they would find you two. I can’t save you.” My mind was still in chaos, a moment ago we were eating, now we were being told we were facing death.

“Ash, what’s going on?” Sally speaks up as she keeps a tight hold on Pup. Biting her lip, she explained quickly. “The Order has been destroying towns and cities, slaughtering everything in their path, all in the name of their God, the Blood God. They are trying to summon Him, believing He requires a large amount of sacrifices and fresh blood. But this is too quick, the last time they attacked a city was nowhere near Zalus.”

Not knowing what to say, I heard loud sounds, explosions and the sounds of fighting approaching us. It hasn’t even been twenty minutes yet the sounds were within ear shot already. Looking around, I see citizens who have never levelled once, children clinging to their parents crying, frightened out of their minds, people who’ve collapsed and have expressions like they had already given up.

The scene in front of me showed how these humans…these people were so weak, they couldn’t change their fates now, it was too late. I couldn’t fault them, not everyone wanted to fight or put their lives at risk. Feeling an incredible sadness at this scene I wondered why I was feeling like this. Was it because my monster side was locked by the System…or did I see myself and other hybrids in these people who may die to something they can not fight against.

“I have…I have to leave, I have to try and fight.” Looking unwilling, like she would rather do anything but leave, Ash said this to us. While I’ve only known her for a few hours, I had already started liking her, she was rather kind to me. I knew what this moment was, however. This was what the System brought us here to witness. 

“Let me join you.” Saying this to Ash, I look at her in the face and step forward, Sally doing the same thing besides me. I don’t know what would happen if we were to die here, but looking at the levels of people around us being unknown, I knew we would have no chance of survival. Might as well fight instead of waiting for our deaths.

“No, you guys focus on surviving. It’s not that I don’t understand the feeling of wanting to fight, but I can’t fight with others around me, I’d incinerate you both to nothing. No, the two of you have something more important. When you return to these city ruins in the futur-” Flicking her head up, she stares at something behind us and pushes the two of us behind her as she stops talking. Looking where she was staring, there was a hooded figure wielding a large scythe. 

[Level ??? Master of the Blood Scythe, ???]

Before I could speak, I felt a sudden pain around my abdomen, Ash looked back at Sally and I in horror…and looked past us. Trying to turn my head I found I couldn’t. I fall forward, but my legs don’t go with me. What…what just happened? Blinking, my vision went dark as I heard Ash scream.

Blinking again, I was standing near where I was, behind Ash, I saw Sally standing next to me who was looking behind her. Turning, I saw a sight that I could never forget. All the people that were crammed into the street trying to escape were dead, cut in half at the waist. Women, children, men, it didn’t matter who or what, no one was moving. None of them had a chance, I couldn’t even tell what killed us.

Looking down I saw my own body, with Alice’s corpse in my hands. Was I dead? I felt Alice in my hands as I lifted them. She looked real, “Kraa!” she saw me, I’m not sure if she understood what was happening.

“Ash?” Hearing Sally call out to Ash, I turn to look at Ash, but she doesn’t seem to hear us. Watching her, she was fighting the unnamed hooded figure, a hand to her stomach that was bleeding heavily. Even though she hadn’t escaped the attack, she survived it. Watching in horror, it seemed like neither of them could see us, both Sally and I witnessed Ash fighting and losing, on the backfoot constantly. Even with her level as another ???, she couldn’t stand a chance.

No, she was holding herself back. I see, her magic would burn everything around her, she didn’t want to possibly kill those around her…if any survived. Slowly, she was injured over and over, I could see the tears in her eyes, fear showing itself, she knew she would die here. We could do nothing but watch. 

Was this how the world outside of Crater was? One moment it was peaceful, I was learning magic and just found Sally, and in the next moment this…complete chaos. Could one die at the flick of one's wrist, just like we had.

As we watch Ash fire off another flame orb at the scythe, who simply knocked it away with one hand, he disappears in the next second, reappearing behind Ash. Brandishing his weapon and putting on his back, I looked at Ash…a cut appeared across her abdomen and I watched, unable to look away even though I wanted to, as the top half of her slowly fell back while the bottom fell forward.

“M-master, I-I’m sorry, I f-failed them.”

Still unable to look away from her, I wanted to move to her side but before I could do it my vision changed again, I was watching over the old man I had met earlier. Jin, Ash’s Master, was surrounded by enemies, he was missing an arm, spikes surrounded him as did demolished buildings. There were humans, dead all around the scene. Not far from him was the wall around the city, a massive gap was there, the edges still smoking. Standing here, he is attempting to prevent them from entering the city but he was unable to. From that gap in the wall, thousands of other humans were charging through.


I watch once again in terror as Jin lets out a mighty shout, slamming his hand to the ground as the earth around him cracked and shook, spikes thicker than me shooting out the ground in a massive circle around him, impaling enemies, while some dodged or just outright ignored the spikes. They moved in and kept attacking Jin, slowly reaching him and attacking, over and over, wounds of all kinds from swords to claw marks appearing all over him. From behind him, someone jumped from his shadow and swung a sword at his neck, and just as I saw the blade start cutting through, my vision jumped once more. 

Janet, the sweet old lady who had taken care of me and Anita, the one who at first frightened me but in the end did treat me right were on their last legs, trying to protect the academy and the people inside. Anita pushes a hand from upwards to downwards as bursts of wind and thunder slam into the enemies surrounding them, cutting them apart with the force of the wind or paralysing them with the lightning. Janet placed a hand on Anita’s shoulder, a white pulsing light surrounding the palm and then surrounding Anita.

Just as Anita started to heal, a sword pierced her heart from behind. I can’t make out what attacked her, trying to stare at the figure caused it to blur. Janet didn’t notice until it was too late, the same happening to her. Feeling my heart being torn apart from these scenes, my vision changed again.

This time, I was standing in the middle of a city, it was nighttime and there were no clouds. Looking around, all I could see were ruins of buildings. Spotting Elizabeth, Gray, Olivia and Sally, they were standing nearby, all of them had pale faces, tears running down everyone's faces, including mine. Looking around, I can see my sack near me, along with the clothing and Elven armour I had worn and taken off before bathing in that...world. I don’t comprehend where I am until the System informs me.

[Dungeon Scenario Completed.

You experienced the last moments of those you came in contact with, those you left an imprint on. The City of Zalus, and by extension the Country, were destroyed by The Order of the Crimson God. Following the attack, The Order failed to accomplish their mission and were finally stopped by what the people of the world refer to as the Hero Party.

You now stand on the ruins of that ancient city of an era long past. One final challenge awaits you.]

Looking up, I see a figure in the distance, unmoving. Too far for me to see, I couldn’t fetch any System information either. Turning my eyes back to the rest of the group, they were just as shaken. Olivia looks at me with some fear in her eyes.

“Alisha…what just happened?”

Shaking my head, I was unable to answer her. Everything had happened so quickly, was that what the world was like? Speaking again, Olivia comments “I’ve never heard of such a thing happening in a dungeon…i-it was so real, the people I spoke to, Henry and the others…” Olivia starts crying into her hands.

No one spoke, no one could. Sitting down I held my knees, trying to distract myself from the images we had just seen. The more I cried, the more anger in my heart started growing. I was angry at myself for being too weak to help, for not doing more. I don’t know why but I couldn’t tell anyone why I was there, I couldn’t warn them! Why did the System show us such a thing…I knew we were there to witness, I knew they could be killed, but to witness them falling one by one. 

Even if it was for a short time, those humans treated me so well. Perhaps it was because they saw me as a human as well thanks to the System, but perhaps it’s a sign that not all humans are like the humans from Crater. They even taught me about true mana and magic, even if it was basic knowledge to them, it was something that I’d remember. Looking into my mana realm, it was still the one they helped me awaken.

Standing back up, feeling an anger surge in me, I noticed quickly that I wasn’t clothed. Was it because I was wearing the blue shirt and pants from that ladies house? I wonder what ever happened to her, was I meant to be her child? Was she trying to find me in those final moments, wanting to see her child one last time? Stopping myself from thinking too deeply about it, I quickly dressed myself and equip my Elven Armor. I had noticed Sally and Elizabeth had some items of clothing missing as they too redressed themselves, while Olivia and Gray still wore what they had before we went wherever we went.

Elizabeth looks around at us and sits down, gesturing for us to do the same. Sitting down as the others slowly did so, no one spoke until Gray broke the silence.

“Th-that was all real, wasn’t it? That wasn’t just a vision…I helped those children, fed them…I watched them all die.” Seeing that Gray had his own experience, I again didn’t know how to respond. No one did. 

“It-it really shows how deadly this world is. People could be killed just like that…cities can fall so quickly. I had thought of warning someone, but something deep within me told me that if I did something terrible would happen.” Hugging her knees, Elizabeth spoke up. “I knew from the start it was likely the city would fall, but for it to happen that quickly and without warning…” 

I know the hidden meaning that was left in her words. If it can happen to people that powerful, then it could happen to us. Using my anger as a stepping stone, I swore that I would become strong enough to protect those that I cared about. To protect the hybrids, my brethren, from their current and future suffering. Standing, I look towards the figure in the distance.

“Let’s finish this dungeon and get stronger. We have a lot to do.” Saying this I start walking forward as everyone else does. Looking at my Status, my Class was still missing. Even if I was Classless right now, I could always get it back. Ash said that it was likely due to my new mana pool and veins that I was not completely used to yet…or it was as she hinted to me, it was the monster within myself. 

Approaching the figure, I start preparing my Star Dust Fist as I start to whirl the wind around me. Not taking interest at how smoothly my magic was being invoked all around me, we arrived near the figure.

[Level 19 True Guardian of the Temple of the Blood God, The Crimson King]

Standing at three metres tall, draped in red and gold armour, a black cape on its back, a crown with gems inserted. A sword at least the same size as it, nearly three metres in length, black hair and red beady eyes that were watching us. Without a word, the Crimson King drew his sword as we all moved to start fighting.

            

    
        Chapter 33 - The Crimson King

    
    
    
    
                Charging at the Crimson King, he simply stands there, looking down on us. Without a word he raises the sword in his hand and swings vertically, aiming at cutting all of us. Using this to my advantage, I push my mana behind me giving me a boost of speed. Ducking under the sword, I quickly step into the Crimson King’s blindspot, pivoting on my foot, I leap towards his head and slam my powered fist into the Crimson King’s head.

Hearing a loud clang sound, I retract my fist and push myself backwards with wind, overdoing it too much and slamming myself into the ground. I wasn’t used to how fast mana was being cast with these new mana veins. Pushing myself up, I look at where I’ve punched and see a dent in his helmet, he was otherwise fine.

Watching the others, Sally had a shield of blood in front of her, like a blood barrier but she was guiding it with a hand in front of her instead of surrounding herself while blocking the sword strikes that were threatening to break through. Gray was nowhere to be seen and Elizabeth was helping stop the sword strikes from the Crimson King.

Seeing an arrow strike at a gap in the helmet, I wait to see what it does and seeing the Guardian seemingly not bothered, I focus on charging both fists with Star Dust and continue striking his armour. As more dents are made, I knew I was having very little effect. From time to time Gray would appear, stabbing into gaps in the armour, drawing a small amount of blood each time. 

Thinking of what to do, I considered asking Elizabeth for a sword, however I wanted to avoid doing that. I didn’t want to rely on other equipment, the teachings from Master Lee and the fact I had a natural affinity for using my fists made me want to rely on myself. Thinking through what I could do, I remember Ash’s words about Lunar magic. It could buff myself or my allies. But how do I do that? I’d need some time to try and figure it out.

Moving to Elizabeth’s side, I say “I need a few minutes.” and seeing her nod I move back to where Olivia is. Olivia nods at me and doesn’t say a word as she focuses on shooting. Closing my eyes, I empty my mind and focus on sensing my Mana Realm. Once again standing on this lake, I look at the stars that indicate my Mana Veins.

“Using moonlight or starlight…do I need to separate them? Does Lunar refer to the night itself or does the word represent the moon or stars.” Breathing in, I knew I didn’t have long to figure this out. The first thing I wanted to try was gathering moonlight and starlight together into my body, into my muscles to empower them. Focusing my mind, even though I was in my Mana Realm, I could feel my physical body on the outside…it was a strange feeling. Focusing on gathering moonlight and then starlight into myself, I push my mana from outwards towards myself.. 

Not succeeding with both energies, I open my eyes and frown. Breathing and calming myself, I attempt the second method. Taking only moonlight into myself, I instead don’t use mana from outside but the mana that exists within those muscles. Feeling something different, I put more power into drawing in the moonlight into my body. Feeling a strength welling it, it suddenly dissipates as quickly as it came. 

Changing tactics, I gather starlight instead, however the same thing happens. Opening my eyes, I consider why it wasn’t working, maybe trying both would work. Taking a breath, I close my eyes again and this time I gather both moonlight and starlight together. 

Feeling that strength return, this time my muscles feel lighter with a calm power within them. Since I was in a rush, I didn't feel it across my body, however seeing the notification from the System I knew I had succeeded, at least partially.

[Lunar Blessing of the Fighter (Incomplete)

You can bless an individual with the power of Lunar Magic, granting them 10% extra Strength and Agility. 

Mana Cost: 1,000]

Pulling myself from my Mana Realm, I felt power within my body. Opening my eyes, I look at the fight as nothing had changed, the Guardian still appears to be bored with the fight while the most damage we have done is some scratches.

“Alisha.” Glancing at Olivia she whispers “Be careful. The Guardian is barely trying yet we have not done any significant damage. It’s likely he is much stronger than we think. Tread carefully.” Nodding to her, I return to the fight. Thinking it through, the only one I could use this ability on would be Gray, the mana cost would be significant and I don’t know how long it’ll last. I still needed mana for myself so using it all is not an option.

Arriving at the Guardian, I once again power my fists with Star Dust, this time I felt the power gather fast. Without giving it thought, I launch myself at the Crimson King and punch into his shoulder. This time, instead of a small dent, my fist slams into the armour causing a huge dent to appear, the metal sinking into the flesh and muscles. For the first time, the Guardian looks at me seemingly surprised as he strikes out with his sword. 

Blowing myself upwards, I dodge the sword and throw energy into my leg. Thinking quickly, I try to gather starlight energy into the leg, and finding that it worked, I push wind behind me, speeding towards the head of the Crimson King. Striking with my leg, which was now a light rosy colour, I lash out my Lashing Fire Kick at the helmet, hitting true and once again seeing the helmet dent as a fire sprung up on the flesh not protected by the helmet. 

Due to the impact, the Crimson King stumbles sideways, landing on one knee. Not letting this chance slide, Sally and Elizabeth move in. Gray reappears as he aims at the back of the Guardian’s neck. Seeing Gray, I emulate the feeling of drawing in moon and star light and direct it at Gray instead. Pushing my palm towards him, I gather mana to combine it with Lunar magic and release it. An orb of silvery white appears in front of my palm, a soothing and calming feeling coming from it and moves to Gray.

Hitting Gray, the orb very quickly is absorbed by him, and a faint glow surrounds him. Seeing Gray show a surprised face for a moment, I saw the System saying that I had provided Gray with Lunar Blessing. With the new strength, Gray stabs downwards, stabbing through the armour and piercing the neck of the Crimson King deeply. Howling, the Crimson King recovers and a blast of red energy pushes us all back.

“Foolish mortals. You dare defy the Blood God? Deal with these pests. Arise” 

Holding a hand out, a red glow pulses from below the Crimson King as it spreads outwards for a hundred metres before disappearing. Hearing the ground shift, I look around. Dozens of skeletons and aberrations appear, surrounding us completely. Looking at them, I felt my heart sink slightly.

[Level 16 Reanimated Skeleton Warrior]

[Level 15 Blood Stained Construct]

The Crimson King wasn’t done. Grabbing the sword with both hands, he tugs both hands as the sword separates, somehow becoming two smaller swords. A visible red aura surrounds him as the enemies around us approach. With the level difference, I felt confident I could handle two or three of them at one time, however there were a lot more than that. 

Guessing there were around twenty or more, I looked at Sally who looked towards me at the same time. Nodding her head, I knew she would handle the Guardian. Breaking from the group, I approach a skeleton, throwing out a Lashing Fire Kick, smashing it to pieces. 

Seeing the Blood Stained Constructs, I aimed at the spot where the Blooded Heretics had those rocks. Punching through, I felt my fist crack something within it, causing it to flow into a pool of blood. Is this the difference in levels or was it the lunar blessing. Or a combination of both at the same time? Continuing on, I keep my attacks up as I’m surrounded, and feeling a sword strike my back that I couldn’t dodge.

Feeling the cut on my back, I knew it wasn’t deep but I was surrounded and I couldn’t kill more than one at a time, with a bit of risk I could maybe do two. As I kept going, each time I killed something I was struck by a sword or grabbed by one of the constructs, causing a blotch of corrosion to appear on my skin. Gritting my teeth, I dealt with the pain, I knew I could be healed by Olivia afterwards. 

Hearing another roar from the Crimson King, I do my best to ignore it as I start feeling the blessing within me wearing off. Blocking another grab with my arm, I break the construct’s core with the opening, spin and kick out at another skeleton. I was starting to feel light headed, not from mana exhaustion but from pain and fatigue. I had yet to rest since seeing that moment…

Seeing an arrow fly past me into the chest and core of a construct, I knew Olivia had been freed up. She would’ve been surrounded too, however her capabilities in close combat was next to none. Knowing this meant either Elizabeth or Gray had helped her, I kept going as they would arrive shortly. 

Knocking away a sword with my arm, I had noticed my ability to dodge these strikes was getting less and less. I wasn’t doing well with dodging, there were so many attacks coming at me from every direction, making it hard to dodge. I need to practise what I was taught. Before I could turn around, I smelled Elizabeth behind me as a crunching sound came out. Knowing that whatever struck me was done in by her, I focused on the enemies around me. 

Breathing in, I gather my mana and blast out a weak frontal Wind Explosion, pushing everything in front of me off balance. Moving in quickly, I punch out on both sides, hitting the cores of two constructs, and move to the next enemy on my left as Gray appears to my right. Finishing the enemies before they could recover, I turn and see Elizabeth has also finished.

Moving back towards Sally while ignoring my injuries, I see she has her own fair share of injuries. Blood splattered on the ground around her, likely from her blood barriers. It wasn’t in vain, she had done injuries to the Guardian too. It wasn’t much, but there were cracks in his armour and his helmet was knocked off. A slash across his face indicated Sally had done well. 

As Gray, Elizabeth and I return to our original positions, we keep our attacks up, weaker now due to losing the blessing and our injuries, however there was now a big open weakspot exposed to us. Launching myself at the Crimson Kings head, I connect Star Dust Punches one after another. Cracking sounds ring out punch after punch as the Guardian gets angrier. Pushing myself back, I watch as the Crimson King drops a sword, turns to me and grabs me.

Struggling to get out of his grip as it strengthens, I feel my bones creaking. Lifting me upwards, he throws me at the ground, hard. Wrapping myself with wind magic in haste, I hit the ground and feel severe pain down the left side of my body. Letting out a groan of pain, I get up and look down at my left arm and side. My shoulder was out of place and a bone was sticking out of my forearm. Gritting my teeth, I push the bone back in with a slight scream of pain.

Finding Olivia at the back, I made my way over to her as quickly as I could. Stumbling to her, she turns to look at my injuries and puts her bow to the side. “I’ll heal your arm and leg, I can’t heal everything right now. Next time, use your wind to fly over or something.” When she mentions the part of using wind to fly, I feel a bit dumbstruck…I saw Anita do that, couldn’t I? Leaving a mental note to try it once we leave this place, I sit still while watching everyone fight.

Seeing Alice flying high above not able to do much, I found myself missing her being on my head while we fought. It was simply too dangerous, if she were to be caught up with me when I was slammed just now she would’ve been hurt. Feeling a pat from Olivia, a signal to indicate she was done, I moved back to the fight, and just as I do the Crimson King explodes with anger.

“Enough!”

A force erupts from him as those close to him are blown back. At this moment, he swung downwards towards Sally who wasn’t prepared. Watching in horror, he slices through her chest, blood spurting from the wound. Looking at the cut, I could see it was deep, but not fatal, she had stepped back at the last second. However, the wound would mean Sally was defenceless, or so I thought.

In the next moment, an overwhelming bloodthirst erupts from her, and the normally emotionless toned Sally suddenly screamed in anger “YOU BASTARD.” Two silver horns burst from her forehead, slightly curved back, black bat-like wings appearing behind her as her fangs grew in size. Her skin turned paler as she held a palm towards the Crimson King, all the blood spilled during this size rushes to her, initially surrounding her then moving in front of her palm.

All of the blood swirls in front of the palm and forms into a circle of symbols, rotating slowly. With a roar, Sally yells in anger once again “BLOOD ERUPTION” as the circle of symbols launches itself at the Crimson King, slamming into his chest. At first, nothing happened. The Crimson King steps forward, raising a sword above his head, ready to strike. Then it happened.

Boiling blood erupted out from every orifice. Nose, mouth, ears, eyes, if it had an opening he was bleeding from it. Spitting up more blood, the Guardian didn’t move. “KICK HIS ARSE” hearing Elizabeth shout this, we all moved in, attacking any and everywhere we could reach while the Guardian struggled to recover.

Sally flapped her wings and lunged at the Crimson King’s neck, sinking her teeth into it. I knew it was very likely she wasn’t thinking straight, so I moved to protect her as the Crimson King started moving his hands to get her off. Arriving at her side, I could see her madly drinking while swinging off his neck. Fending off one of the hands, I see Gray appear next to her while he kicks a hand away as well. 

Landing, I keep punching into the armour protecting the Crimson King’s chest while dealing with the weakened sword strikes or hand grabs towards Sally. He was getting weaker the longer we stalled, I have no idea what type of blood magic Sally had used, but it had been extremely effective. 

“S-stop you heathens! By the name of the Blood God, I command you to stop!” Hearing a panic in his voice, I kept moving my injured body faster, my attacks became slightly weaker as a result, so I started aiming for his head once more. Using another blessing on Gray, he used it to his advantage and was slowly cutting through one of the Crimson King’s arms.

After a few more minutes, the Guardian drops to his knees, face pale from the loss of blood, Sally was not stopping or even slowing down. It’s like she was a bottomless pit, or maybe the blood was going into healing her wound. An arrow strikes true into the eye of the Crimson King, while Elizabeth swung and cut into his neck, opposite of Sally. 

“I-i am h-his Majesty's c-chosen one…you c-can’t do this to me.” In a final struggle, he roars and a surge of energy erupts from him, but it doesn’t change anything, Sally at this point has dug her claws in, refusing to let go. Tumbling back, I surge my wind once again and block the hand that tried to grab Sally with a Lashing Fire Kick. Feeling fatigue digging deeply, I held my ground, protecting Sally.

Soon, Elizabeth and Olivia hit their marks, an arrow burrowing deeply into the Crimson King’s forehead and Elizabeth’s sword cutting through his skull. A moment of silence followed, only interrupted by the sounds of Sally gulping, then the Crimson King finally fell.

Falling onto my back, I felt relief, it was over, we were done with the dungeon. I was covered in corroded spots of flesh, cuts on every part of my body except the left arm and leg. Hearing Sally walk over, I see her monster transformation come undone, she hadn’t healed at all, the bleeding had stopped however. Olivia came to our sides, and looking at Elizabeth and Gray, they weren’t any better. We were all injured, the most extreme case was Sally.

Seeing an explosion of notifications from the System, I made sure Sally was okay first before I started looking through them.

[You have defeated The Crimson King. Received 30,000xp]

[You have levelled to 19!]

[The monster within is nearly awake.]

[Dungeon Performance Rating: S+]

[You have conquered the True Route of a Dungeon. This is an achievement most do not reach. You have earned the Unique Title: Aspiring Hero.]

[Aspiring Hero: Gain 10% extra stat points per level.]

[A Hidden Condition has been met.]

[You have conquered the True Route of the Temple of the Blood God. You have received the Talent: Reinvigorated Blood.]

[Reinvigorated Blood: Provides a rank increase to toughness.]

[Toughness increased to F]

[Quest Blood for the Blood God has been completed. Calculating rewards, Dungeon Performance Rating: S+.

Rewards available.]

[You may not enter a dungeon for six months.]

Mentally preparing myself for the feeling of my monsters trying to take over, there was nothing. Frowning, I checked my Status and saw Demonic Fox Awakening at 99.99%. One more level and it’ll likely be 100%. Looking at the other notifications, I notice one in particular.

Title? Not understanding this term, I checked my Status but nothing showed, perhaps this was something that would only show up at Level 20. Sitting up, I requested the rewards.

[Gained 50,000xp!

Crystallised Tear of the Moon Goddess

Tome of Basic Knowledge]

[Level 20 is available.]

Seeing the two items appear before me, I pick up a small blue gem, the size of my fingernail. 

[Crystallised Tear of the Moon Goddess.

A Tear from the Moon Goddess, said to be shed from the loss of her son. Keep this on your person.

Grade: S+]

Not sure what the purpose of this was, I did as the System said and put it in my skirt pocket. Picking up the Tome again, I had an idea of what I wanted to ask of this. Since it would revolve around building a new home for the Hybrids, I decided to leave it for now, I’ll ask the others later.

Seeing Olivia come over, I see she too is level 19. She was higher level than us before we came in, meaning she would also have level 20 available. Looking around, everyone was level 19, meaning all of us should be able to level to 20. Deciding it would be best to leave it till we return home, Olivia finishes healing me slightly, enough to return home and let my natural healing take over.

Once Olivia finished treating everyone, I stood to find a place to rest just as I received another message from the System.

[Returning you to the dungeon’s entrance. As the Temple of the Blood God’s True Route has been conquered, this dungeon will be mutated into a new one.]

Seeing a flash of light, I blink and see we’re near the doors of the dungeons in the first room. Seeing everyone else around me, I look at the first room once more. It was barren, no blood or monsters, just the empty pool with the staircase leading down. We’ve gotten a lot from here, and learnt a lot about the world outside of Crater. Checking on everyone else, we move towards the doors of the dungeon and leave.

            

    
        Chapter 34 - Level 20

    
    
    
    
                Exiting the dungeon, it was nighttime. Usually I would be concerned about this situation, but my mind was elsewhere. I still saw the images of the people of Zalus, being massacred so easily with no way to stop it from happening. Ash’s last moments of fighting, trying her best not to burn everything around her as she fought, being cut down. Even though I only knew her for a short moment, she was kind. Would she have treated me differently if she knew I was half monster and human?

Not wanting to think about these things anymore, I look around, the usually empty field was filled with monsters of various levels, the highest I could make out was 17. Turning around to look at the Temple of the Blood God, I saw that the doors had disappeared, in its place was a solid void-black wall. The System showed me something unexpected.

[This dungeon is undergoing mutation and is no longer accessible at this time.]

I was tired of not knowing enough about this world and the System. Wanting to go back to our resting spot and take a bath and sleep, I look at the others who looked just as exhausted. “Should we just return now?” Asking this question of everyone, Elizabeth and Sally nod as Olivia and Gray just sort of shrugged. Taking that as they weren’t bothered either way, we started moving towards where we came from, where the Orb of Salus was awaiting us.

Moving carefully through the field, a lot of monsters either avoided us or ignored us, while some attacked us. Not bothering to take the time to gather meat, we ended up just dragging the monsters we got back with us, none were able to pose a threat to us as long as we did not fight too many at a time. Remembering back when I was level 3 in a dungeon, I was shocked at how much power I’ve gained in comparison to back then. Thinking to test my strength on either wood or a boulder later, we kept moving.

Seeing the plateau in the distance, we speed up a bit, all of us eager to rest, with no one really willing to talk. Those memories were still fresh in my mind, a sight like that was something I did not want to see, and the same was likely for the others.

Arriving near the plateau there were no enemies around, we slowly ascended the plateau and after a short walk arrived where the orb was somewhat hidden behind the rocks and wood. Without a wood, I put my sack down, lay down and fall asleep without a word. 

***

Waking up thanks to the light of day hitting me, I slowly get up and peer around. It was nearly the end of the daylight already. I see Gray cooking, Alice was sitting on his head, Olivia was checking her equipment. Sally, Pup and Elizabeth were missing. Getting up, I greet the two and head towards the lake. Seeing no one else here, I take my time bathing while thinking of our next move. Levelling to 20 is a priority, we can do that at any time. The next steps would depend on what everyone wants to do.

Thinking of our next step after getting to level 20, we had some options. Storm into Crater and demand the freedom of Hybrids. Thinking about this, it was not a good idea. We’d need to either bring them all back here or remain in Crater, both had their pros and cons, the best way forward would be to slowly migrate them here.

We could always massacre the city of Crater, leaving only the Hybrids, but I don’t want to kill those that weren’t involved in enslaving our kind. I don’t mind slaughtering those in power that had a hand in everything, but the humans living innocently didn’t deserve that, we’d be no better than The Order. 

Coming up with a few ideas, I planned to discuss it with everyone after we levelled to 20. Getting out, I dry myself off, reclothe and put my armour back on. Taking my time on the way back, I explored a bit while thinking of what we needed to house Hybrids if we were to bring them back here. Food is an obvious one, while monster meat was fine we do also have the seeds that Elizabeth brought back.

Water was easily obtained, there is a river with fresh water here. The only other things were shelter and clothing. Hybrids were given scraps to wear, the humans hated seeing Hybrids naked so they clothed us with the bare minimum effort. Next was helping them level up, doing that with a few Hybrids would be easy, but the amount of Hybrids in Crater was in the thousands, with more being born daily. 

Scratching one of my ears on top of my head, the road ahead was complicated, it wasn’t something I could just punch either, I wasn’t good at handling things like this. Sally and Gray would be in the same position, we didn’t have the experience in looking after so many people. Elizabeth might have that experience, it was unlikely for Olivia to know anything as well. Well, the best move was to take it easy.

Arriving back at the campsite an hour later, Sally and Elizabeth had returned and were eating with Gray and Olivia. Sitting down, I grab some food as Sally speaks.

“Lets level to 20 now, it’ll be best to do so sooner rather than later.” Raising her hand, Elizabeth spoke.

“I don’t know much about level 20, from what I’ve heard the System apparently changes, to what extent I do not know. However, rumours in Crater say that level 20 is a huge step up in terms of power. It was said those that hit level 20 could destroy boulders with a single blow, or defeat monsters lower level than them with a swipe of their hand.”

Listening to this, I couldn’t help but feel gloomy. I remember the power Jin and Anita had shown in their final moments. Within a single breath, Jin had surrounded everything near him with spikes, killing hundreds within a breath, those who were much higher level than we were. We needed to surpass that power to truly be able to stand against any threat.

“Let's do it in turns. We don’t know what this entails and we need to prepare in case Sally, Gray or I lose control. Elizabeth and I go first, then Olivia and Gray and finally Sally. Sally had the best control over her monster side, Gray is similar, only I…”

Not finishing my sentence, I worried about what was going to happen. Sitting next to me, Elizabeth pats my shoulder. “It’ll be fine. Don’t be scared, that monster side of you is a part of you. We’ll still accept you, even if you change.” Pursing my lips, I look down and take a breath.

“Shall we just proceed now?” Elizabeth asked this to the rest of the group, I nod and see the others doing the same. Getting up, Elizabeth sits a bit away, guessing this was to prevent anything from conflicting, I look at the others and nod. Closing my eyes, I whisper the words that may change my life.

“System level to 20.”

[Level 20 process underway.]

[Detected Alisha as a Demonic Fox and Human Hybrid. Evolution is possible.]

[Before the System can continue, Alisha must face her inner monster.]

[Demonic Fox Awakening skill has risen to 100%.]

[You must face the monster within.]

Feeling a tug in my mind, I found myself in a grassy plain, a familiar sight…it was Hound Hell. All around me were people fighting…Hybrids, this was the day…the day Alice died. Feeling something within me rising, an anger so hot I wanted to release it, a bloodthirst so hungry it wanted to feast and a sadness so deep I wanted to crawl into a ball. Conflicted with emotions, I found Alice as the Hound pounced at her, biting into her shoulder. Watching from a distance, I see a younger version of myself running towards Alice, panic in her eyes.

[Sally’s PoV]

Seeing the two close their eyes, I knew that whatever process there was had begun. Keeping my eyes on Alisha, I hoped everything was going well with her. Gray, who was next to me, was also keeping an eye on Alisha. All of a sudden, a deep red aura erupts around her as her tail grows out, a deep bloodthirst coming from her. We knew this was possible, and unless it started going on a rampage, we would not interfere.

As the aura strengthened, a new more calm aura came out, a light silver aura started pushing the red aura back, slowly until both were about equal. Alisha’s hair came out of its ponytail and started floating like it was picked up in the wind. Gripping my arm, I hoped that she wouldn’t change from this.

[Alisha’s PoV]

Seeing Gerald stab into Alice’s chest, anger welled up in me. I had nearly forgotten how I felt at this moment, powerless to do anything to prevent her death or get revenge for this human killing her. A voice speaks near me.

“Good, remember that feeling, the pain humans have inflicted on us is deep. We Hybrids have suffered for generations, all to fuel these disgusting humans, we have always suffered at their hands. Never strong enough to change it from happening.”

I didn’t need to turn to know who spoke, but I did anyway. Standing there within arms reach was me, the other me. Red eyes that glowed with anger, a tail that was waving in hatred, this was my monster side. Something I couldn’t accept, in this moment I found I couldn’t disagree with it.

“You reject me, I do not reject you. You are me, and I am you. You can not deny this.”

“I’m nothing like you, I don’t want to mindlessly kill.”

“You never needed to. Kill those that threaten us, that’s all you need to do.”

Watching as a hound pounced towards Alice’s corpse, the scene ended, and another appeared. I saw myself, much younger this time, when I was first brought out of the cells that they kept Hybrids in for years after birth. I was dragged into a pit, my job was to bury Hybrids that had died. It was a deep pit, on the far edge of the slums, near where monsters would approach.

This was a moment in my life I had repressed. Memories resurfaced of times where they would throw Hybrids into the pit, and I along with others were forced to dig graves for them. Many times there were those that were still alive, weak and unable to move, they were killed in front of us. I didn’t understand when I was first forced to work there, but I had met Alice here. 

She taught me about what was happening, how to feel about it. She taught me a lot, in hindsight it was very little, but for me at this time it was a lot. Watching scenes of times humans slaughtered Hybrids like they were nothing in front of the younger me, the scene changed again.

This time, it was the massacre in front of the gates of the mutated dungeon, Cerberus’s Domain. There was no need for this to happen, they could’ve simply killed us and made their way back. Instead, we were used as entertainment, forced to kill one another in the hope that we made it back to Crater. I still don’t understand why this needed to happen.

I watched as Thomas cut me down, and my monster side came out for the first time. Seeing me use my claws to decapitate Thomas’s head, I was oddly calm and even a bit happy to see it. 

“Don’t reject that feeling. We killed an enemy that day, there is no need for remorse.”

Biting my lip, I knew I couldn’t reject it, in fact I was glad this happened. If I hadn’t awoken my inner monster, Thomas would’ve killed me. Watching as I drink his blood and tear flesh off his body, I barely react. Wasn’t this natural, to devour my enemies for food. Seeing Sally move in, she strikes me with the pummel of her sword, forcing the transformation to end.

Once again, the scene changed, I was fighting the humans after escaping from the labyrinth. Seeing as I pierce the heart of one of the hunters, I saw my eyes. I may have been drunk at this moment, but my eyes were full of excitement, excited about finally killing a human. I saw myself turn to look at Gerald, recalling I wanted to kill him at this moment. Torture him for a bit before devouring him. That same feeling welled up in me.

“And why shouldn’t we devour him. He caused us pain, he took Alice from us. Hate him. Hate the humans like him, kill them all. We will devour them.”

Feeling the anger in me boil, I close my eyes, knowing she…I was saying the truth. 

“I’m afraid…I’ve always been afraid of you. I don’t want to change, to become someone else.”

“I am you. You’re simply just repressing me. I, you, simply want to survive. I see no reason to lose all rationale either, that is something I, you, would fall to if you became too emotional.”

I knew that was the truth as well.

“Sally, Gray, they both don’t lose control in their monster forms. They accept themselves, you’re afraid because you might change. Did Sally change or become afraid when she started to need blood? Gray gained courage after accepting his true side. Only you seem to be this afraid.”

I knew now why I was so adamant of rejecting the monster side of me. I was afraid of not being me anymore. I knew that was a lie, I was always repressing the bloodthirst, there was no monster side, it was just me. It was another side of me that I kept repressed, I would need to discover who I truly was.

Slowly, I accepted this other me. I wasn’t as afraid as I once was. Reaching my hand out, I say “Maybe I’ll change, or I’ll become different, but that is something I’ll accept. I won’t repress myself anymore.”

The other me smiles, reaches out and takes my hand as I feel something within become freed.

[You have accepted your inner monster.]

[A Hidden Condition has been met.]

[Evolution is possible, checking Hidden Conditions.]

[The following Hidden Conditions have been met:


	Killed a Mutated Guardian in a Dungeon solo

	Be on the brink of death

	Mutated Mana Pool and Veins (Lunar Mana)

	Gained an understanding of your True Nature Magic, Lunar Magic

	Completed the True Route of a Dungeon

	Accepted your true self



Due to these achievements, you will be offered more evolution paths.]

[Identifying potential evolution paths.]

[Evolution paths available:

Eclipse Fox [A+] - 100% Compatibility

Lunar Shadow Fox [A] - 70% Compatibility

Lunar Wind Fox [A-] - 70% Compatibility

Ascended Human [B+] - 50% Compatibility

Hellfire Fox [B] - 30% Compatibility

Wind Spirit [E] - 20% Compatibility]

Seeing the choices before me, I elect for Eclipse Fox, as it is the most compatible according to the System. 

[Eclipse Fox has been chosen.]

[Due to the energy within the Crystallised Tear of the Moon Goddess, the evolution path has been upgraded.]

[Evolving Alisha to Mystic Lunar Fox.]

A drowsiness overcame me, embracing it, I fell into a deep slumber. 

***

[Sally’s PoV]

As I watched Alisha, the auras around her slowly stopped fighting for control and began merging together. It has been three hours at this point, and only now was the situation with her starting to calm down. Looking at the stars above, I was worried about my promotion to level 20. Just as I was thinking this, I saw a strange sight.

The moon and stars suddenly brightened, so bright it gave more light than usual. As soon as it happened it stopped, I would’ve missed it if I blinked or wasn’t looking up. Looking at Gray, he was looking around with a frown. Before we could say anything, Alisha started to glow. Looking at her I could tell this wasn’t Moon Glow. The glow was growing brighter, and from under her a cocoon slowly formed upwards. 

After a few minutes, it covered her completely, a silver cocoon. Feeling a lot of energy coming from it, I wondered what was happening. Looking at Elizabeth, nothing like this is happening to her. Looking closely at the cocoon, I saw imprints on it, imprints of stars and moons, like someone beautifully crafted it. Hoping this was a good thing for Alisha, I returned to waiting.

[Alisha’s PoV]

I am floating, surrounded by stars with a moon above me, I am just floating in this space. I felt at peace here, a peace I’ve never felt, like nothing bad would ever happen here. I felt energy from the moon and stars slowly entering me, I couldn’t explain how or why, but I knew this energy was slowly changing me from within.

Unlike the ritual to give me my mana back, this was not painful but calming and relaxing. Closing my eyes, I let myself drift. After some time, I felt a hand caress my face, and opening my eyes I saw for a brief moment a smiling woman with white silky hair, matching eyes, and a beauty that left me stunned. Blinking, I no longer saw her. Wondering if I truly saw her, I look around and see the stars slowly fading as their energy disappeared.

Looking at the moon, it had grown dim as well and after a few minutes, it slowly disappeared, as did the stars surrounding me, leaving me in complete darkness. Closing my eyes as I felt a tug, I saw the System messages come up.

[Evolution to Mystic Lunar Fox completed.]

[Race: Mystic Lunar Fox.

Grade: S+

A rare and unique monster form, this monster has been blessed by the Moon Goddess and possesses unmatched strength at night.

You gain +1 Stat rank to Intelligence and Agility. 

Your Lunar Mana Talent now increases all Lunar type magic by 25%. Reduces the strength of other magic by 15%.

You gain additional strength at night, +20% to all stats during night. You will be weakened during the day, -20% to all stats during the daytime.

You have a stronger affiliation with Lunar magic.]

Reading all of this made me feel a bit lost. I would be weaker during the day, meaning I’d need to rely on others, but in turn I would be a lot stronger at night. Looking at the next lot of prompts, I see more messages from the System.

[You are now Level 20.]

[Stats have been updated to display Stat points. Stat rank determines growth of Stat Points per level.]

[You can now see Talents.]

[System now provides more information.]

[Class Up conditions have been met. 

Previous Class: Demonic Dancing Fox Fighter.

New Class: Lunar Fist of the Wind.]

[Lunar Fist of the Wind: Uses the powers of Lunar and Wind Magic to empower you. Provides +1 Stat Rank to Strength.

You have a stronger affiliation for Wind Magic]

Feeling overwhelmed by the changes that have occurred, I request my Status and am shocked by what I see.





	
Status

Alisha, the Aspiring Hero




	Race:
	Mystic Lunar Fox



	Level:
	20



	Experience:
	0/100,000



	Class: 
	Lunar Fist of the Wind



	Class Level:
	1



	Class Exp: 
	1,000/50,000

















	
Stats

Alisha, the Aspiring Hero




	Strength:
	F+
	80



	Agility:
	C-
	
210 (+100)





	Intelligence:
	F+
	100



	Toughness:
	F
	50

















	
Magic

Alisha, the Aspiring Hero




	Lunar Magic:
	Wind Magic:
	Lightning Magic (Incomplete):



	Moon Glow
	Wind Explosion
	None



	Star Dust Fist
	Gale Armour
	 



	Lunar Blessing (Incomplete)
	 
	 



	 
	 
	 



	 
	 
	 

















	
Skills and Talents


Alisha, the Aspiring Hero




	Skills
	Talents



	Lashing Fire Kick
	Lunar Mana



	Drunken Brawler
	 



	True Monster Release
	 



	 
	 



	 
	 



	 
	 














 

Blinking, I don’t see my health or mana. Just as I think of where to find them, they appear quickly before disappearing.

[Health: 1,000/1,000

Lunar Mana: 12,000/12,000]

No longer a part of the Status screen, they showed up whenever I thought of seeing either health or mana, something that could be useful for combat. Getting accustomed to all of these changes, I think about if I did truly earn such large changes. Seeing the message about Hidden Conditions, was this something the System used to determine if I've achieved something that should be rewarded? Suddenly, I feel a brightness coming through the darkness. Taking this as a sign I was waking up and that my evolution was complete, I relaxed and let myself awaken.

            

    
        Chapter 35 - Next Steps

    
    
    
    
                [Olivia’s PoV]

It’s been a week since Alisha and Elizabeth began their evolution. Currently we were taking it in turns to watch over the two of them. Picking up Pup, I scratch his head while feeding him some meat. Looking at the cocoon that held Alisha, I knew of this possibility, monsters could evolve and be placed into a state of hibernation. I didn’t know if that was the case for humans, nor Hybrids like them until I saw this scene.

Evolution being at level 20 is something I never knew. Elves would ascend to Wood Elves, at least the ones from my village as Elves had a natural affinity to Wood Magic. Ascension was different, only a small amount of time passed compared to evolution. I don’t know what would happen to me, I had Healing Magic instead of Nature Magic. Taking out the item I received from the quest in the dungeon, I looked it over once more.

[Solace’s Gemstone of Light

A stone that contains the light of healing. You should keep this on your person.

Grade: S+]

Golden in colour, it was a beautiful gem the size of my thumb. I wasn’t sure what to do with this gemstone, I did like looking at it though, especially during the day. Currently it was night, at day it would have a lovely shine to it.

Just as I put the gemstone away, I heard a crack. Looking over at the source, Alisha’s cocoon had a large crack down the middle from the top to bottom. As I watched, more cracks appeared and just as I thought it was going to burst apart, it…crumbled away. Seeing a hand move the remains of the cocoon away, a figure unsteadily stands up from it. 

With flowing black hair that had a silvery glow to it, deep blue eyes with a mix of white in them, the figure moved out from the cocoon while brushing herself down. A slender chest, long legs, on her head was a pair of fox ears and a tail came from behind her. Is this Alisha?

Her eyes found me, and I could see power behind that stare. Just as I am about to ask her what happened, a deep bloodthirst emerged from her. Gulping, I stand up quickly and reach for my bow. Sally and Gray had gone to fetch food and water, I was alone here. Just as I'm about to grab my bow, the bloodthirst disappears and Alisha yawns.

“Sorry Olivia, I was just thinking about food, I’m really hungry.”

Keeping my guard up, I watch as she takes a few steps forward towards the fireplace and sits down. She had grown taller, maybe about the same height as Elizabeth. Her clothing was tight on her now, she’d need something new to wear. Carefully putting my bow to the side, I ask her “Is everything okay?” as I check her System information.

[Level 20 Mystic Lunar Fox, Lunar Fist of the Wind, Alisha]

Seeing her race, I knew she had successfully evolved. Sitting down next to her, I asked her about the process and what she went through. Smiling, she was about to explain when there was a thumping sound nearby. Looking over, I see Elizabeth had a light pulsing around her.

[Alisha’s PoV]

Watching Elizabeth, I started getting used to the changes of my body. I had grown a fair bit taller, my arms had longer reach and my legs were longer than I was used to. The other change was the System, checking Olivia’s information showed me more now.

[Olivia, the Aspiring Hero

Level 19 Elf

Beginner Elven Archer

Health: 600/600]

It has changed compared to before. Before level 20 we would get basic information and now we had more information provided to us. Looking at Pup gave me similar information.

[Pup

Level 4 Silverback Pup

Health: 200/200]

Helpful, seeing health was strange though. Usually punching or stabbing a monster enough times would kill it. Wondering if we had to worry about the health of our enemies moving forward, a pulse of mana erupts from Elizabeth.

Looking at her, I saw her evolution must’ve been done, her System information showed a new race.

[Elizabeth

Level 20 Mageblood Human

Health: 1,000/1,000]

Knowing she must’ve naturally awakened her mana, I made it a point to ask her later what her mana realm looked like…actually.

“Olivia, what does your Mana Realm look like?”

“Hm? Like usual, stars in the sky above and a lake of mana.”

Speaking factually, Olivia gives me a strange look. Giggling, I explain to her about my last mana pool and veins.

“Oh, yea those who can’t afford to use the Mana Springs use Pure Mana Crystals. They are usually those who don’t use magic often anyway.”


So both methods were known then. As I’m about to ask if they used a ritual, a final pulse of magic erupted strongly from Elizabeth. Raising a palm, I pushed a wind wall in front of Olivia and I, surprised at how quickly it formed. After the calm settled, Elizabeth slowly opened her eyes, there were no physical changes to her, but I could feel how strong she was, her mana was radiating.

As Elizabeth stands up and stretches, she looks over to us and waves. Coming over and sitting down, she looks at me and does a double take, similar to Olivia. Feeling in a strange mood, I drop the expression on my face and think about eating a lot of food, like I did when I came out of the cocoon. Seeing Olivia pale, I knew I was radiating bloodthirst. 

Shaking her head, Elizabeth simply mutters “You’ve learnt a new trick.” Landing a soft chop to my head, Elizabeth laughs and says “It’s good to see you made it through. That was a lot more intense than I thought it would be.” 

“Mm, you guys took a week. No wonder you’re so hungry Alisha, you’d have used a lot of energy to grow so much in such a short time.” Looking down at my body, I wasn’t used to seeing how much I had grown. 

Standing up, I looked at Elizabeth and asked “Wanna go find some monsters?” Nodding, Elizabeth picks up her sword and hands me her coat “Wear this for now, we’ll get you something bigger later.”

Putting the coat on, I asked Olivia “Who is Alice with?” Pondering for a moment, Olivia says “She went with Gray, she’s been sticking with him recently, I think it’s because he’s starting to get a handle on Shadow Magic.” Thinking about it, there might’ve been a link between Dark and Shadow magic. Thanking Olivia, I go towards the open fields outside of the range of the Orb with Elizabeth.

***

The result was far beyond what I imagined. The monsters here were simply too weak, a punch from me or a cut from Elizabeth was enough to kill them. These monsters weren’t strong enough for me to know how strong I had grown. We never gained experience from anything, and looking over the System, I saw a message I missed earlier.

[You can no longer gain experience from those below level 20.]

“So, that’s why the nobles don’t leave then.” Commenting on this, Elizabeth seems to have a realisation. “With the power difference between level 19 and 20, gaining experience would’ve been a huge risk for them, so instead of gaining experience, they instead just live a life of luxury. Argh.”

Flexing my fingers, I turn to Elizabeth and ask “Do you know how to build houses?” Tilting her head, an action I’ve never seen her do before, she opened her mouth and then let out a “Oh!”

“I haven’t the faintest idea. Maybe we could kidnap some builders from Crater and set them to work!”

Giggling at Elizabeth’s comment, I shake my head. “While that has promise, I’d rather we did it ourselves. A home, built by Hybrids…well, I don’t I’m a Hybrid anymore, but a home built by us for Hybrids would be the way to go. Hybrids we save may not like the idea of living in houses built by humans after all.”

Nodding in thought, Elizabeth crosses her arms and says “You received a Tome of Basic Knowledge from the dungeon right? I guess you’re planning to get the basics on construction?”

“Mm, that or something else to do with building a new town. I think we’ll go in that direction. The alternative is laying waste to Crater and using that as a place to live.”

“I take it you do not wish to go down that route? Even if you do, I’ll support you guys the entire way.” Smiling at Elizabeth’s words, I knew she was serious. At this point, even if it hadn’t been long, I trusted her completely.

“Let’s head back, Gray and Sally should’ve returned by now. What should we do with the monsters we’ve killed?” Shrugging, Elizabeth grabs a few as I mimic her actions. Heading back with the monsters we planned to eat, cooked of course, we returned to the camp to see the other two had returned.

Their reactions didn’t surprise me. Gray looked hopeful…was he bothered by his height that much? Sally on the other hand blinked a lot at first but just stared at me, like she was meeting someone new. Smiling at the two, I greet them and sit down. I was getting used to this new body, but sitting down was still hard.

Alice flew from Gray’s head and landed on mine. No reactions from her, just a peck asking for food. Letting her rest, I shared my experience with the level up to 20 while we prepared food. Elizabeth also shared her experience but strangely she didn’t have a moment of floating somewhere.

After eating, Olivia and Gray sat down for their level 20s. Seeing them close their eyes, I sat and waited. I offered to keep watch over them, however since there wasn’t much to do we were talking about various topics. Lifting Alice off the top of my head, I poke her as she bites at my finger, a way Dark Ravens played.

“Do you think Alice will ever evolve?” Hearing a question from Elizabeth, I shrugged “I hope not, she’s too cute to change”

“Kraa!”

Looking proud, Alice sort of pushed her peak up. Poking it, I giggle and say “You heard me. But I will still love you even if you did change.” “Kraa!”

***

After a few hours, Gray experienced a change. The edges of his body started blurring, to the point that it was hard to see him. Straining my eyes, I could see subtle changes being made to his body, it was becoming more toned and slimmer. His race had yet to change, but it might do after he comes out of that state.

On the other hand, Olivia was radiating with a golden glow, making her filled with a grace I couldn’t describe. It is a beautiful scene, her blonde hair matched the glow nearly perfectly. The two had a class already, so nothing should change but their race and level. Bored, I start brainstorming new ideas when the surroundings suddenly darkened, shadows becoming deeper. Narrowing my eyes, I couldn’t see or smell any threats nearby, 

As quickly as it had appeared, the surroundings and shadows returned to normal. I knew from Sally’s explanation, when I had entered evolution the stars and moon had brightened for a second, and it was likely Gray was invoking the same. I wondered if this was normal for monsters, since Elizabeth and now Olivia haven’t invoked anything like that.

As if to prove me wrong, a few days after they had begun, Olivia started to crystallise, turning into a gem of sorts. She was radiating a golden glow that pulsed every few minutes. At first we were concerned, but we could still see her information through the System, and while it still hadn’t changed her race or level, we knew she was alive. Leaving it alone, we kept watch.

[Olivia’s PoV]

Warm, it was warm and comfortable here. Like I was home. I was desperate to return home, I hid it from the others, but more than anything I wanted to go home, see my mother, father and sister again. I missed them so much, I don’t know how I ended up here, just that it’s been a month since. Elves never leave home before the age of twenty, I was still only seventeen, assigned to a scouting group.

Ever since I unlocked my True Magic Nature I was shunned by Elves my age, even those older than me saw me as nothing but an anomaly to be avoided. I have never understood why, sure I received Healing Magic and not Nature Magic like all other Elves, but did I have to be pushed away…

My family never pushed me away, never once did they seem disappointed about my Healing Magic, in fact they were excited. 

It’s not like I don’t like being here. Alisha, Gray, Sally and Elizabeth. I’ve only known them for a short time, but their stories are fascinating. I want to see the conclusion to their story, even though I said I wouldn’t get involved, surely following along for a bit would be okay.

Looking at my System, I knew I was undergoing a strange change.

[Currently evolving to: Dawnlight Elf]

[Race: Dawnlight Elf.

Grade: S+

A unique evolved Elf that has the power of healing light.

You gain +1 Stat rank to Intelligence.

Your Healing Magic will be mutated to Dawnlight Magic.

You no longer need physical contact to heal. Distance depends on affinity with Dawnlight Magic.

You have a stronger affiliation with Dawnlight Magic.]

So I’ve become a deviant. Which meant instead of simply ascending, I evolved. A deviant Elf is almost always rejected by society, they are seen as a danger, thankfully we are given our freedom but we’ll be exiled. As long as I can see my parents I’m fine with that, I could travel, maybe Alisha and the rest will escape this place.

Closing my eyes, I consider where I think I was. If I was truly in that place, then it’s possible I would never be able to return home. I shouldn’t think like this, I’ll find a way out. I should tell those four about that place, but I can’t. Not yet at least, let them free their brethren first then I’ll tell them.

Feeling the changes to my body slowing, I finally see the System letting me know the process is finishing.

[You are now level 20.]

[Stats have been updated to display Stat points. Stat rank determines growth of Stat Points per level.]

[You can now see Talents.]

[System now provides more information.]

Opening my Status, I saw what had changed.





	
Status

Olivia, the Aspiring Hero




	Race:
	Dawnlight Elf



	Level:
	20



	Experience:
	0/100,000



	Class: 
	Beginner Elven Archer



	Class Level:
	1



	Class Exp: 
	0/50,000

















	
Stats

Olivia, the Aspiring Hero




	Strength:
	F
	50



	Agility:
	F+
	
80





	Intelligence:
	D-
	120



	Toughness:
	F+
	80

















	
Magic

Olivia, the Aspiring Hero




	Dawnlight Magic:



	Hand of Healing Light



	Rejuvenation



	 



	 



	 

















	
Skills

Olivia, the Aspiring Hero




	Piercing Shot



	 



	 



	 



	 














While reading my Status I felt a tug, knowing this meant I was awakening I closed my eyes and felt myself leave my mind.

[Alisha’s PoV]

Laying on my back, I was looking at the Crystallised Tear of the Moon Goddess, previously a beautiful light blue colour, it was now cracked and transparent. It must’ve been used up for my evolution, I had seen the System mention this was used to transform me into a Mystic Lunar Fox. 

Looking at the blue sky above me, it was currently day. I felt slightly weaker during the day, the night was comfortable yet the daylight made me want to just lay around and sleep. Alice was sunbathing on my chest so I couldn’t move, not that I wanted to. Sally and Elizabeth were also sitting around looking bored, there wasn’t much we could do till the evolutions were done.

We had made new clothing for me from the fabric Elizabeth had bought. It was a simple shirt, blue in colour, it was a bit oversized but was comfortable. Thankfully I only needed the shirt, we kept the rest of the fabric to the side in case anyone else needed it.

Feeling a bright light emitting from somewhere close by, I thought the sun was just getting closer. Hearing cracking, I turn my head to look at Olivia, nearly blinding myself in the process. Seeing through the brightness, Olivia’s gem-like state was coming undone. As if competing with Olivia, Gray’s side started to darken somehow, shadows grew deeper around us.

“Are they competing?” “Maybe they’re communicating with each other?”

Hearing Sally and Elizabeth talk, I turn my head to look at Gray. It’s a lot harder to see him properly, he was very blurred around the edges and it looked like he could sink into the shadows at any time. 

Very quickly the bright light from Olivia stopped, as did the cracking. Gray also became more visible and easier to see. Seeing his outline he hadn’t grown at all, in fact I think he became slimmer, not smaller, just slimmer. Seeing his eyes flicker as they open, I saw his new System information.

[Gray, the Aspiring Hero

Level 20 Vengeful Wraith

Assassin Apprentice

Health: 800/800]

Turning my head, I saw Olivia’s new System information.

[Olivia, the Aspiring Hero

Level 20 Dawnlight Elf

Beginner Elven Archer

Health: 800/800]

Nodding, I knew they were both fine as both stood up nearly at the same time. Olivia’s blonde hair was lighter, and she had a faint golden glow around her that was fading ever so slowly. 

“How do you two feel?”

Looking at me, Olivia slightly tilted her head. “Strange, but good.” Looking at Gray, he responded while looking gloomy “...I didn’t grow.” Holding back a giggle at his response, I pick up Alice as I sit up. “As long as you’re okay, that is all that matters.” Seeing him nod, I look back at Sally.

Nodding, she closes her eyes and starts right away, no hesitation at all and begins her level up. We had decided to wait till everyone was done with levelling to 20 before discussing what to do next, so we continued sitting around waiting for Sally, and given that it took all of us a week to finish, Sally would need a week as well. 

***

Sally’s evolution was quite uneventful. On the first night, for the briefest moment the moon flashed red. I wondered if only we were seeing these things happen or not. It didn’t look or feel like the evil blood moon that was in Zalus, but rather a warm peaceful one. I couldn’t place a finger on why it felt like that.

After a week, Sally awoke. She had not changed at all, was this because she had accepted her monster side completely before? Looking at her System information, she had completed her evolution just fine.

[Sally, the Aspiring Hero

Level 20 Vampiric Priestess

Health: 8,000/8,000]

Wondering what a Priestess is, I planned to ask Sally later on. Letting her eat to regain her energy, we sat around and started to discuss our next plans. 

“So what do we do now?” Asking this, I look around at everyone. I knew Olivia wouldn’t be partaking in this fight, but having her give ideas wouldn’t harm us.

Elizabeth: “We’re not strong enough to just march into Crater and make demands. We don’t know how many nobles are level 20, they might have reached higher levels as well, it’s a risk we can’t take.”

Sally: “Then should we sneak in and take some Hybrids slowly?”

Gray: “I could do that, but the rest of you would stick out and cause a commotion.”

Elizabeth: “The alternative is just fighting the entire city, but we’d have to hope the nobles aren’t actually as strong as we thought.”

Thinking while they talked, I brought up another point. “Even if we were to rescue Hybrids now, we don’t have a way to care for such a large amount of them. Taking a few at a time is best, we also need to learn how to build shelter.”

Olivia: “You could try and rescue those coming from dungeons.”

Frowning, I think about Olivia’s suggestion. Building shelter wouldn’t be a light job, we’d need manpower. Taking all Hybrids from Crater would strain us too much, but if we were to get the ones coming from dungeons, we can easily manage around a hundred or so.

Elizabeth digs out the map she had bought and spreads it on the ground.

“There are three dungeons they would be using, usually four, but I doubt they’ve cleared Cerberus’s Domain. The three in use would be here, here and here.” Pointing at three dungeons, I see why they would use them. Each of the three had a direct path to Crater and judging the distance would take at most two hours to travel between the two.

“We’d need to keep an eye on Hound Hell just in case they did clear the mutated dungeon. Olivia, I know you don’t want to get involved, could you watch that path for us? You don’t need to help or anything, but knowing if the dungeon has returned to normal is enough.”

Nodding, Olivia says “That’s fine. I’ll go there and back.” 

“Elizabeth, could you check the situation in Crater? Especially the slums, I want to ensure that nothing has happened to the Hybrids because we escaped.”

“That’s easy. The guards don’t check the entrance to the slums, so as long as I hide my face I’ll be able to check everything out.”

Nodding, I turn to Sally and Gray. “Right, the plan for us will be to…”

            

    
        Chapter 36 - A Grim Reminder, Part One

    
    
    
    
                [Chloe’s PoV]

Picking up the handle for the cart that the humans were sitting on comfortably, I withheld my anger. I wanted to attack them, tear these humans apart for every painful thing they’ve caused me. Taking away Sally, forcing me to work in those mines for years, entrapping our kind for generations. There was no way out, I knew this, everyday I had to fight the temptation to draw my sword and attack them.

I wouldn’t be the first to do so, nor the last. There have been stories where an entire batch attacked their handlers and were wiped out easily. The level difference was simply too much, there was even a human showing all question marks for his level.

[Level ??? Human, Terry]

I knew this meant he was at least ten levels higher than me, I was only level 7 but could see a human’s level at level 17. This group was slightly higher level thanks to the dungeon, Chargestone Cave, being level 6. 

Moving the cart at their command, I start moving from the front of the dungeon, to my left is a cliff face and to the right a waterfall leading into a river. The noise of the waterfall was loud, the only flora around was the moss growing on the cliff face and the sides of the river. 

Moving the cart slowly at first while picking up speed, I felt a lash hit my back, another wound joining the ones I’d earnt in the dungeon. We’d lost twenty of the fifty Hybrids in this exploration, something about mutated enemies appearing more causing more deaths than usual. I’d been heavily injured, but they don’t care, unless you’re dead they’ll keep pushing you.

After twenty minutes of pushing, the cliff face moved away from us, being replaced by tall trees that hang over the path, casting shadows making the scenery quite beautiful, even if it was fouled by the humans behind me. As we continued to move, I saw something up ahead, something unusual. A figure was sitting on a boulder to the side of the path, I couldn’t quite make it out, at least with my vision.

Upon seeing the figure, I stopped for a second as I saw it stand up slowly. It was about a hundred metres from us, was it a human waiting here?

“Number 26, why are you stopping!” Feeling several lashes on my back I cry out. Unable to say anything, the other three pushing the cart had stopped, looking forward. “What the fuck are you all looking at?”

Silence hung for a few seconds as I felt danger coming from the figure in front of us. “W-what is that?” Hearing a commotion behind me, the humans were all standing on the cart suddenly. What was going on?

“Hybrids! Attack it, if you don’t I will kill you on the spot.”

Hesitating, I feel for my sword, finding it to be missing, I’d left it on the equipment cart. Looking around, the other Hybrids were moving up in front as the humans glared at those that didn’t move, their intent obvious. Just as the remaining Hybrids started moving, I heard a beautiful voice ring in my ears.

“Fragile humans, refusing to face any dangers yourself. I will not harm those Hybrids, instead I will be taking them.”

Looking back at the figure, she had gotten closer much faster than I expected. She was tall, a slender body with long black silvery hair and deep blue eyes. I thought I saw a hint of white mixed in, and she had a pair of ears on her head, a tail slightly above her behind. Seeing her come closer, I saw her System information.

[Level ??? Mystic Lunar Fox, Lunar Fist of the Wind, Alisha]

‘Another unknown level!’ With that thought, I stepped back out of fear, seeing other Hybrids do the same. We weren’t the only ones however.

“A-a l-level 20 monster?! Here?! Impossible, why are you here?” Hearing a handler speak in anger and fear, I see the Mystic Lunar Fox, Alisha, come to a stop before us. 

Tilting her head, she seemed annoyed. “I told you already. I’m here for the Hybrids.” As she took another step towards us, I felt a hand grab my hair, pulling my head back as a sword rested on my neck.

“Any closer and we’ll kill these Hybrids you claim to be here for.”

Stopping, the girl shook her head. “I'd hoped to do this peacefully.” Looking around, I saw her move her lips like she was counting. “Well, I only need one of you handlers alive to send a message.” 

As soon as the words left her mouth, I heard the cry of a bird “Kraa!” and the girl disappeared…no, she didn’t disappear, she moved so fast I’d lost track of her. In the next instant I had a scream behind me as the sword fell from my neck, something warm and liquid spilling down my shoulder. 

Looking down at the sword, I saw an arm holding it, not attached to anything. Shocked, I turn to look behind me. The human who had grabbed me is now being held by the girl, blood splattered across her face as she held Terry by the neck. Looking at the other humans, they seem to have been hit by some sort of spell, their eyes were unfocused.

“Hybrids, move away.” Hearing the girl, I do as she says straight away. Just as I moved away, I heard a crunching noise and looking back, Terry’s head was in her hands, his body on the floor. Arms covered in his blood, the girl throws the head away and moves quickly.

Seeing her face, she looked excited. Bloodthirst radiating from her as she moved to another human, a level 17 one. The human never faced the girl at all, it was like he couldn’t see anything. Punching directly at his chest, it exploded as a fist sized hole appeared. In one punch she had finished the human.

Moving to another human, she did nearly the same thing. It kept happening, punches, kicks, she even tore one of the humans in half, all the while a gust of wind was blowing from her. Blood soaked, she stood before the last remaining human, who was trembling and kneeling. Unable to comprehend what happened, I stared at her as a bird landed on her head, like it was home for it. Are we being taken from the humans to be slaves to something this powerful?

Feeling my heart sink, I only wished for freedom yet it seemed we were being taken by someone stronger. As I started feeling depressed, the girl's next words caused my hope to skyrocket.

“Return to Crater and tell them we’re coming for the rest of the Hybrids. Touch a single one of my brethren and we will raze your city to the ground. Your nobles can’t do anything about us. Your council will know this as the truth.”

Trembling, the female handler named Jessica stuttered “P–please don’t k-k-kill me.” The girl looked at her and kicked her head.

“Then move already! My patience is limited, I don’t have the time for your fear.” Quickly stumbling to her feet, nearly falling over again, Jessica runs off towards Crater. Crossing her arms, the girl looks around, looking disappointed.

“Weak, too weak. Maybe I should’ve not used Wind magic…oh well.” Turning to us, she starts talking. 

“Now we’re freed of the distractions, let me introduce myself. I’m a fellow Hybrid…or rather, was. You may have heard, or overheard of some Hybrids escaping, I’m one of those three. Now I know you’re all rather tired, injured and likely confused, but we don’t have the luxury of time.”

Hybrids escaping? I haven’t heard anything like that recently. There were cases of them escaping but they were always hunted down and made an example of.

Glancing around at us, she nods. “Take what you can from the equipment cart. Those who are too injured to move sit over there.” Pointing near the river, she turns and points at me “You search through their sacks and take any medical potions and bandages. There are monsters approaching, I’ll take care of them while you help those that are injured.”

I do as she tells me to as she moves into the trees. Shortly after I hear the sounds of fighting, monster growls and the river running. Searching through the supplies the humans had, I found plenty of healing potions and bandages. It was enough to give anyone injured a potion and cover any severe injuries. 

Moving to those who were near the river, I helped them with drinking potions if they needed it. There were around six in total who were badly hurt. After helping them out, it had been ten minutes as the girl came back. 

“Alright, let's get moving. We’ll be moving at night, so I need you all to grit your teeth and keep moving no matter what. I can’t guarantee that I can save you if you fall behind too much. If any of you see someone fall behind, help them.”

Feeling fearful at the words of travelling at night, the rest of the Hybrids started looking confused and scared, but no one spoke out. We had just witnessed this girl massacre the humans like it was nothing. No one wanted to question or refuse her. 

“It’ll be fine, we’re close to our home so it’ll be quick, a few hours at most. Keep your swords by your side, if any monsters come to attack do not try to attack it, block their attacks or dodge.”

Nodding nervously at her instructions, I keep a hand on the sword I got from the equipment cart. Turning around and walking down the path towards Crater she says “Stay close.” As she walks. Quickly moving to catch up with her, we walk down the path, leaving the remains of the humans behind us.

Reaching the end of the path, Crater could be seen from here. We would walk downhill from here and after another hour of walking we’d reach the first set of walls. The girl looked over at the city and sighed. Turning to the left, instead of going down the path she led us downstream of the river that ran down the hill towards a bushland. Steeling myself for the journey the girl told us about, we moved.

Is this really a chance to be freed, or was the girl lying to us and planning to enslave us. Keeping a hand on my sword, I planned to take my own life if they tried to enslave us.

[Alisha’s PoV]

Calming myself down from the excitement I felt earlier, I kept leading the thirty or so Hybrids down the riverside. After crossing through the bushland here, it’ll be another three or so hours until we reach the grassy plains where our home is. Another hour of walking and we’ll be at the new home.

The plan we had come up with was relatively simple. Sally, Elizabeth and I would wait along the paths of the dungeons that Elizabeth told us about and rescue our brethren. We weren’t going to kill any handlers, intending to send them back to Crater with a warning and would only kill them if they threatened or harmed anyone. 

Originally we had planned for Elizabeth to head to Crater, but with the plan of sending the humans, or some of the humans, back to Crater Gray ended up volunteering to take over, watching Crater for a few days. He would then rotate to Olivia outside of Cerberus’s Domain to check in with her. 

Moving into the bushlands, I felt Alice fly off my head and start circling above us. Her job was to watch over the Hybrids behind me and for any monsters that may approach them without me seeing them. 

The night approached as we reached about halfway into the bushland, I felt my strength returning. Even weakened by the daytime the humans were not a threat. While it felt good to kill them, I was quite concerned about what this meant for things higher level than me, or even around my level.

While we trek through the bushland, my wind wandered. I thought of things I like, or like to do. Majority of Hybrids kept themselves withdrawn, afraid to show their personalities around the humans out of fear we would be scorned, hit or killed if we weren't emotionless. Just looking at the Hybrids behind me confirmed that none of them spoke up when I basically kidnapped them, they just looked frightened which had saddened me seeing them like that.

Thinking about it, I wasn’t sure about what type of person I was. Did I enjoy killing, I did feel excitement killing those humans before. What type of foods did I enjoy eating? I really liked those strange foods in Zalus, if I could find that kind of food again I would eat it. My world view was incredibly tiny, a result of growing up as nothing but a slave, I didn’t know enough about myself.

Maybe when we’ve settled the problem of the Hybrids I could explore the world. I felt excited at that thought, we needed to find Olivia’s home so I could take the chance to explore. With how many people we had to care for, I might not be able to explore the world so soon.

Sighing internally, I wanted to know more about myself, find out what kind of person I am. I keep moving and looking for any monsters lurking nearby, while keeping a noise for those that might be hiding away. Seeing monsters in the distance just sort of appear was unsettling. 

Apparently a common sight at night, I had yet to go out just as night was setting in so I’ve never seen this occur. Some of them just appeared while already walking or eating, were they being brought in from somewhere. Was this a naturally occurrence in the world? Olivia said it's just a thing that happens.


There were also a lot of other monsters that came from caves, in packs of up to ten at a time. Whether they were hiding from daylight or just sleeping, they’d come out full force once it was night. I don’t know my upper limit yet so I wanted to avoid fighting too much at night, lest we lure something like that abomination again.

As we moved quickly through the bushland, I could tell the people behind me were exhausted, at a point of near-collapse. I felt myself pained at this sight, they were weak, we were weak too when we were like this. It’s been a little over two months but after eating decently, as decently as meat every meal gets, we looked a sight better than the Hybrids who’d been stuck as slaves.

Quickly thinking of the route I took here, I didn’t remember much other than the next area we were moving into. I couldn’t think of a place to hide thirty people to allow them to rest, nor to cook food for them. The bush land's end was in sight, and the area we were entering was a marsh-like area. Unlike the swamp we crossed, this area was just muddy with some shallow pools around. The problem is that it was too open, monsters would easily surround the group. I’d severely underestimated how exhausted the Hybrids would be. Looking at Alice, I whistle to her.

If all else fails, plan B was the way to go. Landing on my hand I tell her “Go find Olivia and then Sally, they’ll know why you’re there.” “Kraa!” Seeing her fly off I hear a gasp behind me. I know seeing a bird land out of nowhere is surprising, but it’s not that surprising right? 

Turning to look at the one who gasped, it was a young girl, about the height I was before my evolution with dark brown hair and pink eyes. Seeing her shy away from me at my stare, I turn back to watching my surroundings.

With Alice somehow being able to locate Sally and Olivia, I keep moving the group towards the marshland. The monsters were starting to increase, and while I was able to deal with them easily, they were getting to a point of overwhelming even me and my speed of dealing with them. We had slowly come to a halt as the people in the group formed a tightened circle to defend themselves.

It wouldn’t last though, these monsters were level 16, and while they weren’t a threat to me, the lower levels with me were too much of a temptation to give up for the monsters and they would easily kill them. For the time being, they were parrying an attack but it was at a cost, some got injured or had their swords break.

Plan B was the alternative plan in case things were worse than we imagined. Olivia would camp out the dungeon entrance of Cerberus’s Domain until nightfall then move towards Crater, not within sight but enough to respond to any help I request from Alice. If no help was needed she could go back to watching the dungeon doors with ease.

[Lunar Blessing (Incomplete) applied to self.]

Steadying myself for a lot of movement, I instructed the people around me to stay on the defence while I kept myself moving, waiting the thirty minutes it would take for Olivia to arrive.

[Olivia’s PoV]

Looking over the arrows I had left I grimaced. Out of the fourty or so I had in my quiver before waking up here, I only had fourteen left. Elizabeth had lent me her sword in case I needed to rely on it, but I had no talent for it. Some of the remaining arrows were nearly worn out as well, and without the right supplies I couldn’t make more.

Looking over at the city of Crater, I could make out the slums and while it was impossible to see anyone I could tell at a glance the living conditions were rancid. Just moving my eyes up I could make out the roofs of houses, typical housing from a human perspective. 

I could see the city from my vantage point on this tree, a place I felt comfortable was always at the top of a tree. It’s how I survived the nights here, excluding some flying monsters that I could shoot down almost nothing came up.

Adjusting myself to a more comfortable position, I look around the darkened landscape. I was convinced; I was in Crater Hell. My father had told me stories when I was growing up. Located a good four day trip from our village was Crater Hell, as the name implied it was a massive crater in the earth, said to be the result of a war between the Hero Party and the evil Gods thousands of years ago. It was said that nothing lived here, but who would’ve thought there would be living beings here, and at such a low level too. It certainly would explain the incredibly shortened daytime as well. 

Knowing where I was, or I assumed I was, didn’t help my situation in the slightest, in fact it made it worse. Recalling what my father said, there was no known way into or out of Crater Hell, though he always did say it was thanks to a lack of exploration. Looking at the massive curved cliff face that Crater stood in front of, there was certainly no way in Artemis’s name we could climb that thing, it was huge.

Who knows though, maybe Crater held secrets on getting out, or maybe they knew of a way out. If that was the case, maybe I would need to get involved in the fight between my new friends and Crater. Thinking of the four I’ve met here, I was honestly happy, I have never really had friends, those that have friended me before were only after my family's influence or wanted to dig up dirt on me. 

Having people like Alisha, Sally, Gray and Elizabeth around made me feel happy, even in the predicament I was in, where I didn’t know if I’ll see home again. They never judged me like the others, never shunned me cause I used different magic and never left me out of things they were doing. Sure I was only keeping watch, but I was really happy that Alisha trusted me enough to ask for my help.

Sensing something approaching, I look towards the source as I hear a “Kraa!” Getting up, I put a palm out and Alice landed on my hand. Fetching a slice of jerky I had taught and made with the others, Alice picks it up and eats quickly, before leaving again. 

Jumping down, I knew the reason Alice was here was because Alisha was stuck in the marshes, the timing meant either just before the marshland or she had just entered it. Leaping from the tree to the ground softly, I stuck within the shadows and used the sword Elizabeth lent me to make my way to Alisha.

            

    
        Chapter 37 - A Grim Reminder, Part Two

    
    
    
    
                [Alisha’s PoV]

We…I made a mistake. We were too overconfident thinking we could just easily transport so many people back with us being level 20. I wasn’t struggling to kill anything. No, I was struggling to prevent others from dying, the more monsters I killed the more they were lured here.

Hearing a scream, I moved once again, killing the monster that had attacked someone. Again, another scream came from somewhere on the other side of the group. I have to do something, the monsters attacking us were named Juvenile Shadow Panther, their appearance matching their name. Hard to see at night, and with the smell of blood, water and mud everywhere I couldn't smell them in time.

Finishing off another monster, it had only been ten minutes since Alice left, Olivia wouldn’t be here for some time. I need to do something, anything, to protect everyone I had with me. Hearing a cry ring out, I pivot, moving my body as fast as I can.

I’m too late this time. Seeing the panther pounce at a young boy, it bit down on his leg, dragging him to the ground as another panther appeared and bit down on his head. Killing the two, I already knew I was too late to save him. 

What can I do, I can’t protect everyone myself. It’s barely been an hour into the night, the deeper the night the worse this is going to get. Think Alisha, think. A way to protect..to shield…shield.

A wind wall…no, I can only aim that in one direction. I need to form a bubble of wind around everyone, but it won’t be solid enough. I’d have to output too much mana. Visualizing how a bubble of wind would work as I killed another panther that managed to kill someone else, I started outputting mana in an attempt to set the bubble down.

Moving towards the center of the group, my visualization of the spell was a big bubble of wind around everyone and just as I’m about to try it, my mind changed the visualization to a barrier of lunar energy around everyone. Grabbing this inspiration, I muster all the lunar energy I could and surround the entire group with mana, guiding that energy into the mana.

Very quickly a thin, transparent silver barrier appeared around the group. I felt my Mana Pool reduce by at least a third. It was a rushed job, but it was effective. Looking around the barrier, monsters were unable to enter, clawing at the barrier they barely made any dents in it. Feeling my mana continuously leaving me, I pushed for the barrier to slowly strengthen and repair any danger.

Gritting my teeth, I checked my mana. 

[7,450/12,000]

It was slowly draining each time a monster hit it, at the rate of five mana per strike. It was also draining every second at the rate of ten to strengthen the barrier. Looking at the spell I had cast, the System provided the spell information.

[You’ve learned Barrier of the Stars (Incomplete)

A barrier up to fifty meters in radius, continues protecting the area until mana is exhausted. Slowly strengthens overtime. 

Initial Cost: 3,000 Mana

Continued Cost: 100 Mana per minute]

Not mentioning the cost of mana for each time a monster attacked, I ignored the numbers the System showed and depended on feeling my mana output myself. Looking around, the monsters were growing in numbers very quickly…I may have worsened the situation. I wouldn’t be able to sustain this barrier until the next daylight. 

After another thirty minutes of waiting, and with just above a fifth of my mana left, I am starting to feel light headed, a sign that I was running out of mana. Looking around, there were at least forty monsters surrounding us. The Hybrids around me were sticking close to each other, afraid of the sheer amount of monsters around us.

Just as I start feeling fearful that I would have to stop the barrier, I make out a figure jumping into the group of monsters. Seeing the figure easily killing monsters with a sword, I knew help had arrived. The figure was Olivia, seeing her hooded face was enough for me to know. The way she wielded the sword is impractical, like she’d never swung one before, but she still culled the monsters like it was nothing.

As she continued cutting through the tide of monsters, I kept the barrier going. It cost way too much mana to sustain for long, and being locked down like this to keep it up limited what I could do. I had considered adding wind to the outside but the cost would be way too high, and that wasn’t considering I had to make said wind magic lethal, something I had no practice for.

After another five minutes, most of the monsters had been defeated, with a handful left that were attempting to kill Olivia. Dropping the barrier, I assisted Olivia. By my estimates I had less than ten percent of my mana left. Panting from the loss of so much mana, I nod to Olivia.

“We need to keep moving before we’re surrounded again. I can’t do that again.” Olivia looks around at the Hybrids grouped together and sighs.

“I’ll take the lead, you keep our backsides safe. We’re about two hours from safety, are you good with mana?”

Feeling my mana, I nod and say “As long as we don’t need to fight something our level, I’ll live.” Turning and leading the group, we follow Olivia. We had lost about six Hybrids from my mistake. Hoping Sally would send Alice to Elizabeth next as planned, we’d need to drop everyone off at the plateau and move to assist the others if they had groups.

[Sally’s PoV]

Sitting near the entrance to the dungeon Hellscape Plains, a level 5 dungeon, I kept watch. No one had appeared to or from the dungeon. Seeing Pup near me playing with his own tail, I smile. We finally were strong enough to help the Hybrids and stand against the humans. Leaning back on the tree, I checked my Status.
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Seeing my race, I was a bit confused by the explanation.

[Race: Vampiric Priestess

The beginning of becoming a true Vampire, you require blood to survive and to energize yourself. As a Vampiric Priestess, you move unhindered at any time of the day and have strong affiliation with Blood Magic and have incredible regeneration and toughness.

You gain +1 Stat rank to Toughness and Strength.

You have a stronger affiliation with Blood Magic.]

I had yet to receive a class, I wasn’t sure why this was the case but I knew I’d awaken to one eventually. Elizabeth also did not have a class, so I did not let it bother me.

Thinking of what to do while I was waiting, I heard the cry of Alice. Looking up, I saw her fly in and land on my head. Taking a piece of the jerky that we made earlier, I gave her a piece while she ate. No words were needed, I knew why she had come, Alisha had run into trouble.

Picking up Pup, I move to hide in the shrubs nearby and start my search for a safe place to keep the Hybrids safe, since we would have to wait till Alisha and Olivia arrive before transporting them. Finding a spot I had seen prior, I scouted it out and found it was a small burrow, inside was a large skeleton monster. A level 17 Skeleton Warrior. Defeating it with ease, I nod and decide to use this location to keep everyone safe. The entrance was easy to defend.

“Alice, lead Elizabeth here if she has rescued anyone.” “Kraa!” Setting off again, I knew she could find Elizabeth easily. Once again going back to my hiding spot outside the dungeon, I continued to keep watch.

[Elizabeth’s PoV]

Looking up at the sun, I smiled. I could make out the sounds of many footsteps coming up the path to the dungeon behind me, Shadow Shrine. Standing up, there wasn’t much time left in the day. Seeing figures finally round the corner, the Hybrid’s pulling the cart looked at me in surprise. Another human being here already must’ve caused them panic.

On the cart were a few faces I recognised. This would make my job a lot easier. Approaching the cart slowly, one by one the humans on the cart start seeing me approach, surprise in their faces. Jumping off the cart with their swords drawn, they actually approached me without demanding the Hybrids to approach me.

“Elizabeth. The council has issued a bounty for your head.” Speaking, my brother, or rather ex-brother, Mike spoke. “Come with me peacefully, I’m sure our House can negotiate the bounty.”

Smiling at my idiot brother, I remember all the times I’ve had to deal with him. Walking forward towards him while keeping my smile on my face, I speak. “Dear brother, have you missed me? After all, I was kicked out of the House. Come, give your big sister a hug!”

Moving to Mike’s side, he was about to speak when I threw out a blow to his jaw, knocking him out instantly. Before those near him can react, I step forward throwing an Alisha-style kick at one, pivot and slam my fist into another while elbowing another that hadn’t recovered yet.

With four knocked out within seconds, I glare at the other humans. They had recovered by this point, though even if they drew their swords they wouldn’t be able to cut me. I just wanted to make it easier to prevent killing them, after all it was the plan that Alisha had given me.

“Leave, take these idiots with you. Tell the council that if they harm any of the Hybrid’s in Crater we won’t hesitate to massacre the city. We wish to do this as peacefully as possible.”

Looking angry, the remaining humans instead nod and draw their swords, two approaching me from the sides and two from in front of me. The remaining two moved to attack me from behind. Shaking my head, I didn’t bother drawing my sword and simply dealt with the ones on my side with a single blow to each of them. 

Sending a kick upwards, I knock out one of the idiots charging at me head first, and drawing my sword I behead the other easily. I knew at this point I needed to kill, to prove a point. Turning to the two behind me, they hadn’t even had the time to get completely behind me.

“Do you need me to repeat my message?” Seeing them shake their heads I nod. “Good, you two can take these idiots and the cart. Leave your bags and supplies behind. Don’t come back.”

Watching as they moved their comrades onto the cart, except the one I had beheaded, they left quickly. I felt nothing cutting down one of my own, I’d warned them enough, and this was all the sake of saving the Hybrids. Looking at the fifty or so of them, I saw fear on their faces, uncertainty and unwillingness to speak. 

“It’s okay, I’m not here to hurt you. I will be taking you guys somewhere safe, there are other Hybrids going there as well, we’re freeing you all. I know you’re scared and not willing to trust me, but please trust me this once. I will ensure you survive.”

Knowing that regardless of what I said they would’ve followed anyway, I got them to get their bags off the equipment cart while I dug through the supplies left behind. Finding mostly food, medical supplies and water. 

Standing up, I saw the Hybrid’s had finished getting their bags and gathered again.

“Alright, we don’t have much daylight left, so we’ll go to a cave I found earlier and get you all rested and fed.” Planning to catch some monsters and start a fire, I heard someone speaking up.

“A-are you r-really helping u-us?”

Looking at the one who had spoken, it was a young girl with blue hair and matching eyes. Seeing her name is Charlotte I nod. “Don’t worry, I’m taking you guys somewhere safe, far from Crater where there are three very powerful Hybrids. They’ll take good care of you.”

Blushing slightly from me speaking to her, so nods. Standing again, I led them to the cave that was about an hour away, planning to camp out for the night while gathering some wood and having some of the healthier Hybrids help me carry some.

Reaching the cave, it was perfect for defending by myself and had a wide open area in front where I can cook meat until I fill the bellies of the fifty behind me. Getting the fire lit, I pass out the healing potions and help bandage any severe wounds they had before leaving Crater. 

With night arriving and a coldness spreading, I killed any monsters that came to investigate the fire while cleaning up any blood to remove the smell. Quickly skinning and cooking the monsters I killed, I was kept busy between killing and skinning. Managing to distribute the food throughout the cave, the Hybrid’s looked a bit more excited at the prospect of eating. 

Without even any concern of poison, they just started eating away. Keeping guard outside, I made sure to cook some more meat for them for later when I heard Alice approaching. Landing on my head, she pecks at my hair. Cutting off a slice of meat, I put it on my head for her to eat. I knew she was here because Alisha had sent her to Sally, who would’ve in turn sent her to me.

Knowing this meant Alisha had run into problems, I was glad to have opted for the backup plan of waiting out the night, with the distance from here to our new little home, it would take three daylights to reach there safely, two if I pushed everyone. Feeling Alice settle in to sleep, she must’ve been exhausted with the flying she had to do. She was surprisingly fast, but burned energy so quickly.

Finishing with the cooking, I put out the fire and try my best to rid the area of the smell of cooked meat. Monsters would likely be lured over, but in lesser numbers than before. Leaning on the entrance of the cave, I hear some chatter from inside, some scared, some excited or others emotionless. Deciding to take the traveling easy and on the planned route until the others arrived I kept watch.

[Alisha’s PoV]

With the plateau in sight, we had nearly made it. My head was light, I felt weaker than usual due to mana exhaustion. I had used it sparingly, no longer surrounding myself with wind nor using Star Dust punches. Usually mostly physical strength, I had been able to fend off monsters though not as quickly as I can with mana. I need to stop relying on using mana.

Looking at the number Hybrids, I felt a tear in my heart. We had lost six Hybrids and it was my fault. I was overconfident in our strength, we should’ve planned this out better. Hopefully Sally was fine, I knew Elizabeth would’ve likely found somewhere safe to camp out for the night so I wasn’t worried about her.

Watching as Olivia led the way up the path of the plateau as I kept watching, not that I needed to thanks to the orb effects reaching outside of the plateau, I thought about the next steps of what we need to do. Firstly checking on Sally then Elizabeth, then waiting for Gray to return to see how Crater reacts. Reaching the top after several minutes, I turn to tell Olivia to take care of them before she cuts me off. 

“You stay. I don’t need you to tell me you’re nearly exhausted of mana, you’re doing a poor job of hiding it. I’ll find Sally and Elizabeth and bring them back. Cook for them and get them rested.” Without waiting for me to respond, Olivia runs off towards Sally’s location. Biting my lips in frustration and shame, I calm myself down and put on a face as I turn towards the people we’ve brought here, readying myself to take care of them.

[Gray’s PoV]

Stalking the shadows around the inner walls of the slums in Crater, I kept watch on the activity of those inside. Seeing the Hybrids near me that were starving, I knew I was powerless to help so many of them at once. Shifting my eyes away, I keep watching for any drastic changes.

Earlier there was a human who ran in, scared out of her wits, followed by another an hour later pulling a cart filled with eight other humans. Knowing this was the handy work of those that went to the dungeon paths, I kept an eye out for any activity from the humans.

Hours passed before things started moving. From the gates leading to the human residence, dozens of guards started coming out, all between level 15 and 18. They started spreading out among the slums, gathering Hybrids towards another location. Confused by this activity, I stuck to the shadow of the walls and followed behind carefully. 

Soon I arrived near a large building, where they were moving all the Hybrids into. It was familiar to me, the building was one of the breeding facilities, a single story building with a flat roof. The underground was the main part of the building, spreading deep underground with cages and rooms.

The strange thing was the building was absolutely not big enough to hold all the Hybrids in the slums. They weren’t being led there to be killed either, they could’ve just simply done that without moving them. Looking at the people who were standing on the roof, I knew this was not a simple matter.

Four people in fancy clothing stood there, with five hooded figures bowing on their knees behind them. The four people were level 20, their names and class, if they had one, hidden. Recalling Elizabeth’s words, I knew they were the nobles she mentioned. Something was happening at their behest, and wondering what I should do, I thought of following them, but it was highly possible I would be spotted. 

Deciding to follow behind them when the nobles had left, I kept watching and listening for any sounds like screaming or sword strikes. Not hearing anything, I waited until the nobles jumped off the top of the building and followed the Hybrids in. Waiting thirty seconds, I followed, staying to the shadows.

            

    
        Chapter 38 - A Grim Reminder, Part Three

    
    
    
    
                Moving as quietly as I could behind a group of humans tailing the Hybrids, we entered the building and made our way downstairs. After a short walk down, they exited into a larger room, torches lined the sides with a corridor on the far side that the Hybrids were being led down to. 

The sheer amount of people moving was overwhelming, thousands of Hybrids were moving through this room into the corridor. I have never seen this room before, even after being dragged into this very building many times.

My evolution into a Vengeful Wraith allowed me to figure out more Shadow Magic, and while it was still incomplete, I could invoke shadows around me to stay hidden. Using this to my advantage, I kept moving silently along the walls and waited till the last of the humans entered the corridor before closely following behind.

Listening to the conversations of those ahead of me, I found nothing of use from their words. They were only talking about how they were ordered to round up all the Hybrids in Crater and were asking each other if they knew anything. Planning to keep my distance and try to listen to the noble-like people later, I continued to follow.

After several hours of walking, we finally arrived in a huge cave. There was a lower and upper floor, with the humans standing on the upper floor while the Hybrids were forced into the lower floor. Down there I could make out a huge pair of doors with a faint glow. Squinting my eyes, I could make out from strange symbols and inscriptions on the door that I didn’t understand.

Moving along the upper floor’s wall, I quietly made my way behind the nobles who were speaking to one another, just loud enough for me to pick up some of their words.

“-sacrifice them all to escape from here.” 

“Do we have enough? The scriptures say thousands but isn’t the number a bit too low?”

“What choice do we have? It’s only a matter of time until those that were taken reach level 20.”

“We have to wait for the next full moon, only then will it work according to the scriptures.”

Wondering what they were talking about, I continued listening to them but they moved the topic on to how to watch over them. Knowing it was unlikely I would get any more information, I wondered what these scriptures they talked about were, but seeing nothing on them I decided to report back to the others first. From the words these nobles spoke it appears they were planning to sacrifice the Hybrids to open the doors here, for what purpose or reason I did not know, but it was something to do with escaping here…whatever here meant.

Moving along the walls again, I felt a pair of eyes suddenly look at me. Freezing, I looked towards the direction where the stare was coming from…strange, it wasn’t from anyone in here, the stare was coming from the wall…was someone there? After a few minutes the stare moved away, and with a haste to my step I kept walking towards the corridor that I came from, planning to run as I may have been discovered.

[Third Person PoV]

“My my my my. A Wraith that detected my Star Gaze. What an interesting lad, very good senses.”

“Sister, focus on our objective. We’re here to find our new sister, not to gaze around like a pack of tourists.”

“I know I know. It's just that door gives me the creeps, we should deal with it.”

“All in due time. We need to guide our new sister out of Crater Hell first. I believe I’ve found her. Quite far from this little shaggy town, she matches the vision our elder sister had.”

“It’s all well and good that we’ve found her, but we can’t interfere, it’s against the rules. How do we guide someone without interfering?”

“Well, I’m sure we’ll figure something out. I feel she will be drawn here for those that are a mix of human and monster. Really, the residents of this place are disgusting, using such a method to keep themselves safe.”

Swinging her legs while humming, the younger of the two was looking into the far distance, towards the location of a certain plateau.

“It’s surprising to see anything alive in this place. I had always been told it was barren. There are even Dungeons here. Not to mention the mana signature of beings and Dungeons stronger than you are further in.”

“It matters not. I believe I know of a way to guide our new sister from this place.”

“Are we just going to grab her and leave? That way we can get back to the temple, I want some snacks.”

“Dear you just said we can’t interfere. Really now. No, the best way is to leave something for her to find, and where better than with those humans…”

“What if she doesn’t find it?”

“She’ll be attracted to Lunar energy dear, we’ll just mix a little in so she’ll find her way to it, it's technically not interfering. Remember, we only want to guide her away from this place. The rest will be up to her. I look forward to seeing her at the temple.”

Looking at the houses in the distance, the two figures disappeared from the wall they were sitting on. 

[Alisha’s PoV]

It’s been several hours since we arrived here. After heading out and killing monsters to vent my frustrations, I’ve managed to calm down while skinning monsters and feeding the people I’ve bought here. With them now resting and sleeping, I was alone sitting here, doing my best not to fall into a mess thinking about what I had done. 

It was too soon to rescue these people. I knew that now, we rushed out thinking we could easily bring everyone back. Now I was responsible for six people dying, they were so close to being freed and I ruined that for them. Letting the tears fall, I clenched my fist in anger at myself. I heard footsteps quietly approaching, without turning my head I knew who it was.

Gray sat down near me and without a word grabbed some food. We sat in silence while I tried to think of what to say to him…I’d let everyone down. Just as I’m about to speak, Gray beat me to it.

“The humans have moved the Hybrids to a weird cave.” Looking up at Gray, he continues and tells me about what happened and the words he listened in on from the nobles.

Listening to him in shock, I started to realise the gravity of the situation. We truly rushed this, we didn’t think of what could happen to those in Crater, even though we gave warnings we had thought that the nobles wouldn’t act given Elizabeth’s words about them.

Thinking of what Gray said about the humans needing to wait for a full moon, I look up and see it was still a crescent. Not knowing how long it was until a full moon, I at least knew it wasn’t going to be anytime soon. Thinking for a moment, I told Gray everything that had happened, doing my best to do so calmly. 

Seeing Gray look downcast at my words, I bite my lip in frustration. “It’s not only your fault Alisha. We were all too eager and rushed out, we should’ve planned this better.” Staying silent at his words, I understood what he was saying but part of me refused to accept them.

“We should use those Tomes of Basic Knowledge to find out how to help everyone first. I can use mine for construction if you want to do something like cooking or making clothing if you want.”

Nodding to those words from Gray, I dug out the Tome from my bag and brought it up. Pausing for a moment, I think about what I was good at. I would’ve picked construction, however with Gray doing so I decided I’ll focus on something that I might like instead. Thinking it over, I decided to go with cooking instead, if we can make more different food we could strengthen the Hybrids. A diet of nothing but monster meat was boring after all.

Requesting the basics of cooking from the Tome, it slowly shifted into a thick book, much thicker than I thought possible. In my hands was now a book titled “The Basics of Foodcraft.” Seeing the title, I open the book and start reading.

***

Several hours later I was hungry. Much more hungry than I thought I ever could be, the food in this book looked delicious. It was extremely detailed as well, showing me ingredients, how to cook and what food could be used for. Other than tasting good, you could use mana to craft food to give you certain effects!

The more I read the more interested and eager I was to try out cooking. I’ve seen some of these herbs around while exploring the plateau. A lot of it looked easy to do as well.

Something interesting I also read about was that you could have a subclass for cooking! Wondering if this applied to other crafts like weaponsmithing or construction, I read on. It was unknown how to unlock the class, but there had been success with just making food and the System recognizing your talent in it. It provided certain benefits to cooking, like increasing the quality of food. 

Hearing a frustrated groan near me, I looked up and saw Gray rubbing his temples. Seeing me he smiled and said “I don’t get it at all. Want to have a glance?”

“Sure, I’ll trade you. I really get the cooking stuff, I’m eager to try it later.”

Exchanging books with Gray, I was about to read when I heard the sounds of someone approaching us. Judging from the smell I knew it was a Hybrid and looking back it was the girl with dark brown hair and pink eyes. Seeing her look nervously at me, she asked “C-can I s-sit with you t-two?”

Patting the spot next to me, I nod and smile to her. Nervously sitting down near me, I handed her some of the meat I had been cooking and she thanked me. 

Reading a bit of the construction book, I didn’t get it at all. I was rereading a few lines and they were not sticking. Feeling a bit frustrated about this, as I was about to continue reading the girl asked me a question.

“I-is Sally h-here?”

“Mm, she isn't. She’s out helping with bringing more of our brethren back.”

“D-does she have s-silver hair and eyes?”

Looking up from the book, the girl looked at me with nervousness and some excitement. Did she know Sally from the slums?

“Yes, that's her. I’m not sure when she’ll be back, but it should only be another two days.”

Seeing the girl nod, I was about to check her System but decided to do as the Zalus people did. “I’m Alisha by the way, what's your name?”

“C-chloe.” Looking at me with a strange look, I ruffled her hair and smiled back.

“I’m Gray.” Saying it like Sally would, Gray nods at Chloe before returning back to the book. 

“W-what are you two doing?” Sounding a lot less nervous, I showed her the book. “We’re learning how to do construction and cooking to help look after everyone.” Seeing her nod thoughtfully, I kept reading while we sat in silence, until I heard the sound of others waking up. I knew we had a lot to do, and I had planned to get the Hybrids working to cook and build some more fireplaces. Houses would need to wait, I did not understand a thing from this book.

[Sally’s PoV]

Moving through the grassy plains, we were on the last leg of the walk back. It was daytime at the moment and looking back, we were leading the Hybrids Elizabeth had rescued. Elizabeth and I were leading the group while Olivia was directly behind us. 

I had met up with Elizabeth after waiting another day in front of the dungeon I was assigned. We knew the humans would stop sending groups out after a day or two of waiting. After joining up with Elizabeth, we continued to move safely through the day and after three daylights of moving we finally arrived home.

Reaching the plateau, I saw groups of people already here, being led by Alisha in the distance. They were moving up the plateau, carrying a large amount of monsters. Even from this distance I could see the smoke of fires, at least three, from the top. As we moved, I lost sight of Alisha as she led those who had monster corpses away as we just arrived at the path up.

With Elizabeth leading the group up, Olivia and I stayed behind to keep watch. Once the group got up with no problems, I moved behind them with Olivia behind us. Not speaking due to feeling tired, we finally got to the top and moved towards the now busy campsite.

Looking around, there were three fires going, with plenty of wood stacked up. A large mountain of monster corpses sat in the middle, where Hybrids were fetching them one by one, skinning and getting meat from them.

Alisha was helping direct them in pairs or threes while Gray was helping a group smoke some meat. Seeing her ears twitch, she turns to face me and waves while running over. Hugging me suddenly I felt her go limp before trembling. Putting her head, I knew from Olivia about what had happened as Alisha started to cry. Seeing Olivia walk past and start helping direct the Hybrids we had bought, I let Alisha cry.

After a few minutes she pulled away. “Sorry, and thanks Sally. I got a bit overwhelmed there.” Rubbing her hair, I just say “It’s fine, we’re all at fault. Don’t blame yourself.” Seeing her look down again, I pat her head this time. “We’ll need to organise everyone and start trying to help them out.”

“Oh, about that…we need to talk. Everyone needs to hear what Gray found in Crater.”

Nodding, she led me away from the group while grabbing Olivia and Elizabeth. For a moment I felt a stare on me, but without time to investigate it, I sit down with Alisha and the others.

“So, in Crater Gray found…”

Listening to her words, I grew more shocked the longer she spoke. Once she finished, I asked aloud “The nobles said “escape from here”? Escape from where?”

Just as Alisha was about to speak, Olivia said two words. “Crater Hell.” We turn to look at her as she bites her lips and sighs.

“Crater Hell, it is what those outside of this place call this location. A forbidden zone, coming here is considered a crime, though those who do usually don’t appear again.”

Staring at Olivia, I realised what she meant. We were in a place that the rest of her world…no, our world considered to be a place to never go.

“There is no known way to escape…but if the humans have found a door that leads out, that would explain why they are so eager to move now. We pose a threat and they feel a need to escape here. However, an enchanted door doesn’t sound like a way out…”

Elizabeth shakes her head. “I’ve never heard of such a thing. But I’ve always found it strange that so many Hybrids were bred if their sole purpose was to “protect” humans. There are thousands that don’t step outside the slums but are still killed before they turn nineteen.”

“So there is another purpose to the Hybrids?” Asking this, the four of us ponder for a while before Olivia spoke up. 

“I’ve never heard of a sacrifice being needed to open a door. There is something wrong with this, it’s not as simple as breaking an enchantment or seal.”

“What should we do? We can’t march in now, they have six level 20s and have jammed the Hybrids into one location, they could wipe them out before we do anything.” Asking this, Alisha tilted her head and frowned.

“We have fourteen days until the next full moon. We can’t just rush in, but we need to do something before the full moon, that gives us thirteen days.” Olivia mutters out loud, sounding like she intended on joining us.

“Let us focus on the now. In the next seven days let's try and make shelter and treat everyone then we’ll focus on what to do with Crater.” Speaking up, Elizabeth looks at us, seeking approval. 

Nodding, I got up and moved to help those that didn’t know what to do, thinking about everything that we had spoken about. Just as I’m moving to a group of people, I feel a stare on my back, I turn and see a face I haven’t seen in years. Dark brown hair, deep pink eyes, it was Chloe…

            

    
        Chapter 39 - Nobles

    
    
    
    
                [Alisha’s PoV]

Leaning back on a boulder, I stared into the night sky. It’s been two days since Sally, Elizabeth and Olivia had returned. Between looking after the Hybrids and trying to figure out our next steps, I have had no time to sit here and think.

I’m feeling lost. I knew that from the bottom of my heart, I didn’t truly know what I wanted to do. Ever since we gained our freedom by sheer chance I’ve been feeling like this. Thinking back on what's happened so far and how we’ve reached this point, it felt eerily simple yet dangerous. At this time I just didn’t know what I truly wanted.

Part of me doesn’t want to look after the Hybrids nor save them. As horrible as that was in my mind, I couldn’t help but admit that was how part of me felt. I wanted to travel further beyond and find new cities or towns where I’d be accepted. Now that I know that this place we were in was actually some hole in the ground I felt more and more like getting out.

I still wanted to help the Hybrids, help ensure their safety from now on and provide them with a way for them to stand on their own two feet. Getting them all to level 20 was a part of the plan we discussed before rescuing them but we can’t do that overnight. It took us a dungeon, or for me two, to get to level 20. 

From what Olivia said, in her village levelling to 20 was easy and generally very quick, but after that it became harder and more dangerous, and since we couldn’t get experience from anything lower than 20 we were a bit stuck. I didn’t just want to up and leave them all behind without at least giving them the tools to survive in this place. 

Sighing, I just wanted to figure myself out. Did I enjoy killing, fighting and the danger of surviving like this? I wanted to explore more of the world, and part of doing so would be killing those who posed a threat to me. Shaking my head I knew I would figure myself out slowly now that I have the chance to do so.

Pulling my legs up and resting my chin on my knees, I think about the last few days. Chloe had met Sally and they were near inseparable now, Olivia was still the same as usual, Gray is helping the Hybrids learn about various tasks like smoking meat and how to gather firewood and Elizabeth had buried herself into the book about construction. 

Sitting under the stars like this made me feel relaxed as the energy from them and the moon washed over me. I know the energy wasn’t doing anything to me, it just felt relaxing. Standing up and stretching, I think about various things as I make my way back, one of those was the worry about the upcoming siege on Crater, and what might lie beyond that door.

As I walk back, I see Alice flying towards me. Holding my palm out, she lands and jumps onto my head. I could tell she was tired and letting her snuggle in I decided to walk through the campsites and check in on those we had saved. No longer looking scared or nervous, at least not as much as before, and were more open with talking to each other. Seeing how they ran around talking, eating or sleeping, they did not look any different to humans, yet they were treated like monsters with no hesitation by them.

Seeing how some of them were happier now did make me feel glad we did bring them back here, even without shelter they were happier. Reaching the place where I’d usually sleep, just a spot near a tree, I sit down and keep watching this sight. Sure, part of me wanted to leave and didn’t care for the Hybrids, but even at this moment I couldn’t deny that I was happy that we'd done so. Are you out there watching somewhere, Alice? I wish you were here.

***

Sitting around a campfire were all five of us. It was currently nighttime, five days had passed and we were discussing the situation with Crater and how to approach it.

“We’re in a bind with how to approach Crater now. With the nobles on the move we no longer know truly what kind of strength they have.” Speaking up, Elizabeth is sharing her thoughts. “If we were to launch an attack now they can easily just dispose of the Hybrids in the cave, but if we don’t then come the next full moon they may very well sacrifice all of them to open those doors.”

Olivia: “Those doors are suspicious. Gray said they were talking about “escaping from here” however we still don’t understand what they mean, we can only assume they meant escaping from Crater Hell, but it could be something else.”

“What else could it mean? What could the humans be escaping from?” Asking this while petting Alice, I also thought of what they mean. 

Sally: “That isn’t the main concern. We need to focus on getting everyone out before the humans do something stupid.”

We’d been stuck on what to do for a while now. The only thing we had agreed on is that if we do anything it’ll be at night, the main reason being me.

“How about we try talking to them?” Muttering this while frowning, Gray looks around.

Sally: “Why would they care to talk, they’ll likely just try to kill us on sight.”

Olivia: “But it’s true they’re doing this now after you guys rescued some of your people. Maybe they feel that they have no other options, and must do this to escape from here?”

Elizabeth: “It makes sense, the biggest fear they have right now is that we raise everyone here to level 20. If that happened the city would fall, so they feel the only option is to flee.”

Gray: “So they’re running? We can’t just let them escape what they’ve done to us.”

“We don’t have anything to give them to guarantee we won’t attack in the future either…” Thinking about this was a headache, and as I said this I tried to think of how to resolve this in a peaceful manner.

Elizabeth: “It might be possible to speak to them and still be able to escape if anything happened. Who knows, maybe they’ll want a peaceful route as well. Sally, Gray and Alisha, you three are strong enough to lay waste to the city, and they know if we were given time we could have many more level 20s.”

Me: “That’ll make us no better than The Order. I don’t want to massacre an entire city unless we have absolutely no choice.”

Olivia: “Then perhaps it’s best to go and meet them and work out some sort of treaty. I doubt even with the level 20s they have they can contain you. From what Elizabeth has said in the past they are afraid to travel outside of the walls so it's not like they’d follow.”

Gray: “Well it’s either we try our luck with negotiations or we attack them before the next full moon. It won’t be too late to attack them if we can’t negotiate.”

Rubbing my temples, I remember back when we were getting stronger we’d always say we would raze the city and save everyone. Now I was starting to see just how foolish we were in our thinking, the task of rescuing everyone was huge. Even if and when we did save everyone we’d then have to provide help to them here. There were a lot of things to manage.

Elizabeth: “Lets try negotiating first. We could make deals with them for materials in exchange for them to stop breeding Hybrids and to release the ones they have. Of course, they have to survive themselves so we can’t just give them too much.”

Seeing uncertainty on everyone's faces, I knew that they also agreed this was the best idea, but this would be rather difficult.

Me: “In that case, let's try. We’d need to leave someone here to ensure nothing happens with everyone while we try talking.”

Olivia: Let me go with you guys. I won’t be a part of the meeting but I’ll secure your escape route at the very least. I know I said I wouldn’t be a part of your feud with the city, but I don’t want to see you all hurt either…”

Smiling at Olivia’s words, we started to discuss how we’d approach the city and what we’ll talk about. 
Settling on a plan, we decided to go as soon as the next night came and disbanded for the night.

***

In the distance were the walls of Crater. We had not been here in nearly three months, yet nothing had changed. The first set of walls were still in bad repair, the slums were completely dark with light coming from the wall beyond the slums.

Taking a deep breath, Elizabeth who was next to me asked “Are you ready?” Nodding to her question, we started walking. With Olivia set up outside, she’d provide back up in the scenario we’d need to escape. Gray was lurking within the shadows of Crater already, he would counter any ambushes that we may run into when entering the city.

Feeling nervous, Elizabeth and I walk past the walls of the slums. Approaching the walls towards the human residences, it wasn’t long of walking through the now-empty slums for the guards to spot us. Hearing them cry out in surprise, we stopped walking.

“And now we play the waiting game.” Hearing Elizabeth speak, I look around the slums. I haven’t been here in months, and now it was void of life. It was quite depressing. The smell of rot lingered, there was no form of shelter either. 

Hearing sounds from the entrance, at least a dozen guards came out, fully armed and armoured, staring at us in fear. Some looked at Elizabeth in surprise which then turned quickly into anger. Looking at their levels none of them were higher than level 17.

As they surrounded us in a circle, Elizabeth turned to me and nodded. Stepping forth, causing them to flinch, I looked at the guard directly in front of me. 

“We’ve come to speak to the council. We do not wish to attack and only want to talk.”

Looking around with uncertainty, the guard looks behind him for a second. I could see someone lurking in the shadows, similar to Gray but they had no class. Seeing that figure nod, they quickly moved away in the next second.

Looking at me with a bit of fear in his eyes, the guard simply says “They’ll come soon.” Stepping back and folding my arms, I close my eyes while waiting. Hearing the guards around us shuffle, the noise of the metal from their armour ringing out, I kept my senses high. Remembering my training from Teacher Lee in my head, I felt the bottle of alcohol near my waist. My trump card…and something I really don’t want to use.

Hearing a commotion at the gates, I open my eyes to see two people coming towards the group. Narrowing my eyes, I saw their levels and names.

[Barry

Level 20 Ascended Human

Health: ???/???]

[Harry

Level 20 Ascended Human

Health: ???/???]

“Two nobles…” Muttering this Elizabeth frowned. This wasn’t unexpected, from our discussions Elizabeth had mentioned how unlikely it was for nobles to appear for negotiations. From her understanding the council would have come out. Adapting to this sudden change, I once again sense my surroundings, ready for a fight.

“A monster and a traitor. What can the fine people of Crater do for filth like you?” The noble on the left, Barry, talks first. From the way he spoke we were off to a bad start already. 

“We’re here to talk about releasing the rest of the Hybrids to us.” Saying this as I step forward, I hear Harry laughing.

“To think a monster like you wants something from us. It doesn’t matter what you want, we don’t plan to give you the Hybrids. As you can see, they’re all a bit preoccupied.” Waving his hand around the area, Harry laughs once again.

“We only want to secure the release of Hybrids, we do not want to attack or kill any-”

“You think we’ll listen to scum like you monsters?” Cutting me off, Barry stared at me with hatred. “It matters not what you say. Since you’re here already we’ll be glad to get rid of you.”

Sensing two other presences coming from behind I knew we had no chance of negotiating. We never expected to reach any conclusion today, but for them to wall us this hard showed they never intended to consider discussing anything. We’d made a mistake coming here thinking that we could discuss it peacefully. 

Next to me Elizabeth sighs. Her own kind was acting like this, even though she had abandoned them for us, at the end of the day she was the one who wanted peace between everyone the most.

“Is there no other way to discuss this? We’re willing to discuss a way for everyone to cooperate, these Hybrids only want a chance to live.” Saying this to the nobles, Elizabeth was trembling. I could tell it’s due to anger within her, rather than sadness.

“We gave them their lives, they owe us their lives. And soon they’ll fulfil their purpose for us. You can’t change that, even if you have a few Hybrids at level 20. Now, come peacefully, you’ll still be of use to us, monster.”

Clenching my fist in anger, I hadn’t thought they would be this decisive. Whatever was behind those doors gave them such a huge sense of confidence, a confidence so unwavering that they thought they could capture me here. 

Without another word I kick up the wind around me and use my Lunar Blessing on both myself and Elizabeth, who had drawn her sword. The guards around us stumbled backwards while the nobles stepped forward. At this point we needed to leave. Smelling the unique scent of two others behind me, it was four against two. 

At least that’s what they thought. Without a noise one of the two behind us collapses, and using that to our advantage, Elizabeth and I turn on the one behind us. It was a female, level 20 like the other two named Rebekah. Punching upwards, I connect with her jaw while Elizabeth cuts through an arm. Pivoting on my foot, I raise a palm at Barry and Harry and release a wind explosion directly at them, controlling it to only blast in front of me.

Seeing them fly into the distance, Elizabeth, Gray and I run out of the slums. Hearing footsteps behind me, I turn to see the three nobles already chasing us. Running past the walls, I hear the noise of an arrow graze past my head, striking the closest noble in the shoulder. Seeing the other two stop in surprise, we keep running.

***

Sitting in the cave by the river, the first place we had called home, was the four of us who had tried to reach out to negotiate. Anger coursed through me. 

“Remind me again why we didn’t just kill those fuckers?” Angrily saying this, I paced back and forth. Elizabeth looked as angry as I did. After we had taken such a risk, we had nothing to show for it. Instead the nobles just decided to attempt to kill us while refusing to even listen.

Hearing the silence around me, I knew Gray at the least didn’t know what to say. Olivia had no part in this, but she too is looking gloomy. I already knew the answer in my mind. If we stayed to fight we’d have likely been surrounded by nobles. To think they had four ready to fight us that quickly. With nothing to vent my anger on, I punched the cave wall, causing a small hole to form, cracks running along the wall.

“We don’t have a choice now.” Muttering this, Gray scratched his head. He had striked one of the nobles behind us, sinking his daggers deeply into their back. However they didn’t die, even from that. He said he knew he aimed for where their hearts had been, but felt resistance when stabbing in. Were level 20s harder to kill?

“What is giving them such confidence? For them to not give any leeway…there has to be more to that door. It can’t just be a way out.” Bringing this up, Olivia makes a point that I had thought about earlier. What on earth could that door lead to?

“We don’t have a way of finding out. No…we do, but we’d have to kidnap a noble and make them talk. A councilman should know as well. This is difficult. It’s likely they have a lot more level 20s among the nobles than we had originally thought…” Muttering again, Gray started thinking aloud. 

Trying to calm myself down, and not achieving much, I just keep pacing. At this rate we were on the backfoot. Without an idea of how many level 20s they had in Crater we were now at risk of them invading our little home. Considering everything, it wasn’t likely they would do so before the fall moon, but all the unlikely things have happened recently.

“Well, let's just wait for a night here then head back. I doubt they’re following us, can you smell anything, Alisha?” Shaking my head to Olivia’s question, she nods and stands up.

“I’ll keep watch outside of Crater. While not perfect I can see movement at night so I’ll be able to see if they leave or not.” Pulling up her hood, Olivia left, leaving us behind. 

“I’m going to take a bath.” Simply saying this, I left the room to the pond room. Still angry, there was a sense of worry, worry that the nobles would attack our home.

            

    
        Chapter 40 - Relaxation

    
    
    
    
                Coming out of the cave half a day later, it was still nighttime but the sun would rise soon. Looking towards the Tarantula cave I considered seeing Teacher Lee, but since I had yet to learn to use my wind magic to lift myself I was afraid of being stuck in that labyrinth again. Shivering at the thought, I looked towards the forest.

Elizabeth’s map had mentioned the forest had level 20 or higher monsters in it. Perhaps I could go in and train for a day or two, possibly get a level over the nobles. The only concern is how many monsters there are, fighting in a forest may be difficult too. 

Giving up this idea, I decided to do some training on my spells. Checking my Status and Spells, Lunar Blessing, Barrier and my Lightning Magic were still all incomplete according to the System. I knew why as well. Lunar Blessing didn’t cover all my muscles, nor of those I used it on. When I first used this spell it was on a whim and I only covered my arms and legs. Barrier was similar, but I don’t know how to complete it.

Lightning magic was something I came to gain an understanding during the trial in the Temple of the Blood God. Being struck by said lightning several hundred times would do that after all. The most I could do was blast an arc of lightning out however that wasn’t enough. My understanding of this magic was minimal, I felt like even though I had learned how to use it I wasn’t compatible with it.

Deciding to focus on Lunar and Wind magic instead, I walked with the group in silence as we made our way back towards our home. After a few hours of walking back in silence, we reach the top of the plateau as the sun starts setting. Heading to a different spot, I find a quiet spot away from everyone as the sun finally sets and the stars and moon come out strongly.

Sitting down, I focus on trying to complete my Lunar Blessing first. I felt that if I could learn this completely it would be of great aid to us in Crater. Guiding mana and lunar energy throughout my body, I cast Lunar Blessing and got a feeling for what parts of my body it was affecting.

Feeling energy spread, it covered about thirty percent of my muscles, my forearms, legs and waist. The other parts of my body were not receiving this energy, and trying to slowly spread the lunar energy to the entire body was proving fruitless. I felt like I was hitting a thin barrier whenever I tried to spread it to other parts.

Over the course of a few hours I only met with failure. I had tried various methods, like trying to spread the energy from the spots I wasn’t able to cover, but that led to nothing happening. Stopping for the time being due to my mana hitting the halfway point I get up and stretch. I felt like I wasn’t understanding something, like I had hit a bottleneck in my understanding of Lunar energy and magic.

Slapping my cheeks, I consider how to complete Lunar Barrier. Yet another spell that was incomplete, it required me to stay still to constantly provide mana and guide Lunar energy to keep the barrier up. The cost for just setting it up is huge. 

Casting the barrier, I try releasing it right away. The barrier formed then started vanishing very quickly. It stayed up for at least five seconds, which is not enough. While it could block an attack, the amount of mana needed meant I could do it once during a fight.

Getting a bit frustrated, I started to see my shortcomings with magic. Deciding to leave magic aside for now, until I can find a way to gain knowledge on how it all worked, I started practising the style that Teacher Lee taught me, Dancing Fox Wind Style. 

I had gotten accustomed to using this style, using wind magic to wrap each body part is second nature to me now. While going through the motions of training, I started to realise a shortcoming while fighting. I didn’t have any decisive killing blows. While I could kick up the wind around my hand and turn it into sharp blades of wind, it was far from being a killing blow for all enemies.

While brainstorming some ideas on what kind of move I could create, I kept training.

***

Five days have passed since we got back from trying to negotiate with the nobles of Crater. Having trained for two of those five days I felt more confident. I haven’t made progress in my magic, but my physical strength felt stronger, even though none of my stats had changed. 

Elizabeth has been learning Summoning Magic, a reward she had obtained in the trials. We had spoken earlier today and she had shared with me the details of her trial. We had massacred the city of Crater in that trial, and she had assisted us with doing so. While she wanted to avoid such an outcome, I knew from hearing those details she would follow us.

Showcasing the Summoning magic she’d learnt so far, she needed to use magic circles, which she’d managed to draw onto pieces of paper. Currently the only ones she’d manage to summon included a ball of soft light, its purpose was to brighten in a dark room. The other one was a fire orb, everytime it pulsed it would warm everything within five metres.

While not useful for combat, Elizabeth said that the orbs were spirits, and she could summon dozens at a time, as long as she could sustain the mana cost. They had proven useful so far to replace torches as well as provide warmth as it was starting to get colder. Other than that she’d been trying to replicate my lightning magic but so far was unable to understand it.

Gray meanwhile had slowly become used to using Shadow magic. While he felt his progress was slow, he learned a spell called Shadow Sneak. Using this spell, he could manifest shadows around himself, being able to hide completely in any shadow. With his small stature this made him a very fearful surprise for enemies. 

Sparring with him was difficult, even after my training of relying on smell he was able to somehow bypass that completely, and about six or seven out of ten times he was able to strike me. Of course we weren’t using weapons, only the flat sides of our palms, but judging from his strikes I’d have been killed several times.

His practice with the daggers he had received in the trials was going very well, which was surprising since he had previously been using a big two handed hammer. When I asked him what happened to that hammer, he blushed before quickly muttering that he had left it behind in the room after the trials thanks to being engrossed in his daggers, earning a giggle from me.

Olivia hadn’t changed much, other than the type of magic she used going from Healing to Dawnlight magic. Confiding in me, she admitted she had yet to figure out the difference between the two, she only knew that Dawnlight magic invoked faster for her than Healing magic did. After learning that she was low on arrows, with only about eight left, I asked if there was anything we could do to get more for her. She informed me she’d needed certain materials which were just simply not available.

Wondering about this, I knew Crater had forced some Hybrids to constantly make arrows at some point and thought about asking Gray to steal some for her. However after thinking about it, I had no idea where they stored those arrows, and asking around I found no one did. It would be too risky to try and search as the nobles would be on guard too. Leaving it aside, I worked with Olivia for a few hours as she practised using Elizabeth’s old sword.

Finding she was rather…clumsy with the sword, Olivia decided to just act as a rearguard support instead. Thinking that we might be able to claim some arrows when we raid Crater, I kept it in mind to try for her.

Sally meanwhile had improved her Blood Barrier. She could now surround herself with a barrier, the larger she made it the thinner and weaker it was. She had been focusing on turning the barriers into disk shaped shields, using it in a similar manner to when she had the wooden shield. With her sword she was able to fight in front once again.

The biggest downside to her Blood Magic was that it used her own blood. The blood she drank could replenish her own, drinking in the middle of combat was extremely difficult. Her Blood Eruption ability required a large amount of her own blood, and was considered a curse. Describing it in detail to me, it caused her target's blood to roil up, before erupting outwards. Remembering what happened to The Crimson King, I hoped that I wouldn’t be hit by a similar spell.

Sally had otherwise been spending a lot of time with Chloe, someone she’d been paired up with since she was pulled out of the cages we were locked in after birth. Happy for her being able to find Chloe once more, I use some of my spare time to help out around the camp. 

The Hybrids have adapted fairly quickly, and while we hadn’t been able to help any of them level yet, they have become proficient in handling tasks such as setting up campfires, skinning monsters and using the fur from the monsters to make blankets or thick clothing to deal with the cold.

Using some of the knowledge from the cooking book I’d read, I was becoming more proficient in making the meat better. While I wanted to cook more, we didn’t have the ingredients needed. The seeds have been planted and sowed into a small plot of land, it was only a matter of time until they bore fruit…and vegetables.

Alice had been spending more time going around and being fed by everyone. I was worried at first that she’d overeat, but she was completely fine. I had no idea where all of that food went, but she seemed to always have room for food.

Pup was very energetic, especially with so many people around now and enjoyed playing with everyone he could. His favourite partner to play with was absolutely Alice. Seeing the two of them play together made me smile whenever I saw them. 

The days seemed to pass in peace, even though we knew a storm was coming, we took this time to relax, train and mentally prepare ourselves. And just like that, the day before the next full moon arrived.

            

    
        Chapter 41 - The Fall of Crater, Part One

    
    
    
    
                Sitting around one of the campfires was Sally, Elizabeth, Olivia and I. Gray had left earlier to scout out Crater, we were to meet up with him outside of Crater in a few hours. We were currently revising what we aim to do and how to effectively complete our goal, save the Hybrids with minimal to no casualties.

In front of us were two maps. One is the map Elizabeth had brought, incredibly detailed for everything outside of Crater. The other is a hand drawn map done by Elizabeth, it detailed Crater’s slums and residential areas. The only thing missing was the noble section, marked with a question mark.

While we wouldn’t be entering the city itself, we wanted to ensure we at the very least understood the areas we were unfamiliar with. Having gained an understanding of the city, we turned our attention to the strength of the nobles.

“From Gray’s count there were six Level 20s in that cave alone, and we ran into four of them in the slums. So there is a possibility they have upwards of ten level 20s, and at minimal six. We can’t disregard the thought that they don’t have more as backup.” Olivia says while counting with her fingers.

“We’ll also be fighting in a cave, and we can’t forget to mention we’ll likely fight in the tunnel leading to that cave too. Elizabeth and Sally won’t have room to move with their weapons in a tunnel, meaning Alisha will be the one that needs to lead us through it. I can support you with arrows, but don’t count on it, if the tunnels are too narrow I risk hitting you Alisha.” Continuing on, Olivia picks up a stick and draws an A on the ground with a S and E behind it before putting an O behind those.

“Alisha, you’d want to minimise the use of your wind while we’re in those tunnels, kicking up dust will lower our vision, making it harder to support you. While the enemy will also have their vision affected, it’s simply not worth the trade off.” As if to support her comment, Olivia flicks a bit of dirt up. Nodding over her comments so far, I was surprised at her reliability with planning this out.

“What are the chances the nobles just collapse the tunnels? Wouldn’t that be easier for them than trying to fight us head on?” Leaning forward, Elizabeth looks over the maps again. We didn’t have anything for the tunnels, but we had tried to locate where the cave should be from Gray’s estimation on how long it took to reach it.

“Doubt it. The nobles won’t cut off their only path of escape. Even if those doors are an escape from Crater Hell, they shouldn’t be stupid enough to not be prepared in case it’s something else. If they do collapse the tunnels, there won’t be much we can do. Let’s hope it doesn’t go down that path.” Answering Elizabeth, Olivia once again spoke up. 

“So it's do or die once we enter Crater…well, no time like the present. Shall we start preparing and head to Crater now?” Saying this as I stood up, I felt like I was Sally, wanting to just do rather than continue speaking. The sun had set an hour earlier, the time to move would be now. The others nod as we do one last sweep of our preparations. 

Checking over my Elven Armour once more, I put it on and clear my mind from worries, or at least attempt to do so. We had a big uphill fight to go until we could achieve what we were setting out to do.

Sally and I had decided to leave Alice and Pup behind. While they wouldn’t be able to protect everyone here, we could sense what they were feeling, allowing us to know if we needed to head back or not. Hoping it wouldn’t happen, we still wanted to be prepared just in case.

With everyone prepared, we headed out from the plateau and started making our way towards Crater. A mostly silent run, we avoided fighting monsters as much as possible. We wouldn’t get any experience from the monsters around here and we wanted to remain at our peak conditions as much as possible.

After an hour of running, we made it close to Crater. Seeing no torches on the walls before the slums was surprising. We had thought they would have a higher guard count compared to our first visit. It could also be they were luring us in, something we had considered and the reason Gray had left before us. 

Getting closer to the wall, Gray suddenly appeared next to us. Giving us a nod without a word, we knew right away everything ahead of us was clear. Moving towards one of the holes closest to the building with the tunnel, we silently moved through a hole and went deeper into the slums

Suddenly I felt something strange. Stopping for a moment, I looked towards where this feeling was coming from, it was in the direction of the human housing area. Sensing it, it felt like Lunar energy, but more refined…stronger than what I felt at night, it was like it was calling out to me, wanting me to come towards it.

Shaking off the feeling of wanting to investigate it now, I keep walking towards the building, setting a mental note to investigate that feeling once everything is over. Arriving before the building and just as I’m about to enter, a figure walked out from the doorway. A hooded figure with a female build, slightly hunched with both hands behind their back.

Standing my guard, I frown as I couldn’t see this figure's information at all.

[???

Level ??? ???

Health: ???/???]

“Councilwoman…” Hearing Elizabeth speak up, the figure nods at Elizabeth before turning back to me.

“Stay out of this conversation Elizabeth, I wish to speak to these monsters myself.” Upon saying this, the figure steps forward. Not liking the words that were just spoken, I kept my guard up.

“Be at ease monster, I’m no threat to you. The reason I’m here is in good faith to your kind, not to provoke an unwanted fight between us.”

Staying silent, I let this councilwoman continue to speak. “The fact that you’ve headed towards this building means you’re well aware of where the nobles have taken your kind. Good, this saves me the trouble of explaining that their lives are in danger.”

Nodding at her words, the councilwoman continued. “I only have one interest in mind, to protect the innocent people of Crater from being harmed. I do not care for your kind nor would I grieve for them, however for my people to survive I am willing to play both sides. I will provide you with as much as I can, in return I want your word that no harm comes to the people of Crater from you monsters.”

Not sure how to react to her words, I cross my arms and simply state “Our intent is only to save the Hybrids, we do not have intentions on harming innocent humans.”

“Very well, that will do. I do not know what the nobles plan, they were the ones who began the Hybrid project decades ago, for what reason I do not know. At first they said it was to fulfil a purpose to the human race, one they said we would understand in due time. Then they allowed certain Houses to control a small number of Hybrids to serve them, eventually turning into the blatant slavery you have experienced.”

Clearing her throat, she continued. “I have only learnt that the reason for the Hybrid’s existence was to serve as some sort of catalyst for a ritual that will take place past the tunnel here. What this ritual does is dispel an enchantment on a door that was found many decades earlier. The nobles believe it to be a way out of Crater Hell, this you should know already.” Nodding at the accuracy of her statement, she continued.

“Within the nobles, only eight of them are level 20. Among them is a noble who has lived the longest, the original person who implemented the plan, a noble by the name of Dracovich. I have reasons to believe he has an idea, or knows, of what truly lies beyond that door.”

“Why tell us this? Would you now want them to succeed?” Raising a question to the councilwoman, Gray steps forward, looking angrier than usual.

“As I said, I simply want to protect my people. What happens from here does not matter to me, however on the off chance you all survive and come out victorious then I would rather be at peace with you lot.”

Getting annoyed at her attitude towards us yet claiming to want peace, I bite my tongue before simply saying “Then why don’t you stop the nobles?”

“For what reason would I do that? If they find a way out of Crater Hell I would gladly lead my people out of this hell, even if it meant sacrificing you lot.” Resisting the urge to punch through this woman, I let her continue.

“The strange thing about this ritual is they took some of the human prisoners that we had, claiming they were necessary vessels. One of those prisoners is Gerald, if you’re still interested in getting revenge, Number 32.” Looking at me directly, I shrug. I didn’t have strong feelings towards that man anymore, I would kill him as an act of revenge for what he did to Alice, but other than that I did not care for him.

“I believe I have taken enough of your time. If you do come out of this alive, then I do hope that we can co-exist. Seek the council out and we’ll work something out.” Saying these final words, the councilwoman simply turns and walks back towards the human section of Crater. Feeling the corner of my lip twitch in anger, I sigh and let go of the thoughts of simply hitting her.

“That was frustrating to listen to.” Muttering this with a sigh was Olivia. “At least we got some more information from it. Let's be careful, I definitely feel there is something wrong with the door now. We also can’t blindly trust her words, so take them with a pinch of salt.”

Nodding to her remark, we continue into the building and start descending the stairs with Gray leading the way. Once we arrived in the room with the tunnel, Gray once again disappeared and moved ahead. He would scout ahead while we tailed behind and leave marks indicating any level 20s ahead of us, he would lay in ambush in those moments.

Grabbing a few lanterns from the walls, we moved swiftly down the tunnel. At certain times we’d come across guards who had been killed by Gray earlier. Knowing that they had died without us hearing a thing impressed me, Gray really had improved.

After about an hour of light running, I saw a mark on the wall. I was in the shape of a Y with a two next to it. Two level 20s were just ahead. Pausing for a moment, we shifted our positions so I was in the lead with Elizabeth and Sally to my left and right. Olivia moved back a bit further away, planning to try and support us. The tunnel wasn’t wide enough for her to shoot, but she could heal us if we needed it.

Moving ahead again, we saw who was waiting for us. Who else would it be but Barry and Harry.

“Just as expected, the monsters came to save their kind. This is a little unexpected though, to think there are four of you.”

With a frown, Barry spoke first. His next action surprised me however. “Well, in that case, I bid you all a farewell, or perhaps see you soon.”

Without another word, the two turned and ran. Letting my surprise take over me for a moment, I didn’t want to let this chance go and let them escape. If we can lower the numbers now it would be better for us.

Keeping my usage of wind magic low, I bolt forward. I see a shadow move near the noble on the left, and knowing what Gray was planning I aimed at the noble on the right. Moving with speed to move past my target, Harry, I moved in front of him and pivoted as I swung a Lashing Fire Kick at his waist. 

With panic in his eyes, he moved to block the kick, and as the leg hit his arm, the secondary effect of my kick happened and a flame lit up on Harry’s arm. To my right, I saw Gray emerge and slash out at Barry, slicing through his ankles as Barry gasped in pain and collapsed on the spot. 

“Sorry, I need to vent.” Saying this to Harry, who was panicking and trying to put out the fire on his arm, I gathered lunar energy to my fists and surrounded them with wind magic. Kicking off, I arrived before him as I started punching Harry as fast as I could with the most strength I could muster. I wanted to finish this quickly.

Surprisingly, Harry kept up with me, even with his arm on fire. Not using the sword on his waist, he was blocking the flurry of attacks I sent out. Each block felt like I was hitting a brick wall, sending a shock up my arms. Was this how it was to fight another level 20? Gritting my teeth, I picked up my speed.

Slowly I was getting in more punches, but so was he. Having given up on defence, Harry started aiming punches at me. At first they were just grazing me, but then he became adjusted to my speed and was landing a few hits on me. 

Seeing a shadow coming from behind, I lashed out another kick as Harry blocked it. Right at that moment a sword was swung, slicing his back. Taking this chance, I send a flurry of attacks at Harry’s chest as Elizabeth cuts into his neck, managing to cleanly cut it off.

Panting, I turn to Barry just in time to see Sally draining him of his blood. Barry was littered with sword and dagger wounds, Sally had some bruises but otherwise we were fine. Looking down at Harry’s corpse, I was surprised at how quickly he had adapted to the fight. If it wasn’t for the fact I had taken him by surprise due to my speed and thanks to Elizabeth’s back up, this could’ve been a very difficult fight.

Seeing the System provide experience, I was a bit surprised.

[You killed Harry. 

You have gained 5,000 experience.

You have gained 5,000 Class experience.]

This was the first time I’ve gained Class experience outside of a quest. Was this normal at level 20? I’ve killed humans before but never gained Class experience.

“Alright, come here and let me heal you guys before we continue on. Good job, with these two dead we’ll have less to worry about.”

Moving towards Olivia, I suddenly remembered something. I forgot to cast Lunar Blessing on myself! Though, perhaps this may have been for the best, conserving mana might be the best way forward…even if it was an accident.

After a session of healing, we nod to each other as Gray once again merges with the shadows. Moving in the formation we spoke about earlier, this time I led the group behind Gray as we continued down the tunnel., towards the cave that awaited our arrival.

            

    
        Chapter 42 - The Fall of Crater, Part Two

    
    
    
    
                [Elizabeth’s PoV]

Looking at the scene before me, I was mesmerised. Right in front of me was Alisha, standing over the corpse of the noble, Harry. With some light bruises on her face and neck, bloodied fists and breathing heavily, her face looked determined and focused. A brilliant sight, a sight that made me glad I had followed these children to this point. 

They had grown from when I had first met them, at that time they were rather weak and were determined to just kill any human, regardless of the consequences. Now they were here, with the strength to fight and save those they wanted. Now they valued the lives of innocent humans more. We never shared much of the experiences we had in Zalus, but whatever they saw must’ve changed their way of thinking.

Seeing Alisha look over to me and nod, I smiled gently as she moved to Olivia to receive some healing. Grabbing a cloth, I wipe down my blade carefully and check for any damage. Seeing nothing wrong, I sheathe my sword and take one last glance at the still burning body of Harry. I had seen the tail end of that fight. He had started adapting quickly to Alisha and nearly turned the tables.

This is likely going to get harder from here. If the council woman's words are to be believed, they have six level 20s left. If that is true, what are the councils true levels and identities? We had always believed them to be above all in Crater, except for the nobles. Something to investigate once we leave this place I suppose.

Seeing Alisha healed again, we prepared once again and continued down the hall. Seeing Gray disappear, Alisha took the lead and Sally moved beside me. I only had one thought in mind as we made our way towards the cave.

I would give my life to ensure these children succeed. 

[Alisha’s PoV]

As we keep running down the tunnel, we pass by more guards killed by Gray. We had no more sudden run-ins with any nobles, which was slightly unexpected considering the other two we had left behind. Seeing the tunnel starting to open up, I pushed those thoughts to the back of my mind as I refocused myself.

As the tunnel widens, we finally step into a massive cave. I sensed Gray next to me as I glanced around, it was nearly exactly as he described, with one problem. The path down led to a lower floor with thousands of people, Hybrids, all crowded around. 

All of them looked weak, obviously from hunger and thirst. There were some who were laying there, either dead or unconscious. I could smell the rot of death all around.

Under the feet of the Hybrids was a massive magic circle, glowing faintly that pulsed weakly and golden red in colour. On the upper rim of the cave were kneeling cloaked humans, none of them above the level of 15. On the far side were huge doors, separating the upper levels in half, reaching to the lower level. It too had a faint glow to it, a purple blue glow.

Standing in front of this door was a human with long golden hair with his hands behind his back which was facing us. Seeing his System prompt made my heart skip a beat.

[Dracovish

Level 22 Clairvoyant Human

Apprentice Mind Flayer

Health: ???/???]

‘Mind Flayer? What type of Class is that?’ Thinking this to myself, I also saw his level and knew he was likely the one that the council person talked about. I couldn’t make out his face. Turning my attention to right in front of myself, there were five humans standing there, blocking our way forward.

“So, the monsters have come to play. Better be careful, your friends down there are looking rather weak, a fight between us might wipe them out.”

Looking at the one speaking, it was the girl that attempted to ambush us previously, Rebekah. With a large two handed sword she was staring directly at me. Without a word I stepped forward as she did the same. At this point I knew it was useless to try and speak to these people. 

Breathing in, I launched myself at Rebekah as quickly as I could. Gathering Lunar energy into my fists I saw Rebekah pull back her sword as it covered itself in a raging fire. She knew magic as well?! And it was the same type that Ash used!

As I stepped into range, I threw a fist towards her jaw. Seeing a grin on her face, she pivots and dodges, before swinging the sword…not at me, but towards the Hybrids. I knew the fire was going to fly into them before it left her sword, thinking quickly I used my wind magic to push the fire away as it left her sword.

It slams into the upper lip of the cave, a scorch mark lingering as the fire is quickly put out. I heard the others fighting around me. I knew I had to move our fight out of this cave and into the tunnels, but before I could I saw a hand reaching out, grabbing my shirt.

“Not that way, waste, we’re taking the fun downstairs.” With strength from her I didn’t expect, she threw me head first into the lower levels. Seeing the faces of some Hybrids getting closer I panicked, I could kill them by landing like this. 

Using wind to adjust myself, I found a spot to land, just enough space between all of the Hybrids. Landing as gently as I could, I’m about to look up when I noticed something was wrong with people around me.

No one was reacting to me. Not one of them had turned to see me land or even acknowledge my presence. Glancing at those around me they all had blank expressions on their face, eyes were unfocused and they were just standing there…unmoving. What is this?

Looking at the magic circle, I wondered if this was somehow causing the Hybrids around me to be like this, but I couldn’t tell. The flow of mana here was extremely difficult to follow, almost chaotic in a way. Hearing laughter behind me, I turn and see Rebekah standing a few feet away, with some people between us. 

Without a word, Rebekah swings her sword as she charges at me, cleanly cutting a dozen people as she charges at me. Horrified at this unexpected situation, I felt myself grow angry. Charging at her, I parry her sword that she swung as I reach out for her neck, wanting to claw it out. I don’t understand why she suddenly started killing them, didn’t they need sacrifices?!

Grabbing her neck I put strength into my legs as I apply my Lunar Blessing and leap back to the upper levels, dragging Rebekah with me. Landing, I slam her into the ground as I continue to force more strength into her neck with one hand, using a knee and my other hand to keep her arms pinned. 

During this entire time she never once stopped smiling, causing my anger to surge. I felt my hands start changing into claws as my fangs also grew longer. I wanted this human dead for killing my brethren so nonchalantly in front of my eyes. Just as an aura swirls around me I felt pain in my head, causing me to freeze for a moment.

The pain felt like someone stabbed a thin needle into my brain, but it quickly disappeared. It was enough for Rebekah to free herself and regain her stance. Blinking, I wondered what the hell just happened as my claws returned to being hands and my fangs retracted. Looking at Rebekah, she charged at me once again as I reacted right away. Her sword lights up with fire once again as she swings it directly at me this time.

Pivoting and spinning to her right, I slam my right fist into her face while forming a wind wall behind me with my left, blocking the fire being sent down to the lower levels. Seeing her stumble from the hit, I move in once again and slow my strikes, putting as much strength as possible behind each hit. 

Using wind to add power to my strikes by pushing them forward with each hit, I avoided her sword swings as I kept striking her. Strangely she wasn’t dodging at all, and her sword swings were getting stronger. The fire that kept coming from it was getting hotter and harder to block. Feeling my body getting singed with each strike, I step back to figure out what was happening.

Still with that smile turned smirk on her face, Rebekah laughed once again. “You noticed too late, monster.” Gripping her sword with both hands, a massive wave of heat burst from her. I could feel my lips drying fast from the heat as the air around me rose in temperature quickly. The heat suddenly withdrew from around me back towards her.

I could see the air around her sword slowly swell, I’ve never seen something like this. With my back to the lower floors I prepared to block her sword strike as she swung down. 

“Retaliation!”

As she screamed that word, she swung. In that moment I realised something…this wasn’t a sword strike. Quickly putting a wall of wind in front of me and crossing my arms in front of my chest I’m hit with a blast of fire magic so powerful that my vision went white. I felt my skin melting from the heat passing through my wind magic, my eyes drying so quickly I had to close my eyes.

A bang rings out as the force of the blow sends me flying into the lower level straight into the ground. Gasping for breath, I slowly got up by feeling around, I couldn’t see yet. My vision was slowly returning yet I could tell by smell. The force wasn’t focused on me, I was just collateral. She’d been aiming at those on the lower level the entire time.

The lower levels are packed, with barely any room to stand, a huge area. Yet where I stood now had no one within ten metres, the smell of burnt flesh hung in the air, causing my stomach to turn. Smelling Rebekah land nearby, I turned to face her as my vision slowly recovered to the point that I could just see her figure. 

She was panting heavily, the sword was snapped in half. Laughing once again she said “You’re one tough piece of work, monster.”

Feeling pain from my arms, I knew they were in a bad state, but I wanted to finish this. Moving fast, I approached Rebekah once again, drew an arm back and shaped my hand like a sword as I strike it directly into her heart. There was no resistance, no attempt to back away from her at all as I heard a choked laugh. 

“Farewell trash, I hope to kill you in the afterlife too.”

A massive surge of mana erupted from her, something I didn’t expect at all. As I attempted to pull my arm back from her chest, she grabbed it tightly. Jumping, I put both feet on her chest as I bent my knees as I used her chest to kick myself away, slipping my arm as it broke from her grasp.

An explosion rings out behind me, the shockwave sends me flying, without my vision completely recovered I only see my heading straight into a wall, being sent upwards. Slamming into the wall, I land on the upper levels as my consciousness flickers.

Groaning, I feel a hand on my shoulder as warmth spreads throughout my body. I knew it was Olivia tending to my wounds and opening my eyes, my vision could make her out slightly. 

Feeling her breath on my ear I hear her whisper “Alisha, stay calm. Sally and Gray are fine, we’ve killed our opponent, Elizabeth has nearly finished…however, every single one of those that we fought only aimed to kill everyone on the lower levels…and they nearly succeeded.”

Sucking in a breath, I knew the outcome before she finished. In the short moment that we entered this cave, the humans were waiting for us before aiming mainly at those at the lower levels. But why wait for us before killing them…why kill them.

“Come on, let's get you up, I’ve healed you up. I can’t do anything about your exhaustion. You did well.”

I wasn’t exhausted, nor tired. That final blow had simply been way stronger than I had expected, draining me of a lot of stamina. Getting up with Olivia’s help, I couldn’t help but look down at the lower floor. What was previously filled with Hybrids was now nothing less than a killing floor. Only a few hundred Hybrids remained alive.

The magic circle was now brighter, the golden colour was more obvious and it was pulsating faster. Trembling as I stared at this scene, I couldn’t believe it. Sure they were all low level, but for them to be wiped out this quickly, even though we had only been fighting for a short period of time.

As my vision completely returned, I turned to look where Dracovich was standing. He is still standing there looking at the doors, I could see in front of him were five chained humans with sacks over their heads. We only had to defeat him for this nightmare to finally end. But how do we protect the remaining Hybrids while doing so, even with all the death around them they still haven’t moved.

“Olivia, what's wrong with them?”

Shaking her head, Olivia says “I don’t know, they haven’t mov-”

As she was about to finish speaking, a loud cry came out and as I turned, I saw Elizabeth, Gray and Sally moving away from the last level 20 who had metal spikes erupting from him. As he fell, the magic circle pulsed once more, a lot more strongly this time. 

“It was like this for the others that we defeated. Sally was about to kill her target when they suddenly erupted into flames, Gray’s opponent did something similar. When they helped me kill my opponent, they suddenly collapsed, dead. It's…It’s like they’re…”

“Committing suicide.” Finishing her sentence, I still didn’t understand why these humans did so. Seeing the others climbing their way back up to us, I turned to the next target that we would go after once we regrouped.

Just as the others joined us, the magic circle pulsed one last time. A strange light green liquid started coming from the ground, flowing like a river around the magic circle, circling towards the centre of the magic circle, the liquid forming into a ball. 

The smell of this ball…of the liquid…it smelled like…life? Not sure how to describe it, Olivia spoke “The feeling I get from that stream of liquid…it’s like the lifeforce of living creatures…”

Wondering what that meant, I watched as the liquid from the ball launched itself in a stream at the doors, slowly covering it…like it was filling a container, as creaking came from the doors.

Dracovich finally turns and looks at us. He had dull, lifeless eyes with an expressionless face, just like the Hybrids from before.

Without moving his mouth, a voice rings out into our ears. “You have done well. Even though you were never a part of my plans, you have played your part. Your reward will be given.”

Wondering what the hell he was talking about, I watch as the liquid slowly stops coming from the magic circle and the ball grows smaller as the door is completely submerged. With a resounding crack from the doors, Dracovich turns once again and raises his arms.

“Now, deliver us to our freedom! Allow me to escape from this cage and become one with you!”

As if responding to him, the door's pulse and one last crack sounds out as the doors start opening, a foul aura spreads from the doors as I feel a terrifying force weigh down on me. I felt powerless, my mana froze, no longer circulating in my body, breathing became difficult. It wasn’t only me, Gray and Sally were the same. Elizabeth and Olivia looked terrified, but not as bad as we were.

The door opened further as the Hybrids remaining collapsed. Seeing their System information I knew they had simply passed out. Looking at the doors I waited for whatever was on the other side to reveal itself, as I saw my System give terrifying news.

[A Domain has been established. You face a God, mortal.]
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A Domain has been established. You face a God, mortal.

Your level has been suppressed, Magic, Skill and Class have been locked.









Seeing the doors open our surroundings also changed, going from the cave we were in to a dark swamp-like cave, we were standing on the edge of one of the many pools of water. Looking at the water, there were ghastly, pale hands in their depths, the mud wasn’t just wet dirt…it looked like it was mixed with some sort of white powder.

The sky had a giant whirlpool of gold, red and black colours, I couldn’t see what was in the centre of the whirlpool but I couldn’t be concerned about that. Looking back at the doors that were still there, I could feel a fear welling up within me, my mind not wanting to know what was coming.

Dracovich, still standing in front of the door, kneeled. The human prisoners in front of him had passed out already and the Hybrids were still all unconscious. The doors finally fully opened with a small thump. 

A giant, red transparent being slowly drifted out. As soon as my eyes caught a faint glimpse of the figure, pain shot through my mind, screaming at me to look away. It looked like a mist, with a membrane around it. Every fibre of my being told me not to check its System…somehow I knew if I did I would die. 

Looking at Dracovich, he was looking directly at the being. I could only see him trembling, was this what he was after, or is this an unexpected situation for him as well? I couldn’t tell, I have never seen or heard of this man before today, I don’t know his motives.

Trying to move my body, everything refused to move. I could tell the others were the same, the most I could do was feel myself trembling from the presence of whatever this thing was.

The red spirit moved to Dracovich and plunged a part of itself into him. With a soundless scream, he started very quickly withering, like he was ageing extremely quickly. After only a minute, he was incredibly wrinkled, golden hair now white and he had gone limp.

Seeing Dracovich drop to the ground, I felt the pain within me increase once again. I knew it was looking at us now, was it only seeking us out for our levels? It had ignored the chained humans and Hybrids, it was now seeking us out…I knew it was looking at me. 

All around us strange creatures were coming out of the water, pale white humanoids, eye sockets were empty and a low groan escaped their lips. They didn’t have any System information and were just staring at us. 

The red spirit is still approaching us…me, I was the one in front of everyone. Arriving near us, the pain throughout my body and eyes kept rising, it was far more intense than the time I had my mana veins forcibly built. 

Watching in horror, it “reaches” out to me. I tried to motivate my mana, I tried casting Lunar Barrier, Wind Explosion, anything! I couldn’t move, if this thing touched me I would die…

I was suddenly thrown backwards, landing onto my back as I watched Elizabeth step in front of me after pushing me back. What was she doing…Elizabeth!

Seeing her turn to look at me, she smiled. I couldn’t speak, I couldn’t move to her, all I could do was watch as part of the red spirit plunged into her. Her eyes glazed over, but they never left mine. I could see the life behind them slowly leaving her.

A bright flash of silver hit the red spirit, blowing it away from us. Unable to take my eyes off Elizabeth, I see her close her eyes and collapse. I couldn’t turn my head to look down, I couldn’t see her, I could only move my eyes to see the red spirit turn towards us and begin moving again.

“Well, I believe we can bend the rules for this one, Sister.”

Hearing a voice from somewhere behind me, I try to face it but still can’t move. The red spirit is still moving towards me, somehow I knew it was angry. Once again trying to turn my head, I fail again. Once more I tried and motivated my body to do anything, Elizabeth needed help!

“It’s okay, leave it to us.”

Hearing a soft voice, different from the first one, I wanted to know where these voices were coming from. Frustrated and terrified, I keep facing this red spirit regardless of the pain coursing through my body. Gritting my teeth, I forced myself to finally take a step forward towards Elizabeth, feeling the flesh on my leg tear apart as I strained my neck to try and look at her.

Suddenly, in front of the red spirit was a new figure with dark blue wavy hair. She looked elderly, a hardened face that had untold years of experience behind it, they were staring at the red spirit without batting an eyelid. She opened her mouth as she spoke.

“Domain. Nightfall Brilliance.”

Sensing what could only be a bottomless amount of mana explode from the elderly lady in front of me, the scenery around us changed once again, this time I felt my strength returning. The System gave me a new prompt.




	
A Domain has been established. You are in the presence of a Demigod.

Your level is no longer suppressed as you are not seen as an enemy.









Feeling my mana circulate once again and my body becoming free, I immediately crouch down to check on Elizabeth. I felt Olivia kneel near me while Sally and Gray were still looking at the elderly figure. Elizabeth hadn’t changed, her System still showed but she wasn’t responsive. Looking up, I realised that we were in a completely new area.

It was like we were in a sphere, surrounded by stars everywhere. Looking down, we were standing in the air…it was strange. There was a moon directly above us in the sky, the strange creatures were dissolving…just melting away.

Leaving Olivia to heal Elizabeth, another figure suddenly appeared in front of us. Moving in front of the group to protect everyone, my mind spun as I tried to see who this newest person was as Sally joined me with her sword drawn.

Looking at the new figure, she smiled at us. Long void black hair, deep blue eyes that seemed to have stars in them, she was staring directly at Elizabeth. Frowning slightly, she looks at me before smiling again as she approaches.

Gritting my teeth, I go to check my System information as I gather Lunar energy into my fists, but before I complete either, the scenery around me changes once again…why is this happening?!

This time I am floating in a black void, the young girl is directly in front me once again. Taking up my stance, I am about to move in on her just as she giggles.

“Young Sister is really eager. It’s okay now, you can relax, we’re here to help.”

Still feeling confused about what was happening, I didn’t let my guard down, instead I kept glaring at her, waiting for her to make a move. She slowly raises her hand up, palm facing up and an orb slowly gathers above it…the energy from it, I knew what it was. Lunar energy, far more profound and refined than what I knew.

Seeing my surprise, the girl once again giggled. Relaxing my guard a little bit, I look at her and finally speak. 

“Who are you, what is happening?”

Nodding to my questions, she taps her chin with a finger for a moment before saying “I can’t tell you who I am yet, it’s against the rules.”

“Rules? What rules?” 

“Aah, I can’t tell you that yet either. Geez, these rules suck. But I can tell you I’m just like you!”

Raising an eyebrow to her refusal to tell me who she was, I checked for myself.




	???







Feeling a sharp pain strike my brain, I felt a trickle of blood run down my nose. The young girl looked panicked.

“Ah! You shouldn’t do that, at least not until you’re at my level!” Feeling her hand on my cheek, she was looking at me in concern. I hadn’t seen her approach me at all.

“Good good, it was only a minor backlash, that’s good.”

Backlash? I could check Ash just fine…with my mind spinning with questions, the young girl giggled once again.

“I can tell you what’s happening though. The doors were a seal for the spiritual remains of a God, it’s severely weakened. I have no clue why it’s here of all places. Its goal was to absorb the lifeforce of everyone around here to try and regenerate itself. That’s all I know, our elder sister and I will take it away from here shortly and deal with it at the Temple.”

More questions sprung to my mind as she talked.

“I know you have questions, but we don’t have the time. I’m not even supposed to be talking to you, it’s against the rules to interfere. Since you’re also a fellow Sister I’m sure my punishment will be lessened…hopefully.”

I wasn’t sure how to react to her, and just as I wondered what to say, she took off a bracelet from her wrist and put it on mine.

“When you leave Crater Hell one day, come and find us. We left something for you in that town of humans. This bracelet will identify you as one of us, though most will not know what it is. It will bind itself to you, don’t lose it okay? Oh, one last gift I suppose.”

Smiling, she holds up a finger that starts glowing. Placing it on my forehead I felt a burst of energy enter my mind. It wasn’t energy she was just giving me or empowering me, I didn’t know what it was.

“You’ll have sweet dreams next time you sleep peacefully. Oh, and make sure you hurry to that human town, they’re under siege from monsters, seems the domain from this thing broke their protection.”

Smiling at me, she pats my head as she turns.

“I hope to see you soon, Sister. We have to leave now. May Mother Goddess bless you.”

Blinking, we were back in that starry field. The elderly lady turned to look at me and smiled as the younger girl joined her. Both of them turned to the red spirit, the so-called spiritual remains of a God, and clapped their hands. The starry sky shrunk quickly, and next thing I knew we were outside of it, a big sphere of darkness hanging in the sky, which then disappeared.

Looking at Sally, Gray and Olivia, I could see they too looked just confused as I felt. Perhaps I was even more confused because of that young girl. Crouching down, I checked on Elizabeth.

“She’s…okay, there is nothing wrong physically with her, but I don’t know why she isn’t waking up. Maybe she’ll be fine in a few hours or days. We should rest now, we have a lot to do.”

Hearing Olivia, I shake my head and say “That girl with black hair told me Crater is under attack by monsters. We should help them until daylight then come back and help everyone else.”

“Why should we help Crater?” Asking this, Gray sounded confused at my words. Or maybe that was because of the situation we just experienced. 

“I don’t care about the lives of those that tormented us, but the innocent humans who never harmed us or the children there don’t deserve to be eaten just like that. Plus, I want answers about this entire thing, those councilmen will surely answer us.”

Responding to Gray, I get up and look down at the Hybrids. It might not be the best time to leave them alone, especially with no one here to guide them. The magic circle was no longer glowing either. Looking at the doors, they were cracked and broken, I couldn’t see the room that was there clearly but I had no drive to explore it.

Looking at the human prisoners, they were still alive, bound and chained. They were moving again, I could only hear muffled voices of panic. Finding the one I was looking for, I jumped off the platform and moved towards it. 

Kneeling at the figure on the ground, I removed the sack from its head and saw Gerald, my ex-handler. Seeing me, his eyes widened as he tried talking. Removing the gag from his mouth, he started muttering. 

“N-n-number 32, s-save me, t-they’re goi-”

Without letting him continue, I grab him by the neck and snap it. Watching his body hit the floor, I turned and left him there. I had thoughts of killing him painfully, but I couldn’t care about him any longer.

Seeing Sally look at me and nod, I felt a bit guilty that I didn’t leave Gerald to her. Well, whatever. 

“Gray will stay here and look after Elizabeth and the Hybrids down here.” Sally speaks to me and I look over her shoulder to see Olivia setting Elizabeth down. Looking at the group of Hybrids in the centre of the room, none of them had awoken yet. Checking Dracovich again, he was dead. The System showed nothing for him.

“In that case, let's get moving. I don’t particularly care if the city falls or not, but I’d rather try protecting them than leaving them to just die.”

Seeing Olivia and Sally nod, we turn and start running down the hall again. I was still filled with questions about what had just happened, this time I wanted answers, regardless of how I would get them.

            

    
        Chapter 44 - The Fall of Crater, Part Four

    
    
    
    
                The three of us ran down the corridor quickly. I still had thoughts of just turning back and letting the humans deal with their own problems but I had too many questions I wanted to know. Who was this Dracovich, why did he want those doors open? Was it really necessary to breed Hybrids for that reason, or is there more to it? Many other questions sprung to my mind, especially about the two that showed up to deal with the red spirit.

Looking at the bracelet on my wrist, it’s a beautifully designed bracelet. A band that went around my wrist had small stars grooved into the band itself, each one glowing with a faint silver glow at different levels of brightness, the band itself was pitch black in colour, so much so that it didn’t reflect light back. In a small groove at the top sat a round, white gem that reminded me of the moon.

I could feel a gentle type of energy coming from it, mixing in with the mana around and entering my body directly. I could tell that it wasn’t given me any strength or power, this must be the bonding that the girl told me about. Remembering her words about a Moon Goddess, I decided to leave it on for the time being, due to my Race supposedly being blessed by said Moon Goddess. Perhaps I could find answers if I kept it on.

Thinking over what happened in the cave again, it all just happened too quickly. I had imagined we’d storm in and it would be a long fight. Never did we think the human level 20s would just work to kill the Hybrids the moment we entered. Why did they wait until we arrived? And did they not need to wait till it was a full moon? I had asked Gray before leaving and he said it was what they said. My mind is in chaos with all of these questions coming up.

After an hour of mental conflicts, Olivia speaks up behind us. 

“If the walls are still standing and no monsters are inside, should we help?”

Slowing my pace a bit since we were nearing the end, I considered what Olivia said. I didn’t want to see the city torn down by monsters, but if the humans were holding out…did we need to help? We could just move in and face the council before going to the noble’s section to seek answers.

“No. Let them handle their own problems. Only help if the monsters make it through.” Sally shares her opinion and I nod in agreement.

“Lets seek out the council first. I’ve still got so many questions to ask them.” Saying this I see the other two nod in response. Stepping out of the tunnel and making our way up the stairs, we arrived outside of the building. 

As soon as we stepped out we were attacked by monsters. Taken by surprise for a moment, I attack on reflex and kill the ones attempting to harm us. Looking around, I’d noticed we had severely underestimated this attack. 

There were hundreds of monsters charging towards the walls throughout the slums. Looking towards the walls away from Crater, it hadn’t changed but the monsters had simply just climbed through the holes or entered through the main gate.

“T-this is too many. Why are there so many monsters here?”

Hearing Olivia speak, I couldn’t provide an answer, even at night last time we were here there were absolutely not this many monsters outside of Crater. The monsters were all acting strange as well, charging at the wall to the human residence so simple mindly, biting or scratching at it. Monsters of various shapes and sizes, Wolf Alphas, Skeletons, Zombies, there were even monsters that flew in the sky.

Hearing screaming in the distance, it appeared the situation was a lot worse than we thought. Moving as a group as we fought through the monster tide, we looked at just climbing over the wall. It stood twenty metres tall, not something we could just simply jump over. We could however climb it fast, going through the main gates would not work, mainly because it would let the flood through if it hadn’t fallen yet.

Arriving at the wall, I was starting to feel really fatigued. Sure the monsters were easy to kill, but with so many monsters lunging or biting at us the small injuries had started to pile up, along with the injuries from the fight in the cave. Looking up the wall, I could see grooves or parts of it sticking out as I started climbing, with Olivia behind me and Sally bringing up the rear.

Reaching the top of the wall, I look over at the human residence. It was grim, the humans had obviously never planned for an attack passing the walls, and while the only monsters were the flying monsters, it was enough. 

Looking at the city before me, there were houses everywhere, built with mainly wood and stone. People filled the streets, men, women and children alike, screaming and panicking in the streets. It was nearly identical to the scene from Zalus, except these people had no direction. The residents of Zalus had points to evacuate to, the residents of Crater in front of me didn’t have anywhere to go.

At first the idea of using Lunar Barrier came to mind but I dismissed it immediately. I can’t cover a city, and even if I could get all the humans to one location, I wouldn’t be able to hold it long. Funnily enough the cave we came from would be the safest place right now.

“What a terrible sight.” Hearing Sally speak, I just agreed with her. Looking at what was happening, I had no idea what we could do, even if we just jumped in we wouldn’t achieve much. With the way I looked I doubt the humans would even listen to me, so getting them into one place to protect them wouldn’t help.

Looking at the flying monsters, there were different types. Giant bats that were rotting away, birds with massive beaks and claws and even a strange boar-like creature that was riding on the back of one of the many skeleton birds.

“Is it my imagination or does it seem like the monsters aren’t interested in attacking people unless they’re in the way?”


Looking at Olivia, I tilt my head. “I can’t see as well as you two, what do you see?” Out of all of us, Olivia had the best eyesight.

“Well, most of the flying monsters are just passing citizens, some of them are attacking the citizens but the majority are flying deeper to another building, and are either circling the building or landing to try and get in, but it’s being defended by a group of humans.”

Trying to look where Olivia is pointing, I could roughly make out the building but not much else. Crossing my arms and holding my chin to think, I wonder what could be causing the monsters to act like this. Looking behind me at the slums where monsters were still rushing in, attacking the wall we were standing on. It should hold…hopefully. The monsters rushing in all seemed to be focused on getting in, it was like they were after something.

Looking back at the building, I felt like the answer would be there. “Olivia, Sally, can you two try and help the citizens? I’ll go to that building and see if there is anything there.”

Both nod, and just as I go to move, I realise we didn’t have a quick way down. Seeing the other two, it seems they didn’t realise that till just now. Wrapping my arms around the two of them, they caught onto what I was going to do as I jumped and used my wind magic to carefully land ourselves on the ground. 

Separating from each other, we moved in different directions. Seeing it from above made this city look small, but being down here made me realise it was huge. Moving directly towards the building, I moved as straight as possible, jumping onto the roofs of buildings where possible and continuing on.

Passing the halfway point, I ran into a group of humans being attacked by monsters. Seeing there were a few dozen humans here with children, I jumped down near them. Moving towards the group, I kill as many monsters as I can, and arriving at the group I keep the pace going. There were children about to be attacked, saving them as quickly as I could, I turned to the group.

“Run, hurry!” Seeing them stare at me in fear I grow frustrated and kill another monster that came down. Finally they start moving away, I knew I couldn’t protect them all, but at least getting them moving might give them a chance…maybe.

Still moving while helping groups where I could, the destruction around here was bigger than I had thought. Houses had chunks missing from them, corpses littered the ground and people were still just running in circles panicked. Knowing it was likely Crater would be no more after this, I keep moving towards the building, and after another ten minutes I arrive in front of it.

The building was surrounded by monsters and monster corpses. This was the council’s building that Elizabeth had described to me before we set out from the plateau. A double story building with guards on top, shooting bows and attacking any they could reach with swords. At the entrance to the building was a similar scene to the roof.

Strolling up to the entrance, I walk past the guards without bothering to cover my monster traits. They look at me in fear, but continue to fight as if me coming through was unexpected, but nothing to panic about. Strange.

Moving into the building, there was a giant lobby to welcome me. No one was in here, but judging by the smell there were people deeper in. Following the smell, I go deeper in, finding stairs leading down. Heading down, it takes a few minutes of walking to arrive in a room where there were a pair of guards waiting. Upon seeing me, they trembled for a moment before taking their stance to fight. 

Shaking my head, I step past them easily and knock them out. The monsters and guards all hadn’t been higher than level 17 and did not pose a threat to the current me, even if I was this exhausted.

Moving down the hallway, I picked up the smell of the councilwoman we had come across before, and deciding this to be the best person to seek in this situation, I headed towards them. Passing a few more doors, I reached a room and inside was just the councilwoman. Upon seeing me, she lets a sigh out.

“I suppose this is your doing, setting these monsters onto Crater. Well, I must congratulate you for realising your dream.”

Ignoring her snide remark, I cross my arms and shrug. “No, not really. Your nobles released something weird, and then this started happening. The monsters are aiming for this building for some reason, I’m simply here to find out why.”

Unable to see her facial expressions I wait till she starts speaking. “Those nobles, they haven’t come to help even now. Yet here you are, a monster that we raised and treated as a slave, offering to help.”

“I’m only helping on a whim. I don’t particularly care if Crater falls today or not, but I’d rather try to help.”

Seeing her shake her head, she looks over at me before saying “If the monsters are attacking here, they’re likely here for the Orb that protects us from danger.”

“A Blessed Orb of Salus?” Upon asking this question, I see her do a double take before sighing and nodding. 

“I see, so you know the truth. I doubt it was Elizabeth, after all the Orb is only known to the council. Very well, the city is basically lost, why don’t we go have a look at it.”

Simply nodding to her, she leads me out of the room as I keep my guard up. We head down multiple stairs and after more than ten minutes of this, we arrive before a set of doors. No magical enchantments or seals, they were just a pair of doors that the councilwoman opened. Even the doors to the mana springs in Zalus had an enchantment on them.

Pushing open the door, in the centre of the room is an orb, but it’s not golden in colour like the orb we had on the plateau. This one was pulsating red.

[Corrupted Orb of the Scorched Earth.

Corrupted by the touch of a God, lures monsters from all around to it. A monster that devours this orb may receive benefits.]

Seeing the description and remembering that so-called God, I knew this was a trap. Watching as it continued to pulsate, I wondered if there was anything we could do about it, the description did show it was the reason for luring monsters here. Standing there in silence, I wondered what to do.

            

    
        Chapter 45 - Domain

    
    
    
    
                Looking at the orb in front of me, I found myself stuck on what to do. Firstly the System said if a monster was to devour it, they would gain benefits. Looking at the orb, I wondered how the hell any monster would be able to achieve it. While it wasn’t massive, it was still at least double the size of my head. Breaking it was a possibility, but there’s a chance that it could cause something to happen, whether good or bad it is something I didn’t want to chance.

 “Are there any more of these orbs?” Looking over at the councilwoman, I see her shake her head. 

“It’s the only one in Crater. I didn’t expect it to be corrupted. I suppose you’d want to devour it?”

Thinking of what she said, I had to wonder if I could or not. The System does say monster, which I am half of one. But again, how does one devour this without breaking it, or does it not matter if I broke it. I wondered if there was a way to fix it, which I doubted as it said it had been influenced by a God, purifying it wouldn’t be possible.

Staring at the red orb in silence, I finally sigh after a few minutes and look at the councilwoman.

“Either we break it or let some random monster eat it. The more we wait, the worse the situation outside gets.”

“You don’t want it?” Looking at me in what I can only assume to be surprised, I shake my head. I couldn’t devour that, it was too big…

No, devouring here might not mean just eating, but rather to consume. Could I perhaps consume the energy within it, bringing out the energy and into myself? Then again, I’ve been hesitating about devouring this thing, after all it did come from that red spirit.

Closing my eyes, I extend my senses towards the orb to sense the energy within it. It was a chaotic energy, powerful enough to make me wince. I could feel a deeper power to it within, calling out to me. I felt if I allowed it to, it would come to me.

Opening my eyes, I considered whether or not I should attempt to consume the energy within. The red spirit was undoubtedly powerful, I couldn’t move a muscle without injuring myself in front of it and it took two really powerful people to take it away from us. If it had somehow left some of its power behind, I’d absolutely want to absorb some of it.

The problem was if the energy is even safe to consume. Looking at the System information, it does state that the orb was corrupted by the God’s energy, would it in turn corrupt me? The description of the orb doesn’t mention anything about corrupting those who devour it however, just that it is beneficial. Absentmindedly biting down on my thumb, I went over the situation once again in my mind, before making a decision.

“I’m going to attempt to syphon off the energy within the orb. I’m hoping it’ll return the orb to how it was before, but at the moment it’s too risky to destroy it since it could do something terrible. Letting a monster consume it could be very bad news as well. So I’ll try and consume the energy corrupting the orb and see if that returns it to normal.” Saying this all at once, I close my eyes as I start mentally preparing myself.

“It’s better than just standing here. I’ll wait outside, let me know when you’re done.” Seeing her walk off, I had considered killing her in case she tried to take advantage of me if something were to happen. Deciding to leave her be, I reach out a hand as I begin drawing the energy towards myself.

When the energy first reached my hand, I didn’t feel anything happen. I could feel the energy being absorbed by me slowly, there’s just a lack of anything happening. That changed in the next moment.

A strong feeling surged within, madly devouring the energy entering me. Before I could comprehend what was happening, I was standing underneath a starry sky and in front of my eyes was a small moon. It was the size of my palm, floating directly in front of me. Looking down, I saw my mana pool with the stars in it. 

Realising I was in my Mana Realm, I looked around and saw nothing out of the ordinary except for the floating moon. Suddenly it started pulsating with a faint silver light as the moon grew in size. Once the size of my palm it became long, before morphing into the shape of a person.

This person's shape changed into a young girl, with black hair and…silver blue eyes that had stars in them. It was the young girl from before, in the cave that had given me the bracelet.

Looking at me and smiling, she gave me a small wave. “We meet again, new Sister! And so soon too, I thought we’d meet in your dreams.”

Tilting my head in confusion, I asked her a question I had earlier. “Who are you?”

“Silly, I told you I can’t tell you that. Then again, it’ll be strange to not call me something if I’m here…in that case, call me Flannery!” As she says this, Flannery’s smile deepens as she giggles.

“Ah, ok…why are you here?”

“Oh, I left a part of my consciousness with you earlier. I figured I could converse with you in your dreams, but it seems something happened to awaken me way earlier. What happened to you?”

After hesitating for a moment, I decided to tell her the truth. Hearing my story, she nods and pats my shoulder.

“Don’t worry, big sister will help you. Though I’m not classified as a monster, I’ve helped my fair share absorb stranger things in the past!”

Just as I’m about to ask what she meant, she turns and looks up at the stars that represent my mana veins.

“Right now that energy is being absorbed by something deep within your body. A seed of sorts within your soul. You made a very wise and excellent choice of consuming the energy like this, a normal human wouldn’t be compatible with the energy you’re absorbing, but it’s perfect for a half monster like you.”

As she looks down at the lake, she smiles. “A mutated Lunar Mana lake. Very rare, I can see why you were able to evolve into a Lunar Mystic Fox.”


“Why is the energy from that orb perfect for me?”

Looking at me, she puts her hands behind her back and smiles before responding.

“Well, absorbing energy from a God would be beneficial to any lifeform. The God we took from here used to be a monster as well, though we have yet to identify what kind it is. I’ll teach you about Gods and all that later, it’s too soon for you to know about them.”

She sits down and pats her lap. “Come sit down, I’ll explain the rest of what's happening to you now.” Tilting my head again, I sit down in front of her as she giggles. “Well, that’s alright as well. Now then, about absorbing this energy.”

Taking a deep breath, she started talking. “The energy contained in the orb likely comes from that God’s domain. It reached the town you’re currently in, corrupting the orb that it used for protection against monsters. While the thing wasn’t directly a God, after all it’s just the spiritual remains of part of one, it still had a divinity to it.”

“The divinity isn’t within the energy you’re absorbing. If it was, you’d have exploded just sensing it. The energy is highly diluted by the Blessed Orb of Salus, it's mixed with it to produce energy that can be absorbed by you. As to what this type of energy is, I can not say. However this energy is on a much higher level than you’d be used to, and it’s currently feeding a seed that is deep within you.”

“I predict that after absorbing all of that energy, this seed will blossom. The energy types of both the orb and God are from the Domain branch of magic, and the seed that is absorbing it into your soul is your own Domain. Which means after you’ve absorbed all the energy, you yourself will have a Domain.”

Remembering the Domains of both the red spirit and the elderly lady, I sort of understood what she was talking about. “What is a Domain?” Seeking clarification I asked her as she pondered.

“Well…how do I put this? In a sense, it’s your own personal space, born from deep within your soul, that can influence an area around you. For you, it would be an area of about thirty metres around you. As to what the Domain becomes…it’s entirely up to you.”

“It’s not common for people to unlock it at such a low level like yourself, but it isn’t something you wouldn’t see. There are many ways to bring out someone's Domain, the way you’re doing it is extremely rare and likely one of the best methods there are. Your Domain will bring great benefits to you in battle and can hinder your opponent, but it can be overwhelming to use. It doesn’t use mana, but the duration is tied to your energy.”

“Based on your mutated Mana Realm and the fact you’re a fellow Sister, I’d say your Domain will be lunar based, like elder Sister and me. Though, I think yours would be rather incomplete Sister.”

Tilting my head again, I take in everything she has said so far. I don’t really get a lot of it, but from what I understood this is a good thing for me. “Why would it be incomplete?”

“Well, it feels like you’re missing something. A magic perhaps. It’ll still be usable, but it’ll also be unstable. So be careful with using it, okay?”

Nodding, I lean back and look at the stars, my mana veins, in the sky. There I could see red lines of energy coming from the outside on one half, moving into the centre of the star field before disappearing. So this energy is going to some seed within my soul then?

Looking towards Flannery, I wondered who she was and why she was offering me such help. I knew even if I asked she’d go on about rules and such, even so I still wanted to know. So I decided to ask her questions about my current situation.

“Why did I get pulled into my Mana Realm?” She’d been looking at me the entire time, still gently smiling.

“Well, absorbing energy like you are can be overwhelming, especially when you’re new to it, so you instinctively entered your Mana Realm to avoid being overwhelmed. Oh, and something I forgot to mention, do try not to just absorb any energy you run across, you got lucky with this orb. Even if the System says it’s beneficial, sometimes it’ll bite you in the butt.”

“Then couldn’t I absorb mana like this if I needed it?”

“Mana and energy work differently. You can absorb mana but it’s slow, not something for combat. Unless you’re in a mana spring, I’d recommend just letting your mana naturally regenerate for you. There is always something better to do after combat, like eating snacks!” 

“Energy can be absorbed rather quickly and used, like how you use Lunar energy for spells or skills. You should get used to the feeling of absorbing energy. You can’t absorb any type of energy though, some might conflict or others may just not be absorbable.”

Feeling my mind spin slightly from so much information, Flannery giggles. “You’ll get it with time. Are you excited about leaving Crater Hell?”

Hearing the unexpected question, I realised that since she had arrived here in person before, there was a way in and out. As I’m about to ask for the way out, she winks at me.

“You’ll find out soon enough about getting out. Come, let's just chat for a while.”

Still a bit unsure about everything she had told me, I started talking to her about some small general things, starting with my life in Crater.

*** 

“Oh, so you found a Shrine in a dungeon! How unusual, even though it’s an external labyrinth, it shouldn’t appear like that. Usually they’re found either in Temples or as part of a trial. Must be due to the uniqueness of Crater Hell.”

So far I had been telling her about my time outside of Crater Hell, and what led me to this point. As I was about to continue, I felt a tug on my mind.

“Aw, it seems like our time is at an end. I won’t be able to appear for a while, it takes quite a bit of energy to manifest like this. Make sure to take care of yourself, I’m so eager to know more about you.”

She reaches out and ruffles my hair, a first for me to experience. Not rejecting it, I was quite curious to know more about her. From what she said in the cave, she followed the Moon Goddess, which is connected to my Race.

As I’m about to thank her, I feel the pull turn into a yank as I find myself back outside with my eyes open. In front of me is the orb I am absorbing energy from, now a very dull golden red colour. As if waiting for me, the orb cracks as the last of the energy from it was drained.




	
Corrupted Orb of the Scorched Earth has been drained of energy by you.

Type of energy: Domain Energy.

Your Domain Seed has sprouted, allowing you to establish a Domain twenty metres around yourself.












	Domain: Unleash a Domain in which you benefit from nighttime. Duration depends on conditions.






Resisting the temptation to test it out now, I checked the orb and saw there was no System information about it anymore. Taking this as a sign that it was damaged beyond repair, it dropped to the ground and smashed into pieces. Shrugging at this scene, I knew there was nothing I could’ve done about it, the humans would need to learn to adapt without it, it wasn’t my problem.

Turning and heading out of the door, I saw the councilwoman looking at me in concern. I simply told her the orb was broken from the energy being drained.

“Got greedy then? Well, it fits you as a monster, always taking from us humans.”

Raising an eyebrow to her comment and looking at her, as she backed up a step or two. Did she forget that I was level 20?

“W-well it doesn’t matter now, just go and protect my people.”

Wondering if there was something wrong with her way of thinking I just ignored her and left the room, heading back up the stairs. I had planned to help deal with the last of the monsters if they had stopped their aggression into the city, but now I just wanted to finish the last two things I wanted to do.

Firstly, head to the source of that Lunar energy in the city and collect it. It was something that was left for me after all, I’d ensure that I get it before leaving. The second thing to do is to head to the noble’s area and get some answers. Once that was done, I just wanted to go home and sleep. 

Arriving outside the building, I looked around and found the monsters were no longer focused on moving towards the building, instead they were more focused on the humans. Seeing the humans around me injured, dead or trying their best to defend, I moved away as they watched me leave.

As I moved towards the location of the Lunar energy I’d been feeling this entire time, I came across more scenes of families being attacked by monsters. Taking some time to help them, even though I had thought of just leaving them earlier, I found the monsters were slightly weaker than before. Did the orb make them more fierce earlier?

Arriving at the source of the Lunar energy, I found myself before a rather simple water fountain that had been destroyed. The Lunar energy was coming from underneath the water, or what remained. Reaching a hand in, I pulled out a box that had a faint silver glow to it. Knowing this was a seal, I decided to just take the box with me for now and open it later. It was half the size of a human child, so it was awkward to carry around with me.

I considered helping these humans to defend their city, after all there were benefits to doing so, though I’d likely have to kill the council to begin enjoying said benefits. We did need someone who could build, someone who knew how to weave clothing and so on, but at the same time we could take our time to learn and teach other Hybrids these skills, instead of having others do it for us.

Looking to the moon, I wondered why I switched from wanting to help the humans to not caring if they all died. Was it thanks to the council woman's words? Or was it because the orb changed something about me? I doubted this, according to Flannery’s words, I’d just absorbed energy from it.

Perhaps it was because I just realised it’s something I couldn’t control, after all there were simply too many monsters wanting to come in, and that even if the city fell it wouldn’t have much of an effect on me. Shaking my head to rid myself of these thoughts, I’d still help if I saw them in trouble, but at the end of the day there was only so much I could do.

Hearing footsteps near me, I saw Sally walking towards me. Just as I greeted her, Olivia came from elsewhere. Catching them up on what happened, leaving out the conversation I had with Flannery, I told them what happened with the orb.

“So what should we do now? We can head home, we can’t just stay here protecting them, and the day is coming soon, meaning you’ll get weaker.” Looking at me as she asked us, Olivia checked her bow for any damage.

“Not yet, I want answers about the cave, let's head to the nobles section. We might be able to find someone who we can get answers out of.”

Seeing both of them nod, we start making our way towards the noble quarters while killing monsters who were attacking humans on the way. Looking back towards the wall, I could see less and less monsters appearing, perhaps they could protect this city themselves. Hopefully without relying on Hybrids.

We approach the next set of walls, leading down a path through farmland, and at the end of this pathway are the noble quarters. Wanting answers to everything, like the origin of breeding Hybrids and what was in the cave, we walked that path.


[Flannery’s PoV]

Gasping, I quickly get out of my bed and rush to the centre of my room, where a massive magic array sat, intended for meditation using Lunar energy.

“Reckless, the younger generation is simply too reckless!” Sitting down quickly, I activated the array as I checked my condition. Corruption ran deeply in my body, corruption from the energy that our new Sister had syphoned. 

Gritting my teeth, I used the strongest purifying spell in my arsenal, Celestial Purifying Garden. A huge amount of mana coursed throughout my body as I kneeled in the centre of the array, forming a circle with my hands, offering a prayer to the Moon Goddess.

Feeling a hand rest on my shoulder, an energy deeper and stronger than mine coursed through my body. Elder Sister had arrived and started helping me with the purification. All around us the scenery changed as her Domain was invoked on top of my spell, a splendid garden laid out beneath the stars.

“Take it slow, guide the corruption out Sister, don’t let it consume you.”

With the energy of a Demigod entering my body, I used it to slowly seep the corruption out of my body. I could feel each and every strand slowly leaving my body as the Domain shook due to the power that was being used. As the corruption left me, I felt a strong power slowly purify it. After an hour, and nearly exhausting all of my mana, the last of the God’s corruption left me.

Panting heavily, I heard my Elder Sister also panting for breath. The process had not been easy on either of us, even if it was just the corruption of a God’s spiritual remains, it was far more potent than what a Demigod could handle. Thankfully the Moon Goddess had responded to our call.

“Elder Sister, it seems like our new Sister is rather energetic.” Explaining the situation to Elder Sister, I heard her sigh.

“I’ll overlook your shenanigans of planting a seed of your consciousness onto her since it did save her life. I’ll let the other Sisters know you’re okay, just remember the rules when you meet with new Sister again.”

Sighing deeply, I get up and head for the bath. Remembering my conversation with the little Lunar Mystic Fox, I was glad that I had been awake to respond to her recklessness. Even a sliver of that energy would’ve killed her, thinking this caused my back to be filled with a cold sweat. Next time I’ll knock some sense into my new Sister, hopefully I can nip that recklessness in the butt.

            

    
        Chapter 46 - Moving Out

    
    
    
    
                [Alisha’s PoV]

As we approached the gates to the nobles area, I noticed something wrong. There is no one on guard, not on the walls nor at the gates themselves. As we get to the gate itself, I pick up the unique scent of blood, and a lot of it as well. Placing the box in a hidden spot near the wall, we keep walking.

Keeping up my guard as we entered the noble section, the streets were empty. The houses here are luxurious, I didn’t know what the material used was but it was a very grand white colour and felt smooth to the touch. Looking down the empty streets they were very tidy, no rubbish littered the ground and the streets were made from expensive materials.

Following the smell of blood, we quickly travel down the streets, not seeing anyone at all. The noble quarters were a lot smaller than the human areas, and soon we arrived in an open square. Hundreds of corpses of humans were laid out, as if they had all been gathered here before they were slaughtered. Standing in front of all of these corpses is a familiar back.

Golden hair, hands behind his back, it looked exactly like Dracovish…in fact, it was Dracovich, the System showed the same information as it had earlier.




	
Dracovish

Level 22 Clairvoyant Human

Apprentice Mind Flayer

Health: ???/???









He turns towards us, the same expressionless face as before. How was he here exactly, I saw him die in that cave, by the hands of that red spirit.

Without a word to us, he raises a hand and points at me. At that moment I felt a spike of pain run through my head, I knew this pain…it happened while I was fighting Rebekah and was choking her. This time it is a lot more intense. Biting down on my tongue to bear with the pain, I knew we weren’t going to get answers.

Feeling the pain fade, I charge at Dracovish. Sally moved to my right as Olivia moved back on top of a building. Swirling my wind around me, I increased my speed while feeling the loss of strength due to it being day time. Quickly arriving at his side I strike out, my fist meeting a wall just short of Dracovish. 

Blinking as I stepped back, for a moment I saw a translucent barrier around him. Stepping forward, I threw a Lashing Fire Kick but before it connected I felt my mind go blank as thousands of voices rang out for a moment. As I’m standing there blankly, I feel a force slam into my stomach as I’m sent flying away.

Slamming into a wall, I watch as Sally swings and the translucent barrier appears again, blocking the blow. An arrow plunges into Dracovish’s shoulder, not deep but it struck him. I saw no blood from the wound however, did it pierce him? 

Getting up and wincing, the strike that I’d received didn’t have anything physical behind it. What type of magic did he use? From the pain in my mind to the thousands of sudden voices, it must be related to our minds, something I had no idea how to protect myself against. My mind starts spinning with ideas, but nothing promising comes to mind as I move in once again.

Seeing Sally wince suddenly, she is nearly blasted away but manages to keep herself stable as another arrow strikes true, hitting Dracovish in the shoulder again. Once again there was no blood, but this time I could tell it had pierced him. Did he just not have any blood? I didn’t see any spill from him in the cave now that I thought about it.

Slamming a fist towards his face, I connected with the barrier again as the voices rang in my mind again. Blanking out, I regained my clarity quicker than before as I rolled to the side and timed my next attack with Sally. This time, the barrier didn't appear, but as my fist is about to connect I felt my thoughts turn into a storm, causing my attack to falter at the last second.




	You are under the effects of Mind Storm. Your thoughts and emotions are in disarray.






Unable to comprehend the System message, I try to clear my mind. Thoughts of all types were appearing rapidly in my mind, my emotions were running out of control and trying to focus on a single train of thought caused it to slip out of my grasp. I felt pain course through my mind again, my head was throbbing with a heavy dull pain.

Feeling the pain subside slightly, I knew I was performing the worst among everyone here. The daytime weakened me too much to make an impact, and even now I was being kept out of the fight by some of his magic. Jumping back to Olivia, she comes over and starts healing me on reflex. Feeling the pain fade from my mind completely, the System notified me that the Mind Storm had ended. 

“Olivia, get within twenty metres.” Without another word, I moved before seeing her reaction. Moving quickly, I arrive next to Dracovish as I lash out another attack, feeling the voices hit me again I grit my teeth and follow through. Hitting the barrier, I heard a faint crack. Is it getting weaker, or is he not putting as much behind the barrier.

Taking a few steps back, I take a breath as I clear my mind from the voices and close my eyes. Focusing, I mutter the words of the new spell I had received.

“Domain. Mystical Lunar Starfield.”

The name came from somewhere deep within me, as I felt something surge out. Opening my eyes out, a burst of energy flowed through me and covered the area around all four of us. In the sky is a large moon, shining brightly, with a field of stars behind it. Underneath my feet was a lake with stars within…this looked very similar to my Mana Realm, except the moon was new.

At that moment, I felt something was missing from the Domain. Something that disrupted the flow of it, I couldn’t place a finger on what exactly was wrong, but I knew that due to whatever was missing the Domain is unstable, it would only last a few minutes.

Feeling the strength in me not only return but also become stronger, I used a Lunar Blessing on myself and Sally. Seeing Dracovish, he finally showed an emotion on his face, looking surprised at the turn of events that had occurred. Looking directly at me, I felt pain enter my mind again, and ignoring it I moved in and slammed my fist into his face once again.

This time a loud crack rings through as my fist breaks through the barrier, slamming into Dracovish’s face. Slamming into the ground, still with a surprised face, he rolls from my stomp, gets up and points at me once again. For a moment everything came to a standstill as I felt a nosebleed come on. Feeling my mind go completely blank, for a moment I feel like I’ve forgotten who I am…

In the next instance, a refreshing feeling spreads through my mind, my mind gains its clarity back as I feel a palm on the back of my head. Knowing it was Olivia, I watch as Sally slashes, slicing through the barrier herself and digging her sword into Dracovish’s neck. Once again no blood spilt.

Seeing her pull the sword out and move backwards, Dracovish stumbles for a moment. Looking at us with the once again expressionless face, I take a step forward, ready to fight once again. Hearing a sigh escape his lips, he mutters “So in the end, this experiment failed.”

Experiment? Was he referring to us or the cave? Before I could ask him, he straightened himself up and looked directly at me before looking at Sally. He shrugs his shoulders before saying “Well, not that this hasn’t been fun, but this doll has run its course. Farewell monsters, you were useful till the very end.”

Before I could say anything, Dracovish collapsed, like a puppet that had its strings cut it was dead. Checking the body, there was no System information at all. Knowing this likely meant he was dead, I grew angry. He had gone just like that, not only that but from his words he wasn’t even here, he was controlling something.

Looking around to try and calm myself down, I saw the hundreds of corpses in the square behind where we had just fought. Looking at this scene, it was undeniable that they had killed either themselves or each other, meaning it was very unlikely for anyone to have survived here. Meaning no one could tell me anything, all the questions I had wouldn’t be answered…

Feeling the anger in my well up, I could feel myself transformation, a blinding rage creeping over my weakened mind. Just as I felt myself about to sink into this feeling, I felt someone hugging me from behind, and turning my head I saw Sally. Feeling an odd calm overcome me, I relax and let the anger simmer down.

Feeling an emptiness overcome my heart, I knew we wouldn’t get the answers we seeked. Even if we were to ransack the buildings here, I doubted they would’ve left anything for us to find. Turning on the spot, we decided to just leave, and after walking back down the tunnel to find Gray, we started planning out how to move the Hybrids, even though my heart was no longer in it.

***

Laying down looking at the roof of my little hut, it’s been two months since the attack on Crater. After meeting with Gray, we slowly escorted the Hybrids that had lived through the ordeal to our new home slowly. They had awoken shortly after we fought Dracovish, getting them here was slow but since Crater had its own problems they didn’t try to stop us…not that they could.

Crater had lost nearly half its population, we hadn’t attempted to contact them ever since the attack. We dealt with any remaining facilities that had been built to breed Hybrids. We never found answers for why we were bred in the first place, we agreed it likely had something to do with releasing the seal on the doors. We didn’t know why they didn’t need to wait for the full moon either.

There were a lot of unanswered questions, but we couldn’t get the answers to them. Sighing, I roll over onto my side and see the box that was left for me by those two ladies. Planning to open it today, I sit up and bring it over to me. 

At the moment the plateau is bustling with activity, even though it’s nighttime everyone is busy either building, cooking or learning combat. We’d managed to get a few Hybrids to level 10, Chloe was currently level 16 and everyone else was close to 10. Oddly enough, Gray was the most popular amongst the Hybrids, with Sally being the second most popular. 

As for me, I’ve been avoiding socialising with anyone recently. Looking over at Elizabeth, she hadn’t woken since that day, part of the reason why I stayed inside was to care for her. Olivia came by to switch with me every now and then, according to her there was nothing physically wrong with Elizabeth. 

Grabbing the box, I looked at the glow around it and had a feeling on how to open it. Injecting some of my lunar mana into the box, I had a soft crack as the glow disappeared, leaving behind a rather simple wooden box. Opening it, I took a look to see what was inside.

Firstly, there was a folded piece of parchment, and opening it I found a rather simple map that was drawn. Seeing that it had the plateau on it, I knew it had been drawn for me. From the plateau, a dotted line travelled up to the northwest, towards a spot that was circled. Written next to the circle was a single line “Staircase out of Crater Hell!”

Staring at the map for a while, I felt a yearning overcoming me. I knew I wanted to go and experience more of this world, but I felt tied down here, to look after the Hybrids who had been rescued from Crater. Putting the map aside, I reached in and brought out the next item, which was a beautiful dress.

Sleeveless, it’s light blue in colour, with a silvery hue to it, frills at the bottom and the straps at the top were thin. Looking at it, the dress reached down to my knees, something I could wear with my armour on top. Checking the rest of the clothing, I found underwear, socks and a pair of shoes that were flat soled, with a design that reminded me of the night sky.

Smiling, I set it aside and found the last item in the box. Wrapped in a piece of paper is a silver metal plate, the size of my palm. Glancing at the paper, it had a small amount of writing on it.

“New Sister, if you’re reading this then you found the gifts we have left you. Sorry it’s nothing too practical, we can’t interfere with you too much.

The map will show you a way out of Crater Hell, to the world outside. There is a lot more out there than you might know. 

The dress is made out of a material found from a rare monster, it won’t be damaged easily and will grow with you!

Lastly, the metal plate will serve as your identification when you’re out in the world. Drop a single drop of blood onto it and it’ll reflect your identity.

We hope to meet you soon, and if we somehow have met before you open this letter, then I hope we meet again!”

Putting the note to the side, I bite my thumb and let a drop of blood splatter onto the metal plate. As it glowed, I saw words slowly etch themselves on. After the glow faded, I looked at the plate. It was nearly identical to the Status from my System, except in the Race box it identified me as a human and monster hybrid, as well as saying I was a Lunar Mystic Fox.

As I’m looking at it, Olivia walked in and sat down. Looking at the plate, she looked confused. 

“Where did you get an identity plate?” 

Explaining and showing Olivia everything that I had received, she nodded thoughtfully before seeing the map that guided us out of Crater Hell. Seeing a look of yearning from her as well, she turns to me and says “Well, we can leave another day…however.”

Glancing at Elizabeth, I knew the best way to help her wasn’t here. 

“If we exit out close to my village, we could get her help. I know you have things you need to do here, so I can go alo-”

“I want to come with you.” Telling her directly, I didn’t want to miss a chance to leave. Maybe it was too quick of a decision, especially because I hadn’t spent any time really helping out with the Hybrids, but I knew I wanted to explore the world, being held down here was something I didn’t want to do. I knew I’d be weighing Gray and Sally down…but maybe we could work something out for them to come too.

Seeing Olivia smile, she patted my shoulder and went over to check on Elizabeth. Getting up myself, I planned to head to the river to bathe before speaking with Sally and Gray. I knew I was being selfish, but deep down, I didn’t want to be in Crater Hell anymore, even if there was still a lot here to explore, I wanted to see things like Olivia’s home. 

Plus, we can always come back right? It’s not like I’ll be gone for that long…Perhaps I could find Dracovish and get answers directly from him.


            

    
        Chapter 47 - Stepping Out of Crater Hell

    
    
    
    
                Walking back from the pond, I looked down at the new dress I was wearing, something I wasn’t accustomed to wearing but it felt nice. It didn’t hinder my movements either, and I was used to wearing a skirt so my movement wouldn’t be restricted. Nodding in approval, I slowly walked back towards the small town we had built as Alice flew over and landed on my head.

From the outside, it looked like a collection of small huts and campfires. After sharing the book about construction around, there were a handful of people who learnt how to make shelter without needing the more complex parts. While the huts were fairly simple, it offered protection against the weather. The Orb was in a slightly bigger building, with Sally, Gray or I in there to ensure nothing happened to it.

As I walked, I watched the surroundings as various people were moving around, working or talking. Some of the children were playing while others did tasks like cooking or cleaning an area to build more huts. Seeing this scene made me glad I had continued with getting them out of Crater, even with my feelings of not caring about what happens to them.

I had considered why I didn’t care for them, had thought of it long and hard. It wasn’t that I was completely uncaring for them, the feeling that I felt is that I had done all I could for them, and now I didn’t want to keep protecting them, they had to learn to do that themselves. I’m happy to help them gain some levels, but at the end of the day, I didn’t want to be responsible for nearly a thousand lives.

Is it selfish of me to think like that? I don’t know, maybe it is, maybe it isn’t. Every day that passed the feeling of wanting to do what I want and not be tied down grew stronger, is it because I had been tied down by the humans in the past and wanted to do my own thing?

I knew it wouldn’t be fair on Sally and Gray if I just up and left without them. Making my way to Sally’s hut, I knocked on the door and entered. Seeing Sally sitting on the ground, she turns to look at me and nods as I sit near her. Before I could start speaking, she started.

“You want to leave, right? Then go, Gray and I can look after everyone.”

Tilting my head in confusion, Sally offers me a rare smile. “Olivia came around earlier and mentioned the map. Gray already knows too, he thinks it's best if you go. Elizabeth still needs help after all. Plus you can always return or we can always join you.”

“Don’t you guys want to join us though? We could go together.” 

Shaking her head, Sally looks over behind her. Following her gaze, I saw Chloe sleeping. “Chloe feels pretty strongly about staying here, and besides I want some quiet time after everything that's happened. Gray also feels the same.”

Nodding to her words, I started to realise that she had a different goal in mind. My goal was to go out and explore more of the world, Sally wanted to stay here and protect Chloe and the others. Gray has his own goals as well. Even if I was to leave now, Sally was right, we could always meet up later on or I could come back, Olivia said her village was close to Crater Hell.

After talking to Sally for a while, Gray joined us. As we got to talking, he was very much in the same opinion as Sally, but he was more concerned about getting Elizabeth help. She’d helped us in the past, and we wanted to return the favour. He wanted to entrust her to Olivia and I to see if we could get her help outside of here.

We continued talking throughout the night, mainly about what we wanted to do in the future. We were similar in the fact that we wanted to continue getting stronger, but we had different reasons for doing so. I wanted to get stronger so I wouldn’t be held down by humans ever again, Sally wanted to get stronger to protect those close to her and Gray wanted strength so he could continue helping those we had saved.

I knew I wouldn’t return for a while, this feeling must’ve been shared with Alice as she was playing with Pup and I could feel a sense of sadness from her. I wouldn’t leave her behind, and she wouldn’t leave my side either. As we continued talking, I also thought out my plan of leaving, sooner rather than later.

***

After two more nights, Olivia and I decided to head out towards the marked location. Comparing the map that Elizabeth had bought along and the map I was given, it would be a relatively safe trip all things considered. The highest level marked was level 16, which made me wonder how the humans didn’t find this way out. 

“Perhaps there is a dungeon there, or a really high level monster?” Offering an explanation, I considered what Olivia said and had to agree, something must’ve been there to prevent the humans finding this way out. The map said it was a staircase, which would be very obvious, but perhaps to powerful people like those two ladies, what is complicated to us is rather simple to them.

Checking over my equipment, mainly the new dress and armour, as well as my supplies of food and water, I made sure I was ready to go. Olivia had an excited expression on her face, she had not seen her family in a few months. I couldn’t understand that feeling, but I was happy for her either way.

We planned to have Olivia carry Elizabeth with me in front to deal with any enemies, even though it’s likely it wasn’t needed. Seeing her still asleep even after all this time pained me. Her facial expression never changed, never looked troubled or disturbed. It’s frustrating to know she’d saved me twice, while I haven’t even saved her once.

Throwing my bag over my shoulder, I see Sally and Gray walking over towards us. Saying our farewells was simple, after all we’d see each other once we were able to heal and wake up Elizabeth, so we shouldn’t be separated for long. With one more look behind us, we head off with Olivia carrying Elizabeth. We had decided to head out during the day and had estimated it would take two hours to reach the staircase.

Just as we were about to leave the grass plains, I took one more look behind me. Feeling sadness overcome me, I let the tears fall, not knowing why I’m suddenly feeling sad. Perhaps it was knowing that I wouldn’t be seeing everyone for a while, even though we’ll be coming right back once Elizabeth had awoken, she’d love the sight of everyone finally living a life outside of slavery.

Turning back, I gave a nod to Olivia who had also stopped and we continued on, running as fast as we could. We thought of taking it slow so as to not disturb Elizabeth, but on the off chance our speed would wake her, we decided to go as quickly as we could. As a result, the original two hour trip very quickly became an hour.

***

Arriving before a massive cliff face, I craned my neck to the sky, unable to see the top of this cliff and looking left and right it continued on forever. Looking down at the map, it wasn’t too detailed, but it had some landmarks, one of which shows a ruined building where this staircase supposedly was. Looking at the ruined building in front of me, I knew this was the one, it was built along the cliff, like the cliff itself was a wall.

The building looked like the old blacksmith from Zalus, except it didn’t have any foges and instead was filled with old bookshelves, or at least they may have contained books at some point. Upon entering, there were footsteps in the dust on the ground, footsteps of two people at least. I wonder how the humans missed this place, or did they explore it and find nothing?

Following the footsteps that came out of the building, we backtracked it towards the rocky cliff that ran along as a wall. On the wall is a statue of a humanoid, the defining features had worn away, leaving a rather blank and rounded statue. Touching the statue caused nothing to occur, but it was big and the footsteps led away from here.

Looking at the statue, the thought of punching it crossed my mind, but knowing that it was still here meant I couldn’t just destroy it, otherwise Flannery would've destroyed it…or maybe not. Just as I was wondering what to do, I heard a voice resound through my mind. 

“Inject mana into it.” 

Hearing this voice, I frown as that seemed to be too simple, but I do as Flannery suggests. Feeling mana pass through my arm, I felt a strange energy join it. Figuring this must be Flannery helping me, I surge the mana through the statue as it starts to glow as a faint grinding sound comes from it.

The statue slowly moves inwards as it cuts me off from pushing mana through, like it was pushing part of the wall away as it slowly revealed a dark cave. Walking in, it was a dark cave, further in was an incline upwards, there were no stairs but it was the only way to go. Looking back at Olivia, I offered to take Elizabeth for a while and we set off up the incline.

There was no light, and using Moon Glow I provided light for Olivia. After climbing for an hour, it started getting damp and there was a strange stagnant smell in the air, bothering my sense of smell. After another hour of slowly climbing, I felt a pressure building on my shoulders, nothing too heavy but it felt like I was getting heavier.

The more we climbed, the heavier this pressure got. Soon, it became harder to take steps, and while it was still possible to climb it still felt straining. Within the next five hours, we had to stop due to the exhaustion we felt. Sitting down where we were, the pressure remained as we took a break. Right now Olivia was struggling to lift her arms while I was the same, however since I had slightly higher strength I found it a bit easier to move. 

“It feels like the gravity is getting heavier the more we climb…which makes no sense.” Hearing Olivia talk, I tilt my head and ask.

“What’s gravity?”

“Oh, um…it’s like the thing that keeps us on the ground. It’s also a type of magic, some use it for strength training.”

Hearing the part about training, I decided to give it a go after a bit of rest. Taking out the old bracelets from Teacher Lee, I put them on and felt my limbs double in weight. Finding it nearly impossible to lift an arm or leg, I kept trying to move slowly while Olivia watched with interest, resting Elizabeth's head on her lap.

Slowly I started to move my body, and with some difficulties I could take a few steps before I ran out of breath. Knowing this was an opportunity to get some training in, I kept pushing myself while Olivia grew bored of watching and started reading. Taking my usual fighting stance, I threw out some kicks and punches and as time went by, I slowly got used to the new pressure I was under.

After a few more hours and some rest in between, I became very used to the pressure and weight from the bracelets. I couldn’t move fast, but my muscles were getting stronger. After resting for a bit longer, we decided to move once again, this time with Olivia carrying Elizabeth while I continued to wear the bracelets.
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As we continued like this for a few days, we rested every few hours, mainly to switch who was carrying Elizabeth and to eat. The pressure continued to slowly get heavier and one day I received a surprising message from the System.

Raising an eyebrow at this, I had suspected I could increase my strength, but not to this degree. Opening my status, I saw the updated Strength stat.
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As that message faded, I felt myself get slightly stronger, a strange feeling but one that told me the strength provided was separate to what I had built up myself with this type of training, which made me consider what this could mean. Was the strength I’ve gained worthless compared to what the System just gave me, or is it a small bonus?

I don’t know which one it was, but I wanted to test it out later. After a few more hours of walking, we finally reach what seems to be the end, a pair of doors. Thankfully this set of doors did not have a glow to it, and after some rest, Olivia and I slowly opened it. 

Walking out from the doors, we arrived in a dark cave, with light coming from an exit nearby. Heading to the exit, we step out of a cave into a forest. Taking in a smell, I could tell we were outside, the fresh air smelled completely different. The pressure from climbing had completely disappeared, and turning to look behind me, I saw there was no exit there anymore.

Confused, I attempted to go back but there was no cave, it's like it had completely disappeared, in its place were just some trees. Looking at Olivia, she seemed surprised too. Looking around, Olivia frowned for a moment before saying “I have an idea where we are…at least, which forest we’re in.” As she looks around, she points in a direction “Let’s head that way, I can feel the call of Ithil from that direction.”

Taking off my bracelets and storing them again, I look in that direction and nod. Trusting her here we continue walking while I keep my guard up. Switching Elizabeth between us every now and then, we finally break through the forest, and a new sight enters my eyes, causing me to start feeling excited.

An open field laid before us, I could see roads and people moving with carts and other things, travelling down the paths. The distance between those roads and us was quite large, the field looked to be free of monsters. Looking at the sky, a question came to my mind.

“Olivia, how long does daylight last for?”

“Mm, I’m not sure, fourteen or fifthteen hours?”

Looking at her with suspicion, she gave me a smile and said “In fact, daylight not lasting long is unique to Crater Hell, it’s unusual and out here the daylight lasts a lot longer. You remember Zalus right?”

I didn’t get to spend much time outside in Zalus…not mentioning this to Olivia, I trusted her words and looked at the field again. “Do you know where we are now?”

Shaking her head, she points at the carts and people. “Let's follow them, we should arrive in a human settlement or town and we can get our bearings there.”

Touching my ears and feeling Alice still sitting on my head, I turn to look at Olivia and ask “Will I be okay?”

“Mm, evolved monsters are a fairly common sight and humans have learned to accept them. You’ll be okay.”

Nodding to her words, I still felt slightly uneasy thanks to my past experiences with humans. Getting onto the path, we start walking along the roads, passing by other humans. Some glanced at me with interest, and not only me but also Olivia and Elizabeth before looking away after losing interest. Others just outright ignored us.

Feeling a bit more comfortable with their responses, we soon saw a small town enter our sights. There were no walls here but there were guards and a line to enter the town. Upon seeing the town, Olivia grinned.

“I know where we are! We’re about two days walk away from Ithil! Alisha, I can finally go home.”

Seeing her smiling so brightly with tears on the edge of her eyes, I felt happy for her. I still couldn’t understand her feelings, but seeing her this happy made me feel happy.

After waiting in line for a few hours, the sun was still out which was strange. I wasn’t used to feeling weakened for this long, but I put up with it and soon we reached the guards. Looking at us, one of the guards held out a hand and looked at us.

“80 Copper for the monsters, 50 Copper for the Elf and 20 Copper for the Human.”

Tilting my head in confusion, Olivia takes out a small pouch and reaches in. Taking out two small silver metal pieces and handing them to the guard, he nods and gives Olivia a small pile of copper coloured metal pieces back. Waving us in, we move in as I look at Olivia. 

“I’ll fill you in. This is a currency called money, coins to be exact. It’s the most basic form, 100 Copper coins makes 1 Silver, 100 Silver makes 1 Gold. 100 Gold makes 1 Platinum. There is more, but the average person can live off 50 copper coins a week, so having more than that isn’t something your average person has. Right, let's find an inn and rest for a while before heading off.”

Feeling my mind once again feel overwhelmed with the information, I ask her what an inn was. Explaining that it was a building that had beds, baths and food for travelling people made me stumble for a moment.

“You have a lot to find out and learn about. Don’t worry, I’ll teach you slowly!”

Nodding in response, we found an Inn called The Raven’s Rest, an appropriate name for us thanks to Alice. Heading in, Olivia does all the talking while I look around. There were a lot of people in the lobby of this building and soon Olivia and I were being led somewhere. Arriving at a room, I enter and see three beds in a small room.

“Let’s get Elizabeth washed and reclothed and then eat and rest shall we?”

Nodding, I let Olivia handle Elizabeth tonight while I play with Alice. Feeling excited at the prospect of exploring, I held off for now as our main objective was reaching Ithil and finding Elizabeth help, but I still looked out the window of the room and watched as people walked around, talked or in one person's case sang. 

“It’s exciting isn’t it Alice?” “Kraa!” “Hehe, I can’t wait to see Olivia’s village.”

Chattering like this, Olivia was soon done and once we ate, we turned in as the sun was setting. We planned to only sleep for a few hours before heading off again, the sooner we arrived the better it would be for Elizabeth. The town here was rather small, smaller than Crater but had a more exciting atmosphere.

            

    
        Chapter 48 - Ithil

    
    
    
    
                Waking up, I had not gotten much sleep, hanks to the excitement I felt. Looking to my right, I saw Olivia sleeping next to me, at some point she'd climbed into my bed and had fallen asleep. Seeing her sleeping face, I found it quiet cute, especially since the usual serious look she had while fighting or talking was replaced by a relaxed face. Carefully getting out of the bed, I quietly move over to the window and sit down, looking out at the town again.


I knew why I am excited. I'd never thought I'd be able to travel like this, not even half a year ago I was still a slave to the humans of Crater, and suddenly I had become free enough to escape and explore outside of Crater. Part of me felt like this was just a prolonged dream, while another part of me wanted to just explore this new world.


Hearing Olivia groaning, I see her sit up yawning while looking at me with a sleepy expression and messy blonde hair. Getting up, she came over and sat next to me, and just like I do with Sally she rested her head on my shoulder before closing her eyes and sleeping again.

I had found that Olivia in the last few days had become a lot more attached to Sallyand I. It wasn’t uncommon for her to share a bed with me or Sally, or even just spend time talking to us or even just sitting in silence. I wonder if this is what having a sister was like. Though it could be that she had just become comfortable around us, we had spent a few months around each other.

Letting her continue resting for a few hours, soon enough the sun started rising as I felt power drain from my body. I would never get used to feeling weakened when the sun came out, it was really uncomfortable. Feeling Olivia stir to the side, she sat up and looked around confused.

“What am I doing here…”

Giggling at her confused face I get up just as a knock came from the door. Putting my guard up right away, Olivia pats my shoulder.

“It’s alright, it’ll be our breakfast I ordered.” Mumbling sleeply, Olivia gives me a small smile.


“Ordered?” Before I could get an answer, Olivia opened the door where an elderly man was standing, pushing a cart into the room before leaving. Smelling food of various kinds from this cart, Olivia beckons me over and hands me a plate of strange types of food.

“Kraa!” Seeing Alice looking at the food, I was about to hand her some when Olivia grabbed a bowl.

“Don’t worry, I didn’t forget about you, Alice.”

In the bowl was very finely sliced meat. Putting the bowl on the table in the room, Alice flew over and started pecking from it as I sat down with her. Trying out a piece of meat in the shape of a tube, I found it delicious. There were a lot of different types of food, each one as good as the other until I tried a strange red slice with seeds in it. Finding the taste foul, I looked at the rest of it and frowned.

“That’s called a tomato. It’s not very good is it?” Looking over at Olivia who hadn’t touched the red fruit either, I nodded in agreement. Finishing the food, Olivia puts the plates and bowls on the cart and pushes it to the side.

“Are you ready to go?” Nodding to her question, I went and carried Elizabeth first. Leaving the inn after a short stop at what Olivia called the front desk, we headed to the opposite end of the town. 

“We don’t need to worry about where to go, I remember from here we walk along this path then go off road into the forest where Ithil. I can sense where to go, and once in the forest I’ll know the way right away, leave it to me.

Nodding to her, I follow as Olivia takes the lead. As we continue to walk to the end of the town, we exit and start running down the road once again. After nearly an entire day of running with me carrying Elizabeth the entire time, we finally arrived at the edge of a new forest.

Describing this forest was difficult. Beautiful was a word that came to mind, a thick fog ran through the entirety of the forest, the trees had a faint blue glow to them and the leaves were a dazzling green. I could hear plenty of insects, and looking around a question sprung to my mind.

“Olivia, where are the monsters?”

I hadn’t seen any this entire time, a sight I’m not used to in the slightest.

“Ah, I forgot to tell you. The humans have adventurers and guards who patrol the roads constantly and they kill any monsters that appear. We have a similar system in the forest, with some help from the other residents.

Oh, and the location of our village is a bit of a secret…I’m sure it’ll be fine, the circumstances for why you are Elizabeth are here are special, my family will vouch for you two.”

Nodding at her words as I watch her pull her hood up, we continue on. We could keep going for a few days without rest if we needed to, as long as we didn’t have to fight and use stamina we’d have no problems travelling. Entering the forest, Olivia takes a deep breath in and smiles with excitement. Turning in a certain direction, she starts moving forwards as I continue following her while carrying Elizabeth.

As I continued to follow Olivia, I felt myself being watched. At first it felt like a glance, but now I was aware several beings were looking in our direction, and feeling a bit uneasy I glanced towards Olivia. Seeing her relaxed, I let it be as we continued onwards.

After continuing for half a day, I suddenly felt danger heading towards us as I stopped and dodged to the side. Nothing came however and looking around, I see Olivia staring in a direction with an annoyed frown on her face. As I’m about to ask her what happened, I smelled someone approaching from a tree, and looking up I saw another just like Olivia.

With piercing green eyes and blonde hair, the new elf glared at me before shifting their eyes to Elizabeth then to Olivia. As tempted as I was, I avoided peering at their System information, remembering Janet’s words from Zalus that higher level people could tell when you checked. I could tell however this person was strong, much stronger than I at the moment.

“Olivia…you’ve returned, with a monster and human following you. And you’ve ascended incorrectly as well.” Speaking with a voice that reverberated in my ears, the elf looked down at Olivia.

Finding myself frowning at the wording of that sentence, I heard Olivia scoff, and with a voice that was filled with arrogance, something I’ve never heard before, she remarks.


“It’s none of your business, Elladan. Or do I need to remind you of my family name?”

Seeing Elladan frown, I could see annoyance in his eyes. I couldn’t understand why he is so hostile from the get go, but after a minute of staring at Olivia he steps back into the trees and disappears. Olivia shakes her head and glances back at me.

“I should tell you now so it doesn’t surprise you later. My family is considered an upper class family among the elves, while we’re not exactly royalty we do have good ties to a certain faction that is connected to the Patriarch, so our name has some leeway. Now, let's keep going before Elladan decides to change his mind.”

As Olivia takes the lead once again, I kept following behind her as we made our way through the forest. It hadn’t changed since we entered and I had gotten slightly bored of the sight. However, the deeper we started going, the bigger the trees became, growing massive in size, some thicker than the average house in the last town we were in, with spacing between each.

Seeing Olivia pick up more speed the closer we got, I knew she was avoiding bolting into her village and leaving me behind. I would’ve usually encouraged her to go ahead, but I knew if I did I’d likely end up dead. The stares on me were rather intense.

After walking for a bit longer, the fog suddenly lifted after stepping past a certain tree. In front of me is a town that I’d never thought possible. Between the trees were bridges with houses built on the trees, on the ground were individual buildings. The houses were rather simple looking, mostly made from wood. Looking at the buildings attached to the middle of the trees, I wondered how they built them.

Seeing elves walk along the bridges and around on the ground, some of them turned to look towards us and I felt more hostile stares land on me. Shrugging off the feeling of discomfort, I keep my guard up just in case.

Looking towards Olivia, I could see her smiling at this sight. As I watched she closed her eyes, breathed out and changed her expression to look more like Elladan, annoyed with a touch of arrogance.

“Let’s go, I’m sure my parents would love to meet you.”

Olivia starts walking besides me as I carry Elizabeth on my back and we walk through the village. Seeing Olivia ignore the stares of people around us, I intimidate her and ignore those around us as well. She leads us to a spiral staircase, leading up to the houses on the trees. Hearing the staircase creaking, I worried for a moment that it wouldn’t hold up, but kept walking.

Reaching the top of the staircase, we arrived on a landing in front of a house. Ignoring the house, Olivia walked along the landing and went behind the treehouse and continued down a bridge. After a few more of these going deeper into the forest, we arrived in front of one of the bigger houses here.

Three stories high, there’s a garden that spreads out with a path leading to the house. Wondering how they managed to make a garden here, it had short grass with various coloured flowers running along the path, as a faint light ran down the pathway. The house was similar in nature to all others, simple but it looked extremely clean. Looking at Olivia I could see she had been crying since laying eyes on the house.

Wiping the tears away, she smiles at me as we walk down the path towards the door. I could still feel stares on me from behind, I wondered why they hadn’t approached us yet, or at least taken action against Elizabeth or I. Is it because of Olivia’s family, or is there another reason why?

Arriving at the door, Olivia is about to knock when the door swings open. A tall, beautiful elf lady stands before us, looking at Olivia in disbelief. Without another word, she hugs Olivia with such a speed I couldn’t see and grips her tightly. 

Pulling Olivia away, the lady caresses Olivia’s face while crying. “Oh Olivia, they said you died…how are you here?!” Glancing at me for a moment, she smiles and drags Olivia in as I stand there not knowing what to do. I felt like I was intruding on something I shouldn’t be, but before I could think of what to do, the same lady came back without Olivia and beckoned for me to follow.

Walking into the house, I was led through the lobby into a side room, a big room with a large table and chairs, couches on the side and a fireplace at the far end of the room. Not seeing Olivia, I was about to ask where she was when the lady turned and spoke.

“Feel free to relax here.”

Without another word she left the room again. Feeling things were moving too quickly for me to keep up with, I laid Elizabeth down on a couch and sat down, with Alice jumping onto the table in front of me. Waiting quietly, I listened to the sounds through the house, as if a few people were moving around. Soon loud footsteps came from outside the room as it opened, revealing Olivia and the same lady once again.

Seeing Olivia, her eyes were red like she’d been crying. Looking at the lady who was walking next to Olivia, they both looked very similar, with Olivia looking a lot younger. I had assumed this was her mother. Coming over and sitting down opposite me was Olivia, and next to her the lady.

“I’m sorry about that, I had to make sure it really was Olivia. We had been told she was killed without a corpse during a routine scout, which is now coming out as a falsehood. So dear, can you tell me what happened?”

Glancing at me for a moment, Olivia starts talking about what’s happened. I’d heard the story of how she woke up in the middle of nowhere and had survived purely from using her natural ability to blend in with her surroundings, until she had met and saved us.

Just as she was talking about meeting us in the swamp, the doors to the room opened and an older male elf entered, I could see a few wrinkles on the edges of his eyes and he held himself straight. Pushing a cart into the room, there was food and drinks on it. Placing a cup in front of me, he does the same to the other two before bowing and leaving.

As Olivia continued, the hours seemed to pass by. Her mother never interrupted Olivia and allowed her to keep talking until finally reaching the part of returning to the forest. As I had been there for most of her tale, it was rather boring but I kept myself looking interested. Seeing her mother ponder for a while, she turned to me.

“I thank you for looking after Olivia this entire time. I forgot to introduce myself before, but I am Eowyn, Olivia's mother. It’s a pleasure to meet you Alisha. Though from your story dear it seems we have some troubles ahead of us. Bringing a human and a monster into our village will cause some outrage, regardless of the circumstances.”

Hearing Eowyn, I knew I wasn’t welcomed from the moment I’d entered this village. The hostile stares were more than enough to show me that. 

“We’ll protect you so don’t worry. As to how to treat your friend Elizabeth there…I have an idea, I’ll need to run it by your father once he has returned. Now Olivia, I suppose you’ve figured out the truth behind this matter, correct?”

Biting her lip, Olivia looks down and nods. “Most likely I was knocked out at some point during our scouting and thrown into Crater Hell by those I was with. I didn’t want to admit it before, but there is no avoiding it now.”

“And you’ve now returned as a deviant Elf. I suppose I should just be glad you’ve returned to me safely, you even met some new friends and surely have plenty of stories to share.”

Seeing Olivia look up with some excitement, I remember her original motivation for joining us in exploring the Temple of the Blood God was to find some stories to tell. As I was remembering her comments during that time, the door to the room slammed open and an elderly man stood there. He was an elf with many scars on his arms and face, along with some wrinkles he had the same blonde hair and green eyes as Eowyn and Olivia did. 

Staring at Olivia in disbelief, he rushes to her and embraces her as well. I felt a bit of loneliness seeing this sight, I wouldn’t be embraced like that by anyone…shaking those thoughts from my mind, I see Olivia also start crying as she hugged her father.

After Olivia explained the story again, which took a few more hours once again, her father turned to me and thanked me again. Learning that he was named Erestor, he also commented about Elizabeth’s condition.

“I know a practitioner who studies the soul. He lives in another village but I should be able to get him to visit and have a look for you. I can’t make any promises though, it sounds like you guys have had a hard time yourselves.”

Unable to deny his words, he looks at me once again.

“I do have to say though, it’s very surprising to learn that not only is Crater Hell filled with monsters but there are humans as well. Most elves can be…quite arrogant and unaccepting of other races, so there will be some who will try and make your life difficult here. Though I suppose we’d have our hands filled with Olivia becoming a deviant.”


Tilting my head, I finally ask the question I’d been holding for a bit. “What’s wrong with being a deviant?”

Seeing the three remain quiet, I knew I asked a sensitive question but I still wanted to know. Eowyn looks at me and explains. 

“It’s an old tradition of the elves, they believe all elves belong to nature and are born to serve and wield it. Any elves that do not or can not use nature magic or ascend into an elf with a different element will be seen as evil. Of course, you know Olivia is anything but evil, however the other elves in this village won’t think like that.”

Wondering why they would just label someone like that, I was about to ask why they thought deviants were evil when the elderly elf who bought us drinks and food entered the room. Bowing slightly, he spoke.

“Madam, Sir, a messenger from the patriarch has arrived. The Patriarch wishes to see both Olivia and the monster she brought into the village now.”

Surprised at this comment, I see Eowyn and Erestor look slightly annoyed. 

“Gwindor, tell the messenger we will send the two tomorrow, we have just received our daughter and wish to spend time with her.”

Just as those words Eowyn’s lips, my eyes flicked to behind Gwindor to where another elf suddenly appeared, a hooded figure that I couldn’t make out.

“I’m afraid the Patriarch demands to see them now.” A voice comes from this new figure. Before Eowyn or Erestor could say anything, the hooded figure added “The Patriarch says he wants to meet them alone. He wants to know the truth behind Olivia’s disappearance.”

Seeing the two parents look at each other for a moment, they nodded. “Olivia, Alisha, go meet the patriarch. He’s honest and it’s true he had suspicions on why Olivia had suddenly been killed as per the scouting teams report. The fact that the royal guard isn’t here means they don’t have plans to exile Olivia or chase Alisha and Elizabeth away…yet.”

Looking at Elizabeth, I heard Erestor speak up. “Don’t fret, we’ll take care of her while you guys see the Patriarch. When you two return, we’ll have a lovely dinner prepared for you.”

Nodding at their words, Olivia gets up and looks at me as I pick up Alice and put her on my head. She’s been asleep this entire time, seemingly bored or exhausted from all the talking. I couldn’t blame her, I wanted to nap too. Following the messenger out, we start walking deeper into the forest…to a place where I’d remember a very important rule of this world.

            

    
        Chapter 49 - Turning Point

    
    
    
    
                As we followed the messenger, I noticed I was no longer being stared at. After entering Olivia’s house the feeling of being stared at had disappeared, I’d expected them to be on me again after leaving but now there was nothing. Keeping my guard up slightly, I kept following the messenger as we continued crossing bridges.


After a few minutes, Olivia looked around with a frown. “Where are we going? This isn’t the way to the Patriarch’s house.”

Without turning to face us, the messenger simply responded “The Patriarch is currently in retreat, we will be visiting him in another location.”

I don’t know why, but I felt a strong suspicion from those words. I couldn’t explain why, the words spoken were done without emotion, but seemed to be ready to be said. Narrowing my eyes, we arrived on the ground in a large clearing. Looking at Olivia who is also looking at me, I shake my head and stop walking.

Deciding to trust my instincts, I took up my stance as Olivia did the same. Taking a step back, I saw the messenger turn to us and with a shrug of his shoulders he slammed his palms together, before placing those hands on the ground. It’s a trap, we were led here.

A massive magic circle ignites underneath us as I slam a foot down. “Domain! Mystical Lunar Starfield!” Without hesitation, I released my domain. It was daytime and I knew the messenger was stronger than us, and checking his information proved that.
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Just as my domain was about to release, thick chains sprung out of the ground, binding my arms and legs. The same happened to Olivia next to me. My domain suddenly stopped, taking me by surprise. I could feel my mana being drained by the chains and trying to cut the supply off I couldn’t. Looking around wide-eyed, I saw figures appearing around us on the trees.

I saw a familiar face, Elladan, among the elves who had appeared. Trying to free myself of the chains proved a fruitless endeavour. Alice moved from the top of my head into my dress at my signal. If I couldn’t fight I had taught her not to fight by herself, and to hide herself just in case.

“You shouldn’t have returned, Olivia. Now we have to send you away once again.”

Looking towards the new voice, on the edge of the magic circle, was a young elven female. Checking their System showed me this new person was beyond our capabilities.
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“The daughter of the Patriarch…that’s right, you were a part of the scouting team who threw me into Crater Hell weren’t you, Elwing.” Talking to the new figure, Olivia strained herself against the chains. 

“A disappointment like you should’ve never been born, Olivia. And as per tradition, we’ll be exiling you from our clan. Even if Father doesn’t approve, it does not matter, he’ll learn this is for the best. Be glad we can’t just kill you. Live peacefully wherever you end up.”

Wondering what she meant by those last words, things were moving too quickly for me to keep up with. Looking at the magic circle, I wondered what it’ll do when a voice rang out in my mind, a voice belonging to Flannery.

“Oh fuck! A random teleport circle! Alisha, escape!”

Abandoning all reasoning, I allowed my monster form to release itself to give me more strength. I couldn’t use mana nor my domain, the only chance I had was to release all the strength I had now…but it was too late. The magic circle underneath us lit up quickly, and looking towards Olivia, she was staring at me in fear. I wanted to get to her, she was only a few steps away, but the chains stopped me even taking a step.

“Farewell Olivia and monster. Exile!”

Feeling my monster form fade, a bright light filled my vision as Olivia disappeared and soon, my vision went white. 

***

Blinking as my vision returned, I looked around to gain my bearings. All around me was snow, a chill went down my spine since all I was wearing was a dress, the cold sunk deeply into my bones. I had no idea where I was, and looking around I saw a few trees but it was mostly snow. Feeling a wind kick up, I knew I needed to move or I was at risk of freezing to death.

The only problem is…I had no idea where to go. The snow seemed to go on forever, there were no paths or anything that could guide me somewhere. I was alone…not exactly alone, Alice was also still with me, I could feel her shivering in my dress.

I couldn’t see Olivia anywhere near me. As I felt fear climbing at me, I heard Flannery speak from my Mana Realm.

“Relax. I know where you are, just stay calm. Walk in the direction that the moon is currently resting at.”

Taking a breath, I turned and looked to see where the moon was. Doing as Flannery said, I moved towards the direction that it sat in. I had spent some time previously speaking to Flannery in my dreams, mostly talking about my time in Crater Hell, and she’d told me that it was difficult to manifest herself, so the fact she had spoken to me this time meant I may be in real danger.

Using my wind magic to try to keep the cold wind off me, I kept my hands wrapped around where Alice was to warm her up. Finding it harder to walk through the snow, I felt myself tiring the more I moved. There weren’t any monsters around, a fact I was thankful for since I had no idea where I was. I had tried to ask Flannery where we were but she said she wasn’t absolutely certain.

As I continued to walk, it had been several hours. I’ve managed to keep Alice warm but I could feel the cold taking over my body. At first I had used my Lashing Fire Kick, but the stamina from using it was far too high while walking through this snow so I had to revert to using it every now and then in an attempt to warm myself up.

Thinking over what had happened, I knew I was alone but I had no idea how far away I’d been sent from the elven village. Elizabeth was still there, I had to get back quickly before the other elves did something to her. With worries building up within me, it took all my will to stop myself from screaming aloud. It would be a waste of energy right now.

As the wind picked up, I took another look around my surroundings and found nothing had changed, it was like I had been walking in a circle. I was getting colder by the moment as my body was getting more fatigued. Just as I thought of stopping and trying to do something like light a fire, I saw movement from far away.

Preparing myself for a fight, I saw a figure coming from the distance. I couldn’t make anything out, the figure was far away, but they were fast. Soon, they reached within a few dozen metres near me as I took up my stance.

“It’s okay, they’re here to guide you.”

Hearing Flannery’s words, I was surprised. I knew she couldn’t interfere with what I did, but she’d seemingly had asked for someone to come out here. 

“Oh, it’s nothing like that. I just had a feeling that someone would know you were out here, and since you’re my Sister they should come out to help.”

‘They knew I was out here? So are they like you, someone from the Moon Goddess?’

“No, they shouldn’t be. Most likely it’s a guard or an adventurer from a city or town that is nearby.”

Not sure on how that was possible, the figure soon arrived before me. It was a human male, standing just a head shorter than me. He was wearing a thick brown coat, a large double handed sword on his back, long pants with boots on. Around his neck was a golden piece of metal on a necklace. 

Glancing at me, he nodded before handing me a thick coat. Without a word, he turns and beckons for me to follow him. Hesitating for a moment, I put the coat on and followed behind him, figuring if he was here to capture or kill me, he’d have done it already.

Putting the coat on, my body almost immediately became warm. Sensing mana coming from the coat itself, I knew it was some kind of special clothing. As we walked, the man in front stayed silent, like he was just here to guide me. Unable to hold back the question in my mind, I decided to just ask the person.

“E-excuse me, where are we?”

The man suddenly stops and looks back at me, surprise evident on his face. Staring at me for a few seconds, he points to his face and says “D-do you understand me?”

Tilting my head in confusion, I nod in response to his question. Fully turning his body to look at me, he frowns and mutters “But you’re level 20, you’d just have evolved…yet you can understand me…”

Unable to keep up with him, I decided to repeat my question. Looking at me with a bit of hesitation, he simply says “Just outside of Vale.”

I’d never heard of Vale, which all things considered isn’t surprising, the man turns around again and starts walking. He still seemed surprised at the fact I could speak. Perhaps I should keep it a secret that I was a Hybrid? 

As we continued to walk, after a few more hours on the horizon appeared a large walled city. Looking at the city, it was massive, way bigger than Crater was. In the centre I could make out a large castle, and spreading from the centre was clearly different sections, the buildings close to the castle were all exquisite, and the closer to the walls the less exquisite the buildings were. I couldn’t make out details from here, but the city expanded so far to the left and right that I had to turn my head.

“This is Vale.” Without turning, the man comments before he moves once again. Keeping up with him, I simply looked at the city, seeing all the lights from the homes and buildings, there must’ve been thousands of humans living here. 

“Um, where is Crater Hell?” Asking the man this, my main concern was making sure I could return home so I could find Elizabeth and Olivia again. 

“Crater Hell? Never heard of it. Is that where you came from?”

He’s never heard of Crater Hell? Well, Olivia only heard about it since she was close by, so maybe we were a bit away from it. I’d need to check when I was in the city. 

“Something like that. How did you know where I was?”

The man shrugs. “I was just asked to come collect you, as to how their surveillance magic works, I haven’t the faintest idea. I just know you’re lucky. The blizzard is about to arrive, all the monsters in the area are hiding away. The place I found you would’ve left you no chance, monsters there are upwards of level 80.”

Gulping nervously, I found myself glad that it was so cold. Feeling the wind pick up again, I kept myself warm with the coat and could feel Alice still snuggling away. As we approached the wall, we arrived at a guarded gate, where the man flashed a metal plate, one very similar to the one I had except it was golden in colour, matching the one around his neck. Seeing this, the guard nodded and let the man and I through.

As soon as we stepped through the gate, the man turned and pointed at a small building next to the gate. 

“I’ll leave you here.” Seeing another human come out, it was a young girl this time. Around her neck was a bronze metal plate. Nodding at the man, the lady bowed slightly and spoke.


“Thank you for bringing her here, Roal. I’ll take her from here.”

As she said this, she extended a hand to grab my arm. On reflex, I stepped back and invoked the wind around me, keeping my guard up as I filled my fists with lunar magic. A flash of surprise appeared on her face as the man, Roal, spoke once again.

“She’s intelligent, already capable of speaking. No need to be forceful.”

Looking at me with surprise and some interest, she bowed again.

“I’m so very sorry, I mistook you for a newly evolved monster.” Seeing her take a step back and apologise, I eased off the wind magic around me. Roal was looking at me with interest before turning back to the young girl.

“I’ll leave her in your care.”

Saying this, he turns and walks down the street. I had noticed earlier but this street seemed rather empty considering the size of the city itself. Being by the gate it’s possible that the city hadn’t been receiving anyone.

Seeing the young girl stand up, she smiled and pointed to the building behind her.

“Follow me, I’ll get you sorted so you can stay in the city. My name is Lisa, it’s a pleasure to meet you.”

For some reason she held her hand out. Tilting my head for a moment, I nod and say “I’m Alisha.”

With her hand still extended, Lisa looks down at it before moving it up and coughing awkwardly onto her hand. What a strange action. As she walks into the building, I hesitate for a moment and check her System information.
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Seeing her snap her head back, I knew it was a similar case to Ash. Lisa simply smiles and winks at me before turning and walking into the building. Making a mental note to stop just checking the System information of those I wasn’t certain of, I followed her into the building.

Stepping into the building, I looked around to find we were in a small lobby with a few people at desks, an upper level with stairs leading upwards and doors leading to other places. Leading me to one of those doors on the right, we continued down a corridor as we entered a new room. 

It was empty except for a chair that had an orb floating in front of it, underneath the chair was a large magic circle on the floor. Next to the door that we entered from was another desk with a chair behind it, with a stack of papers and an older gentleman sitting there. Seeing us enter, he nodded at Lisa and turned to me before looking back down at the papers.

“Alright, take a seat on the chair there and place your hands on the orb.”

Standing still, I didn’t move towards the chair. Too many times has a magic circle on the ground led me to trouble, and I sure as hell didn’t trust yet another one. Mistaking me not moving as hesitation, Lisa pats me on the shoulder.

“It’s all good, we won’t bite. We just need to confirm a few things and this lets us do that.”

Looking away from her, I felt uneasy and started looking for a way to escape. The only way was the door behind me, but where would I go from there? Turning my head slightly to glance behind me, I was about to move when Flannery spoke from my Mana Realm.

“It’s okay. It’s not a trap.”

‘I thought you couldn’t interfere or help.”

“Well either I say something or you run around a city lost and confused for a few hours.”

Looking at the chair, I decided to trust Flannery, she had no reason to lie to me about this sort of thing. Taking off the coat, Lisa gasps and looks at me strangely. Not paying her any mind, I sat on the chair and placed my hands on the orb. 

Looking at Lisa again, she had a confused expression on her face while looking at me before turning to the elderly man and tapping the desk. The elderly man looks up, turns to face me and raises from his chair. 

Squatting, he puts a hand onto the magic circle while he mumbles and the magic circle lights up. As this happens, a low hum sounds through the room as a cool energy comes from the orb itself, passing through my body, mana veins and realm. This lasted for a few minutes before it slowly stopped. The orb started glowing a golden hue as it floated there.

Lisa moved towards the orb and raised a hand to it. Muttering something under her breath, the orb left my hands and drifted towards her as it started changing shapes rapidly. Soon it became a liquid as the elderly man came over with a piece of paper, and held it before the liquid worked itself onto the paper.

Seeing the liquid become writing on the piece of paper, it gave one more flash of golden light before it stopped glowing, leaving a piece of paper filled with words I couldn’t read from here. Taking the paper, the man starts reading it as he moves to the desk and sits down, with Lisa following behind him. Unsure on what to do next, I watch as they read it, seeing their expressions turn firm with some confusion mixed in.

In the next moment, Lisa nods and walks towards me. “Alright, time for the interview process. Come with me.”

            

    
        Chapter 50 - Vale

    
    
    
    
                Getting up and following Lisa as she grabs the piece of paper from the man, we leave the room and make our way to the lobby again. Moving to the upper floor, it had several tables, some empty and others with people talking. Arriving at a corner with a table there, Lisa points at a chair and sits opposite of the one she pointed at. Sitting down at that chair, Lisa looks down at the paper again before looking at me and smiling.

“Well, I have dozens of questions but let's start with the easy ones. Don’t worry, you’re not in trouble or anything, it’s just before we can let you enter the city we need to clarify some information.”

Waiting for her to start, she leaned forward and smiled.

“Where did you come from?”

Hesitating, I debated on what to tell her. Thinking about it, I decided to tell her the truth. Explaining that I had come from Crater Hell, I explained about my trip to Ithil and where we were led to a random teleport circle. Seeing her expression become slightly confused then shocked, she nodded and looked down at the paper and wrote something down on another piece of paper.

“Well, I’ve never heard of those places. I can tell there were no mistruths to your story either. It’s surprising to hear that there are elves out there that would use random teleportation as a method of exile. Interesting…I’ll need to fetch someone, please wait here.”

Seeing her get up, I felt nervous about her comment of needing to get someone else. Wondering if there was a problem, I looked around at the other tables. There weren’t many people here, it was rather quiet, with those people talking in low voices. Some people were like Lisa, writing things down or asking questions. Hearing footsteps coming towards the table after a small wait, I looked towards the source and found Lisa leading a man over.

A pressure came from this new person, it wasn’t something I physically felt but rather a feeling that anything I wanted to hide was wide open to him. He sat in the chair Lisa previously had sat as Lisa stood to the side. 

Glancing at the paper in front of him, he looks at me then down at my chest. “You have a bonded pet?” Looking down, Alice was still hidden behind the coat as I glanced back up and nod. He looks towards Lisa who seemed shocked before bowing quickly.

“I’m sorry sir, I must’ve forgotten to ask her.”

Without responding to her, the man looked at me again and that feeling of pressure once became stronger. After a moment he looks at my wrist, at the bracelet that Flannery had given me. 

Pointing at it, the man turns to Lisa and speaks once again.

“The bracelet signifies she is a member of the Church of the Moon Goddess, and not a low rank either. Please contact the branch of the Church here and get them to send a Bishop…no, ask the Archbishop to come here.”

Lisa nods as she leaves quickly. Not sure what was happening now, the man turned to me once again before looking down at the paper again.

“I’m sorry about that. My name is Roland, an Officer for the Royal Army. My duty is to oversee anyone who enters our city. Lisa came to me due to your unusual circumstances. Now, I’ll ask you some questions while we wait for that Archbishop to arrive. Can you retrieve your bonded pet?”

Nodding, I poke Alice to come out as she sticks her head out. Gently bringing her out, I place her on the table and attempt to get some food for her. Remembering I had left my bag behind in Olivia’s home, I realised that everything I owned was with it, including my Elven armour. Feeling a hit from this, I turned to the man once again as he pointed at my waist.

“You have a magic item there, from the signature it’s an identity plate, may I see it?”

At that moment I knew I had no secrets from this man named Roland, he could see that much. Taking the identification plate, one of the only things I kept in a pocket on my waist, the other being a bottle of alcohol from Teacher Lee, I handed it to him. Looking at the plate, his gaze went from the paper to the identification plate.

Nodding in satisfaction, he looks back at me. “You say you’re from Crater Hell and arrived outside of the city due to a teleportation circle?” Answering him with a nod, he frowned and looked at me seriously.

“The test shows you’re half human, half monster. Do you know your origin monster?”

Recalling, I told him the truth. “A Demonic Fox is what the System told me.”

Seeing him nod and note something down, he looked at the paper again.

“Right, you’re 15 years of age, two months away from 16. Physically you match that age, but you seem to have a bit more intelligence and your strength far surpasses that of your average level 20. You have mutated Mana Veins and Lake, aligning towards Lunar-based magic. You’re also versed in Wind Magic. Anything seem incorrect?”

Surprised at how detailed the information they had on me was, I looked at the paper wondering what was written on it. Looking at Roland, I nod.

“Good. And your bonded pet is a Dark Raven, no surprises on the magic it knows, and is level 5. Very good, she is rather cute too.”

Smiling at his last question, I see Alice look at Roland and stick her chest out. Letting a giggle escape from my lips, Roland nods.

“That’s better, no need to be nervous. While we might seem imposing, we generally allow all into Vale, excluding a few criminals. Your case isn’t even the strangest I’ve seen. I’m not sure where this Crater Hell is however, so I’m not sure how far you’ve come to arrive here.”

Seeing him talk normally made me relax a lot more. Seeing him smile at this, he leaned back a bit while tapping the paper.

“I will say it’s rare to see a mixed human and monster though. I’m fairly interested in how you came to be. You look more like an evolved monster, I can see how Roal and Lisa were confused.”

Understanding what he meant, I recalled Sally and Gray’s appearances. They seemed human until they transformed…well, at least Sally, Gray didn’t release his monster form. 

“Right, so from here I’ll let you know what will happen. While we can permit you into the city, we can not provide you shelter nor food or any goods. Normally one would have to seek those things out, but if the Archbishop wants to she’ll be able to assist in some ways, though from what I recall of the Church of the Moon Goddess they usually do not interfere in their member’s lives.”

Pursuing my lips, I wonder what he’d say if he knew Flannery contradicted that rule sometimes. Keeping quiet about the fact I essentially had another voice in my head, I asked him a question I wanted to know.

“Do you know where Crater Hell is?”

Shaking his head, he simply replied “Let me clarify, I have no idea personally, I know I said I wasn't sure but truly I have no idea. You might find some information in a library somewhere. To continue on from before, you’ll find there are several ways to earn money here, ranging from the Adventurer’s Guild to doing odd jobs here or there. You can also sign up to attend the academy, given your circumstances I’d recommend looking into that as they can teach you a lot.

From your title, an Aspiring Hero, it seems you’ve cleared the True Route of a dungeon as well, which at your level is very surprising. Perhaps being a dungeon explorer would suit you as well. Vale has a lot to offer…once the blizzard passes that is.”

Hearing all of the information Roland provided, I started feeling excited. There were a lot of different things I could try my hand at, but the one thing that concerned me was this money thing. I understood it was the coins that Olivia had told me about. Just as Roland was about to continue, I heard footsteps moving towards me, and judging by the smell it was Lisa.


“U-um s-sir.” Standing to the side and bowing slightly towards Roland, Lisa stood up straight once again and looked at me nervously.

“T-the Archbishop of the Church refused to attend…in fact, she was rather angry, saying that their Church had no monsters in its ranks and refused to speak further.”

“SHE SAID WHAT?!” Hearing an extremely angry shout from my mana realm, I knew Flannery had become angry for a moment. Trying to ask Flannery what happened, I received no response from her, in fact I couldn’t sense her presence in my mana realm anymore.

Feeling a bit worried, Roland looked at Lisa with surprise before glancing at my bracelet.

“Lisa, the bracelet little Alisha is wearing is the real deal, the Archbishop should also have one. No one below the Archbishop in a branch can wear one, and for it to be bonded you need to be blessed by the one giving it to you. Did you inform her of the bracelet?”

Nodding, Lisa glances at the bracelet before saying “I did, but the Archbishop said that it must’ve been stolen and asked for me to bring it back to her.”

Grabbing the bracelet around my wrist and holding it to my chest, I stood up and moved back, watching Lisa carefully.

“It’s alright, I don’t plan to do that. I’m not a member of the Church of the Moon Goddess, they can’t force me to do such a thing.” Waving her hands, she spoke quickly. 

“Even if you tried, that bracelet has already bonded completely with her. You’d have to kill her to try and pry it off her wrist, even then it would refuse. The main concern is now whether the Archbishop will try to do anything to you, Alisha.”

As I felt my stomach sink, I grew frustrated. I didn’t know where I was, but now I’m being told I might be hunted. Seeing Roland look at me intensely, I wondered if he believed my story. Shaking his head and sighing, Roland sat back and looked up in thought. I worried about what was to come.

“Well, nothing we can do, the Church is its own thing, we can’t really step in between disagreements. Plus, it appears someone overheard our conversation and has come to politely speak to said Archbishop.”

Wondering what he meant, I suddenly felt a strong surge of Lunar energy from above. Looking towards the source, I couldn’t see through the roof but the energy was heading towards somewhere in the city itself.

“Well, let's wait for that to happen, it’s outside of my paygrade to rush off to mediate such a thing anyway. Now young Alisha, I’ll issue you a pass to Vale, keep it on yourself at all times, it’ll allow you entry into the city. If you lose it, you’ll have to go through this entire process again.”

Tapping the piece of paper, it glowed again and changed shapes into a small necklace, similar to the one Roal and Lisa wore, but without a piece of metal on it. Handing it to me, he nods as I put it on. 

“That’ll identify you and your bonded pet. Now, it seems we have a guest.” Turning towards where the door to the lobby was, he seemed to be watching someone come up the stairs. Turning, I see a young girl arrive and look towards us. In her hand she held the head of an elderly woman, who she was dragging along with her.

The young girl wasn’t Flannery, in fact she looked nothing like her. Arriving at our table with the woman being dragged, drawing some curious eyes to us, she dropped the woman and turned to me. Looking at me then the bracelet, she bought her hands up in a circle to her chest and slightly bowed.

“I’m pleased to find you well, new Sister. I am Luna, a Cardinal in training. I apologise for the actions of the previous Archbishop of Vale.”

Turning to Roland, she simply said “Roland, I apologise for any confusion. I can confirm that Alisha here is a Sister of the Church of the Moon Goddess. While she is not aligned with the Church at this time, as she has yet to complete her pilgrimage, the Church still sees her as a Sister and thus will be provided lodging through us.”

Looking at Roland, he seemed nervous all of a sudden in front of Luna. Nodding his head, he says “I will note that down. Thank you for informing us.”

Luna turns once again to me. “Sister, I’m aware of your circumstances, however other than lodging the Church will not offer assistance to you, even if your life is in danger. Do not rely on the Church. You may use the Church to pray to the Moon Goddess but you’ll have no influence until you’ve completed your pilgrimage. I’m sure Roland will show you to the lodgings.”

Still confused on certain parts of her words, I simply nod as Luna handed me a piece of paper and a metal key. Turning on the spot, she picks up the head of the elderly woman, who I now knew as the Archbishop, and drags her away as she left the building. The Archbishop was still breathing, but looked like she'd been struck by some sort of magic. Turning back to Roland, wondering what just happened, I saw him wiping his forehead with a piece of cloth.

“W-well, it seems you’re a Sister in training. Though it seems you’re unaware of it yourself.”

“Mm, I don’t know anything about them, I was just approached by two people before and given this bracelet by one of them. I don’t know what it is nor what it means.”

Seeing Roland look at me in surprise, he looks at the bracelet and nods. “Well, it’s best for you to find out. Since you’re not officially a part of the Church, we won’t treat you any differently. Now, I’ll lead you to the Church’s lodgings and they’ll take you from there.”

As Roland gets up, Lisa looks at him in surprise.

“S-sir, I can show her the way.”

“No, it’s best if I do so. Having someone at that level giving me an order means I better see it through myself, rather than handing it off to someone else.”

As I pick up Alice from the table and put her on my head, Roland looks at me and smiles. “Alright, you’ve got your pass and it seems you’ve also secured some lodgings. I’ll show you the way now.”

As Roland takes the lead, I follow behind him, finding myself distracted with plenty of questions in mind. A lot of questions about this so-called Church of the Moon Goddess, I also found myself concerned about how it seemed like it was already decided I would be a part of them. I didn’t like it, I wanted to be free, not be tied down by something. 

I was in half a mind not to take up the lodgings they offered, but without an alternative I decided to take them up on the offer for now, but I planned to go out on my own as soon as I could.

As we walked, I wasn’t paying attention to my surroundings at all, lost in thought. I had so many questions for Flannery, and I was getting to the point of being sick and tired of not receiving any answers. First Dracovish, and now it was this Church giving me nothing but questions and no answers.

Seeing Roland come to a stop, I stop as well and look around. It was currently nighttime, since I felt empowered. We were before a large building with multiple stories, a moon stood carved on the top, the building itself was pristine and white.

“This should be where we need to go. I don’t know where their lodgings are, but this is one of the main buildings of the branch here. Oh, it seems like we’re expected.”

Seeing another elderly lady come over to us, she looked at me and bowed. 

“Sister, I’m pleased to find you well. Come, I have prepared a small lodging for you to rest. Roland, thank you for your guidance.”

Just as I’m about to leave, I felt a pat on the shoulder from Roland.

“Alisha, before you go, I’ll give you some advice. Join the Adventurer’s Guild and the Academy, you can earn some coin and learn the basics of this city, along with some common sense of how humans interact.”

Tilting my head as I considered his words, I nod as he passes me a gold coin.

“Consider this an apology for taking up your time. Use this to get yourself some food and to pay for your Adventurer's test. Good luck, I wish you well for the future.”

Turning and walking away, I bow my head slightly in appreciation for his help. Even though he knew I was a Hybrid, he never treated me any differently. Turning, I see the elderly lady look at me…with some hostility, before it disappears and is replaced with an emotionless stare.

“Please follow me.”

Hesitating, I suddenly felt fear. I didn’t want to go with this elderly lady, that stare told me all I needed to know, I wouldn’t be welcomed here and possibly would be harmed. Looking around, there were many escape routes, and taking a few steps towards the elderly lady, I made a decision on impulse.

Slamming my palm downwards, I repeated what I did to Jin all the way back in Zalus, but this time I stopped the circulation of mana around my body as I pounced towards an alleyway, moving as quickly as I could away from that elderly lady and the so-called Church.

            

    
        Chapter 51 - Lily Pond Inn

    
    
    
    
                As I continue to run down the alleyway, I turn back to look behind myself but don’t see anyone or anything chasing me. Without mana circulating through my body I felt significantly weakened, but I also knew it was possible to track someone through their mana. As I kept running, I changed my path multiple times before arriving before a small pond. 

Taking some time to catch my breath, I had been running for about twenty minutes so I felt confident that I should’ve lost anyone trying to catch me. Recalling being found randomly by Anita, I knew it would be possible for them to find me, and looking around there weren’t many people out and about, in fact I’d drawn attention to myself after running.

Finding a building nearby that smelled like food, I looked at it and saw a sign that read “Lily Pond Inn”. Remembering how Olivia had taken us to an inn to rest, I made my way over to it. People were coming and going from this inn, and entering the building it was warm and had a fantastic smell to it.

Seeing a desk similar to the inn I had stayed at before, I made my way over and stopped in front of it. A young man with bunny ears was sitting there, and meeting eyes with him caused me some surprise. It was someone like me!

“Oh, a young fox. How may I be of assistance to you?”

Seeing him look at me with some surprise, I wondered what to say.

“U-um, I want to rest here…”

“Certainly. It’s 10 copper per night, 30 copper with breakfast or 50 copper for all three meals. What would madam prefer?”

As I thought about what he said, I tried to remember what Olivia taught me about the coins. Something about 100 copper coins being another coin. Scrunching my face, I looked down and said “I-I don’t know…”

“Are you new to the city? Well, just between me and you madam, since we’re both evolved monsters, I can give you a slight discount. You can pay me back later once you have some savings.”

Looking at the bunny eared man, I tilted my head. Handing him the gold coin I was given, I asked “How much is it to go to the Adventurer's Guild?”

Taking the coin from my hand, he looks it over before handing it back. “It’s 2 silver to take the test. I can reserve you a room for five days. It’s on the house, but after that I’ll have to ask for payment. Get yourself settled in Vale first.”

“On the house?” Tilting my head and asking this question, I see the bunny eared man smile brightly at my question.

“Right, you wouldn’t know what that means. I’ll pay for five nights for you, just get yourself settled first. It’s the best I can offer a fellow evolved monster.”

Opening and closing my mouth, unsure on what to say, I decided to tell this nice person the truth.

“I’m not an evolved monster…I-I’m a human and monster hybrid…” With my voice trailing off, I chanced a glance at the bunny eared man. Seeing him nod, he looks at me with some interest.

“Either way, you’re new to the city and a fellow with some monster mixed in. My offer stands.”

“W-why are you being so kind?” Unable to help myself, I ask him this question. I had just met him and yet he was offering a room for free, even if it was only for five days.

“When I first arrived in Vale I had nowhere to go, I can tell you’re in a similar position to me. Instead of leaving you to die on the streets once the blizzard hits, I’d rather you have a room in the warm. The blizzard will hit in the next two days and last three days, thus staying here for five days will at least let you survive.”

Hearing what he said, I remembered Roal talking about the blizzard being the reason why there were no monsters. 

“T-then can I spend some coin to stay here for some more days?”

“That’ll be no problem. I can give you another five days for 2 silvers, usually it would be 2 silvers and 50 copper, but I’ll give you a slight discount. Don’t worry about paying me now, use that gold coin to get the test and they’ll give you change. You’ll need to buy a coin purse to lug around all the coins they’ll give you back.”

Thinking about it, I wondered how many coins they’d give me back and knew it would be a lot, just not the exact amount. Bowing slightly to the bunny eared man, I thanked him.

“It’s nothing, as long as you’re warm and safe, that’ll put my mind at ease. My name is Floof, a unique name that people tease me about but I’m very proud of it.”

“I-I’m Alisha.”

“Nice to meet you Alisha. Now, I’ll show you to your room and tomorrow I’ll give you a map to show you the way to the Adventurer's Guild.”

Grabbing a key from behind him, he leads me upstairs and down a hallway with doors on either side. Arriving before a certain door, he hands me the key. “Do you know how to use keys?”

Shaking my head, he nods and points at a strangely shaped hole.

“Put the key in here and turn to the left, it will unlock the door. Turning it to the right will lock it. All of our doors have a defensive magic embedded into them to prevent anyone easily breaking in, so make sure to lock the door when you enter and leave.”

Thanking him again, I did as he said and unlocked the door. Opening it, I’m met with a small room with a bed, a small table and a bath in a room to the side. There was a window that showed the lake I had arrived at earlier. Thanking Floof again, he walked back downstairs as I closed the door and used the key to lock it. 

Hearing a clunk, a faint glow appeared around the door. Taking this to mean the door had been locked, I moved to the bed as I circulate mana through my body again, placed Alice on the table beside the bed, and laid down, falling asleep as soon as I put my head down.

[Floof’s PoV]

As I walked down the stairs, I glanced behind me once more. The little fox that I had admitted had worn a face filled with worry, fear and confusion, anyone could see she was new to Vale, yet seemed to be lost on where to go. Perhaps it was chance she came to my inn. 

As I arrived back in the entrance lobby, one of my employees, Jessica, approached me. Bowing slightly, she wore a green and purple dress, the uniform for my inn. 

“Master, a Deacon from the Church of the Moon Goddess requests your presence.”

Following Jessica, I arrived at the receiving room for important guests. Opening the door, I see the Deacon who was awaiting me. An old friend of mine, Bud. He wore the usual outfit, a black and grey robe, with the symbol of the Moon Goddess on its breast, with a wreath below it to signify himself as a Deacon.

“Bud, it’s been a while.” Sitting down on the couch opposite Bud, I offer my hand.

“It has Floof. Good to see you doing well.” Taking my hand, he gives me a firm handshake. Sitting back, I look at him, waiting for him to begin speaking.

Leaning forward and placing his elbows on the table, Bud looks at me before asking a question.

“Is she here?”

“I haven’t the slightest clue who you’re talking about.”

Thinking of the young fox I had just admitted, I wondered what she’d done to be chased by the Church. Of course, there are the rumours of the Church prosecuting evolved monsters…

“I see, she is a paying customer after all. Well, that’s fine as well, I am simply here to ensure her safety. Floof, what do you know about the Church?”

“Nothing, I don’t care for it. There are too many Churches worshipping who knows how many Gods.”

“The girl you took in isn’t associated with the Church, she is one who has potential to be one of the Moon Goddess chosen few, a Sister. As per the laws of the Church, we can not interfere or touch her in any way.”

Crossing my arms, I stared at Bud while gesturing for him to continue.

“Earlier she was brought to the Church for lodging. For some reason she escaped from the Priest who came to collect her…saving her life. As it turns out, there were some Priests ready to kill her the moment she stepped inside her lodgings. There are some unsavoury typ-”

“Racists you mean.”

Glaring at me, Bud sighs and says “Yes, racists within our ranks who can’t stand the thought of a monster being allowed in the Church. Our beliefs are that any and all who praise the moon are to be admitted, yet those who believe in an all human society reside in our ranks.” Sighing again, Bud looks at me once more.

“Earlier the Archbishop of the Vale Branch was…forcibly resigned from her post. Rumour has it that she told a Royal Guard trainee that they do not accept monsters into our ranks, and that for one to have a Bracelet of the Moon Sisterhood means she stole it. Not even ten minutes later a Cardinal in training arrived and took that Archbishop away.”

Raising an eyebrow, I wondered why Bud was telling me the inner secrets of the Church. Then it clicked. The young fox must’ve arrived in the city not long ago, meaning the Royal Guard must’ve sent someone to the Archbishop to confirm her identity. 

“A Cardinal in training came to clean house? Then that girl is being watched, very closely.”

Seeing Bud nod, he stands. “I’ll leave her in your care. The current bishops have all decided to leave her alone, so the Church won’t be offering her help nor will they suddenly come after her.”

Standing up as well, I shrug and say “I’ll keep an eye out for this mysterious girl.” Seeing Bud sigh and look at me with an expression like he’d given up, I show him the way out before slightly increasing the defensive magic around the inn.

[Alisha’s PoV]

Standing there on my mana lake, I looked at the small moon that represented Flannery. No matter how many times I called out to her, she never responded. In fact, the small moon was a lot more dull than it usually was, like it was about to fade away.

Frustrated, I resist the temptation to simply punch the moon. Sighing, I glance around while thinking of what has happened in the last day. Knowing that my circumstances were dire, I considered what I had to do.

Firstly, I needed to find a way back to Crater Hell. This was a priority, figuring out where I am and how to get back. 

Secondly, learn about this world. I have no idea how to collect these coins or how important they are.

Lastly, get stronger. I needed to learn about myself and gain more strength. I felt that I had been dancing in the palm of the strong ever since I was born, and I grew tired of feeling that my life and death could be decided on someone who was stronger than I.

I also wanted to learn more about myself. Why did my monster traits always show when compared to Sally or Gray, why am I supposedly a chosen of the Moon Goddess, at least according to the System’s description of my Race. Finding Dracovish would hopefully lead to me knowing why he created the Hybrid’s in Crater…at least, I hope it would.

There is also the fact of trusting this so-called Church of the Moon Goddess. After that encounter today, I didn’t want to go near them, and with Flannery not explaining anything I felt I had no reason to trust them. In fact, there is a bit of fear I felt towards them. I’d been labelled as someone who was to be a part of their Church, but I didn’t want that, I wanted to decide where to go myself.

Perhaps I should remove the bracelet, that should solve some of my issues. I’d keep it safe just in case, but removing it would mean people wouldn’t see me as a member of their Church and allow them not to judge me as soon as I met them.

Closing my eyes, I decided to exit my mana realm and allow my mind to rest, just like my physical body was.

***

Waking up to the sound of knocking, I sit up and look around. Snuggling next to me is Alice, her head under a wing, sleeping peacefully. Looking at the door, I heard another knock reverberate. Lifting myself out of bed, I straighten my dress and brush the hair out of my eyes. Opening the door with a turn of the key, a young girl in a green and purple dress awaited me.

“Good morning madam. Your breakfast has been prepared, would you like it brought up to your room, or will you have it downstairs?”

Blinking, I look over the young girl again. Stifling a yawn, I mumble a response. “Up here please.”

Placing a hand on her chest and bowing slightly, the young girl responds “Certainly, I will have it delivered as soon as possible.”

Seeing her walk away, I close and lock the door again. Rubbing my eyes, I sit down and pull out the key and note I received from Luna. Putting the key to the side, I open the note with interest.

On it is a strange magic circle, and from the smell it was written with blood. Raising an eyebrow, I tried pouring mana into it, but there was no reaction. Not sure what else to do, I put the note back in my pocket and leave it be. Looking at the bracelet around my wrist, I try to remove it. Strangely it didn’t budge, causing me to feel slightly frustrated. Trying to break it off didn’t work either, in fact putting strength into it caused nothing to happen at all.

After a few more attempts, the bracelet just stayed on my wrist, causing me to feel dejected. Perhaps I could buy a glove and hide it. Thinking of doing that later, I heard another knock at the door, and answering it I found the same girl, this time with an enormous amount of food on a cart.

Pushing the cart into the room, the young girl bows once again and leaves. As soon as the food had arrived, Alice woke up and flew over, landing on my head and pecking me. Giggling at her, I put the food on the table and along with Alice, we ate for the first time since we left that inn all the way back in that small village.

After we finished eating, I wondered what to do with the cart. Loading the plates back onto it, I thought about taking it myself as another knock came from the door. This time a young boy in a green suit was waiting. Bowing, he tells me he came for the cart, and pushing towards him he takes it and leaves.

Seeing as breakfast was done, I started getting excited to explore. Picking up Alice and holding her to my chest as she snuggled in, we left the room, locked the door and went downstairs. Arriving downstairs I saw it was busy with a lot of people talking, meeting and booking rooms. Not sure how to move in such a crowded area, I felt a tap on my shoulder.

Turning, I saw the same young boy who had taken the cart back. Bowing slightly, he handed me a piece of paper.

“The master wishes for you to receive this map.”

Wondering who this master was, I took the map and looked at it. In the corner was a small note written down.

“Good morning young fox. Follow the map here to find the Adventurer’s Guild. Good luck on your test!”

Thanking the young man, I carefully move out of the inn and check the map. Putting Alice on my head, I check the map for details and follow the directions it provided.

As I’m walking down the streets, I was looking around and seeing new things that I hadn’t seen before. People crammed in the streets, people yelling out to sell oddities to others, children playing in the snow. It’s a stark difference compared to Crater and the new home we settled in for the Hybrids.

Trudging through the snow reminded me of my time in Zalus, it had been snowing then as well. Rounding a corner, I found myself in an intersection of sorts, an area without any buildings in it, with so many people walking through it. Six streets branched off into different areas, the one street leading up to the castle had guards and barely anyone went down that street, but the other five had a lot of traffic.

Glancing at the map, I went down the street to my right and the surroundings changed from houses and some shops to having people dressed much differently than usual. There were no children down here, everyone walking down the street here was equipped with weapons and armour. A lot of the people here looked battle hardened, one person I passed by was missing an arm and an eye, but still walked with determined steps.

There were so many different types of people, some had traits of being monsters. Some had claws instead of hands, scales and skin and even one had a boar head, weidling jagged edged swords. No one stared at me, some gave me curious glances but otherwise ignored me. The last time this had happened was back in Zalus.

Continuing to walk down the streets, I turned into another street that was filled with shops selling all kinds of equipment. Armour, weapons, clothing and even food and drink was being sold in stalls and buildings. Resisting the temptation to browse the stores, I kept myself focused on heading towards the Adventurer’s Guild.

Before long, I arrived at a huge circular building. The sign read “Adventurer’s Guild”, the building itself had 10 floors. Craning my neck up, each floor had a different symbol on it that I didn’t understand. Seeing the flood of people coming and going from the building, they were all dressed in different sorts of equipment. Feeling Alice pecking at my head, I grabbed her from the top of my head and moved her into the coat Roal had lent me as I walked into the Adventurer’s Guild.

Stopping for a moment, a question arose in my mind, something I should’ve found out earlier.

What’s an adventurer? 

            

    
        Chapter 52 - Adventurer Test

    
    
    
    
                Entering the building, the floor was packed out, on one side were tables filled to the brim with people dressed in all sorts of clothing, armour and an assortment of weapons. All of them were eating simple food, like meat still on the bone or bread, while also drinking what I could tell was alcohol by the smell. The atmosphere here was…joyous, so much so that it seemed no one here was in a bad mood.

As I’m glancing around, a woman approached me from the other side of the room. Giving me a smile as she stops before me, she speaks directly to me.

“Welcome to the Adventurer's Guild. Did you need any help?”

Looking middle aged, she wore an outfit that is a mix of black and white, with a ribbon around the collar and frills on the bottom of her shirt. She had a slender figure, blue hair and pink eyes. 

Still rather confused on what an adventurer is, along with how they earned coins, I decided to do what Roland and Floof recommended, take this so-called test, but first get some information. While I’m hesitating on what to say, the woman simply waited for me while smiling.

“I-I want to know what an adventurer is.” Deciding it’s best to figure out what I am getting myself into, I asked the woman the question I needed to know. Seeing her nod her head without changing her expression, she gestures behind her, towards a door.

“It’ll be best to explain in private so we don’t end up blocking the door.”

Seeing her turn and walk, I follow behind her as she steps through the door she had pointed out. Arriving in a small room with two couches in it and a table between them, she sits down on one while I sit opposite her.

“My name is Elise. You don’t need to feel awkward about asking any questions you may have. We usually get evolved monsters like yourself being recommended to become adventurers and they don’t know what they’re getting themselves into.”

Deciding not to correct her about me being an evolved monster, I speak up “So what does becoming an adventurer mean?”

Adjusting herself slightly, she leans forward with both elbows on her knees while holding her head.

“Becoming an adventurer is nothing overwhelming or complicated. As an adventurer you’ll be able to accept jobs from the Guild and depending on the outcome of those jobs you’ll receive payment. The higher level the job the more of a payout there is. 

When you first join, you’ll be tested to find out which grade you belong to. Within the Guild, your grade will determine what jobs and missions you can accept, and to raise a grade you’ll need to pass the appropriate test. The lowest grade, and the most common starting point, is Bronze tier. The next grades in order are Silver, Gold, Platinum, Ruby, Black and finally Sapphire. Each grade has five ranks, starting at E rank up to A rank, you must be A rank to be eligible for the test to go up a grade.

Majority of adventurers will only get to Gold rank in their lifetimes, getting higher than that takes a lot more than just some levels or strength. Out of the thousands or adventurers I’ve met, I’ve only ever seen 2 Black grades and no Sapphire grades. You may have seen those who have a piece of coloured metal on their identity chains, that indicates their grade.”

Recalling Roland, I remember he had a Black metal piece. Asking Elise about Roland, she looked rather surprised.

“You’ve met Roland? You must’ve been quite lucky. Yes, he was previously an adventurer before joining the Royal Guard. The floors of this building are separated based on your grade, Bronze is only able to go to the second level directly above us, Silver to the third and so on. You can also receive discounts from the stores around here based on your grade.

Your System will also display your grade, this is done by a Skill Gem that we provide that updates your System automatically. We’re not entirely sure how it works, these Skill Gems have existed for so long that the records about them have been lost to time.”

Leaning back and smiling at me, she continues to explain.

“The jobs you are offered will be pinned on the floor of your grade, and a recommended level will be provided. The Guild will not allow you to partake in any jobs that are 10 or more levels higher than you are. You are also welcome to join or form a Party to undertake jobs, and in those cases you are unable to participate in jobs 15 levels or higher.

Any actions you take while outside of the Adventurer’s Guild are your responsibility, but if you’re found to be doing anything against the law of the country or city you’re located in, your membership will be revoked. In the case of participating in wars between nations or cities, the Adventurer’s Guild will only intervene if you’re caught doing anything extremely immoral. 

The Adventurer’s Guild is worldwide, we are recognised worldwide, so no matter where you are you’ll be able to undertake jobs. As a heads up, a simple test is performed to find out which grade you are so you’d be unable to lie in another city to get higher grade jobs.”

Saying all of this flawlessly, like she’d explained this multiple times, she smiles and leans back once again. As I sat there and thought over everything, I felt Alice getting restless on my head, likely bored of what was happening.

“Oh, and your bonded pet will also be paired with you, they won’t have a separate status to you. Did you have any questions?”

Blinking, I wasn’t sure what to ask. I felt rather confused on what the grades meant, I just wanted to get those coins to make sure I could stay at the inn.

“D-do I get these coins?” Pulling out the one I had, she kept her smile on her face, seemingly not bothered by my question…or rather, used to them.

“While you won’t be earning gold coins like that right away, you can certainly earn enough to live. The more effort you put in, and the higher grade you get, the more you earn. Of course, it all depends on the difficulty of the job you participate in.”

I found that easy to understand, the harder the work the more I would get. Thinking of what else I wanted to know, I only thought of one question.

“What type of jobs are there?”

“Many. Ranging from helping citizens of Vale with small tasks up to clearing high level dungeons or killing dragons, it all comes down to what is within your capabilities as an adventurer and your grade.”

Nodding, I thought about what this would entail for me. I needed to find a way back to Crater Hell as soon as possible, so being able to do some jobs to level up would help immensely. I also understood the need for these coins but I didn’t know what to use them for. Maybe I should look at going to that Academy thing Rolan spoke of as well.

Thinking it over, I decided it would be best to become an adventurer until I got back to Crater Hell, or at least meet up with Olivia. Since she hadn’t been near me after that teleport circle, she must’ve been sent somewhere else. Maybe she would also become an adventurer and we could find each other.

After thinking about what I wanted to do for a while, I finally looked up at Elise and nodded. “I want to become an adventurer.”

As if she had expected my answer, she claps her hands and winks. “Got it. We’ll conduct a rather quick test to determine your grade and rank, then a small interview and you’ll be set! Please follow me.”

As she gets up, she gestures to another door within the room. Standing, I follow behind her as she leads me into the next room, in it was a desk to my right and the room direction behind it had a huge arena situated in the middle. We were the only ones in the room. Elise moved to the desk and pulled out a blank, white metal plate, a notepad and an orb.

“Alright dear, I want to let you know I will be doing a System check for your information.” Feeling a bit confused on why she told me this, I remembered how in Zalus it was considered rude to just System check anyone, a reason why I’d been avoiding doing the same. As I wait, I see Elise go from smiling to a frown to downright surprised.

Tapping the desk for a moment, Elise takes out a piece of paper from her pocket and as I feel a small surge of mana the piece of paper ignites and disappears into ash. Smiling at me slightly, she says “Just a moment dear, I’ve summoned someone here to confirm a few details.”

“D-did something happen?” I must’ve looked worried as she smiles more brightly.

“Nothing bad, I’ve just noticed some details that are rather…unique about you, thus I need to get some assistance to correctly assess you. Oh, here they come now.”

Turning towards the door I heard open, I saw a rather bulky man who had a large hammer attached to his back, a scar running down his face, across an eye that had an eyepatch over it, and wore very heavy plate armour. It seemed like he was dressed for battle. Around his neck is a necklace similar to the one I had and attached was a red metal plate, signifying he is a Ruby grade adventurer.

“Miss Alisha, this is Xander, a Ruby adventurer and one of the executives of this Guild branch. Xander, this is a new applicant that I need some assistance with.”

Nodding once to me, Xander moved to the desk and looked down with a frown. Pointing to the notes, he sends a questioning glance towards Elise. “Ah! I haven’t written anything down yet, my apologies. It’s due to the information from her System.”

Sending me a curious gaze, Xander finally spoke. “I’m checking your information.” Speaking with a low, gravely voice, Xander kept it simple. After a few seconds he nods once and starts writing, however I could see a bit of confusion mixed in. After writing fast for a few seconds, he stands straight and walks over to me, pointing to my necklace. Taking it off, I pass it to Xander who takes it over to the desk.

Placing the necklace on the orb, it shines for a moment before he removes the necklace and passes it to Elise, who brings it back to me. Similar to earlier, the orb turns into a liquid as Xander catches it with a piece of paper, and writing appears on it. Comparing the notes he wrote with the new piece of paper, he then turned to Elise who had walked back to his side.

“Bronze, B rank. Too low level for Silver. Promote to tentative Bronze A rank if the test is performed well.”

Moving once again, he stops to the side of me and pats me on the shoulder. “Good luck.” Leaving me with that single comment, he left the room through the door. A bit surprised at how quickly he had arrived and left, I turned to Elise again to see she was reading the notes that had been left behind.

“Right, well the test is usually a bit more in depth than that. Since an executive has given his judgement, I’ll conduct the test now as a formality before registering you as an adventurer. The test is simple, a spar with me and based on your combat prowess you’ll be given a gra…no, you’ve been a grade already. The spar will determine if you start at B or A rank.

Now, what type of weapon do you use? I see your magicks are Lunar and Wind primarily thanks to the information from the Royal Guard, both with exceptional potential. Do you use Lightning magic at all?”

Putting Alice down on the desk, I respond to her as we walk to the arena. “I only use my fists and I know some Lightning magic but no spells for it…I don’t understand it. Is it a good thing to be A rank instead of B rank?”

Nodding, Elise stopped as we arrived at the arena. “You’ll have access to a few more jobs, and you might be able to take some jobs for low rank Silvers if an opportunity arises. Plus you can earn more money…coins that is, since you’ll get a slightly higher cut.”

Nodding, I planned to take this spar seriously. Elise walks away from me until she is about thirty metres from me. Looking at my situation, I am against someone who is at an unknown level, it’s currently daytime so I’m significantly weakened and I don’t have my armour nor Alice. Thinking of the best way forward, I see Elise take a stance.

“If you hit me once I’ll consider the test completed, otherwise we will spar for five minutes. Begin!”

Kicking up my wind, for a moment I revelled in the feeling, I haven’t fought anything seriously since Dracovish. Wrapping each body part in wind, I moved in quickly towards Elise, who looked relaxed but kept eyes on me as I zig zagged towards her. Stepping within ten metres of her, I dug a feeling up from within.

“Domain. Mystical Lunar Starfield!”

Expanding my domain as quickly as possible, the surroundings transformed, a lake below my field reflecting a night sky with a large moon hanging in it. Elise’s face goes from relaxed to surprised as I used a Lunar Blessing on myself and increased my speed to the fastest I could.

Dashing to her side with a speed that shocked even me, I gathered Lunar magic into my fist and threw out a Star Dust fist. Reacting in time, Elise bent backwards as she dodged. At the same time, she held up a palm and flicked her wrist up. Suddenly, the wind around me cancelled out, taking me by surprise as Elise threw an elbow towards my face. 

Using my own palm, I deflect the elbow away from me as I pivot on my foot and throw a Lashing Fire Kick out at her midsection, at the same time I create a wall of wind behind her to prevent her dodging it. Watching in surprise, she vanishes from the spot, like she’d never been there before. Feeling danger coming from behind me, my body dodges on reflex as a spike of earth shoots past me. Pivoting, I kick up the wind around me and explode it outwards.

Spotting Elise behind me, she stumbles from the wind hitting her as I quickly run at her, swinging a Star Dust fist at her chest. Seeing her expression, she had a mostly serious face as she deflects my fist and fists her other wrist up. Chains made from earth sprung from the lake, I dodge one set as the other set binds my left leg and arm. Before I could break free, the chains quickly encased my left side as more chains binded my right side.

Before I could react, my body up to my neck was encased in earth, much too strong to break free from as I felt my domain ending. It’s still far too unstable to last long, and as it disappears I feel myself weakened due to the effects of night disappearing.

“Alright, that’s enough. You pass with flying colours.”

Tilting my head, still encased in earth magic, I knew it hadn’t been five minutes nor had I landed a blow on her. Seeing my confusion, Elise taps the earth surrounding me with a finger and smiles. The casing crumbles away, freeing me from the earthen prison.

Leading me back to the desk, Elise gestures to the previous room while she grabs the white metal plate, notepad and the paper from the orb off the desk while I pick up Alice and hold her in my hands. Sitting down once again in the previous room, she places the objects on the table and looks at me.

“So the sparring may end at my discretion. Depending on the applicant's performance, we can make a judgement call. Firstly, you have a Domain, and a fairly strong one at that, and that gives you a huge advantage. Secondly, while your fighting style is very messy and seems to rely mostly on instinct, it has good potential to become refined with some training. Lastly, your combat awareness is surprisingly good for a level 20.

When we test an applicant, we suppress ourselves to what we believe is their ideal grade and approximately their level. I myself am currently level 64, and when suppressing myself I only limit myself to earth magic, since the spells I know are based on controlling a target. You managed to force me to use wind magic on reflex, which I had no intention to do originally. I also went from high rank Bronze grade to mid Silver grade before deciding to end the sparring, which is about level 26.

Keep in mind this doesn’t mean you should go out hunting level 26 monsters, this is just based on keeping myself a step above you. Don’t get overconfident because you have a domain either, there are those out there that also have one that you may never suspect would have one, I even knew a Bronze E Rank who had one.”

While talking, Elise had been writing notes on the paper that the orb had left words on. Letting what she had told me sink in, she looks back at me and smiles once more.

“Your ranking is also determined based on a few factors, which is why I called Xander in originally since there were some unique circumstances to consider. You have an extremely rare title, Aspiring Hero, which I’ve only seen a few other times. You have to clear the True Route of a dungeon to obtain it, which is extremely difficult to manage since it’s difficult to find the True Route most of the time and after it’s completed the dungeon changes. 

Your Race and Class are also very unique. Nevermind you being a human and monster hybrid, just your Class itself is unique, meaning only you have it. Because of these circumstances, it’s difficult to judge where to place you in terms of grade. The only shortcoming is your level and age, if those were higher you would no doubt be starting at mid to high Silver grade.”


Digesting the words she spoke, she picks up the white metal plate and places it on the paper. Taking a breath, she holds her palm above it as a small magic circle comes out from in front of her palm. Watching, the paper wraps itself around the small metal plate as it glows and starts sinking into the metal plate which slowly changes into a bronze colour. Soon, the glow fades as a bronze metal plate is revealed.

Nodding in satisfaction, Elise picks it up and takes out another metal plate, this one had multiple colours to it, a mix of the colours of every rank. Placing it over the bronze metal plate, a strange click rings out. Elise removes the multi coloured piece and places it back in her pocket. Seeing my curious look, she giggles. 

“The multi coloured token is to register you to all branches. This plate will sync up with others around the world, that way if you lose your token we can easily reissue it at any branch. And before you ask, I have absolutely no idea how it works, I just know it does and it’s a really cool magic.”

Stretching out a hand, Elise asks for my necklace once again. Handing it to her, I watch as she attached the metal plate to it and hands it back. Putting it on, she hands me a small gem.

“This is the Skill Gem I told you about. Prompt the System to use it, and it’ll give you a new Status.”

Looking at the Skill Gem, the System gave me information.




	
Skill Gem: Adventurer Upgrade.

A skill gem of unknown origins, allows someone to set their occupation as Adventurer. Grade and Rank will be displayed based on your Identity Plate.








Prompting the System, the skill gem disappears into a light that shoots into my head. A small amount of information enters my mind. The information contained knowledge I knew, my grade and rank. Blinking, I see the System come up with another prompt.




	
Occupation set to Adventurer.

Grade: Bronze

Rank: A








Opening my Status, I saw that it had changed.




	

Status

Alisha, the Aspiring Hero




	Race:
	Mystic Lunar Fox



	Level:
	20



	Experience:
	5,000/100,000



	Class: 
	Lunar Fist of the Wind



	Class Level:
	1



	Class Exp: 
	6,000/50,000






Occupations:




	Adventurer



	Grade: Bronze



	Rank: A













Standing up, Elise smiles. “Welcome to becoming an Adventurer. I’ll give you the tour and then you’re free to pick out some jobs. I do have some recommendations for you to do before accepting a job, I’ll let you know once the tour is done. Come with me, I’ll sort out your payment first.”

Getting up, we head back to the lobby. One side was still packed to the brim, with the side we came out on being relatively empty. Leading me to the reception desk, Elise goes behind it and pulls out another piece of paper, this one with some writing on it. After writing for a few seconds, she smiles and says “It’ll be 2 silvers. I take it you only have the 1 gold coin?”

Nodding, she reaches under the desk and pulls out a pouch. “I’ll throw in a freebie for you. A one time deal.” Giving me a wink, she takes the gold coin from me and then pulls out more coins and places them into the pouch, a mix of silver and bronze coins. Easily over a hundred coins in total. Glad that Elise had provided a pouch for me, she tightens the top and passes it to me with the piece of paper.

“A receipt and your pouch of coins. The receipt simply shows you made a purchase, all the shops here will provide you with one.” Nodding, I put them both away, with the pouch I placed it in my pocket.

“Alright, now that is all sorted, let's take the tour.” Getting up from the reception desk, Elise moves around it once again and starts to lead me around the building.

            

    
        Chapter 53 - Northern Hawk

    
    
    
    
                As I follow behind Elise, she points to the side that has become rather rowdy and cheerful. “This section here is the general section for those that wish to drink and eat. You’ll find most adventurers enjoy celebrating anything. Maybe they’ll survive a near-death experience, or they rescue a bonded monster from a tree. If they can celebrate it, they will. I believe most are celebrating because of the blizzard that is about to come through…good grief.”

Speaking like she thought it was silly, her smile didn’t escape my notice. It seemed she was rather fond of those who celebrated as she put it. She continues walking, leading me to a staircase at the far end of the room. She speaks as she climbs it.

“Since you’re a Bronze rank, you’ll only be able to come up to this floor. There is magic that will prevent you from going any higher, so don’t try. You don’t want to be laughed at by others.”

As I nod in response, we arrive at the next floor, and looking around there were very few people here. A massive room, and there were only about ten people floating around, some looking bored. On the far end wall, there was a massive noticeboard, or so Elise explained. 

“The main attraction is the noticeboard on the wall over there. You’ll find jobs big and small listed on it. Once you find a job you want to undertake, you take it over to the reception desk on the right.” Pointing at the reception desk, there were two people, a male and a female, behind the desk that also looked rather bored. “They’ll accept your request as long as you meet the requirements.”

The two see us and perk up for a moment, smile and wave. Pointing to the opposite side, Elise points out another section, with stalls set up, currently empty.

“Usually there will be trade smiths and shopkeepers here selling their wares. They don’t sell any armour or weapons but will sell you everyday supplies, such as potions, maps, parchments and so on. Currently, because of the blizzard heading towards us, job listings have been put on hold, but it will be very very busy once it passes.”

As I’m glancing around the room, I notice two who looked my age sitting on the floor in the corner. Usually, I would skip past looking at them, but they were elves, reminding me of Olivia. They were nearly identical, a male and female pair. The male had long white hair and black eyes, the female had black hair and white eyes. A strange energy flowed between them, but it seemed…unstable, or incomplete. 

Seeing one of them look over, I pretend to continue glancing around like I hadn’t been looking at them. Feeling Alice poke my head, I knew she was getting hungry. Keeping in mind that I should start training her again, I took her off my head and patted her. 

“Let's take a quick look at the noticeboard so you know what to look for in the future. If you see a job you’d like to undertake for a while, feel free to take it.”

Following Elise, we arrived before the massive noticeboard. A few notes hang on it, but not enough to cover it. Elise mentions that once the blizzard passes it would be, as she said, bustling. When I asked her what that word meant, she giggled and said it would be busy.

As I’m about to look away, I saw a notice that piqued my interest. On it was listed a request, and what caught my attention was the title on it.

[Lily Pond Inn!

Temporary workers are needed. Level 15 or higher. Will assist in providing customers with catering during the blizzard and assist in any emergency repairs or fight off any monsters. Experience is not required.

Wind or Fire magic would be a plus, but not required.

You will be paid 2 silvers per day for the duration of the storm. Additional days may be required depending on the duration of the blizzard.]

Seeing this notice surprised me slightly. The name of the inn is the one I am staying in, and I could be paid to do some work. Thinking of the kindness of Floof, I decided I wanted to help him out, even if it was just this much. Noticing me looking at the request, Elise asked me if I wanted to take it. Nodding, she tells me what to do.

“Alright, so just take the notice off the board.” Doing so, I held the notice in my hands as she pointed to the desk with the two attendants. “Now simply take it to one of the people at the desk and they’ll issue you with a job token. You’ll just need to take that token to the requester.”

Doing as she mentioned, I take the job over to the male attendant. Smiling softly at me, I hand him the paper as he looks at it and turns around. Behind him are wooden tokens, and grabbing one, he checks it against the request paper and hands me the token.

“Head to the Lily Pond Inn and speak to the owner, Floof. He’ll get you set up.” As he speaks, I accept the wooden token and put it away. Making a note to get a new bag since my pockets were just too small for everything, I thank the gentleman and turn back to Elise.

“Congratulations on your first request. Floof is a very nice man, so he’ll surely be lenient in teaching you how to assist people.” 

Smiling, I knew he was kind already. Before I could explain that I knew him, Elise turned and headed downstairs again.

“The tour is rather simple given you are Bronze grade, but did you have any questions?”

“Can I only take one request at a time?”

“Correct, unless there are special circumstances you’ll only ever be able to take one request at a time.”

Nodding, I then asked her “How did the gentleman know that I met the requirements for this request?”

“All employees here only need to glance at your Identity Plate around your neck to know your name, level, grade and rank. It’s a skill we get when we are employed by the Adventurer’s Guild. It’s so they don’t check your System every time you make a request, it’s also why you must keep that plate safe.”

As we arrive back on the first floor, she turns to me and smiles.

“I’ll take you to a shop to help buy some much-needed things. You need a bag, a weapon and some armour. The armour and weapon can wait till you make a bit more cash, but you need a bag. I’ll show you the way.”

As we exit the Adventurer’s Guild, we head down the busy street. Many people stopped to greet Elise as we passed by and she greeted them back without stopping. We quickly arrived in front of a small store, the sign read “Northern Hawk’s General Store”. Entering with Elise, I heard a bell chime as we entered a mostly empty building.

“This store is usually empty, but they have some amazing products here. Have a look around, the bags can be found over there.”

Looking around, the store had many shelves and judging by the smell it was clean. Around the walls were shelves as well, holding different assortments of equipment, clothing or as pointed-out bags. Just as I’m about to look towards where Elise pointed, I felt something…calling to me, something stirred deep within me.

Feeling like I had entered a trance, I looked towards the source and started walking towards it. I heard Elise calling out to me, but I ignored it…no, it’s more like I couldn’t respond to her, I needed to head towards whatever was calling me.

Approaching the back wall of the store, on the middle shelf laid a sphere. Within the sphere, it seemed to be snowing…I could feel a heavy cold coming from the sphere-like item. Feeling the monster side within me, I wanted to consume this sphere, feast on it. Every fibre of my being told me that this sphere would bring me great power and strength. 

Reaching over to it with my hand…no, claw…when did I transform? Not minding it, I was about to grab the orb when I felt a powerful hand land on my shoulder as a strong energy swept over me. As this energy passed through me, the trancelike state I was in stopped. Blinking, my mind cleared up as if a fog had lifted and I noticed my surroundings.

Standing just in front of me to my right was an elderly man, with talons as feet, large bird-like wings coming from his back and a beck in place of his mouth and nose. His eyes were piercing, black with brown hair that had white streaks to it. Leaning on a cane, he looked at me with curiosity.

“Have you snapped out of it, little fox?” Speaking with a voice that had a slight squeak to it, I nodded to the man as I lowered my claw, which was reverting itself. Looking around, I saw Elise staring at me with concern in her eyes. Shaking my head, I turn back to the sphere.

“I see you resonated with this orb, little fox. However, you must be careful of what you are attracted to, it could consume you. Check the item, little fox, and see how close you were to death.”

Hearing these scary words from the old man who still had a hand on my shoulder, I do as he said and checked the item with my System. 




	
Core of the Astral Ice Dragon.

The monster core of an Astral Ice Dragon. A remnant soul of an Astral Ice Dragon resides in this core and will take over any who consume it.








Taking a few steps back with fear, the old man laughs as he places a hand on the orb. A large surge of mana erupts from him and taking his hand off the core I saw that it had turned completely black.

“Master Northern Hawk, why are you keeping such dangerous objects in your store?” Hearing Elise speak up, the old man, Northern Hawk, tsked and turned to her.

“I didn’t expect a little fox to resonate with it so strongly, so I didn’t think to seal it when it arrived this morning. Little fox, are you proficient in Astral Ice magicks?”

Shaking my head, I gave him a simple reply. “I don’t know what type of magic that is.”

Grunting with a slight annoyance, he looks me up and down and says “I doubt a Bronze grade could afford this anyway. It’s 2 Platinum coins, so you can’t have it.”

Feeling a bit guilty due to how I acted, I felt myself become a bit nervous. I knew I had done something wrong. Glancing at me once again, Northern Hawk grunts again and walks to another shelf. Pulling an old book down, he hands it to me.

“2 Silver coins.” Looking at the cover of the book, it read “Astral Ice Magicks”. Looking at the old man, he hobbled himself to the counter and sat down on the stool behind it. Looking at the book, it was rather thick and aged, the pages were slightly yellowed with some tears on them.

Looking at Elise, she smiled at me. “Your monster form is sorta cute you know.” Scratching my ear with a bit of embarrassment at that comment, I didn’t know what my monster form looked like, I’d never seen it before. It’s not that I was afraid of using it, I just didn’t feel the need.

“Alright, well other than Northern Hawk being a bit grumpy, he really does sell the best things around. Right, let's get you a bag and maybe some clothing that is more befitting of an adventurer. While your current dress is beautiful, you shouldn’t be kicking in it.”

Tiling my head, I was a bit confused. “Why? It’s easy to wear and fight in.”

Seeing Elise look stunned for a moment, she seemed to be speechless. Sighing after a few seconds, she simply says “Well, I guess it’s something that’s common sense for me but not you. It’s not something a young girl should be doing, kicking things with a dress or a skirt on, that is… never mind, lets just find you some good clothing while we’re here.”

As we moved to the bags, I picked out a bag that was quite big but wouldn’t get in my way. It was also cushioned at the bottom, so it could be dropped in a hurry and not break things within. For the clothing, Elise picked out some shirts and shorts while I grabbed two pairs of long gloves that covered my bracelet.

“Now, these shorts are comfy and easy to wear!” Showing the shorts to me, she had picked out a few colours for me, deep blue, black and white. The shirts were mostly black, they didn’t have anything special to them and looked normal. The material however felt good to the touch. After getting some underwear, I had thought we were done before Elise asked “Did you need any new bras?”

Confused, I asked her what a bra was. Looking at me in exasperation, she pulled out an item I’d seen way back in Cerberus’s Domain. A strap that had two half circles connected to one side and a latch on the other side, connecting the straps. Seeing my confusion at this item, Elise groaned and raised her palm, massaging her temples while muttering “I’d heard evolved monsters are a bit clueless but I had hope since you are part human part monster…alright, I’ll teach you.”

Grabbing a few of those things called bras, she pulled me into a small room before teaching me how to wear this clothing. After trying a few on, I found one that fit me, but it felt strange wearing it. As we leave the small room, I complain about it to Elise.

“Well…you’ll get used to it. Trust me, you want to wear one every day. A young lady like you should always wear one.”

Nodding at her words, she helped me get some more of these bras of the same size before heading to Northern Hawk. Without looking over what we’ve brought, he simply said “5 silvers for the lot.” Digging into my pouch, I provide him 5 silver coins as he takes them and puts the coins away. Putting everything into my new bag, as well as some of the items from my pockets, I walk out with Elise.

“It might seem Northern Hawk didn’t check, but he has very sharp eyes. He knows exactly what we took, and he always has. Never try to steal from him.”

A bit confused about what she meant by stealing, she faces me and smiles. 

“Well, the tour ended a bit ago and now it’s time to head back and be bored at the Guild. From here on I will be your advisor, I’ll oversee your progress and from time to time I may seek you out to provide advice. You can also seek me out for any help you may need.”

Bowing slightly like I’d seen others do, I thank Elise for her help. Patting me on the shoulder, her smile vanished for a moment as she spoke.

“Be safe Alisha. Adventuring may seem like fun and games, but many adventurers die every day. Always treat it seriously, regardless of the job you take. And keep yourself healthy and happy, always. Never be afraid to talk to the other adventurers too. Some of them are grumpy, act all high and mighty or just might ignore you, but plenty will help you as well.”

Taking in what she said, I knew not to take anything lightly. After my time as a slave and through the dangerous times I’d spent in Crater Hell if I was heading off to do something dangerous I wouldn’t relax or take it easy. Nodding with determination in response to Elise, her smile returned.

“Right, off you hurry to the Lily Pond Inn. If you’re not sure where it is, I’m sure someone around here can guide you, or you can hire a guide.”

“O-oh, I’m staying at that inn, that's why I took the request.”

Giggling, Elise winked at me. “Well, that’ll make it easy to travel to. Floof is a very well-known person, he was in the Royal Guard before, so if he gives you advice it’ll be some of the best.”

“Thank you, Elise, for helping me today.”

“Oh, don’t mention it. I was bored anyway, thanks to the blizzard that's coming there is very little to do at the moment. I must hurry back though, we have a few things to prepare before tomorrow. See you around, Alisha.” Waving once more to me, Elise turns and walks away. Just as I waved back, I felt Alice pecking my head once again.

“Okay okay, let's go back and get some food for you.”

“Kraa!”

***

As I arrive back at the Lily Pond Inn after retracing my steps, I walk into the building to find it was busy like when I had first arrived. Seeing Floof at the front desk, I made my way over to him. Arriving before his desk, he spots me and gives me a nod.

“Young fox, congratulations on becoming an adventurer. How can I be of help?”

Getting the pouch of coins from my bag, I dig through and give Floof 3 silver coins. Handing them to him, he smiles and says “This will give you an extra six nights, is that okay?” Nodding, he puts the coins away and says “Alright, you have ten days in total. Is there anything else?”

Digging into my pocket next, I hand him the wooden token that I received from the Guild. Looking it over, he looks at me with a bit of surprise.

“I had requested an adventurer that is Bronze B rank or higher, young fox did you get B rank from the test?”

“I-I got A rank in the Bronze grade.”

Looking at me with a bit of surprise, he puts a hand to his chin as he nods. “That’s very good. Well now, what do you know about servicing customers?”

Shaking my head, I told Floof I didn’t know what to do. He smiles and says “It’s fine. I’ll attach you to Jessica tomorrow morning, for today just relax. I’ll have your lunch brought up to you shortly.”

Bidding Floof farewell, I moved upstairs back to the room I had been staying in. Sitting on the bed, I put Alice on my lap and hummed to her while looking over her Status.




	

Status

Alice

Bonded to Alisha through the use of Blood Oath.




	Race:
	Dark Raven



	Level:
	5



	Experience:
	500/20,000






Magic and Skills




	Dark Magic
	Skills



	Blindness
	None



	 
	 













 

Seeing her at level 5, I recalled what the booklet mentioned about her unlocking her Stats at level 5 and called them up with the help of the System.




	
Stats

Alice




	Strength:
	F
	30



	Agility:
	F
	
30





	Intelligence:
	F+
	100



	Toughness:
	F+
	100













“I know it’s been a while Alice, but once we figure things out, we’ll head out and do some training for you. After this blizzard has passed of course.”

“Kraa!” 

Feeling her get excited, I hear a knock at my door, and opening it I find a young girl with a cart of food and holding some clothes.

“Pleasure to meet you, young fox. I am Jessica.” Speaking as if she was bored, she handed me the clothes. “Master requested I bring you this outfit and to train you, starting tomorrow.”

Taking the clothes from her, I found a near identical dress along with other pieces, like a scarf, socks and hat. Thanking Jessica, she pushes the cart in while saying “Please leave the cart in your room, we will collect it tonight.” She then turns and leaves. Closing and locking the door again, I sit down and wonder what to do for the time being as I place the clothing to the side.

Digging through my new bag, I picked out the book about Astral Ice Magicks. I wonder why Northern Hawk had recommended this book to me. Seeing as I didn’t have anything else to do for the time being, I decided to read the book.

            

    
        Chapter 54 - The Other Side of the World

    
    
    
    
                Opening the book, I started reading the introduction. It starts off explaining the basics of using mana, circulating it through your body and how to adjust the input. One section however gave me a slight surprise, I had nearly forgotten about what the book wrote about.

<Ranking up your magic is done manually, the System can not provide this for you. Each magic that you learn will start off at a low tier, starting at Tier 1 and can be ranked up to Tier 8, the current highest tier that only some of the Hero Party know.

Starting from Level 25, the System will show you the ranks of your magic, however, you can rank them up before Level 25. This process entirely depends on your proficiency, the energy available and if you’re in a place with the element of your magic. For example, Astral Ice requires you to be in an area with snow, ice and lunar energy.>

Looking at the last sentence, I wondered if Astral Ice magic had a relation to Lunar magic. Reading on, I learnt Astral Ice Magic did indeed use Lunar magic, but it mixed with Ice magic, with Ice magic being the dominant magic of the two. The book also mentioned other types of Astral magic, but most had either been lost to time or their element went missing.

Now the question in my mind is how to rank up magic. Recalling what Ash had told me, she’d mentioned I would know when it was time to rank up magic, which meant it would be based on a feeling. I had yet to feel anything different, so I knew it wasn’t quite time yet.

Finishing off the food we had received, I saw Alice fly over to the bed and snuggle into the pillow. Smiling at her actions, I keep reading the book. It explained quite a bit about magic that I hadn’t known, like how you could use magic tools. From what I’ve read, it’s possible to combine different elements to create new variations of spells, according to the book this is how Astral Ice magic came to be, from continuous experiments and practice. 

The book also explained you can craft your own magic circles with mana, it didn’t require paper. Remembering the magic circle Elise had used during the process of crafting my adventurer's plate, I continued reading. There were multiple advantages to it, even more so when you’re used to it to the point where it became instinct. 

Mana-crafted magic circles didn’t need you to know or understand magic circles. The tier of the magic circle depends on the tier of your magic, so for me, it would be tier 1. Mana circles allow more pin-pointed magic and can store a lot more mana than one can output normally. The downsides are that it takes time to create the magic circles and they can be disrupted during combat, thus falling out of favour when compared to just using magic normally.

After considering it for a while, I decided to learn how to craft magic circles on the go, as well as how to do it on paper. I wouldn’t do it right away, but at a later time since if it could help me fight, I’d use it to my advantage. 

Reaching the first section on using Astral Ice magic, I found it did have some correlation with Lunar magic, in that it used the energy from the stars instead of both. I knew about Lunar Wind magic from Anita in Zalus, is that also like Astral Ice in that it uses energy from the moon or stars? Feeling the Lunar energy within me, I felt a mixture of both moon and star energy, at some point I had taken both as just the same type of energy, but what if it was separate?

Astral Ice wasn’t just as simple as using Ice magic with star energy though, it wasn’t even a combination of both, instead, it is using star energy and converting it to Astral Ice magic. I had yet to read how this is done, but the book said it came down to understanding how star energy felt. The best method it describes is using the energy of the stars during extreme colds, something I could test out tonight.

Planning to do so, I keep reading however the next few pages required me to have a basic understanding of Astral Ice magic, which I couldn’t obtain unless I could grasp it. Putting the book down, I look outside and see it’s just a bit past midday. Wondering what to do, I thought of visiting the Academy that Roland mentioned or getting a guide to show me around the city as Elise suggested.

Looking towards Alice, I considered if it were possible to head somewhere to gain her some levels. Getting up, I scope Alice up, still sleeping as I put her on my head and grab the coat from Roal. I knew I had to return it at some point, I’d forgotten to buy one at Northern Hawk’s store before. Putting the new gloves on to hide the bracelet, I head out of the room and down to see if Floof was around.

Spotting him rather quickly, I made my way through the crowd of people coming and going. Upon reaching him, he smiles and upon asking him if there was a safe place to gain experience for Alice, he told me what he knew.

“At the moment the best way to get levels would be through dungeons. You could go to Dungeon Alley.” Seeing my inquiring look, he says “Vale has a section that has 6 Dimensional Dungeons and a special type. The lowest level is a level 23 dungeon, with the next highest at 45. I’d recommend looking for a party if you plan to head into a Dimensional Dungeon. Other than the dungeons, due to the blizzard there aren’t really any places you could go, all the monsters are currently hiding away.”

“I can’t enter a dungeon for another four months…” Saying this while feeling a bit downcast, Floof looks over me.

“Oh? Is there a reason for that, little fox?”

Explaining about the time we cleared the Temple of the Blood God, Floof gave me a look of surprise. 

“That’s a very rare and difficult achievement little fox, congratulations. That explains why you started off at Bronze Rank A. True Routes of Dimensional Dungeons do indeed lock you out of Dimensional Dungeons for six months, but if that’s the case you can go into that special dungeon I mentioned.

There is an External Deep Dungeon here in Vale, one of its main attractions for adventurers looking to make a name for themselves. No one knows how deep it is, so far one hundred and six floors have been explored in total. There is a boss every ten floors that somehow resurrect itself after some time, and the System is quite giving with providing quests in there. You will have no problems entering an External Dungeon, even if you have the lockout.”

Amazed by what he said, I considered if I should head there now or not. Considering I needed to be here tomorrow and wanted to try out Astral Ice tonight, I decided not to head there for the time being. Instead, I ask Floof about the Academy.

“There are six branches of the Academy throughout the city and the main Academy in the centre. Tuition costs about 5 silvers for an entire year of study, depending on what you want it could increase in cost too. If you’re looking for some basic knowledge, I’d recommend going to a library instead. There is one not far from here.”

After giving me directions, the library turned out to only be a ten-minute walk from the inn. Describing the library to me, it turned out to be a place with lots of books on different types of subjects, and upon asking Floof if I could find a location, he nodded. Deciding to take the time to walk there now since there wasn’t much else to do, I exit the inn and make my way there.

Walking along the streets, I really had to marvel at how busy a city really is. People were walking back and forth in a uniform manner, the streets were wide enough to allow a lot of people to walk down them. Moving with the people going in one direction, it wasn’t long before I reached the building described by Floof. 

It looked similar to the Temple of the Blood God, but instead of being all obsidian coloured, it was a lovely mix of white and gold, and on the arch of the door was a sign that read “Local Vale Library Branch.”

Entering the building, I felt mana surging around me as a magic circle ignites under me. On reflex, I take up my stance and look around, about to jump away from the magic circle, but it invokes quickly. Feeling hot air surge around me, I looked down in fear of what was about to happen…but nothing happened. I noticed the snow covering me, even the small bits on my shoulders and head had disappeared.

Looking around, I see others looking at me strangely, but they too were walking through this magic circle just fine, and seeing what happened to them, I watch as the snow evaporated from their boots. Starting to understand that the magic circle is harmless and only worked to remove snow, I felt a bit embarrassed about reacting as I did. Quickly reminding myself of what has happened to me every time a magic circle has been below my feet, I stopped feeling embarrassed and decided to keep my guard up around them.

Looking around, I’d arrived in a rather large lobby, directly in front of me is a reception desk with a door on either side of it. Seeing people go to the reception desk before heading into the doors, I made my way over and waited until it was my turn.

Approaching the desk, one of the many attendants asked me what I was looking for. “I want to find a place and see how long it’ll take to reach it.”

Leading me through the doorway on the right, the attendant, a middle-aged man, led me to a wall that had a massive map on it. Turning to me, he asked me about the location I was looking for. Telling him about Crater Hell, he turns back to the map and places a hand in front of it. A magic circle appeared before his hand and to the far right a light flashed. Looking towards it, I saw the area lit up was quite small compared to the map.

Leaning to look closer, I saw the area was marked with the words “Crater Hell”. I didn’t know how large it was compared to the size of the map, turning to the attendant I asked where Vale was. Pointing at the opposite side of the map, a bad feeling crept up on me.

“Sir, how long would it take to go from Vale to Crater Hell?”

Seeing him step back, he looks at the distance and gives me an answer that makes my head spin.

“On foot, the shortest and safest route will be around thirteen years, and that would be to reach the city of Iodina. From there it would be two to three months on foot. An unsafe route would still take about ten years, while using teleport gates may lower the travel time down to two to three years, however, most cities won’t provide access to their teleport gates to anyone.

Since you’re an adventurer, if you can get yourself to Black grade, most cities will provide you access to their teleport gates…as long as they’re not at war. Plus those countries may charge a lot of money to gain…Miss, are you okay?”

My head was spinning, I felt sick at the thought of how long it would take to get back to see everyone. The attendant said I should just reach Black grade, but I knew how difficult that would even be from how Elise described how only two people had it in Vale from her knowledge.

Squeezing out a smile at the attendant, I thank him for his help and move back out of the library. My vision blurred as I made my way back to the inn. Arriving back at the inn, I rushed up the stairs and back to my room as the feeling of being sick grew too strong, causing me to throw up. Shaking and crying, I lay on my bed as Alice flew over to the table, crawl into a ball and cried.

***

I don’t know how long it's been, I just know it's nighttime. Still feeling my head spin from just the thought of how long it would be to reach Crater Hell, I wanted to think about what to do but couldn’t, I had no energy, no motivation…

I had thought I was only a few months away, maybe it would be a year and I could just take some time to level while travelling there. Now travelling there seemed impossible, even getting to Black grade could take way too long. Falling further into the thought of not being able to see everyone again, I heard a knock on my door. Ignoring it, I turn my body so it wasn’t facing the door and closed my eyes.

I couldn’t sleep, too many thoughts were flooding my mind. I felt a feeling of concern come from Alice, I should comfort her and let her know everything is fine but I can’t. Hearing the door open, I ignored the person who came in as I heard them speaking, but the words simply went through my ears, I didn’t take in anything they said as I just laid there.

Hearing various sounds behind me for a while, I finally heard the sound of a cart being dragged around before the door closed. From the smell, it seems like they had cleaned up the vomit and left food behind. Not feeling at all hungry, I close my eyes, trying to sleep. Part of me wanted to speak to someone, anyone, another part of me wanted to see those from Crater Hell again, but I knew I couldn’t do that.

Entering my mana realm, I looked at the small moon that Flannery would transform from. Not seeing a reaction from it, I knew she wasn’t coming…At that moment, I started feeling lonely as the realisation of my situation hit me. I was alone in a city that I didn’t know, with people who, while they were kind to me, I didn’t know and it would take me thirteen years of travelling before I could even see Sally or Gray, not to mention Elizabeth. I had no idea where Olivia was either.

I had to somehow grow stronger, and travel long distances in a world that I didn’t know or understand all the while surrounded by people I didn’t know or trust. I had been excited to travel outside of Crater Hell, but I had thought I would be with the others, not just teleported somewhere on the other side of the world. I started feeling very anxious about what is to come, I knew I needed to get a start but I couldn’t feel any motivation.

As I exit my mana realm and open my eyes, I knew it’s been a couple of hours since someone brought in the cart of food. Tightening up the ball I was sitting in, I glanced up and saw a figure sitting next to the bed. At first, I thought it was Sally, but after blinking once I saw that instead, it was Elise. Seeing her smiling down at me, I saw that she had Alice in her lap and was patting her, I looked away and closed my eyes again…I didn’t want to talk to anyone.

“Not even a day and you seem to have encountered a big problem!” Hearing Elise’s voice, I felt a bit irritated. She continues to sit there for a few more minutes before speaking up.

“Come with me, Alisha. I want to show you something.”

Feeling really unwilling, I open my eyes and look at Elise. She simply smiles at me, not moving or speaking again, as I wonder why she wants me to go somewhere. I didn’t want to get up and go anywhere, but I didn’t want to annoy Elise…slowly moving, I sit up before standing unsteadily. Offering me Alice, I take her with both hands, looking down at this palm-sized raven who was looking at me, concerned. 

Elise walks around the bed as I slowly follow behind her. She puts my coat around my shoulders as I keep a hold of Alice. Seeing the door was already opened, I saw Jessica standing there without any expression as she watched us walk out and lock the door behind us. 

Following Elise out of the inn, I noticed that there were still people around us, it wasn’t as busy as it was during the day. Elise must’ve seen me looking around because she speaks up. “It’s just a bit after dinner.” Hearing her speak, I tried to respond but I just didn’t want to, my motivation wasn’t there. Holding Alice closer to me, I followed Elise...rather, I followed her feet as we start walking down the streets.

After what felt like twenty minutes of walking, weaving between people and going down alleyways, Elise stopped, causing me to stop as well. “We’re here. Let's go in and vent, shall we?”

Looking up, we were in some sort of lobby of a building, directly ahead of us is a huge archway, leading into somewhere dark. To the right of the archway is a booth of sorts, people were going in and out, those coming out looked ruffled like they’d been fighting, while those who were going in looked fresh. 

Elise leads me towards the booth, and it doesn’t take us long to reach it. A man sits there, about middle-aged with black hair. Looking at the adventurer’s plate around my neck, he nods and turns to Elise and nods as well, before waving us through. Still not sure where we were, the System very shortly let me know once we crossed the threshold of the archway.




	Level ??? External Deep Dungeon, Tomb of Lilith, Floor 1






Blinking, I look around, but with the darkness of the place, I couldn’t make out much. Under my feet is dirt-covered ground, I could feel how solid it was.

“Right, level 20…Floor 3, come come.” Leading me once again, we walked in the darkness as I followed behind Elise. I knew I could provide light with Moon Glow but I just felt…unmotivated to do anything like that. Feeling the floor under me become slopped downwards, I saw the System update.




	Tomb of Lilith, Floor 2






As we continue, we quickly reach Floor 3. Still leading me, we eventually stop. I hadn’t seen much of the surroundings because of the darkness, but judging from the smell we were in a cave of sorts. Looking at Elise, I hadn’t seen her face since we entered, but there is a sort of dull yellow glow to them. Figuring this is an ability for her to see in the dark, she turns to me and points towards somewhere in the darkness.

“I need some monster cores, consider it a small request of mine.” Looking towards where she pointed, I made out a figure in the distance. I wasn’t sure what it was, even though my vision in the darkness is usually good it felt like this darkness was…heavier.

Feeling unwilling, my mind still distracted by the thought of not being able to see everyone anytime soon, I walk towards the monster since Elise had helped me out a lot before. Putting Alice on my head carefully, I use Moon Glow while also starting up the wind around me…

            

    
        Chapter 55 - Broken

    
    
    
    
                As my surroundings light up with the help of Moon Glow, I stare at the monster in front of me. Standing at half my height, it’s an ant, but much bigger, angrier looking and was looking at me like it wanted to eat. Seeing the pinches it had before its mouth click, I looked over the rest of its body. The body was completely different from normal ants, with a light green exoskeleton. Requesting a simple version of the System information, I saw what I was facing.





	Level 21 Gale Ant






Wanting this to be over quickly, I moved in and threw a simple punch at its head. Moving quickly, the ant…dodges with the help of wind magic, before snapping its pinches at my arm. Reacting slowly, I move to the side and tumble a bit.

“Where is the fight, Alisha? Don’t let it push you around, kick its arse!”

Regaining my balance, I shot an irritated look at Elise. Hearing a sound approaching quickly, I turn and see the ant right near me…why did I look away like that. Stumbling away from the ant as it once again bit where I had stood, I heard a tsk from Elise.

“Did I make a mistake making you an A Rank Bronze Grade? I had thought you had more fight in you than this.”

A feeling of anger arose at Elise’s words. Is she implying that I am weak? Certainly…something is strange with me, I was distracted, letting my guard down and felt unmotivated…though, what is the purpose of fighting if I couldn’t even return to the others.

Clumsily dodging an attack from the ant once again, I heard Elise speak up once more.

“If this is all you can do, forget travelling to the other side of Draken, you’re not even worthy of becoming an adventurer. Become Black rank? Travel to Crater Hell? Fighting like that will get you neither. As your advisor, I suggest quitting and working in some store if this is all you can muster.”

Sensing a surge of mana from the ant, I raised my arms in front of me as a blade of wind hits me, cutting into my arms. It wasn’t deep but it stung. Feeling the anger boiling within me due to Elise’s words, I didn’t direct it at her, but at myself. I started feeling angry at myself for acting like this. She’s right, I could fight better than this.

Speaking once again, Elise’s voice got louder with each word. “So what if you’ve stumbled off your path? So what if the road ahead is difficult? Get off your arse, face it with all you have, and don’t waste away just because it’ll take you a decade to get home. The current you is pathetic compared to the one from earlier today. The one earlier today would laugh at the current you. Kill that weak monster already.”

Dodging another attack from the ant, the anger in me overflowed. With nowhere to direct this anger, I directed it at the ant. My mind started clearing as my thoughts turned to Elise’s words. I knew she was right, so what if it took me a long time to see everyone, one day I’d be able to meet them again, talk to them and laugh together.

Watching the ant, I started noticing how clumsy it was. It was fast but unbalanced, its magic was sloppy at best and the only thing strong about it is its bite. Clenching my fists, I let the anger within me direct me as I felt my body slowly transform. Opening my fists as they became claws, I felt myself become oddly focused.

Feeling the magic I was outputting, it was pathetically weak. Increasing and focusing the wind around me, I moved quickly in on the ant, dodging its clumsy excuse of an attack and swiping my claws at its neck. Digging deeply, for a moment I felt a thrill. I keep swiping at its body, keeping my claws deep each time, feeling my anger being relieved each time I attacked.

Seeing its blood splutter along my arms, I heard something approaching me from behind. Ignoring the System telling me something, I started sinking into this feeling of anger as that sinister aura erupted from me. Keeping my mind tranquil I don’t lose myself to it, but use it to move to the new ant that had come along, ripping into it as it cried out.

Hearing more come, I felt myself becoming happy. Things to release my anger on kept coming, and I welcomed them. All of this anger at myself surged as I directed it towards fighting the things around me. I sank deeper into my monster form, I didn’t know what I looked like but I knew I was laughing every time I sank my claws into something.

Why am I laughing? Am I happy? No, I felt tears streaming down my face, so am I sad? I felt a mix of emotions bursting within me. Anger at myself, sadness that I couldn’t see the others anytime soon, happiness at being able to fight monsters, excitement at the prospect of getting stronger and so many other emotions I didn’t understand.

Soon, I felt exhaustion overcome me. Around me were the corpses of ten ants, breathing heavily I felt the anger within me dissipate, and while it was still there I felt motivated by it. Collapsing onto my knees while panting for breath, I heard Alice cry out in concern. Looking at my hands, my monster transformation slowly ended, I knew I had transformed far more than I ever had.

I felt amazing. Even if it takes me twenty years I would get back to Crater Hell. Even if I needed to get to Black grade to achieve that I would do it. Clenching my fists, I felt a determination growing within me. Looking back up at Elise, I see she had at some point pulled out a sack and was collecting materials from the ant. Glancing at me, she smiled.

“Your eyes have a much better look to them now. Good, remember this feeling.”

Climbing to my feet, I watch as Elise plunges a hand down easily and removes a small, palm-sized gem of sorts. Seeing me watch, she giggled and put the gem into a pouch. “The core and parts of Gale Ants can be sold. Most monster materials in this dungeon can be sold actually, this lot should net you about 1 silver in total for just the raw materials, 2 silvers if you through in the cores. Since this is one of the lower levels, these monsters are easily hunted so they aren’t worth much.”

As I stand I felt a bit unsteady, the exhaustion has reached deep. I continue watching as Elise rips the cores out, storing them separately from the monster parts she took. The monster parts were mainly the exoskeletons that were still intact. Looking around, the monsters had been ripped apart, caused by me in my monster form. Decapitated heads, and legs were broken or cut off or in two cases the ant was simply torn in half. However, I felt much better than a few hours ago, like my mind had been cleared up.

Looking down on my body, it was full of wounds, deep and shallow. Most of the cuts had stopped bleeding, and looking at my arms and legs they were the most wounded. Moving my limbs caused spikes of pain to rush to my head. Hearing Elise walk up to me, I look back up as she hands me a pouch.

“Take the cores. They’ll be helpful to you, slowly extract the energy from them.” Taking the pouch from her, I nod. “Alright, one more place to go. Can you walk by yourself?” 

“Mm, I’ll be okay.”

Following Elise, while keeping the glow from Moon Glow around myself, I struggled to walk due to the exhaustion of my body and after walking for a few minutes, I tumbled forward. Before I collapsed, I felt Elise pick me up on her back and carry me without a word. Feeling my body relax, I fell asleep.

***

Feeling myself being shaken, I wake up slowly and see Elise standing over me. “Wakey wakey. We’re here Alisha.” Rubbing my eyes, I still felt tired and looked around. We were in a room, and nearby is a table with small shelves, some were empty while others had folded clothing and shoes. Sitting up, Elise explained.

“We’re at the hot springs, take off your clothing and put on this towel.” Getting up, I still felt some of my exhaustion, I hadn’t slept much. Once I do as Elise says, she leads me out of the room to outside, where a big pond of sorts with steam coming from it. There wasn’t anyone else here but myself and Elise. Stepping into the heated water, the wounds on my legs stung as I hissed in pain. 

Submerging my body, the wounds I had sustained reopened as the pain stung me even more. It must’ve shown as Elise comforted me. “These springs have good regenerative properties, the pain is normal, and your wounds will heal rather quickly in here.”

Looking down, I did indeed see that the wounds were visibly healing already, the flesh slowly stitching itself back together. Letting the springs do its work, I also felt my exhaustion melting away. I wasn’t full of energy, but I no longer felt exhausted to the bone. Letting myself relax, I look around. Around us were wooden walls, blocking the view from all sides except for the place we had walked from, which was an open room with no doors. 

Looking towards Elise, I saw that she too was relaxing in the springs as well, and thinking of what she said earlier, I decided to question her. Feeling Alice move around on my head, I also planned to wash her too.

“Elise, why were you in my room before?”

Not answering me for a few minutes, she soon turns to me and says “As your advisor, I’m responsible for your life. To accomplish this, I usually will do some research on new applicants, so I went and spoke to those that had found you and brought you to Vale. After speaking with Roland, I found you had asked about a place called Crater Hell.

"Upon learning that, I decided to see where this Crater Hell was, so I decided to research it, but before I could do so I received a request from the Lily Pond Inn to assist you. From what was provided in the request, you had visited the library before coming back, unresponsive to anyone, pale and very shaken. So I headed to the library and found you had discovered the location of this Crater Hell.

"We don’t have much…or rather, we have no information about it, so I don’t know anything about this city, town or whatever it is, but I do now know from your reaction it’s something like a home. The distance from here to Crater Hell is huge, and from what Roland told me you had somehow ended up here. So with that information, I came to see you and saw you were depressed, so I figured the best way was to drag you out and give you some encouragement.”

Listening to what she said, it seemed that someone at the Lily Pond Inn knew something had happened to me. Thinking of Floof, I wondered if it was him who had requested someone to help me out. Either way, I appreciated their help, compared to how I felt earlier I felt a lot better now. Thanking Elise, she simply said not to mind it and that she’d do it for any adventurer under her. As we sit there in silence, I felt my wounds fully heal as time passed slowly.

“Alright, let's head back. It’s nearly midnight and you’ve got a big day tomorrow with your first request.” Standing up, I suddenly felt a shock go through me. Looking upwards, I felt a presence for a split second, one I felt was very familiar…but it seemed different yet very familiar. Wondering what it was, I couldn’t feel that presence anymore. 

It reminded me of Crater Hell for some reason…frowning slightly, I wanted to know why I felt something like that, but I knew I couldn’t just get the answers right this moment. Getting out of the spring, I walked back to that other room.

***

Looking up at the ceiling of my room at the inn, I stretched as I laid down, Alice asleep next to me. Elise and I had walked back here and after entering I had found the young boy who had delivered me food once at the desk. After seeing Elise off, I returned to my room. Looking at the notifications from the System, I saw I had levelled up.




	
You killed Gale Ant

You gained 10,000 experience.

You gained 1,000 Class experience.








Seeing 10 of these messages, they ended with a level-up notice.




	
You levelled to 21.

Gained the following Stats:

Agility: +40 

Strength: +20 

Intelligence: +15

Toughness: +5

You gain 10% more Stats due to Aspiring Hero, you gain the following:

Agility: +4

Strength: +2

Intelligence: +2

Toughness: +0

Health increased to 1,500.

Lunar Mana Increased to 13,500.








Feeling my body strengthen more from accepting the level up, I relish in the feeling for a moment with my eyes closed. Opening them again, I felt completely refreshed, like I hadn’t been tired a moment ago and had actually slept for a few hours. Sitting up, I was a bit confused about that feeling.

Well, more time to do other things I guess. After thinking about it, I decided to head outside to try my hand at Astral Ice magicks, to see if I could pick up on new magic. Grabbing the book, I scoop up Alice and put her in my coat as I head out of my room. Heading downstairs, I see Floof sitting at a table, talking to Jessica. The lobby had very few other people, after all, it is rather late at night.

Upon seeing me, Floof gestures for me to come over, and approaching him I see Jessica glance at me before looking away.

“Young fox, it’s good to see you back on your feet. Are you heading out? You should rest some more.”

“Ah…I levelled up earlier and I strangely feel full of energy, so I decided to head out to learn magic.”

Glancing at me, Floof nods and says “I see. When you level up you’ll usually feel well-rested for a day or two. Some believe it’s due to the gaining strength from the System. It only happens from level 20 onwards, which is when you gain more Stats from levelling, so that may be right.”

Thinking over what he said, the feeling did indeed only happen after accepting the level-up. Looking once again at Floof, I quickly thank him for calling Elise.

“Hm? I didn’t make a request.” Turning to Jessica, he says “Young Jessica here did, she saw you return and checked in on you at dinner time to find you had been sick and were unresponsive in bed. You should thank her.”

“Master! I told you not to mention this!”

Seeing Jessica glaring at Floof, she looks away from us. Floof chuckles as he says “Jessica here seems cold, but she’s rather caring, even more so towards our kind, Young Fox.”

Seeing Jessica remain silent with her face turned away, I thanked her for helping me. Heaving a sigh, she turns to me and says “It’s fine, looking after our customers is our duty.”

Chuckling once again, Floof changes the topic “If you’re heading out to practice magic, you should go to the backyard. It’ll let us help you in the case of the blizzard hitting us early. They predict it could happen as soon as tomorrow.”

Taking Floof up on the offer, he calls over the young boy. “Lenny, show our guest to the backyard. Keep an eye out in case the blizzard stricks early. Remember, if she is experiencing inspiration do not interrupt her, if that happens and the blizzard starts, call me.” Lenny nods and starts leading me to a room behind the counter.

After walking through a few more rooms, we arrive outside in a courtyard. It was rather simple, a walkway around the courtyard with the square in the middle under the night sky. Lenny sits on the ledge of a wall and says “If you sit in the middle it’ll provide an easier time gathering energy of the night.”

Thanking him, I do as he suggests and sit in the middle of the courtyard with the book in my lap. Nudging Alice, she flies back to the walkway and rests on one of the supporting beams. Recalling the information from the book, I close my eyes as I sense the energy of the stars. As I sense it easily, I start trying to sense what the book says next, the sensation of the coldness of the stars.

Very quickly I felt the energy within me conflicting. I still had energy from the moon flowing into me, so I moved that energy out of me, working to block energy from the moon from entering me. It took a few minutes as my body was too used to absorbing both the energies of the moon and stars, but soon I felt only the energy of starlight within me.

Trying to feel the coldness of the starlight felt confusing. The starlight within me is warm, there isn’t a hint of it being cold or getting cold. Removing all thoughts from my mind as I was still being distracted by thoughts of Crater Hell, I focus on the energy. Recalling the content of the book, it said being in freezing temperatures would help inspire me.

Removing my coat, I throw it to the side as the freezing chill hit me right away. It’s much, much colder than it had been when I was first teleported here. Letting the cold hit me, I keep my eyes close and sink myself into my mana realm. Feeling the power of starlight surrounding me here, I concentrated on feeling both the coldness and the starlight at the same time.

For a moment, I felt something, something distant. Trying to grasp that feeling again, I try merging the starlight within me with the coldness surrounding me, but something stopped me from doing so. It’s like when I try to cover every muscle in my body with Lunar Blessing like a thin barrier is preventing me from combining the energies. 

I keep trying, not forcing it this time but slowly intertwining the two together. However, as I am about to fully combine them, I heard a loud crack in my mana realm. Looking around with a scare, my eyes find the source of the sound quickly as they land on the orb that Flannery would emerge from. Down the middle of the orb is a crack, and before I could react, the orb splits apart before turning into light.

The light from the orb swirls around for a moment before moving towards me, merging into me. As the light enters my mana realm self, I felt an overwhelming feeling in me, an inspiration…inspriation about Lunar magic, like I had experienced years of it. As my thoughts faded, my final thought and worry is about Flannery’s orb…why had it disappeared.

            

    
        Chapter 56 - Soul Corruption

    
    
    
    
                Elizabeth’s Point of View

Gripping my chest, the panic increased yet again. It’s happening again, the nightmares. The scenes I'm witnessing are a horror story I needed to escape but can’t. Am I repeating the same dream, is it a hallucination or is it real? Watching in horror, the strange red mist approaches Alisha. Screaming out her name once again, I do the same thing I have the last several thousand times. Pushing Alisha aside, I watch as the red mist “plunges” into me.

As it enters me, my vision changes again. In a dark void, the same scenes play out once more. In front of my eyes, I see a severely beaten and wounded Alisha, in her hands is Alice who has lost her life. Alisha has an ear from the top of her head missing, her tail ripped out from her, both eyes gouged out and in her chest were four or five different types of weapons that had impaled her. Two swords, a halberd, a dagger and a spear. 

I knew what is about to happen as a figure materialised behind Alisha. The figure is cloaked with a sword in her hand, crying out once more in fear I try and tell Alisha to dodge, but I make no sound as I watch the sword be swung and her head is decapitated. Screaming soundlessly, the figures fade away again, this time it’s Sally and Gray.

Sally is in her vampiric form, one of her horns broken while the other only has half of it remaining. A wing had been torn from her back and she was severely wounded. Gray faired no better, he was missing an arm and half his head. Although he’s still moving, I knew from all the other times I’d seen this scene that he’s at the edge of death, and like all the other times he stumbles forward, collapsing, no longer breathing.

Sally looks up at something as an arm is thrust downwards, and a large palm plunges into her chest, forming a large hole where her heart is. Seeing her eyes go blank, I tried for the thousandth time to see who the arm belonged to, but I can’t…the figure doesn’t exist. Once again, the scene changes, this time it’s Olivia.

Surrounded by other elves, she is strapped to an altar, struggling to be freed. She’d been blinded, caused by something cutting both her eyes. Her ears had been cut off and thrown to the side. The elves surrounding her were calling her despicable names…” filthy deviant” “evil being” “scum of the elves”...with each thing they said they used a curved dagger to cut her slowly. 

Watching her slowly be tortured, I knew she's being poisoned slowly. Her voice had been long lost as she screamed soundlessly and watched as an older man approached her, he holds a strange glowing sword, etched with strange runes, he plunges the sword into her head, forever silencing her soundless screams.

Screaming once again, even though it’s completely soundless, I watch in horror as the scene loops. The red mist once again approaches Alisha. I’ve long lost count of how many times I’ve repeated this nightmare, and watching the red mist I moved once again.

***

Again, it’s happening again. The red mist moves towards Alisha. Why, why am I seeing this exact scene over and over, make it stop, someone…anyone make it stop. Once again, I shove Alisha to the side as I prepare myself for it to plunge into me…but this time, a bright silver light bursts from above, covering everything. Closing my eyes in reflex, I wait for the brightness to pass.

As the bright light fades, I open my eyes and look around. A lake below my feet and a night sky filled with stars, this…it’s my mana realm. Blinking in surprise, I look around…is this real, did I escape those dreams?

Looking behind me, I nearly fall over. A quarter of my mana realm…was gone, replaced by nothing. Looking closely, there is a void like someone had cut a portion of my mana realm away, and in front of that darkness of nothingness is a thin barrier. 

The barrier is silver in colour, and as I approach it I sense a presence. It’s…it’s Alisha’s presence coming from this barrier. Reaching a hand out to touch it, I heard a voice behind me.

“I wouldn’t touch it, it’s still unstable as it is. Call it a rush job, since I need you.”

Turning on the spot in a panic, I see a young girl there. Void black hair and blue eyes that had stars within, she is slightly transparent. Approaching me, she lifts a finger and puts it to my forehead.

“I don’t have much time. You’ll forget about me for a moment, but I will lead you to meet me. I will tell you more once you arrive.”

Feeling mana surge into me, I felt sleepy. Seeing the young girl start disappearing, she sighs as I hear her mutter “New Sister, you’re so much work!” It's the last thing I heard before I fell asleep.


***

Stirring awake, my entire body hurt while my mind is in disarray. The last thing I remember is that red mist and silver light. Trying to sit up, I couldn’t see anything, my vision is blurry but it was slowly recovering. I heard a muffled voice to my right before I felt a force pushing me down, preventing me from getting up. 

I knew the force on my chest was someone trying to keep me down, so I let myself relax. Even in my blurred vision, the System still provided itself to me clearly, and what I read made my heart sink.




	Your soul has been corrupted, and your mana realm has been partially corrupted. You have lost 4,000 mana and your Stats are reduced by 20%









	Soul Link established with Alisha. Soul Barrier has been created to prevent further corruption.









	You have access to Lunar energy and magic due to a soul link with Alisha. When in close proximity, as long as Alisha allows it, you may use her mana realm.









	The corruption of a God has given you a strange power…






Confused at these System messages, and panicked about them, I attempt to access my mana realm but a strange power prevents me from sinking into it. As I’m worrying about it, I tried to figure out what was happening when a thought came to mind. I should walk outside of the village, towards the south. 

My mind lights up in confusion when that thought crosses my mind, what village? As I’m thinking of this, I make out a green light coming from above. Feeling my body being healed, my vision quickly became clearer as I made out who is above me. It’s an elf, one who looks very much like Olivia. Seeing her turn to me, she smiles. 

“Good to see you’ve awakened, looks like the spiritual healer’s techniques are as good as they say. Can you sit up?”

Moving my body, it felt weak but I could sit up slightly. Seeing the elven woman smile once again, she calls out to someone. Soon, another older elf is by my side with a tray.

“Some food and tea. It all has good nature magic in it that will help you recover dear. It’s been a few months since you fell unconscious.”

Feeling my mind spin at her words, I recall the visions I had experienced. I wanted to blurt out these visions, tell this elven woman who looked like Olivia all about them, but a feeling arose within me, shouting at me that if I said anything about those visions the consequences would be worse than what I saw.

Seeing the tray be placed on my lap, I felt a hunger overcome me. Grabbing the food without a thought, I ate, not minding what I ate at all while also drinking the tea. Soon, I finished eating and felt my strength slowly return. I knew from the System messages I wouldn’t be at full strength any time soon. Looking around as I sit up further, I turn to the elven woman.

“Where is everyone? Where am I? Who are you?”

Sitting up a bit, the elven woman puts on a very serious face.

“Let us start with where you are. You're in an elven village called Ithil. You were bought here by Alisha and Olivia, Olivia is my daughter and she returned home with you and Alisha. They had managed to escape from Crater Hell to seek aid for you. We agreed to help heal you due to Olivia’s request.

"My name is Eowyn, as mentioned I am Olivia’s mother. My husband's name is Erestor, he is currently dealing with…well, I do need to tell you.

"Alisha and Olivia are gone. I don’t know where either. They were ambushed on their way to see the Patriarch a few days ago, and during that ambush, the Patriarch’s daughter exiled Olivia by using a random teleport circle. We have no idea where the two ended up, they could be on the other side of the world for all we know.

"We’re currently studying the teleport circle, but we can’t make out where they could’ve possibly gone…my daughter returned only for her to be taken from m-me a-again.”

Eowyn starts breaking down into tears. My stomach sinks as a thought came to my mind…it’s my fault that they had to come here, all to seek aid for my condition…what is my condition? Seeing Eowyn crying, I knew it was best not to ask her now. After a few minutes of silence, she wipes the tears away and looks at me.

“You need to leave this village. I can’t keep you safe for long, it’s best you find a way back to Crater Hell to tell your other friends what has happened. I’m sorry, this is the best I can do for you given the circumstances. We had thought the Patriarch would be more lenient since this has to do with our daughter, but it seems he has had a change of heart since.”

Nodding, I stand from the bed unsteadily. I would rather leave now than impose on Eowyn any longer, even if I didn't understand the circumstances. She passed me a cloak, green in colour with a hood.

“This is enchanted to hide your presence and System information. It’ll only work for a few hours. I’ll get one of my people to guide you out of this forest.”

Nodding, I put the cloak on as it covers my body. My System flashes up with a message.




	System information hidden. You can only be spied upon by those much higher level than you.






“I’m sorry I can’t let you rest here longer, if you didn’t awaken today I would’ve ensured you reached a friend I have in a human city, so thankfully that didn’t happen. There is a town southwest of here, about two days on foot.”

Handing me 2 silver coins, she gives me a brief hug. It felt strange being hugged suddenly at my age, but my mind is full of thoughts of what was happening, keeping me distracted. Turning, she nods towards a figure that is in the corner. Stepping forward, it was an elven man, dressed in a black top with matching long pants.

“Get her out of the village. Elizabeth, take this compass, it’ll lead you out of the fog. This isn’t farewell, I know we’ll meet up again and I pray that my daughter is by my side when it happens.”

Starting to sense the urgency in her voice, I knew something must be happening. I was still confused, but for now, I needed to get to safety before I can think things over. Following the man out of the house, I store the compass in a pocket as I see where we are. Looking down, we were on a huge tree in a forest, it was beautiful. Seeing the man make haste, I make sure my hood was covering my face as I followed him.

Seeing elves everywhere, I knew this is the village that Olivia had talked about before. Keeping my head down, I follow behind the man as we made haste out of the village. Once again, my mind gave a thought…a thought to head south. 

“E-excuse me.” Speaking in a low voice, the elven man looked back for a second. “Can we head south of the village?” Nodding once, he keeps walking in a slightly different direction as I follow behind. I never looked around, but no one stopped or questioned us, whether it is due to who was leading me or if they just didn’t want to be involved, I didn’t know. Maybe my presence was really well hidden.


Arriving at the very edge of the village on the ground, the man turns to me. “This is as far as I can guide you, you’re on your own from here.”

Thanking him, he walks away as I walk directly south. My mind was still ablaze with questions, all I knew was that I had been brought here to be healed, but Olivia and Alisha weren’t here anymore. I must get back to their side, no matter the price I must pay. Those children could be in danger.


As I’m walking, the scenery changed around me suddenly. Feeling my heart sink, my initial thought was that the visions were starting again, but they didn’t. Looking around, I wasn’t in the forest anymore, but instead, I’m in a garden, surrounded entirely by stars as a moon hang in the sky…just ahead of me is a table with two chairs, one of them preoccupied. 

Looking at the figure sitting at the table, something in my mind broke. Memories flooded back as I recalled the figure…she’d been in my mana realm! Seeing her smile gently at me, she gestures for me to come closer. 

Walking along the path towards the table, I took in the sight of this garden. Flowers of all kinds were along the garden, it was a dazzling sight. As I reach the table, I sit down knowing that this girl meant me no harm.

“We don’t have much time I’m afraid. I can tell you have possibly dozens of questions about your situation, and while I want to tell you everything and answer all of your questions I’m afraid I need to keep it short.”

Taking out a bag, she reached in and started eating something strange…they were circular thin strips of what looked to be potatoes.

“Right. First of all, I can not tell you my name but you are free to call me Flannery, Alisha does. I’m something of a friend to her, and since you’re a companion of Alisha you are free to call me that as well.

"Alisha has been forcibly teleported to the other side of the world. I can not bring her back, if I intervene directly with her there will be dire consequences for her. However, indirectly intervening is something I can do…even if I shouldn’t.

"Your situation is rather unique. Regardless of what that elven woman told you, the spiritual healer could not help you at all. Using experimental magic, I bound your soul with remnants of Alisha’s soul…no, remnants is the wrong word, more like I used soul energy collected from Alisha to build a barrier to prevent the corruption in your soul from worsening. 

"Ah, not to worry though, the energy I collected is from the connection I had established with her and didn’t harm her in any way when I took it, it’s natural energy the soul lets off. Because of this, you have a unique connection to her, which is why I want to send you to her.”

Offering me the strange potato things, she winks at me as my mind buzzed with more questions. This girl used soul energy from Alisha to heal me? I’m…bound to Alisha as a result? Oddly I didn’t mind if that was the case.

“When I say bound, it’s not in the way you’re thinking…it’s worse. You will deteriorate without her near you, at the moment I am supplying you with a small amount of soul energy from her to sustain you, but as I said time is running out.

"Those visions you had…they aren’t hallucinations or dreams, they were real. You have somehow obtained clairvoyance, it’s not something you can control and it is rather unstable but it allows you to see random events from the future. It’s a power that is unstable and can show you things that may never happen in the future. Even I don’t know if what you saw is possible or not.”

Frowning, she suddenly looks behind her. Hearing a tsk, she turns to me. 

“Alright, I know you still have questions for me, but I need to tell you something of importance, something that you will forget until it’s time to remember.”

Opening her mouth, Flannery starts speaking to me. Hearing what she said caused my mind to spin. I knew it wasn’t only Alisha in trouble with what she told me…everyone in Crater Hell was in danger, even Olivia and her parents weren’t safe! The more Flannery told me, the more shocked I became. Everything was moving too fast, but what she said caused me to temporarily forget my current circumstances.

“And that’s it. Now, I will send you to Alisha. I can’t send you directly to her, nor can I tell you a method to teleport both of you back as I’m bound by an oath that stops me from even uttering a word of the magic needed. I’m sorry, but I will need to adjust your memories. You will forget those visions, our meeting here today and how you ended up near Alisha.

"You will only know that you awoke from a slumber, and finding a note you know that Alisha and Olivia have been ambushed and teleported away and that you had been healed by someone unknowingly. The note told you to find a man who without a word teleported you away. You will remember everything when it’s time, I can not afford to have you accidentally tell someone what has occurred today, especially Alisha.”

As she stands, I wanted to protest, but she shook her head, as if seeing through my thoughts. “I’m sorry, but it’s time.” Pulling out a strange crescent-shaped badge, she placed it on my forehead and closed her eyes. In the next moment, I fell unconscious.

***

Waking up, I found myself in a small house, in a bed. Looking up, I saw an older gentleman standing over me. Sitting up, I recalled why I was here…that’s right, this gentleman is someone who could send me to see Alisha, she’d been teleported away to the other side of the world, shortly before I had been healed.

“You’re finally awake. Walking such a distance with a damaged soul isn’t good you know. Now, are you ready? I’ll begin the teleportation now.”

Frowning, I felt something was off about this situation. Digging into my pockets, I found a rather crumbled note addressed to me. Reading it answered some of my questions. I’d fallen unconscious when that weird red mist attacked me, Olivia and Alisha had managed to bring me out of Crater Hell, but after arriving at someone who could heal me, they were ambushed and teleported away.

It’s been two and a half months since I had fallen unconscious, the note said that to be by Alisha’s side I needed to find the gentleman in front of me and he would be able to use the connection between the two of us to teleport me to her. I had some questions about everything…but recalling, I remember struggling to reach this man for days before arriving, I also remember waking up and finding the note.

Closing my eyes and massaging the bridge of my nose, I must’ve been groggy after being asleep for so long. Opening my eyes and standing up, I turn to the gentleman and nod. 

“Very good. I can not just teleport you to your friend's side, but I can get you close. Now, you’ll feel a bit strange but don’t worry, that’ll be you teleporting.”

With a smile, I sensed a massive surge of magic coming from the man as a huge teleport circle appeared behind him. As he closes his eyes, he extends a palm towards me as the magic circle grew in size, and shrunk before slamming into my chest. Feeling a strange feeling overcome me, the man opens his eyes and nods.

“Good luck…Elizabeth.”

Before I could say anything, the next moment I am standing in an open field, surrounded by snow. A strong wind blew past me, chilling me to the bone as I look forward. What met my eyes was a huge city, with walls on the outside. This city was massive, I couldn’t see it all from here.

I felt someone looking at me from behind, but turning back, the feeling disappeared and no one was there. Turning back, I saw someone coming from the city, straight towards me. Unsure of what was happening, I decided it would be best to meet with this person, to try and find Alisha.

Flannery’s Point of View

As Elizabeth disappeared into particles in front of me, I dispelled the illusion of the gentleman and house. Looking up, I see through my domain as I find the constellation of stars that represent farsight and I use the remaining of my energy and mana to spy on Elizabeth. A torrent of raw information explodes in my mind, feeling my nose bleed I bite my lip, ignoring the pain.

This spell is a Demigod-level spell. I fell short of becoming a Demigod, but even then I’ve learnt a few tricks. The repercussions from using such a high-level spell would of course come back to bite me in the arse, but ensuring Alisha’s safety is my top priority. Eliminating all the information that I didn’t need, I saw Elizabeth in front of Vale, some distance away but with their surveillance magic they’d find her just fine.

Cutting off the spell before it could do more damage to my mind, I close my eyes before turning around and opening them again.

“To think they’d send you, Luna. If it was anyone else, I’d have run.”

“Domain. Void.”

Overpowering my domain with ease, I find myself floating in an empty void, nothingness surrounding me. There was nothing here at all, no stars, moon or light. Using a meager amount of Lunar energy, I light my surroundings to fine that front of me is Luna, who wore a face filled with sadness. 

“Master…why have you done this, you know the rules.”

“What have I said about calling me Master…you outrank me now. Do what you need to, Luna. I understand.”

Biting her lip, she moves towards me while speaking.

“Tessa Moonflow, I am placing you under detainment for interfering with a potential sister. Even though your crimes will not cause consequences for our new Sister, you have pushed it to the limits. Your level will be restricted to level 1 through the use of the Staff of Lunar Punishment and your mana links sealed. Your punishment will be decided by our Elder Sisters, whether you will be exiled or not depends on them.

Just tell me Mast…Tessa, why did you do this? You don’t know the girl, yet you send me to punish an Archbishop of the Church, you plant a seed of your consciousness in her mana realm and now this…Isn’t serving the Moon Goddess far more important than ensuring a new Sister’s safety?”

Smiling at Luna who had approached me, I caress her face as tears spilt from her eyes. “Those old foggies would rather watch her die in some unknown land with no friends than give her some simple aid. Rules and tradition be damned, I want to ensure that she won’t break down. You know she found out earlier she’s over a decade away from her home? My heart broke for the poor girl, I couldn’t talk to her because the seed was nearly out of energy. If I went to her and brought her back, she’d have been executed by those old foggiest.

"Don’t you remember, Luna? You were the same, we were told never to interfere with you and we didn’t, yet for decades you shut yourself in after losing your family when a simple step by one of us would've saved them. Maybe you understand how she feels, being on the other side of the world surrounded by danger, with a branch of our church planning to murder her and anyone connected to her. Why must I step back and allow such a thing to happen again, just because she was born a monster and human?”

Seeing Luna bite her lip, she responded. “I know…I know but we have to follow the rules that the Moon Goddess handed down to us. Your actions haven’t brought judgement on our new Sister, don’t worry, I’ll keep an eye on her…I just can’t interfere.”

Holding a hand out to her side, a staff appeared. As I felt an overwhelming power pulsing from the staff, I leaned in and kiss Luna for what could be the final time. My love, don't feel guilty about this, I am glad that it is you doing this, and not anyone else. Pulling away from her, I close my eyes as she trembles and holds the staff to my forehead.

“Under the orders of our Elder Sisters, I, Luna Starbringer, seal you, Tessa Moonflow.”

Feeling a power beyond my understanding bind me, my System flashes.




	
Warning! The power of the Gods has bound you. Your level has been reduced:

Level 89 ⭐⭐⭐ -> Level 1











	Warning! The power of the Gods has sealed your mana links. You can not use or gather mana.






Feeling extremely weakened, I felt all my strength leave my body as I fall forward. Being caught by Luna, she held me gently.

“Tessa…” Smiling weakly at her, I felt my consciousness fading. The seed I had left within Alisha would bloom, providing her with a small amount of my insight, enough for her level. This is a secret that I would take to my grave and using the last of my strength I forcibly erased my memories of the seed of consciousness I had left to her as I fell asleep in Luna’s tender grasp.

            

    
        Chapter 57 - Astral Ice

    
    
    
    
                Staring at the stars above me, understanding welled up within. The stars in the sky weren’t just there, randomly. There are different groups of stars, they formed unique patterns and symbols. Blinking and in a trance-like state, my gaze moved around the stars, seeing more than just the stars themselves as I make out different…a word comes to mind… constellations, they all had different meanings and unique types of energy.

In my trance-like state, I take a step forward, not knowing how I did so as my eyes refused to stop looking at the stars. Some were more powerful than I could understand or comprehend, others were easier to get a feeling for while others rejected me…I didn’t mind if they did, I knew they had a reason. Reason? Stars could have reasoning…this thought stuck with me as I started noticing something.

The place where the stars were is warm, yet where no stars were was cold, a coldness I couldn’t describe and made me feel fearful of it. It’s like the coldness there would never experience warmth. Focusing on that, I started to realise that it wasn’t starlight I needed, it was the vast emptiness where there were no stars. 

Lunar magic was about the energy and power the stars and moon gave us. It isn’t simply just getting starlight energy or moonlight energy however, there is more to it. Constellations in the night sky…I need to learn about them and find out what they mean, I knew learning constellations would let me take a step forward. 

A crack rang out in my ears, but I ignore it. I turned to the vast emptiness of the night sky, between the stars where nothing shined. The coldness that lay between them where no warmth could reach…Astral magic isn’t just an element and starlight, it’s the energy that came from the emptiness between the stars…

Feeling the energy from that nothingness, it was cold, freezing to the bone, but it was powerful. Understanding grew in my mind. Astral Ice used this energy, and just like how I could store Lunar energy and use it during the day, I could do the same with Astral energy. The energy didn’t come directly from there, it already surrounded me, surrounded everyone. It’s stronger at night, just like Lunar energy.

My understanding grew as I reached out a hand towards the night sky. The energy that came from the night sky is everywhere in our world, and like me was weaker during the day but was still present. I didn’t know enough, I yearned to know more about this world and the sky above. Closing my eyes, I blanket myself with Astral energy as I felt my physical body that is currently chilled to the bone.

Coming out of my trance-like state, I breathed in the freezing air around me. I felt the winds on my body, freezing me to the core. I knew I could die if I stayed like this for long, but deep down I knew I would regret moving at this time. Feeling the coldness around me, I sensed the energy from the emptiness of the night sky.

As I felt the energy, I gather it towards myself, as I had done in the past with Lunar and Wind magic. Merging it slowly with my mana, I recall a spell from the book. This spell was a slightly higher level one than what I’m used to, and visualizing it I slowly stand with my eyes still closed, holding onto the feeling of Astral energy and the coldness surrounding me.

My body was slowly getting used to this coldness, or rather the Astral Ice magic within me was making my body immune to the sheer cold affecting me. It’s like how mana circulated throughout my body, covering my body with the fusion of Astral energy and mana strengthening my body. 

Taking another breath of the cold air, I raise a palm and finish visualizing the spell and using Astral Ice magic, formed with my mana, I felt the spell complete and opening my eyes I flicked my wrist. Behind me were a dozen spikes made from ice. Clear with no imperfections, all the spikes fly towards my target, the ground a few metres in front of me. 

Seeing the spikes launch and slam into the ground, I repeat it again and again, getting used to the feeling. I knew if these spikes impaled a living thing it could be poisonous due to the energy within them. After a few minutes, I stopped and breathed out. Closing my eyes once again, I focused on wrapping my body with Astral energy.

Slowly my body absorbed the energy and got used to the coldness quickly. Over time, I found the surroundings less and less cold, and while it wasn’t warm, it no longer dug into my skin, in fact, I was fine without a coat. Breathing out once again, I opened my eyes and looked around. I saw Floof standing nearby with Jessica next to him.

Jessica had her palm extended towards me, a magic circle faintly glowing behind her. At first, I wondered what she was doing, but looking up, I saw what she was doing. Above me is a solid barrier, preventing a vast amount of wind and snow from coming down on me.

“Young fox, do you need more time?”

Shaking my head, I quickly make my way over to Jessica’s side.

“Alright, easy does it. Don’t let go of the barrier in one go, slowly let the wind in and make the hole bigger over time. Otherwise, you’ll destroy the courtyard.”

As Jessica does that, I bring up my System to view the messages I’ve received while still getting used to all the different energies my body is passively absorbing.




	You have discovered Astral energy and Astral Ice Magic.









	
You have learned a new spell: Astral Glacial Spikes.

Using Astral Ice magic, create spikes that contain potent Astral energy that may wreck havoc within enemies you impale.

Mana Cost: 300 per spike.











	You have gained a new talent, Cold Resistance. Due to adapting to Astral Ice magic, your body has gained some resistance to freezing temperatures.









	One who is bound to your soul is nearby.









	
You have gained insight into Lunar Magic allowing you to spy upon its secrets, increasing the potency of your Lunar magic. 

Lunar Magic Tier increased to Tier 2.











	Your Domain feels more complete.






Feeling out the energies within me, I maintained them in a well-ordered balance. I needed more practice to ensure I could use all my magic without difficulties. Looking over my magic under my Status, I glanced at Lightning Magic. Out of the magic I knew, I couldn’t get a grasp on how to utilize this magic. I understood Lunar, Wind and Astral magic fairly easily and all three felt natural. 

Turning to Floof, I asked him about this, wondering if there is a reason for it. Explaining to him about my magicks, I left out the information on my Race and Class…I didn’t fully trust him to reveal everything about me.

“There are magicks or skills people understand very easily. It comes down to various reasons, but it’s likely for you due to having a natural affinity for those types of magic. Some people only have an affinity for one type of element. I know a few people who had a natural affinity for eight or more types of magic, even awakening their True Magic Nature in which they only had one or two. So in your case, while you gained a slight understanding of Lightning magic you simply have no affinity for it.

“This doesn’t mean you can’t learn it, but rather you would have to put a lot of effort into slowly crafting abilities and spells for it. The System can help you with this at some stages, but I wouldn’t recommend relying on the System for strength. Learn it yourself, train yourself. The System helps but never rely on it.”

Saying advice that is nearly identical to Teacher Lee’s words, I nodded a bit meekly before turning my attention to one System notification that stuck out to me. One who is bound to my soul is nearby? Looking at Alice, I wondered if the System meant her. I had bonded with her through a blood oath, would that mean she is bound to my soul? No, that didn’t feel right…

“Well Young Fox, with the storm hitting us, I believe you have some time on your hands. It’s nearly morning so why not get started on getting some of the basics down about helping around the inn?”

Thinking over my condition, while I felt a bit tired because of learning Astral Ice magic and gaining inspiration for Lunar magic while ranking it up, I still had enough energy to last for the day. Accepting Floof’s suggestion, since I had already taken a request from the Guild to assist the inn, he smiles and says “Alright, go up and change into the new clothing Jessica bought for you.”

Turning to Jessica, he then says “I’ll leave her with you.” Jessica bows at his words before turning to me.

“Don’t hold us back.” Saying simply this, Jessica turns and walks back inside. Hearing Floof chuckle, he follows her. Shaking my head with a frown, I turn to look at the courtyard. Since Flood had been here then the blizzard must’ve started, and looking at the conditions in the courtyard I figured that was the case.

Snow was falling so quickly and heavily and a rough wind was blowing past. For some reason it never reached the walkway we were standing in. Feeling Alice land on my head, I considered walking into that blizzard, would my newly acquired resistance allow me to be in it just fine?

Just as I’m about to ask Alice to wait, I felt that presence again…the presence from the sky when Elise and I were in the springs. Turning in the direction I felt it, I didn’t see anything. It had felt closer than before but still distant. Remembering the message from the System I started wondering who this was…or what it was. Recalling the spiritual remains of that God, I shivered before picking up my coat…I no longer felt the need to wear it.

***

Pulling the gloves up, I finished dressing into the clothing that I had been provided. Looking down, the dress I wore is beautiful, it had a flowery design that is a mix of purple and green, both light in colour and on my right breast is an image of a lily, something that I had learnt earlier, with the words “Lily Pond Inn” underneath. The material felt smooth on my skin as well, with the dress reaching past my knees.

I had long socks that reached up to my knees, light green in colour and the shoes were enclosed, flat on the bottom. 

“Alice, how do I look?”

“Kraa!”

Giggling, I pet her head before placing her on my head. After this blizzard passed and the request from Floof ended, I planned to head back to that Deep Dungeon and do some training and levelling, this time being careful so as to not exhaust myself…well, last time was an exception. It’ll be a good way to earn some coins and train Alice too.

Stepping out of my room, I see Jessica standing and waiting for me. Since it was still very early morning there was very little traffic in the inn. Carefully looking me up and down, Jessica moves over and straightens certain parts of my dress. Taken off guard by such an action, I let her do what she wanted, thinking that this must’ve been something that was required.

After tidying my clothes for a minute, she stands back and once again looks over me. Nodding, she looks at me and says “Make sure to straighten your clothing.” Without a word, she walks downstairs.

Following behind her, she leads me through to the kitchen. There were two people here making food, the smell was amazing, and lingering scents of spice were everywhere. With my heightened smell I could make out countless different spices and food, which started making me feel hungry. Ignoring the feeling, I glance at Jessica as she looks around. 

She reminded me of Sally a bit, an expressionless face, took action without saying a word and seemed caring deep down. Suddenly turning to me with a frown, she asks me a question. “Have you ever served a customer?”

Tilting my head in thought, I shake my head. “I don’t know what a customer is.”

Without a word, she reaches into her pocket and hands me a pencil and paper. “Can you write?”

Looking down, my mind spun trying to figure out if I could or not. Grabbing the pencil, I do my best to write my name…when I finished, I looked at it and felt embarrassed…that wasn’t my name, in fact, it looked like I just scribbled.

Taking the notepad and looking at it, she looks back at me and asks “Is this a magic circle?” Wondering if she was joking, her voice was completely serious and with her expressionless face, I knew she wasn’t joking. Biting my lip, I told her that I had tried to write my name.

Tearing the page away, she put the notepad away and once again looked at me. “Can you cook?”

Thinking about it, the most I had cooked was simple meat, however, I had read the book about cooking and sharing this information with Jessica, she puts a hand to her chin and appeared to be deep in thought. 

“Alright, let's try that. I’ll get you to help prepare food and if you’re unable to do that I’ll get you to serve customers during the breakfast run. I’ll pair you up with Gordon, he’s a bit grumpy but he will teach you well.”

Leading me to one of the two people, dressed in all white with blonde hair and green eyes. He had an apron on and was busy cutting various different types of food. Shooting Jessica a glance, he stops and turns to her completely.

“Miss Jessica, is there a problem?”

“None. I’m giving you this Young Fox, she’ll help you out.”

Glancing at me for a second, he turns back to Jessica. “What experience does she have?”

“None, but from what she told me she’s used a Tome of Basic Knowledge and memorized the content.”

Raising an eyebrow in surprise, he turns to me. “Missy, you used a Tome of Basic Knowledge for something as easy as cooking?!”

He sounded angry at me, causing me to shrink back a bit. Nodding a bit meekly in response, Gordon shakes his head. “Well, what is done is done. Leave her with me Jessica, I’ll beat her into shape. You, what’s your name?”

“A-Alisha, s-sir.” 

Grunting in response, he hands me an apron that he took from a cupboard. Taking it, I put it on and tie the straps behind me. When I next look up, he has set a cutting board and knife with some ingredients for me. Pointing to the top of my head he says “The bonded pet can’t be in here while we’re cooking.”

“Kraa!” Sounding a bit angry, Alice seemed to respond to the man, and surprisingly he responded too.

“I don’t care if you stay on her head, if a feather of yours ends up in my food I’ll serve you as a dish.”

“Kraa!”

“You can try!”

A bit stunned at this sight, the two seemed to argue for about thirty seconds before Jessica reaches up and scoops Alice from my head. Before I could respond, she holds her to her chest and petted her head. Alice at first seemed surprised before seemingly accepting it…I’ve never seen her like this towards new people.

As I watch, I see Alice look at Gordon with a prideful look, like she’d won whatever argument she just had. Hearing a scoff from Gordon, he turns to me and says “Alright, let's see what you can do.” Is he changing the topic?

Seeing Jessica walk out with Alice, I trusted that she would be fine. Approaching the cutting board and knife, both looked similar to what was described in the book. Picking up the knife, I held it according to what I remembered, and looking down at the ingredients I frowned slightly. Laying there were four different types, only two of which were in the book.

Starting with those, I start cutting from memory. Just as I make a second cut, a loud bang sounds out next to me, scaring me as I look at the source, Gordon’s hand.

“Wrong! Stop intimidating a damned book. Look at where you’re cutting, you’re missing vital parts! Sense the energy within the ingredients, and cut it so the energy is evenly spread. Try again.”

Looking down at the spring onions, I focus and found sensing the energy was rather easy. I saw what Gordon meant, there was an energy within the ingredient, from the white stem it was very strong and the further it went up the weaker it got. Frowning slightly, I wondered how to make it stronger. Gordon takes the two I had cut while I grabbed the another two. 

Experimenting a little bit, I decided to try and guide more of the energy I could sense with my mana. Injecting a tiny bit of mana, I used it to guide mana along the spring onion until the energy was evenly spread. Taking this chance, I start cutting the spring onion into slices, making them as even as I could.

After I was done, Gordon gave me a strange look. “Missy, how did you achieve that?” Tilting my head, I wondered if he was testing me. Explaining how I used my mana to guide energy along the spring onion, he looked down at the slices. My mana had dissipated already and the energy was still even. Looking at me again, Gordon frowns slightly.

“Missy that isn’t something just anyone can do. Guiding mana into another life form is not a feat many can accomplish, even if it’s just a plant. Can you do this with all types of ingredients?”

Shrugging my shoulders, I tell him I wasn’t sure. I grab a tomato next and ask Gordon how it should be cut, and confirming it to be into slices I repeat what I just did. I sensed the majority of the energy from the middle and using my mana I once again spread the energy.

I noticed that the tomato had a unique type of energy compared to the spring onions, but I found it just as easy to guide. Once done, I sliced the tomato quickly. Seeing Gordon nod, he looked at me.

“How do you do it?”

“I’m not sure…I just kind of knew it would work so I did it.”

“Instinct huh? Well, your slicing is uneven, I’ll show you some techniques to work on and I’ll get you to assist me. With such energy evenly spread like this it’ll make the ingredients a lot more flavourful!”

Looking rather excited, Gordon starts teaching me different ways of cutting, like how to hold the blade, how my hand should be placed while cutting, what I should do with my free hand and so many other small things. Absorbing what he taught me rather quickly, I started enjoying this work.

Third-Person Point of View

Within the Church of the Moon Goddess stood a statue of a beautiful woman. Carved from the finest marble, it stood at ten metres. With her head slightly bowed, her hands held a moon to her chest, and a marble robe covered with engraved stars is wrapped around her figure. The moon in her hands let out a soft glow.

Standing before the statue is an elderly woman. With her hands clasped in a circle, they represented the moon. Softly praying before the statue, she had her eyes closed. She wore a black robe, and on the back were stars, similar in pattern to the robe worn by the statue. On her upper right chest is the symbol, a moon with a palm under it, like it was holding it up. The palm seemed to be a woman's, and the symbol represented this person as an Archbishop.

Behind her to the right was a naked man, gagged and tied to a chair. Over a hundred cuts had been made to his body, and a pool of his blood lay at his feet. He sat there, weakened, with tear marks down his face. The man was Bud, the one who had visited the Lily Pond Inn.

Several minutes passed, and the only sound in the hall came from the whispering prayer of the Archbishop. Soon, she turned to face the man, unsheathing a dagger from her waist. Approaching Bud, she flicked her wrist as another cut appeared on his chest. Barely responding to the cut, he slowly looks up at the Archbishop.

“Oh, Bud. I actually liked you, but you just had to go against me. When that Cardinal came swooping in, taking the old Archbishop and promoted me, it had to be the best thing to have happened to this branch. Yet you had to go and defy me, me who was chosen by the Moon Goddess.”

Flicking her wrist again, a cut appeared on Bud’s forehead. This time Bud doesn’t respond, his eyes slowly losing their light.

“To think you of all people would hide the location of a freak of nature. You must know the Sisterhood would never allow such a disgusting breed into their ranks, we must do as we have been chosen to and eliminate her.”

Slumping forward, the last of the light from Bud’s eyes disappeared. Tsking, the Archbishop turns towards the doorway as two cloaked figures approached her before kneeling.

“Your target is in the Lily Pond Inn. It matters not how you kill her, just bring me her head so that I may present it to the Sisterhood. Here is a portrait of the target, now go.”

Handing a slip of paper to each of the cloaked figures, they spied on the paper before storing it away. On the paper was a young girl, with blue eyes, black hair and a pair of fox ears on top of her head.

In the next moment, they disappeared as the Archbishop returned to her silent prayer, oblivious to the moon losing its glow for a moment, before returning to normal.

            

    
        Chapter 58 - Assassination

    
    
    
    
                “Come on, faster! It’s the dinner rush, you need to get everything prepped as quickly as possible!”

“Y-yes Chef.”

Currently, it’s closing in at nighttime. I had been working with Gordon all day. After helping him in the morning, he demanded that I remain in the kitchen to help prep for lunch and dinner and a bit unwilling Jessica had allowed his demand. I had gotten used to spreading the energy to ingredients and then cutting them in bulk. 

My cutting speed had been slow in the morning and after Gordon taught me that morning he showed me many techniques, so many that I had been overwhelmed initially but he wrote them down for me to make it easier to keep track.

I’m now preparing the ingredients for both chefs. I wasn’t the only one helping, there were three others but they have their own work in the kitchen while I was solely responsible for cutting, slicing or tenderizing everything that the chefs used. Apparently having the ability to manipulate energies within ingredients is highly sought after, and after ensuring both would never spread the word about it Floof allowed me to remain in the kitchens.

A few hours had passed by before the dinner rush ended. This kind of work is a lot harder than fighting monsters I’ve found, though that’s probably because of being yelled at constantly to provide ingredients and meat that I’ve prepared. While I’m cleaning up my station, I felt a hand clap on my shoulder.

“Good work tonight missy.” Seeing Gordon next to me, I smile. I’d grown to like Gordon over the course of today, he is grumpy while cooking and very impatient, but after everything had settled down he was rather nice.

“I don’t offer this to everyone, but would you like to try your hand at preparing some meals for the staff tonight? You can take a bit of time and it won’t matter if you waste any ingredients. I’ll show you the proper way to cook.”

Thinking it over, I thought it would be a good idea. I still retained the knowledge about how to cook and use my mana to enhance the food. It’s a different method from just spreading the energy, where you embed your own mana into the food, providing benefits depending on how it's done.

The benefits it provides could be as little as making you feel a bit refreshed at minimum. The book said masters at cooking could make it so those who ate their food could gain permanent stats or even Stat rank boosts. Eager to try it out, I clean my workstation and then get more ingredients as instructed by Gordon.

“Right, we’re going to do a rather simple side dish. We won’t rush into anything big, always start small. It’s like learning magic, never go for big spells or try to create something out of your reach, take it slowly and build yourself up to it. Now, the dish we’ll prepare is rather simple, it’s bread, butter, garlic and cheese and is called Garlic Bread. Prepare the ingredients as usual.”

Grabbing the ingredients he listed, he instructed me on how to prepare the ingredients. Doing the same as I have all day, I prepare everything while ensuring the energy within has been spread evenly, the only thing that didn’t need as much done to it is the bread. Once everything is prepared, I follow Gordon’s instructions for making this Garlic Bread.

As I’m about to start, I close my eyes and start visualizing what the book had laid out and how to prepare my mana usage. Slowly motivating my mana, I open my eyes and start slowly allowing my mana to spread into the food as I began putting everything together.

Two magic circles appeared on each palm of my hand and using those magic circles I carefully guided mana as I spread the butter and garlic onto each piece of bread before sprinkling cheese, salt and pepper onto it. The mana slowly combined each item until it was embedded. The mana from each ingredient became one as a notification came from the System, and ignoring it I kept going with each piece.

After preparing twenty pieces altogether, I laid them out on a tray and put them into the fireplace that Gordon called a stove. Looking up at Gordon, he was frowning at me with surprise in his eyes.

“Missy, you can’t tell me that was all instinct.”

Tilting my head, he sighed. He seemed to have realized I tilted my head when confused over the course of the day as he says “The technique you used…you embedded your own mana into the ingredients, something that I find difficult. Did you learn it from that book?”

Nodding, I told him about how the technique had been described. Listening to me intently, when I finished speaking he says “The technique matches the one I’ve heard about in the past. I have a way to do it myself, but it’s rather difficult to do. We don’t serve specialised food like this either. If the owner allows it, we might be able to get you in as a chef. You’d need some training, but we could start selling some really wonderful food that provides many benefits to our customers! Wait right here, I’ll go find the owner!”

Without waiting for me to say something, Gordon rushes off. I hadn’t told him I am simply fulfilling a request and wasn’t planning to work as a chef. Sighing, I figured Floof would inform Gordon of this. As I’m about to check the notifications I’d received, a dreadful feeling suddenly overcame me. A feeling I haven’t felt since I laid my eyes on that red mist.

Death.

Spinning on the spot, on instinct I kick up my wind, blowing away tools and ingredients. Not paying any attention to the things around me, I prepare my Astral Glacial Spikes to fire off at anything that moved. I don’t see anything around me except for the other staff who looked at me with some panic. I still felt a lingering feeling of death, it wasn’t something random I’d felt, it was real. Something had given me that feeling, what was it?

Suddenly I felt something approach me from behind, pivoting on the spot I throw a punch out without holding back. A figure appears in my vision as I adjust my speed and aim at its head. A palm appears in front of its face and blocks my punch easily and as I step back I saw it’s Jessica.

Staring at her hand with some puzzlement, she looks at me. “Are you really only level 21?” Before I could say anything, she points at me and I suddenly feel my magic dissipate. Blinking, my mana refused to leave my body completely. Still with her finger pointed at me, Jessica calmly talks.

“Calm down. I’m not your enemy, they’ve already been dealt with. I’ve been sent by Master to bring you to them.”

Confused, I look at Alice who was residing in Jessica’s hair. Seeing her unharmed, I knew Jessica didn’t mean any harm, but that feeling still resided in me. Nodding slowly to her, she stops pointing at me and at that moment I felt my mana return to being able to come out. What is her magic?

“Clean up the kitchen and explain the situation to the chefs when they return.” Seeing the three staff nod their heads, she turns to me once again. “Come with me.”

Following her a bit unsteadily, she leads me through a few rooms before we arrive in a back room. The room was dimly lit, and standing in the middle in front of two gagged and bound figures that are kneeling is Floof with his back to us.

“Ah, you’ve bought her. Thank you, Jessica, you may leave.” Without turning, Floof spoke up.

Seeing her nod, she leaves as I started feeling nervous. For some reason, I knew Floof was rather…angry, but it wasn’t directed at me. He turns to me and seeing his eyes frightened me, there was a dangerous look to them and mixed with those eyes was a strange, twisted smile.

Taking a step back, I felt my heart beat faster, I felt fear from that stare from Floof. As he looks at me he scowls, before closing his eyes and taking his smile away. As he opens his eyes again, that glint is gone and his normal smile returns.

“Sorry young fox. I must’ve frightened you, I apologise. I’m in a rather murderous mood thanks to our two uninvited guests.”

Looking at the two gagged and bound figures, both were humans. The one on the left was female, while the right is a male, both looked very similar to each other. Both were bleeding from their eyes, a slash mark across their face meant they had been blinded by someone. Puzzled and still a bit scared of Floof, I look down at my feet while I ask “W-why d-did you want m-me?”

Looking down at the two before him, he talks while his back is to me. “Alisha, you’re a part of the Church of the Moon Goddess, correct?”

Shaking my head before realizing Floof couldn’t see me, I replied, telling him I have no connections with them. 

“You wear that bracelet though. That is a symbol of being connected to the Church, only Bishops or higher can wear it.”

Hesitating, I decided to tell Floof the truth, about meeting Flannery and how my Race is connected to the Moon Goddess. After speaking for a while, he doesn’t reply but he turns to face me.

“You’re connected to the Moon Goddess like that? Alisha, never tell a soul what you’ve told me here today, and Lenny, do not mention this to anyone.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I see the young boy, Lenny, step out of the shadows, like he had been a part of the shadows themselves. It wasn’t like how Gray did, Lenny literally stepped out from the shadows on the ground. Gray merged his figure with them and could still be seen, Lenny however couldn’t be. Lenny looks at Floof before bowing.

“We found these portraits on them, take a look, Alisha.” Handing me two slips of paper, I look down and see myself reflected back. It wasn’t exact, but I could tell the one that had been drawn was me. Feeling my eyes widen, I glance at the two in shock and fear.

“That’s right, Young Fox. These two fools stumbled into my inn and sought your life. Both of them are members of the Church of the Moon Goddess. Isn’t that right, fool.” Kicking the male with so much force that caused the wall behind the one he kicked to cave in slightly, he bends down and removed their gag.

“Y-yes, the Archbishop told us the Goddess handed down a commandment. We will never accept monsters.”

“Not exactly the smartest thing to say given your situation. Now, Alisha.” Putting the gag back into the male assassin, he turns to me.

“You’ve worked rather hard recently, and given that this is your problem, I expect you to do your due diligence and clean up this mess. Consider it a reward and punishment.” Turning to Lenny he says “Hand her those daggers, she’ll be able to stab them with it regardless of the level difference.”

Nodding, Lenny walks over and hands me two daggers. I realized what Floof was asking me, and I knew what I had to do. Looking at the two, I felt nothing for them. I promised myself that I would kill those that attempted to harm me and grabbing the daggers I felt a surge of power come as I checked the weapons over.




	
Dagger of a Magical Nightsky.

A pair of enchanted daggers that are blessed by the Moon Goddess. A user may inject their own mana into these daggers to enhance them with their own magical element. If wielded by those blessed by the Moon Goddess, they will receive her blessing.

+400 to all Stats

+200 to Strength

Never needs to be sharpened. Can only be used as a pair.

Moon Goddess’s blessing: Stats provided are doubled.








Staring at the daggers in shock, I never knew that weapons could be this powerful. “Pretty simple aren’t they?” Hearing Floof, I felt confused. These were simple?

Taking a breath, I grip the daggers hard. I had no talent for these weapons, I had practised with Gray’s weapons. But if all I had to do was stab something, I could do that. Biting my lip, the power from these daggers started to hurt me.

“Alright, before you explode because of the daggers, kill both of them. The woman is level 74 and the man is level 76. Consider it extra payment for your work in the kitchen today.”

Nodding, I kneel before the man first and stab out the dagger in my right hand, piercing his heart with ease. I spread Astral Ice along the dagger and felt it spread into him. Pulling the dagger out as blood sprayed from the wound, partially covering me I do the same to the woman on the left. Pulling the dagger out, I drop both of them, feeling my body tremble as the power starts leaving my body.

“I’ll leave those daggers to you, Lenny. Dispose of them along with the bodies. Alisha, go wash up and return to the kitchen. Oh, and watch your back, I fear this won’t be the last time the church tries something.”

Nodding while panting, I leave the room to see Jessica standing there with Alice in her hands. Alice looks at me in concern while I smile softly.

“Don’t walk through the inn covered in blood. Follow me.”

As I follow behind her, I check my most recent notifications from killing those two.




	
You have killed Beau. Calculating experience.

You have killed Sofia. Calculating experience.

You have killed someone 50 or more levels above your current level. Calculating rewards.









Staring at these messages with some surprise, I saw Jessica staring at me.

“We too have killed someone fifty levels above us. Some advice young fox, don’t let it get to your head, or I’ll take it.”

Sounding a bit scary, I nod quickly in response to her. Opening the door before her, she gestures to me. “The staff baths are here, throw those clothes away and I’ll fetch you new ones.” Leaving with Alice, I undressed and sunk into the bath. 

I leaned back and realized I felt nothing. Perhaps I had always known this could happen from the moment I ran from that person in front of the Church. I knew nothing about this so-called Moon Goddess, and everything that had happened did nothing to convince me she or the Church was anything good…except perhaps Flannery.

At this moment I felt distrust towards anything related to the Moon Goddess. I didn’t even know if She existed or not, only that I had evolved into a Race that was supposedly blessed by Her. I felt a bit uncomfortable now that I had this experience, but for the time being, I accepted everything. Perhaps the Moon Goddess was alright and it was Her Church acting on its own. After all, the humans who controlled us in Crater Hell were different from other humans.

Sighing, I checked the other messages I had received from the System that I received while cooking with Gordon.




	You have crafted 1x Uncooked Lunar Garlic Bread.







Seeing about twenty of these messages, I shrugged and looked away while grabbing a bar of soap that was nearby. Whatever happened next would happen, I had no say nor did I have the power to control it. I would have to work to gain the strength to control what happened to me, and resolving myself to head to that Deep Dungeon, I start cleaning myself.

***

Getting out and as I’m drying myself, Jessica walked in and placed clothing down for me, identical to the now blood-soaked clothing. Thanking her, I get dressed once more and just as I’m exiting the bathroom the System displayed new notifications.




	
You have gained 200,000 experience.

You have gained 200,000 experience.












	
You have levelled to level 24.

Gained the following Stats:

Agility: +120

Strength: +60

Intelligence: +45

Toughness: +15

You gain 10% more Stats due to Aspiring Hero, you gain the following:

Agility: +12

Strength: +6

Intelligence: +4

Toughness: +1

Health increased to 1,800.

Lunar Mana Increased to 15,000.












	
As you have killed a being that was 50 levels above you, you have gained the following rewards.

Lunaria’s Fury.









Feeling that refreshing feeling once again, I look over my Stats, they had increased so much so quickly that it had surprised me. 




	
Stats

Alisha, the Aspiring Hero




	Strength:
	D-
	218



	Agility:
	C-
	406



	Intelligence:
	F+
	166



	Toughness:
	F
	71













 

“Did you receive your rewards?” Looking up, Jessica stared at me. Nodding meekly, she nods.

“Three levels in one go is not bad. Some advice young fox. The early levels up to level 50 aren’t difficult to get through, but once you go over that level things become difficult. Monsters become intelligent, evolution is possible once again and the experience required to level is much higher, meaning you’ll need to put yourself in danger more often. In my eyes, you’re weak, in fact to most people you’re weak and you will always be weak. Being weak, you should never rely on anyone, don’t think my Master can always protect you.”

Turning on her heel after saying that, she says “Return to the kitchen and keep working. You can take a break now if you need it.”

Walking away from me with those words, I felt dizzy from what she said. I wasn’t relying on anyone, but she’s right, I shouldn’t ever rely on those stronger than me to help or protect me. Thinking of how Flannery and that elder lady helped us with the red mist came to mind, I also remembered the time Elizabeth had saved us from that monstrosity in that little cave. I had fought and won fights, but there have been fights I couldn't win thanks to being weak.

As I walk down the hall, I look out a window. The blizzard was raging. Snow was falling hard, the wind was blowing so fast and strong that I could barely see out the window. This building was protected by some sort of barrier that prevented the wind from affecting it, but the snow couldn’t be ignored. It had piled up and had nearly reached the window. I was on the first floor at the moment, and since it would continue for another day or two it would absolutely cover the window.

One of my jobs was to help scatter the snow once the blizzard had passed. Sighing, I shook my head. Too much had happened too quickly recently, my mind was ablaze with questions that I had no answers for. My life is in danger here, just like it had been all the time in Crater Hell. 

Only for the briefest moment after dealing with Crater was I truly not in danger. Biting my lip, part of me yearned to return to those peaceful times, while another part wanted to see the others again. Letting the tears fall, I stood there looking out the window and let myself cry for a while, venting the mixed emotions within.

            

    
        Chapter 59 - Aubrey

    
    
    
    
                Returning to the kitchen, I found Gordon had returned and upon seeing me, he looked very excited for a moment. Rushing over to me, he stops and frowns.

“Missy, is everything okay?”

Responding by slightly shrugging, he puts a hand on my shoulder. “Well, we all have those kinds of days. Come, let me show you something.”

Leading me over to a counter, he points down and looking at the counter I saw the garlic bread I had made earlier. Instead of the usual colour, it had a slightly silvery glimmer to it, like a faint glow from the moon.




	
Lunar Garlic Bread

Created by Alisha. Eating this at night will allow one to feel rejuvenated, giving them energy throughout the night they consumed this.








As I read, another System notification popped up, surprising me slightly.




	
Subclass unlocked: Apprentice Chef.

Food that you craft, cook and have embedded your mana into is more enhanced, allowing the food you create to have certain effects depending on your mana type.











	Receipe unlocked: Lunar Garlic Bread






Raising an eyebrow, I saw it had been added to my Status, however, there isn’t any experience for it. Recalling the information that I had read about subclasses, it never mentioned how Subclasses gained experience…or if they did at all.

“Did you unlock the Chef Subclass missy?”

Nodding meekly, Gordon laughed out loud. “And on your first time cooking too! You really do have a talent for this! I’ve made up my mind, you’ll be my apprentice from now on.”

Smiling slightly, I wanted to accept his offer, but Jessica’s words still rang in my ears. I needed to focus purely on fighting and levelling, I couldn’t take the time to do something like this. Telling Gordon I didn’t have the time, he pats me on the shoulder once more.

“That’s fine, just come seek me out when you want to learn. For tonight and tomorrow, I’ll teach you some more recipes and techniques that you can use. We likely won’t be resting until the blizzard is over, we have a lot of customers. We’ll keep the food you craft with mana a secret, for now, don’t use it unless we’re making food for the staff.”

After that, we went back to work, and as Gordon predicted we didn’t rest. After eating the food I had made, I found the effects worked on me as well, not that I needed it since I had received the level-up refreshment.

After another day and a half of working in the kitchen, I found that learning new recipes would still add them to my System, even if they were not embedded with my mana. The rule for this was simple, the food simply had to be completed, but if I made something incorrectly it wouldn’t be added. After asking Gordon, it turned out the System actually recorded the recipes in full, meaning I could view all the ingredients I required.

I couldn’t get excited about any of this, however. My mind kept wandering back to Jessica’s words which rang clearly in my mind, making my mood rather solemn. Gordon didn’t seem to mind, in fact, his mood switched from excited and happy to grumpy and impatient way too quickly.

Upon the third day around midday, the blizzard finally started slowing down. After helping in the kitchen for the lunch rush, Jessica came to me once again and handed me Alice.

“Come, time to clean up the snow. Put this on, Master’s orders.”

Handing me a cloak, I had a look at it. There wasn’t any System information, but I could feel the magic coming from it.

“It’s enchanted to hide your face since it's problematic for you at the moment.” Biting my lip, I understood the meaning of her words clearly. Putting the cloak on and lifting the hood, I didn’t see anything change. Jessica turns and walks out of the kitchen while I put Alice on my head under the hood.

“Alisha, take care of yourself okay? Come by and learn from this old man when you have time.”

Turning my head to Gordon, I nod before leaving the kitchen and outside. For the next few hours, I used my wind magic to shift the snow over to Jessica, who used strange magic to dissolve it quickly. Raising her hand, a giant white square appears before her, encasing a block of snow and after a few seconds the square disappears, leaving nothing behind. I wonder what type of magic that is.

My mind was still on her words from earlier, causing me to just focus on doing the work I had been asked of. After a few hours, it was nightfall and the blizzard had fully finished. Calling me over, Jessica nods and says “Good work. The request ends here. Keep the cloak, Master will provide it as part of the request, in addition, he has provided seven days of stay. Give this to the Guild and they will give you your reward.”

Handing me a wooden token, it was the same one as before but with a stamp on it. Putting it in my pocket, I follow Jessica inside, then go to my room and without waiting for dinner I lay down with Alice on the pillow next to me and fall asleep.

***

Lifting my head up as I wake up, I look around the room. I see a cart of food had arrived at some point, and looking out the window I saw it had turned morning at some point. Slowly sitting up, I pet Alice for a minute to wake her up as I opened my System. Seeing the quest reward I had received the other day, I decided to claim it before heading to the Deep Dungeon.

Appearing in my hands is a pair of gauntlets. I hadn’t had a weapon like this since my previous pair broke in the Temple of the Blood God. Picking one of them up, I looked it over. They were made from some sort of metal, due to a lack of knowledge I had no idea what material it was however it felt rather smooth to the touch.

The design was rather simple, however, my eyes rest on the backhand of the gauntlet. There was a moon, beautifully etched onto it. It’s the same colour as the rest of the gauntlet, a void black in colour. Feeling a bit hesitant, I had become wary of the sight of a moon over the last few days, since the encounter with those assassins. In fact, I felt slightly unsure of these gauntlets, but I also thought of how I required strength so I decided to check them first

Checking the System, I discovered that these gloves were associated with the Moon Goddess, making me feel complicated.




	
Lunaria’s Fury

Gauntlets filled with the power of the moon. Grows with the user and utilizes Lunar energy. These gauntlets have been blessed by the Moon Goddess, granting her chosen unique power while wearing these gauntlets.

+100 to Agility and Strength

Self-Repairing

Moon Goddess’s Blessing: The strength of these gauntlets increases as your anger grows.

Current Grade: D+ (Unique)








Looking over the gauntlets, I bite my lip and put the gauntlets aside. I didn’t want to use them at all. Being associated with the Moon Goddess any further will likely lead to my death, and now I simply did not want to use or wear anything to do with the Moon Goddess. I’ll figure out what to do with the gauntlets later, perhaps I could sell them somehow…though that would lead the Church to find me...I might need to change locations.

Looking down, I was still wearing the clothing that Jessica had given me. Planning to return it, I grabbed the clothing I had bought with Elise and put it on. It was my first time wearing these so-called adventurer clothes and I felt a bit excited. Thinking over what my plan for today was, I wanted to go to the Guild, drop off the request token and then head into the Deep Dungeon, Tomb of Lilith. 

Putting on the gloves I had purchased, I made sure the bracelet was hidden. I needed to find a way to remove it, perhaps someone in the city would know how. Planning to ask Elise once I finished in the Deep Dungeon, I scoop up Alice just as Lenny arrived with a new cart. Replacing the untouched dinner cart, he left with a bow. Sitting down with Alice, we ate while I silently thought of what I’d experience in the Deep Dungeon.

***

After we finished eating, I stand and check over everything. My bag was mostly empty, in it was the coin purse and an extra set of clothing, something Elise had recommended to have on me in case my clothing became damaged. Checking my pockets, I had the last bottle of alcohol Teacher Lee had given me as well as that weird note from Luna. I decided to bring it on a whim, perhaps it was something that could scare away anyone from the Church, though I wasn’t betting on it. Putting on the hood that Floof had provided to me, I make sure it covered my head correctly.

Scooping Alice up from the table, I put her on my head. Doing a final check, I left and locked the room before heading out of the inn, passing and greeting Jessica on my way down. Her words still rang in my ears, and I hoped that after this trip I would become stronger.

Retracing the steps I had walked before, it didn’t take me long to arrive at the Guild, which was swarmed with many different types of adventurers. Such a sight made me feel excited within and moving into the building, it was as busy…or was it bustling…as it was outside. Squeezing through the crowd, I managed to reach the second floor and moved towards the desk.

After waiting for a while for my turn, I turned over the request token and after a small wait, they delivered me six silver coins. Storing them in my coin purse, I turn and head back down the stairs. Since I hadn’t paid attention before, I needed to ask Elise where the Deep Dungeon was and how to get there. 

Spotting Elise amongst the crowd, I saw she was speaking to another adventurer, and making my way there, I waited nearby. Seeing her send off the adventurer after some time, she looked directly at me before I even move. Waving at me, she made her way to me, even though I was wearing the hood that Jessica had given me. As Elise arrived in front of me, I took off the hood…I figured I was safe here.

“I knew you’d arrive, though I expected you to come along last night. Did you get another request?”

Shaking my head, I told her I wanted to head to the deep dungeon. Frowning, she looked at me a bit dumbfounded.

“By yourself? You should at least get a party together before heading in, it’s not a safe place.”

“I have Alice, we’ll be okay.”

Shaking her head, Elise stared at me and said “Nope. You don’t know the dungeon nor are you prepared, your bag is empty! You need healing items and a guide before I’ll allow you to enter. And since you’re level 21 and alone you only get to go to the third floor, no lower.”

Scratching my ear, I told her that I was level 24 now. Raising an eyebrow, she paused for a moment, obviously checking my System information. I had thought she would ask first, though I didn’t care too much.

Looking back up at me, she shakes her head before saying “I won’t ask so don’t tell. That being the case, level six and no lower. Oh! I know the perfect person for you to take! Come with me quick.” Grabbing my hand, she leads me back up the stairs and drags me to the stairs leading to the Silver grade floor. Stopping, she turns and points towards the shop section.

“Since you can’t come up here, go and buy supplies. Five healing potions if you’re only going in for a few hours, twenty if you’re planning to go in for a day. Double that number for each person you’re going in with unless you have a healer then half that number. I don’t want to hear any excuses, go buy those supplies, and get some rations too!”

Nodding, I watch as she climbs the stairs as I make my way to the stalls. After waiting for a while, I get to the counter and ask for forty healing potions and enough rations for a day. The lady serving me smiles and grabs two sacks from under the desk, it seemed they had them prepared. Paying her the ten silver that it cost, I gulped at the cost as my coin purse felt lighter.

Putting both sacks into my bag, there wasn’t much space remaining. Wondering if I should buy another bag, I made my way back to the stairs in time to see Elise bring down a young girl, about my age, she had antlers coming from her brown hair while on her head is a giant bag. She wore similar clothing to me. She looked shyly around with her blue eyes before looking at me with a bit of surprise.

“Alisha, this is Aubrey, an evolved monster at level 26. Aubrey, this is Alisha, a human and monster hybrid at level 24. You’ll be partners for the Tomb of Lilith.”


Looking towards me and shyly nodding, Aubrey remained quiet. Smiling at her slightly, I turn my attention back to Elise as we move to the side, out of the way of the staircase.

“Alright, Alisha, Aubrey has explored and conquered floor 10 of the deep dungeon with various parties. She has extensive knowledge and plays a unique role in parties. To conquer the 10th floor requires you to be in a party of at least six others at level 30 or higher. Aubrey here has assisted those groups, and while she has yet to participate in those fights she has the knowledge you need.”

Turning to Aubrey, she continues speaking “Alisha here is a new adventurer, but don’t underestimate her. She is much stronger than the average level 24; I’d estimate her true strength is around level 32. She even has the Aspiring Hero title. However, she is absolutely not to go past floor 6. I will allow floor 7 if she manages level 26. You have my permission to use *that* if she doesn’t listen.

“Alisha, Aubrey has a unique class, just like yourself. Thanks to her unique Class, she has a perfect memory and can recall any memory very easily. However, she is not much of a fighter and acts as a guide for newer adventuring parties since she knows every monster in the dungeon, their exact descriptions and strengths and weaknesses. She is Silver grade due to her extensive knowledge, not her combat ability… her combat ability is non-existent, however, she will not hold you down.”

Looking at Aubrey, I knew she must’ve had a trick or two up her sleeve, but I wondered why she didn’t have any combat ability, was it related to her Class? Resisting the urge to look at Aubrey’s System information, I turn to Elise as she speaks to me again.

“Alisha, in the Deep Dungeon it’s not uncommon to see adventurers or students of the Academy trying to kidnap or kill monster-kin like you two. Be careful, kill them if you must. The Royal Guard passed down a Decree that states killing in the Deep Dungeon is acceptable and that anything that happens in there will not be prosecuted. Kill anyone who tries to harm you, or run if they’re too strong.”

Nodding along with each sentence, Audrey at one point pulled out a notepad and began writing. Blinking, I recalled my first attempt at writing the other day and looked away while feeling a blush of embarrassment creep up. I needed to learn how to write as she did.

“M’kay, one last thing. Aubrey, Alisha has to wear a special cloak that hides her face. Can you use your scent to follow her safely?” Looking at me and sniffing once, she nods. Tilting my head at Elise, she winks.

“The hood you are wearing is fairly rare, but we’re training on identifying objects like that. I could tell it was you because I just identified your adventurer’s plate.” Looking down at the plate, I had forgotten to hide it…I’d forgotten someone could identify me off it.

Tucking the plate deeper into my clothing as Elise and Aubrey watched, I nod to indicate I had finished. “Alright, I’ll leave her in your care, Aubrey. Be careful all three of you.”

“Kraa!”

“Yes Alice, I leave them to you too.” With a giggle, Elise leaves us. Is it me or did Elise understand what Alice said as Gordon had?

Turning to Aubrey, I wasn’t sure how to talk to her, others usually initiated the conversation with me, but not the other way around. Squeezing out a smile, I say “S-shall we go?” She looks at me and nods. Pulling up my hood, I noted her scent as well, in case we became separated. Walking out of the Guild, I turn to Aubrey who starts walking in a direction.

Following her, we start walking before I froze in place, my eyes widening. This scent I picked up on…no, it’s impossible! Sniffing once again, the scent was gone…that’s not possible, it should linger. My mind spun as I looked around for her…for Elizabeth. Seeing nothing around, nor picking up any smell, I thought it over. 

She can’t be here…right? She was still unconscious, in the elven village. There is no way she could be here, but it was undeniable, that was her scent…Or was it? Perhaps after not seeing her for so long, my mind recalled her scent. Frowning, this would mean my mind had played a trick on me, but why Elizabeth and not Sally?

Shaking my head, I put it down to the stress within me and the concern I had about Elizabeth, I had been thinking of her and the others, so I likely imagined the smell. Catching up with Aubrey, we continued on our way to the Deep Dungeon.

            

    
        Chapter 60 - Star Gaze

    
    
    
    
                As I follow behind Aubrey, I take in the sights around me. Currently, we were walking down a street filled with various shops with tables and chairs outside, people eating, drinking, talking and laughing. It wasn’t joyous like the scene in the Guild, it felt more intimate between people. They weren’t celebrating either, it’s more like they were there just to meet or eat.

Leaving the street, we soon arrive in a giant plaza, in a half circle are seven giant buildings, with the one in the centre being the biggest building here. Without pausing, Aubrey continued walking towards the centre building, and upon entering I was met with a familiar sight. It’s the lobby that I had arrived in with Elise, the giant archway had a flow of people coming in and out, but there were fewer people going in and coming out.

Looking at me, Aubrey writes on a piece of paper before speaking for the first time, in a very small voice. “C-come with me.” Upon saying this, she walks to the side where a door sat, and walking through it we walk down a hallway with many doors before Aubrey enters one of the doors. Inside is a single table with two chairs opposite each other. Putting her bag down, Aubrey sits on one side of the table while I sit on the other side.

As I’m removing my hood, Alice jumps down onto the table and lays down. Across from me, Aubrey looks at me with some seriousness on her face as she rests her chin on a hand. Looking me up and down, she taps the table with a finger.

“Before we go in, you need to know a few things about me. Elise has already told you about my lack of combat ability, however, I am experienced in almost every situation. I will make callouts depending on the situation and if you ignore them I will ensure you never get to come back to the deep dungeon. If we need to escape and I say so, then work towards escaping. I will not hinder you, however, I will ensure we are kept safe. Elise told me to ensure you’re kept safe and that is what I will do.

Now, the lowest we are going is Floor 6, and Floor 7 if you manage to level to 26. You do not need to worry about providing me with experience, I have a unique way of gaining it. In terms of loot, we will split it so each of us gets half of everything. I will gather materials and cores while you fight and kill monsters.”

Listening to her speak, she had a very serious tone to her voice, one that said she would not accept any questions or excuses in response. Moving her free hand up, she holds up a finger.

“Now, I’ll explain the different types of monsters on Floor 6. If we go to Floor 7, I’ll go over the monsters there before we go down. You don’t need to memorize everything we go over, as long as you have an understanding that’ll be fine.”

Explaining the monsters took a while, however, the amount of information Aubrey gave me nearly overwhelmed my brain. The most dangerous monster we had to be on the lookout for was called “Mimics”, they had low physic powers that enabled them to copy our spells and skills, and transform themselves to look nearly identical.

The way to tell them apart was varied but remained the same. Sometimes the colours of hair, skin, eyes or clothing wouldn’t match, or other times they were missing body parts. The scary form of Mimics was what Aubrey labelled as deviants.

“Deviant Mimics are terrifying. Their Physic magic allows them to scan your memories and take the forms of those you know well and their magic and skills. What is worse is they can take their voice and their looks are nearly perfect. Thankfully there is a way to tell them apart, which is their mana signature, but that only applies in a party.”

Shivering, I had the thought of the Mimic copying the red mist. Like she had read my mind, she says “If you’ve met a powerful being on the level of pseudo-Demigod or higher, the Mimic won’t change into it. After all, you wouldn’t understand their powers, so how could it?”

I guess there had been fears of that in the past. Finding that it made sense, I thought over the remaining enemies. Most weren’t difficult when compared to the Mimic. The Mimic however provided materials and cores that were highly valuable and were money-makers for adventurers starting early, but because of the danger that came with them not many adventurers sought them out.

“Basically if we find a Mimic, give it a go with fighting it, just be aware you’ll be fighting yourself. It won’t have the combat skills or experience you have, just don’t let your guard down. Parties have been wiped out by a pack of Mimics because they underestimate them or don’t know the weakness of whoever is copied. My weakness for example is my lack of combat experience, so consider your weakness and exploit it.”

Pondering her words, I didn’t know my own weaknesses too well. I think the only thing I wasn’t good at is dealing with someone faster than me, but that can’t be considered a weakness. 

“It’s fine if you’re not sure about your weaknesses, just figure them out quickly.” Nodding, she gets off the chair. “Let’s head in.”

Putting the massive bag onto her back, I wondered how she managed to carry it around. Looking at the size, it was at least the size of two of me. I thought of making small talk, but when I looked at Aubrey, her face had gone from looking dead serious to looking really shy. Thinking that she didn’t want to talk or she preferred silence, I followed behind her as we leave the room and head back to the lobby.

Approaching the booth before the archway, a man sat within it and glancing at both of us he nods before gesturing for us to continue. Upon entering, I saw my System display that we had entered the Tomb of Lilith. Taking a breath in, I got myself focused and prepared.

***

With Aubrey leading the way, we avoided almost every monster. There were two or three that made their way over but were finished off rather quickly by me, giving me in total 2,000 experience due to their low levels. As we continue down the fifth floor, Aubrey suddenly turns to me.

“C-can you use v-vision magic?”

Tilting my head, I shook my head. I had been using Moon Glow since we had entered. Without her explaining, I knew why she wanted me to stop using Moon Glow. Letting off my Moon Glow, I considered what I could try. Recalling Flannery who always had stars in her eyes, I used purely starlight energy and slowly thread them into my eyes without using mana.

Feeling a stabbing feeling in my eyes, I started seeing my surroundings much better, like they had been lit up, though only a few metres around me. Pushing more magic into my eyes I felt the stabbing pain suddenly explode, making my eyes feel like they were about to explode. Stifling a shout, I’m about to cut off the energy when a feeling welled in me to keep the energy at this level.

Gritting my teeth, I decide to do as my instincts tell me, and soon my eyes start burning but the pain ebbs away slowly. Feeling my eyes bleeding, the pain was slowly disappearing but I knew it wasn’t enough yet. As the burning and pain faded, I slowly added more starlight energy. I knew doing this in a dungeon wasn’t exactly the best thing to do, but if I wanted to continue I needed to do this.

After repeating this process two more times, I slowly threaded more starlight energy directly into my eyes once more. There was no sudden pain or burning, but for a moment, I see stars, like I had looked up at the night sky. In the next moment, they disappeared as my vision turned to darkness. Panicking for a moment, I realized I had closed my eyes at some point.

Opening my eyes slowly, I glanced around, shocked at the sights. I could see clearly like there was no darkness. Blinking with some surprise, I look over at Aubrey who was staring at me with some annoyance.

“Thankfully I’d asked you while we were relatively safe. Inventing spells like that in a dungeon is so stupid. Well, seems you at least won’t shine like an idiot now.”

Surprised at how Aubrey spoke, I temporarily forgot about my new vision. Suddenly she changed from looking annoyed to embarrassed and shy, before muttering “I-I’m s-sorry, I d-didn’t mean it.”

Raising an eyebrow at all of this, I told her it was fine. Meekly nodding, Aubrey turned and started walking away quickly. Still taken by surprise about all of this, I still hadn’t had a chance to look around as I jog to catch back up with her. Looking around once I was next to Aubrey, I figured a few things out with this vision.

Firstly, it’s no different to viewing something under the sun or a lantern, except there are no shadows. Looking around my surroundings, it was fairly boring, the walls and ground is just made from dirt, like a series of tunnels. Looking at the System, it told me what I had unlocked, and weirdly it wasn’t magic.




	
You have learned a new Skill: Star Gaze.

Using pure Starlight energy, your vision is unobstructed even in the darkest of places. Using more Starlight energy will improve your vision to an extent. There is no cost.








No cost? So this is essentially an upgrade. I’d never tried directing starlight directly into a body part without using mana as well as I had here, I wonder what would happen…

As I continue following Aubrey, I wondered about who she was. I didn’t know what type of monster she was before she evolved, but the antlers from her head reminded me of a monster in Crater Hell near the plateau, though hers were quite…cute and the ones I saw in Crater Hell were more…dangerous.

Shaking my head to get rid of these thoughts, we enter the fifth floor and continue on as I get used to my new vision. After trying for a while, I found I couldn’t turn it off like it had become permanent. That makes sense considering the pain I had gone through. Thinking about it, I wondered if it was meant to be this easy to unlock spells or skills. 

Recalling what I had felt during the ordeal, something within me had ensured me that it was safe to continue. It couldn’t have been purely instinct, could it? Looking down at my hands with a frown, maybe I should try learning more magic or making my own.

Seeing Aubrey stop, she turned to me. Behind her is a staircase, the first time I’ve seen one here, leading downwards. The other floors had slopes that spiralled downwards. Looking at me, she speaks softly.

“T-This is the s-sixth floor, are y-you ready?”

I wasn’t sure how she’d done it, but the path she led me down had absolutely no monsters. I wonder if this is something she knew due to experience. Smiling at her I let her know I was ready. Following behind her, we move to the sixth floor of the Tomb of Lilith.

            

    
        Chapter 61 - Tomb of Lilith, Part One

    
    
    
    
                Arriving at the sixth floor, it had the same walls and floor as before, looking down the tunnel many pathways branched off from where we were. I’m still not used to this kind of vision, and not seeing shadows was strange, but that might be thanks to how dark it is in here.

Turning to me, Aubrey wordlessly hands me a piece of paper. Opening it I found a detailed map, showing the tunnels, locations of safe rooms and shortcuts as well as areas marked in red. Asking Aubrey what the red areas meant, she nervously told me it meant there was something dangerous there, for example, trapped areas, strange monsters, pitfalls, etc.

Looking over the map, I saw that it wasn’t all tunnels and small rooms, there are rooms connected by one tunnel or rooms were separated by only a wall. The map didn’t give me a good idea of how big the place was, and just as I’m about to ask Aubrey, I felt it again. A presence, closer than it was before. Feeling a chill down my spine, it was the third time I’d felt this presence, yet I still couldn’t identify it. It felt familiar, but I had no idea who it is, it’s like something about the presence is different.

Taking a deep breath, I calm myself down. I’d find out in due time, but it certainly frightened me, the feeling was very clear. Maybe someone is following me, or maybe my mind was making it up. Either way, as long as I keep my guard up, I’d at least be able to see what it is one day.

Looking at the map, I wondered what way we should go. Thankfully it appeared to be rather quiet in the dungeon, judging from how many people were going in and out. We had seen some adventurers but they kept to themselves. Aubrey told me before that we had travelled along some of the quieter areas on purpose to ensure we didn’t tire ourselves before arriving at the sixth floor.

From the information on monsters that we discussed earlier, the level range down here was 24 to 26, the higher-level monsters were deeper within the floor. Looking at the map, I could see where Aubrey had marked the expected levels of certain areas as well as what type of enemies should be there. Most times monsters would stay in the same area, but they could change locations.

Seeing where the Mimics were, I wanted to try fighting some of them. I wasn’t after the materials, I just wanted to know what it would be like to fight myself. With a bit of eagerness, I checked the route to take and asked Aubrey to go there. Meekly nodding, she starts walking as I keep an eye around us, the moment we walked down a connecting tunnel we would no longer be on the safer path.

The last time I was here I had exhausted myself quickly since I had been venting my emotions, not thinking of the long term. This time however I planned to take it easy, back off if too many monsters appeared and ensure that we could be down here for as long as possible. Opening my Status, I noted my current experience.
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As we walk along, something appears in front of us in my vision. After experimenting I found I could zoom my vision in when I add mana instead of starlight into my eyes. I don’t know how it worked, the System didn’t mention this benefit at all, but it became handy for cases like this. In front of us are three humanoid shapes, not human. I immediately recognized them as Mud Golems. Their weakness ranged from Water Magic to Ice Magic. 

Telling Aubrey this, she nods and we switch positions. Once we get within ten metres of them, I focus and gather Astral magic, forming a half dozen Astral Glacial Spikes behind me. I wanted to test out their range. If I could impale enemies before they reach me, it might make the fight easier. Keeping in mind the mana usage, I fired off two of the spikes towards one of the golems.

Watching with a bit of surprise, the spikes slam into the golem easily, spreading their coldness as the golem turns towards me and charges. The other two do the same as I fire the other four at them. Missing one spike, the other three hit true and I could see and sense that the coldness of the starlight energy was spreading throughout them quickly.

Satisfied with the results, I wrap wind around myself and move in on the golems. Their attacks were fairly simple to avoid, the danger came from the Earth magic they could use to bind people down. A weakness they also had are their cores, however, since we wanted the cores I needed to avoid them. 

Gathering Lunar magic into my fists, I found it surprisingly more powerful and potent than before to use Star Dust Fist. I felt there was something more I could do with this spell, but I couldn’t quite figure it out. Not minding it, for now, I slam a fist into the closest golem, right where it had frozen from the spikes. Hearing a loud crack ring out, I pivot and dodge an attack from behind, igniting my leg and swinging out a Lashing Fire kick.

Feeling my leg strike, I saw a fire spring up and ignite the golem into flames, conflicting with the frozen area. It didn’t seem to realise it was on fire, or it ignored the flames, either way, I sensed a surge of mana coming from it. Knowing what was coming, I jumped back as chains made from Earth magic sprung from where I had stood. 

Looking at the golems and the damage I had caused to them, one was nearly completely frozen, another was slowly melting away due to the fire and the other was also nearly frozen but had a huge chunk missing from it.

Frowning slightly, I wondered if there was a way to speed up the process of freezing these golems. Looking at the spike stuck in a golem, what would happen if I combined Astral Ice magic with Wind magic? Pushing out a palm, I imagined a freezing wind and remembering the blizzard, I used that to build the spell. Feeling a bit of mana leave my body, I focused on using that mana to combine the two different energies together.

From my palm a magic circle appeared, about the size of my head and a strong wind came from it. Feeling the freezing temperature from it, I watched as the golems very quickly froze, the golem that was on fire had it extinguished very quickly. Cutting the magic off, the magic circle disappeared as I moved in and slammed a fist into the closest golem, shattering it easily. Doing the same to the other two, I got System messages saying that I had defeated them




	
You killed Minor Earth Golem, gained 5,000xp

You killed Minor Earth Golem, gained 5,000xp

You killed Minor Earth Golem, gained 5,000xp












	
You have created a new spell: Astral Ice Wind. 

Using a mix of two types of magic, create a devastating freezing wind that matches the might of a blizzard. This is a unique melded magicks that requires a magic circle to direct the wind.

Cost: 1,500 Mana Initially, 100 mana per second while channelling.








Looking over the details of the new spell, this suited me very well for fighting by myself. Again, I wondered if it really is meant to be this easy to create new spells. Ever since I tried learning Astral Ice magic, I have felt like something within me knew how to create spells or utilize different types of energy rather quickly.

As I’m thinking over this while looking at my palm, I heard Alice cry out “Kraa!”. I forgot I had planned to have her assist me to get her experience!

“I’m sorry Alice, I got too into it, next lot of monsters we’ll fight together!”

“Kraa!”

Feeling a strong annoyance through our link, I felt a bit guilty since I had promised her to fight together down here. Grabbing her from my head, I stroked her head which she accepted.

Looking at the golems, I saw Aubrey already working away gathering the materials I could. She had mentioned it didn’t matter about the golems as the only valuable materials were the cores so I could do what I wanted with the rest. She finished rather quickly as she nods at me and we continue, Alice in my hands this time.

***

It didn’t take long to come across a new enemy, and even from a distance I knew what it was. After all, I knew how I looked. Stumbling slightly towards us is another me, except it had red hair and eyes. Sensing a familiar energy from it, I knew what it was about to unleash.

Surging from the Mimic is a Domain, and it spread quickly, enveloping both Aubrey and I. Glancing around, this Domain looked…broken. It seemed to be trying to use my Domain, but had failed miserably. The night sky is empty of stars, the lake below me murky and shallow and it felt incomplete. Glancing at Audrey, she had turned white in fear, muttering something before looking at me.

I knew she was about to say we needed to escape, so I smile at her and turned back at the Mimic. Scanning its information, it’s like I had scanned myself.




	
Alisha

Level 24 Mystic Lunar Fox

Lunar Fist of the Wind

Health ???/???









Raising a foot slightly, I stomp it down while shouting “Domain! Mystical Lunar Starfield”. Bursting forth, my Domain easily shatters the poorly constructed one away, replacing it with mine. It had changed ever so slightly, everything like the stars and lake remained the same as when I used it against Elise, however this time a strong freezing wind blow all around us.

Looking at Aubrey, she actually appeared to be fine. Knowing this is likely because I didn’t see her as an enemy, I look down at Alice. “Let’s do this.” “Kraa!”

Lifting up from my hands, Alice flies up while gathering mana. Wrapping myself with the freezing wind all around me, I used my cold resistance to my advantage and charged at the Mimic. It reacts rather quickly and gets into the Dancing Wind Fox stance, surprising me slightly.

Throwing out a quick it easily dodges as it swings a fist back at me. Dodging, I charge my fists with Lunar magic and pace myself, trying to find an opening while waiting for Alice’s magic to invoke. After a few minutes, neither of us had landed a hit on the other, and I started to realise how dangerous these Mimics could be.

Unlike before, my Domain felt strong and the energy being used had not affected me in the slightest. I felt I could leave it up for at least another ten minutes if required. Hearing Alice cry, I knew she was ready as I jumped back with a kick as a bolt of darkness skimmed past me, hitting the Mimic. Moving in once again, this time my attacks connected, it seemed lost.

Frowning, I knew I could still fight even without my vision due to my strong sense of smell, so unless my opponent was much faster I could still dodge some of the attacks they threw at me. Alice swoops down and lands on the Mimic’s head and starts poking rather hard, drawing blood and surprising me slightly. Remembering the weakness all Mimics had, it was simply to kill them like we were killing anyone.

Shaping my right fist like a sword, I stab into the Mimic’s chest, grabbing the rubbery organ within. Squeezing, the Mimic’s heart exploded in my hand as I pulled it out and dropped it on the ground. The Mimic stumbles for a moment before collapsing, slowly turning into a strange goo. Releasing my Domain with a sigh, I stretch before beckoning to Alice to come down.




	
You killed Runic Mimic. You gained 10,000xp

You received drop: Bottle of Mimic Liquid












	Alice gained 10,000xp







Raising my eyes, I found myself surprised at how much experience Alice gained. That amount of experience is half a level for her! Maybe we could get her a lot of levels down here. Accepting the drop item, in my hand appeared a rather large bottle. Seeing Aubrey silently collecting the core and liquid of the Mimic, I waited till she was done before handing here the bottle.

She had her serious face on this time and when I handed her the bottle she snatched it from my hand and put it in her bag before turning back to me. 

“You should’ve told me you had a Domain! If this was a deviant Mimic, it might’ve been more complete.” Sighing, she shakes her head. “Well, what is done is done. Are you still good to go or do you need to head to a safe zone?”

I wasn’t used to this sudden change in personalities from her, but I did prefer this more straight forward and honest Aubrey compared to the shy and meek one that reminded me slightly of Gray. Nodding, I told her I was fine to continue, after all I had yet to take a hit and I had about 80% of my mana remaining. Nodding, she turns and looks down the tunnel.

“We’re about ten minutes from the open area, there’ll be plenty of monsters there, so just take it easy. Thankfully the area you chose has a safe area nearby. I have a magic tool on me that provides a shield in case something happens, so don’t concern yourself with me and fight to your hearts content.”

Walking down the tunnel again, I follow behind Aubrey. As she said, after ten minutes of walking we arrived in a huge room. There was nothing special about it, its like we had walked into a box, cut into sections with huge walls and simple entrances to other sections. With my vision being as it was now, I could see a portion of the room as we stayed at the mouth of the tunnel. Fighting in here would be dangerous as monsters could easily swarm us, and according to Aubrey monsters could appear from nothing. 

Closest to us were skeletons, something I’d fought in the past. They travelled in groups of two to six. Other types of monsters were here as well, red slimes that oozed acid, goblins with various weapons, and a large plant-like monster, walking on countless roots with a huge gaping mouth in the middle of it and flowers springing from its head. 

Thinking back to the time I had been in the labryrith, I knew how to deal with enemies in a room like this, though this was certainly on a larger scale. I could hear muffled sounds coming from other rooms and with my smell I could tell there were others fighting in different sections.

Looking around, my eyes landed on the skeletons. A group of two were nearby, both with a shield and sword. I knew their weakness was any type of magic and they were very strong in close range. Signalling to Aubrey, she stood back as I summoned four spikes and just like the golems, I fire off one spike at each skeleton, leaving two behind me. Striking true, the skeletons very quickly span in my direction and with a clunking sound they charged at me. 

The Astral energy was quickly freezing them, and by the time they arrived at the tunnel, half their body had frozen, spreading from the impact on their midsection and spreading up to their necks. Unable to use their swords and shield, I had Alice attack each one while I kept luring them back, before quickly finising them off.




	
You killed Reanimated Skeleton Warrior, gained 5,000xp

You killed Reanimated Skeleton Warrior, gained 5,000xp












	
Alice gained 5,000xp

Alice gained 5,000xp












	Alice has levelled to 6!






Folding my arms as I watch Aubrey work, I frowned slightly. I had been told this place was dangerous, Elise had told me over and over to be careful yet the enemies were…weak. Is this normal? Recalling what Elise said about my combat level being higher than my actual level, I wondered if that was the case. I wouldn’t of course just charge in there, after all a Mimic could be hiding among the enemies in that room, but I couldn’t help but feel a bit bored.

As I reflect on that feeling, I keep slowly luring monsters in and killing them quickly, and after about two hours I had gained a lot. In total, I had gained enough to level to 25 while Alice gained another level. We had yet to run into any more Mimics. Feeling a bit tired, I told Aubrey as she nods. Her serious face was currently on.

“Alright, lets head to a safe zone. Elise was correct, you’re much stronger than you seem. Don’t let it get to your head, these monsters aren’t that intelligent and mainly rely on instinct.”

Agreeing with her comment, we walk back down the tunnel we came from. About halfway down, we turned down another tunnel and then another. After thirty minutes of walking and dealing with a handful of monsters, we arrive in a small room. 

“No monsters appear in here so its safe. Monsters can still enter so usually parties would rotate guards, but since you’re the only fighter here we’ll make do.”

Nodding, I sit down in a corner and look around. It’s similar to everywhere else, dirt walls and floor, but there are obvious signs of people being in here. Aubrey sits near me as she looks through her bag. Bringing up my System, I saw the notification on hitting level 25.




	You can now view your Magic Tiers.






Opening my Magic and Skills, it was as it seemed. Astral, Wind and Lightning were all Tier 1, while Lunar sat at Tier 2. Checking over everything, nothing had really changed. My Stats had increased once again, the same amount as every other level and I could feel myself getting stronger. With my current strength, I could easily lift or crush a boulder the size of a small house, or at least I estimated. I wondered what kind of strength someone like Elise or Flannery had.

Drinking a healing potion, I checked on my injuries, I had some shallow sword wounds and some acid burns, but they barely hindered me in combat. Within this dungeon I had noticed that unless I used my Domain, I wasn’t empowered or weakened regardless if it’s day or night, rather the bonus from my Race never played a factor. 

“Aubrey, why am I not gaining Class experience?”

Shrugging, she says “How would I know? It works differently for everyone, maybe you need to fulfil conditions or kill humans. Work it out yourself.”

From her tone I knew she was once again in her serious mood. The Gale Ants had provided me Class experience, and thinking it over the only difference back then was that I had been a level below them. Is that the condition I needed to fulfil? No, when I killed that noble in Crater I had also gained Class experience, so maybe that is another condition, or it’s something else.

Putting it to the back of my mind, I lift Alice from my head and carefully hold her to my chest. She’s sleeping, probably exhausted from fighting for the first time in a long time. She’d kept up with me without complaining and had a high amount of determination. As I’m about to check her Status, I heard scuffling from the door.

Looking up, I saw a young man enter, covered in damaged armour, wounds all over his body and his breath ragged. Looking around, I could see his eyes glowing brightly, most likely his vision magic. Upon seeing me, he looked extremely happy for a moment before his face turn solemn while quickly making his way to me.

“Please help! My party was surrounded by a swarm of monsters, I only just managed to escape. They’re still fighting, please help us!”

Frowning, I had no reason to run into danger to help this man. Hearing a sigh from beside me, I saw Aubrey stand. Looking at me, she explains. “A general rule in here, help others if they’re in danger.” Turning to the man, she crosses her arms and says “Half.”

Nodding quickly, the young man says “You can have it all, please just save my friends.”

Not sure on what they meant, I stood up and placed Alice on my head. Turning quickly, the man nearly ran out of the room as I followed behind with Aubrey. I didn’t get it this rule, but I figured if anything I could gain some experience if I helped.

Running down a series of tunnels, we turn down a particular tunnel, and right in front of us is a young girl with silver hair and silver eyes. My eyes open in shock and disbelief, before I felt an anger arise within me. Aubrey and the young man seemed a bit surprised before the young man stood forward to speak. Before he could, I grabbed his shoulder and threw him back.

“Get back Aubrey. It’s a Mimic.”

Gasping, Aubrey looked at the figure and muttered “A deviant?” As I move towards the fake Sally, anger boiling me as I ready myself.





	
Sally

Level 26 Vampiric Priestess

Health: ???/???








            

    
        Chapter 62 - Tomb of Lilith, Part Two

    
    
    
    
                Stepping forward and looking at the fake Sally in front of me, I quickly went over Sally’s spells and possible weaknesses. The biggest hurdle is that her Toughness was fairly high, and the Blood magic she used rose her Toughness to another level. Knowing this could be a brutal fight, I considered my options. I could use my Domain, but on the off chance I couldn’t finish the fight in time it could leave my tired. Frowning, I figured the best option is just to fight upfront while waiting for a chance.

Feeling Alice fly off my head, I kick up the wind around my body and move as quickly as I can and throw a punch out, intending to hit the Mimic’s head. Sensing danger, I pivot at the last moment and lean my body back as a sword swings above me, narrowly missing me. Throwing up a kick, I plant my hands on the ground and use the momentum of the kick to backflip away.

The kick doesn’t connect and standing up after backflipping I saw the Mimic had dodged. Its eyes were solely focused on me, and as I prepared Astral Glacial Spikes behind me it too uses the sword it has to cut a wound onto its arm. The blood that comes from the wound winds itself around the Mimic that looks like Sally, meaning it has prepared itself to use Blood magic.

“I hate you.” Speaking, the Mimic perfectly matched Sally’s voice. Ignoring its words, I throw a spike at it. Blocking it easily with a Blood Barrier, it keeps talking. “You abandoned me. You abandoned our kind. All for some cheap thrills. I hate you, you bitch.” Sounding angrier with each word, spikes of blood appeared around it and shot out towards me, taking me by surprise.

Sally never knew this magic, so how did it? Thinking quickly, I realised where I had seen the Blood spikes, it was from the Guardian, Velka, in the Temple of the Blood God. Is it copying her moves, or did I believe Sally could do the same since her magic was similar to Velka’s? Recalling Velka’s moves, I kept a close eye on Sally’s eyes. If they glowed I had to look away or reflect it back.

“You have forsaken the Hybrids. You never cared for them, even though they suffered as you did. You left us for some stupid adventure, never considering what would happen to us.” As the Mimic speaks, it keeps firing and creating those spikes. Dodging them easily, I tried ignoring the words it spoke. This thing isn’t Sally, even if it looks and sounds like her, it wasn’t her.

Moving quickly, I dodged the spikes and appeared to the side of her, and upon igniting my leg, I threw a Lashing Fire Kick at the Mimic’s neck. Striking, I saw the Mimic stumble for a moment before quickly grabbing the leg I had yet to retract, gripping it like a vice. Before I could try to kick her hand off, she threw me over her head, slamming me into the ground face first.

Gasping from the shock and pain, I felt my nose start bleeding and my mind become dazed. Trying to get my bearings back, I felt myself lifted once again as panic arose within me, causing my mind to clear. Twisting my body, I bend my knees as I’m tossed at the wall and throw three spikes at the Mimic as my back is slammed into the wall. I felt her grip leave my leg as I fell to the ground, gasping for breath.

Quickly getting to my feet, I looked at the Mimic and saw two of the three spikes had struck her. One had struck a Blood Barrier and the other pierced her leg. I could tell it had been a shallow strike and gritting my teeth, I grew frustrated. The Mimic had not moved a single step, yet the most I’ve hurt it is a burn mark on its neck and a shallow wound on its leg. 

“Pathetic and weak. No wonder you left, you must’ve been ashamed of yourself. You couldn’t even protect Elizabeth and now she’s dead. You left because you knew you were too weak to protect everyone. Die.”

Pushing a palm towards me, all the blood surged around her palm, I knew what she was about to do. Not wanting to get hit by such a curse, I knew this was the best opportunity. Clasping my hands together, I used Lunar magic on myself to give me a Lunar Blessing, even if incomplete it increased my strength. Stepping forward, I shouted “DOMAIN!”

Surging out of me, my Domain quickly established itself. Ignoring the gasp from the young man behind me, I heard Alice screech out as she used her Blindness on Sally…the Mimic. At the same time, Sally fired her curse at me. Blood Eruption. At a speed I barely kept up with, I felt myself hit by it as I moved into the fake Sally. 

I knew that when Sally used this spell, she had felt exhausted as it used a large amount of her blood for it, and taking advantage of this recoil, I slam my fist into her chest, grip her heart and crush it, exactly as I had done with the last one. Feeling the effects of Blood Eruption boiling in my body, I pushed myself away from Sally, no the Mimic, with her…it’s heart in my hand as my domain faded.

Staring at me with anger, I could see the Mimic slowly melting. Feeling blood leak from my eyes and ears, I kept it down from my thoughts, resisting the curse as best as possible. The Mimic turns to me, half its face turned to blue goo as it says “This is our fate, we will all die and it’s because you abandoned us…”

In the next moment it completely collapses into a pool of goo. Coughing up blood, I felt the effects of the Blood Eruption slowly fade. Thankfully I had managed to somewhat resist it, but I could feel myself lightheaded, and feeling around my top lip, I felt a lot of blood there. The blood nose in addition to the Blood Eruption lost me more than I thought.

Grabbing a healing potion, I sat down as Aubrey went to work while glancing at me with a hint of worry. With ragged breath, I downed the contents of the bottle as I saw the young man gaze at me in surprise. Ignoring him, I considered our next step, as saving someone in my condition would be very difficult. I wasn’t severely injured, but this light head due to blood loss mixed with my sore body from being slammed on the floor and wall would slow me down.

Alice lands in my lap and gives me a soft “kraa” before laying down. Patting her softly, my mind wondered to the words that Sally…no, the Mimic had said. I knew it’s likely it had been trying to unsettle me, but I couldn’t help feeling down. I knew that wasn’t how Sally nor Gray actually felt, but the words it spoke had some truth to them…those words had been from my worries.

Attempting to distract myself, I glance at the notifications from the System.




	
You killed Deviant Runic Mimic, gained 20,000xp

You received drop: Bottle of Deviant Runic Mimic liquid

You received drop: Undamaged Core of Deviant Runic Mimic













	
Alice gained 20,000xp

Alice has levelled to 7!









Seeing the drops, I had noticed I received these far more often than I had anywhere else. Chalking it up to being an aspect of this dungeon, I accepted both the drops as Aubrey made her way back to me. Handing them to her, she looks at me with surprise before taking them and storing them away.

“It’s like you killed two deviants, these are worth a lot of money.” As she says this, out of the corner of my eye I saw the young man with a very different face than usual as he stared in greed at the bag. A second later his face returned to the previous solemn and saddened expression. For a moment, I wondered if I had been imagining things, or perhaps given his situation he had just felt greedy for a moment. Putting it to the back of my mind, I continue to rest for a moment while keeping my guard up.

After about an hour of resting while the young man, who I learnt was named Henry, grew more impatient, I got up and checked over everything while putting Alice back on my head. I hadn’t received any injuries on my body except for the broken nose, which had healed. My mana had dipped just below the halfway point and I felt fairly tired, but if it’s to help defeat monsters I should be okay, as long as I pace myself.

Just as we set off, I felt that presence again. Stronger this time, closer. Again, it was only for a moment before it faded but it left me unsettled. I couldn’t tell where it was, but I knew it was somewhere in this dungeon. I knew I’d have to face it sooner or later, but I’d hoped I was more well rested. I considered telling the others to stop and wait for whatever this presence was to face it, but seeing Aubrey and Henry’s impatient faces, I decided against it, since we still needed to save people.

After another thirty minutes of walking, and a few more monsters handled by me or Henry who had somewhat recovered, we arrived in another tunnel. 

“T-this is the tunnel leading to my friends. We need to hurry!”

Picking up his pace, we followed behind. Deep within, a feeling of uncertainty welled up within me. Frowning, I strained my ears and couldn’t hear anything like fighting. Sniffing, I could pick up on the faint scent of monsters ahead of us, as well as blood. I also smelled humans, but I couldn’t tell how many from here.

Either the fight is over or they were trapped and both sides couldn’t fight. My vision, even zoomed in, couldn’t make out the room yet, but as we got closer it came into view. Not exactly a room, but a very narrow passageway into the room, a person sized crack in the wall. I knew a room laid beyond there as the smells were coming from there.

Reaching the crack first, Henry squeezes through it. Aubrey glanced at me and looking at her, I see she looked shy, but mixed in was some concern as she nodded at me before squeezing through with her bag. Looking behind me, there was nothing nor nobody down the passageway. Taking a breath in, I turn and squeeze into the crack. Only the first part was a squeeze, beyond the crack is a path that is only one person wide that leads to a room.

Following behind Aubrey as I looked over her and her bag, I saw a pile of monster corpses in the room but no one else in my limited vision. As we enter the room behind Henry, he suddenly kneels down and yells out.

“I-I’ve brought others, please exchange them for my fiance and friend and we’ll leave. Please.”

Hearing laughter ring out, I looked around me and watched as a wall of dirt fell away around the room, revealing ten people, two of which were bound and gagged, looking seriously injured. I may have been ignorant of the world, but I knew what had happened. Henry had led us into a trap.

Looking towards Henry’s kneeling figure, I step forward as a man in front of us starts speaking.

“Well done, you’ve actually brought us valuable slaves. I’m an honourable man, I’ll give yo-”

Without letting the man finish speaking, I grab Henry’s neck, lift him up and using my free hand, stab it into his back, where his heart is. After a struggle, Henry stops moving as I throw the corpse away as a shocked gasp came from behind. I don’t care for the reason, Henry had betrayed us and led Aubrey and I into a trap.

After a few seconds, I see one of the gagged and bound people screaming through their gag. It was a young women who wore plated armour. Without caring any further, I look back at the man who had been speaking and saw him with a shocked expression that quickly turned to one of glee as he smiled deeply.

“Decisive! As expected of a monster pretending to be a human. Very good.” Looking away from me, he stares at Aubrey behind me. “Aubrey! I will give you this chance to leave.”

Turning to stare at Aubrey, she wore her serious face while facing the man. As I’m about to take a step forward, Aubrey spoke.

“I don’t think I will, William. My friend here is my responsibility from the Guild, I can’t just leave her here.”

“I’m giving you this chance Aubrey. You helped my party when we were first starting off, so feel free to leave now or we’ll just enslave you as well.”

“I helped you as per a request from the Guild, nothing more William.”

Looking at me, Aubrey shrugs. I did quite like Aubrey, so I felt glad I didn’t have to kill her. Glancing around once again, I checked the levels of everyone here without reserve. The lowest is level 24, the highest is 28, with this William being the highest. 

“Well whatever, in a few months of being a slave just remember I gave you a chance.” Turning to face me, he pulls out a thick metal necklace and throws it at my feet. “Put this around your neck and lock it. You don’t want to die down here do you, monster?”

Glancing at the necklace, my System provided the information on this horrifying item.




	
Basic Slave Collar.

Enslaves those below level 50 to the owner of this collar. Can not be broken once worn and must be dispelled. Disobeying orders that the owner provides will result in punishment from the collar.








If the humans in Crater had such an item we would’ve been done for. Looking back at William, I shake my head. All humans were like this in the end. Greedy and wanting to enslave those that weren’t human. Then again…glancing at the crying human female who was still gagged, she had the same collar around her neck. 

As I take my stance, I hear weapons being drawn around me. I knew this would be my death, and I would gladly accept it if it meant I wouldn’t be enslaved. I swore I would take as many of these fuckers with me and twisting my body, I launched myself at one of the level 24s I had seen earlier.




	
Emergency Unique Quest! Kill the enslavers!

Your life is in danger, and to overcome this you must slaughter all who oppose you. Rip them to shreds, show them you control your own fate.

Rewards will be determined on performance…and if you live.








Knowing I had to act fast, I cast Lunar Blessing on myself and at the same time I wordlessly released my Domain. As it was the third time I had used my Domain, I knew I had less than a minute left to kill as many of these humans as I could. Reaching my first target, I let my monster form take me over as I grab the throat of the young man and tear it out. 

Ignoring his reactions, I turned and saw the humans had reacted much faster than I anticipated and were all on guard, moved close to each other. Four of them stood in front of three who were in the back, all three had staffs of various sizes. William had gone from looking gleeful to serious in that space of time.

Growing angry at such a sight, I revert my monster form quickly. Claws wouldn’t work on them, most had plated armour with very little exposed areas. Glimmering in the moonlight I could see they all had silver adventurer plates, meaning they were all experienced in combat.

“Kill her if you must, but do try to keep her alive. Such a product will let us feast for a very long time.” Commanding the others, William stomps a foot down as he moves towards me. Feeling my anger reach a boiling point, I let out a roar from the bottom of my throat and turn to the human who was moving to my side. 

Raising his fists, he deflected my punch easily before sending out one of his own. He had a different style to mine and kept his fists raised about chin height. Throwing out multiple punches as quickly as I could, he kept ducking and weaving while throwing out his own attacks. Growling, I felt myself being pushed back as my anger got the better of me.

Creating a dozen spikes behind me, I threw punches out while using the spikes while he was deflecting, but he still dodged everything. His eyes were watching my arms and legs. Remembering Teacher Lee’s words, I threw four spikes at the same time as I stepped back. Looking around, the other three had surrounded me, watching me fight. Were they not going to attack?

Plunging a hand into my pocket, I pulled out the last bottle that Teacher Lee had given me. As I uncorked it, I felt a force slam into my hand, shattering the bottle as the contents spilled from it. Widening my eyes, I glanced at the three staff users and knew one of them had sent a magic attack to break the bottle. My anger peaked, I’ve only killed one of these bastards yet I'm already on the backfoot, unable to kill another.

As my anger hit its peak, I felt something cover my fists. Confused, I looked down and saw gauntlets on my hands. Lunaria’s Fury? W-why are they suddenly on my hands? The moon etched on the top was glowing in full force, and I could see stars slowly appearing around it. Glancing up, I see the four surrounding me cautiously looking towards me. 

Deciding to figure it out later since I didn’t have the luxury of time, I felt my Domain end as I stared down the human I had just fought. As I'm about to step forward once again, two things happened that caused me to freeze up in fear. A System notification and that presence, it’s right behind me…it’s entered this room!




	The one bound to your soul has arrived.






Turning myself towards the entrance to the room, my eyes widened in shock and surprise. Standing there, sword in hand is Elizabeth. Meeting her eyes, I realised at the same time that it couldn’t be her…no, it’s not her, but for some reason I could’ve sworn I saw a mix of relief and fear in her expression.

A Deviant Mimic had entered the room. Seeing it open its mouth, I turned and ignored it as I threw myself forward at the male fighter once again as I hoped the Mimic would throw itself at the three humans. A question arose in my mind…how did a Deviant Mimic become bound to my soul?

            

    
        Chapter 63 - Tomb of Lilith, Part Three

    
    
    
    
                Dodging an attack, I threw a punch towards the man’s head, my speed had increased likely thanks to the Agility given by Lunaria’s Fury. Blocking it once again, the man this time winced at the force behind my blow. Knowing that the force of my punches had gotten stronger because of the gauntlets, I knew I had found an opening. 

Before I could take advantage of this, I sensed the other three surrounding me move. Two headed towards me, William being one of them, while the other headed towards the three at the back. The Mimic must’ve been causing trouble for them like I had hoped, and feeling thankful for that, I prepared myself as Alice let out a cry. 

Erupting from her is her spell, Blindness, however it’s targeted at all three around us. The effects wouldn’t last as long, perhaps only a second against enemies like the ones we faced, but it would be more than enough. As the magic hits them, I release the wind that is wrapped around me and use Wind Explosion and quickly use mana to cover myself in wind, moving straight towards the fighter I had been fighting.

Blinded, it seemed he knew I was in front of him as he raised his hands once again, this time I swung a fist from below, connecting with his plated armour with such force that it lifted him for a moment while denting the armour so much that I felt it hit his flesh. Unwilling to give him a moment to recover, I threw another punch where his heart would be, once again connecting and denting the armour to the point of hitting his flesh.

Doubling over in pain, I wrap both hands around his neck, place a foot on his shoulder and with a roar I tore his head off. At the same time I smelled a human right behind me, and failing to dodge completely I felt a sword slash my back.

Sucking a sharp breath through my teeth, I knew the wound was rather deep. Turning quickly, I grabbed the sword of this human and filled my free fist with Lunar magic. I threw a punch at his head while pulling him towards me. Shattering his helmet, I chase the fist downwards, slamming him into the ground with force. I heard a sickening crunch and standing once again, I started feeling woozy.

My mind was light headed, back seared in pain and there were bruises all along my arms from fighting the man that used his fists. Staring at William, I ignored the signs of fighting I heard behind me, and the massive surge of mana coming from somewhere behind me to the right.

Looking at me then the two corpses to my side, his face looked grim. I’d killed three of the eight who were here, even if I were to die here I wouldn’t mind. My body was reaching its limit, the Lunar Blessing would wear off within a few seconds, my mana was less than ten percent and my Domain couldn’t be used again.

I used a lot of my strength to finish these two quickly, leaving myself in this state. Taking another breath, I prepared myself as a figure blew past me, bleeding and barely breathing. Seeing it was the Mimic, I ignored it while facing William. Hearing the other plate wearing human come over, I breathed out.

“It’s a shame, it truly is. I would’ve made a lot of coin from selling you off, but you just had to act like a monster. Well, that’s to be expected.” Taking a stance as he raised his sword horizontally at waist height, a flame spread along it, he steps forward, swinging his sword. 

Feeling an eruption of mana behind me, I jumped above the sword as I felt the heat of the blade under my feet. Looking at the source, ready to block a spell, my eyes landed on Aubrey, a massive green magic circle below her as she yelled.

“Heed my call and come forth, bind my enemies and weaken them, Vines of Gaia!”

The magic circle spreads outwards, covering the entire room as thick green roots shoot out of the ground and with speed that matches mine wrapped themselves around everyone, excluding myself, Aubrey and the Mimic in Elizabeth’s form. Alice still sat on top of my head, safe from harm. 

The vines completely entangled the humans and started…drinking is the only word that made sense of this scene. Looking back at Aubrey as I landed from my jump, I was surprised at the scale of this magic, I saw she had gone from bronze skinned to extremely pale, clutching her chest while breathing heavily. This magic must’ve taken a massive toll on her body.

Suddenly snapping her head to look at me, her free hand grasped her head as she continued speaking.

“Oh Gaia! The enemy still threatens us, ah how it terrifies me so! Grant my allies your blessing so they may vanquish our foes! Gaia’s Blessing!”

Feeling a huge surge of mana from the magic circle, two vines shoot out towards me, as another pair shoots towards the Mimic. As they latched onto my arms, I felt a rush of different types of energies enter my body, a power I’ve never felt before.




	
You have received Gaia’s Blessing!

You will receive the following for a short duration:

Increased Health Regeneration

Increased Mana Regeneration

Doubled Stats

Once Gaia’s Blessing has worn off, you will lose 50% of your Stats for two hours.









Breathing in, I felt more alive than I had before. I felt the wounds inflicted on me healing at an incredible rate as mana flowed through my body quickly. Knowing I had a short time left, I turned to William who was still entrapped in the vines.

“Aubrey! You dare! Withdraw this spell or face the consequences!”

Hearing fear in his voice for the first time I’ve met him, I took a step towards William as his head snapped to me while he struggled to free himself. 

“D-don’t! I can give you anything you need! Men, money, equipment, I can get it all fo-”

Grabbing his throat, I ignored his words. Effortlessly, I tore this pathetic man's head from his shoulders. Turning, I threw the head to the side and made my way to the other plate wearer. The armour these people wore made it difficult to do anything but grab their exposed necks, and doing the same to the woman in front of me, I saw the Mimic slash its sword, decapitating one of the three mages.

Slightly annoyed, I moved quickly to the other two and grabbed their faces, slamming them to the ground, crushing their skulls. Turning to the Mimic, I saw it face me and…sheathed its sword before rushing to me. Feeling angered at this, I stepped back and threw a Lashing Fire Kick at it. The Mimic seemed shocked for a moment and quickly reacted, raising its arms and blocking my blow.

Stepping back, the Mimic looked at me before quickly speaking. “Alisha, wait! It’s me, Elizabeth!”

Without a word, I step forward again. Since the Mimic was empowered as well, it wouldn’t be as easy to kill as the other humans. Throwing a fist towards its chest, the Mimic leapt back before yelling “Ignis protect me!”

An orb of flame sprung out from her palm, getting in between my fist and the Mimic’s chest. Exploding into pieces, the summon managed to surprisingly stop my punch. Glaring at the Mimic, I pushed my palm forward as a magic circle appeared. As I’m about to use Astral Ice Wind, a faint voice reached my ears.

“Alisha…wait!”

Turning to Aubrey, she was on her knees, bleeding heavily from her nose. She didn’t seem to care about it as she stared at the Mimic.

“W-wait. That isn’t a-a Mimic.”

Turning to Aubrey while keeping the magic circle ready, I simply respond “It is. It’s from my memories, it’s impossible for her to be here.” Turning back to the Mimic, I’m about to release my magic when Aubrey spoke again.

“She isn’t. She protected me.”

Raising an eyebrow, I turn to her. “Aubrey, this Mimic has copied my friend, someone I dearly trust. Her mana signature doesn’t match, and most importantly she’s on the other side of this world. It’s impossible. That is a Mimic.”

Keeping an eye on the Mimic, it hasn’t moved at all, it simply just stood there, smiling at me, tears running down its face. I felt pain in my heart, I wanted this to be her so badly, so so badly, but I knew better. Turning once again towards the Mimic, I heard Aubrey speak once again.

“Ask her a question, one that only you two would know. Remember, Mimics don’t take memories.”

Throwing an annoyed glare at Aubrey, I grew impatient with her. I could feel Gaia’s Blessing fading, I didn’t have time to have this back and forth. Why am I listening to Aubrey?

“In Crater Hell, your handler’s name was Gerald.”

Feeling a shock run down my very being, I lost complete focus on my spell as the magic circle disappeared. Slowly turning to face the Mimic, I felt myself get dizzy.

“In the swamps of Crater Hell, Sally, Gray, you and I were saved by Olivia while fighting a Guardian named Noodles.”

Shaking my head and stepping back, I muttered the only thing I could think. “Impossible.” I felt my guard slip as I stared in horror at the figure that is Elizabeth. As if to deliver the final blow to me, she spoke once more.

“On our first night, I saved the three of you from a monstrosity that found our little cave. Afterwards, you and I shared a drink by the pool of water.”

As if it was waiting for those words, Gaia’s Blessing ran its course as I felt a heavy weakness overcome me, as tears ran down my face. Alice flew off my head and landed on Elizabeth’s head. At that moment, I knew it was Elizabeth and not a Mimic, a question remained in my mind…how the fuck is she here.

Opening and closing my mouth, I didn’t know what to say, I was completely speechless. Before I could find the words, I heard Aubrey speak up.

“We’ll have enough time for emotional talks later. We have more problems to sort out now, you might’ve forgotten but we did just kill nine people and have two more bound and gagged. Both of you should also be feeling the backlash of my spell.”

Glancing around, I saw she was right. Both people were glaring at me in rage while struggling with their bindings. Looking back at Elizabeth, I found myself still speechless when another thought came to mind. Isn’t she the one who is bound to my soul? I haven’t been in Vale long, about five or six days, but what had happened to Elizabeth in that time?

Watching Elizabeth gently pat and play with Alice, she looked as weakened as I was and glancing at my System I knew it was due to the loss of stats. Leaving the other notifications for now, I glance at Aubrey who was digging around in a side pocket of her giant bag before pulling out three balls.

Throwing me one, she says “Inject whatever mana you have left into that ball and throw it towards the passageway.” Throwing one at Elizabeth she says “Do the same, but throw it at those two idiots.”

Without a word, we both do as Aubrey says and throw the balls. Nothing happens with my ball, but Elizabeth’s ball releases a strange mist around the bound pair as they collapse. Seeing they were still breathing, I knew they were asleep. 

Aubrey drops her ball on the ground as it dissolves and sinks into the ground as I tilt my head, wondering what happened. Looking at me, Aubrey explains. 

“These balls are Spell Orbs. They contain weak magic that need mana to activate. The one your friend used contained a basic sleeping spell while the two we used is a spell that wards off monsters under level 30. They won’t stop other adventurers from finding us though. They’ll last a few hours, so rest now.”

As I’m about to refuse, I felt a wave of sleepiness hit me heavily. Looking down, I saw a ball at my feet, light green in colour as a mist came from it. Glancing at Aubrey, I saw her nod at me as I felt myself collapse, falling asleep.

***

Stirring awake slowly, I slowly raised myself and looked around. I’m still in the room with the pile of monsters, and now humans. Squinting my eyes, I remembered that Elizabeth had appeared…somehow. Moving my groggy and heavy head, I found her next to me, fast asleep with Alice on her head. Seeing her red hair partially covering her face, I wondered how she got here.

Getting up, I felt oddly groggy. Looking around, I found Aubrey squatting over one of the humans I had killed. Turning to me, I saw a shy expression on her face as she smiled meekly at me. 

“Need help?” Walking slowly over to her while stretching, she shook her head. Squatting down next to her, I saw the body was Williams. 

“I-I’m collecting their i-identification p-plates. The G-Guild offers a small reward for b-bringing them back. I-I’m also collecting the l-loot they have.”

Sitting down next to her, I asked her a question I had on my mind. 

“Why do you seem shy then get really serious?”

Staying silent for a while, Aubrey worked on removing the armour from William's body. Getting the chest plate off, she looked at it before shaking her head and throwing it away.

Looking at me before she switches from crouching to sitting, she says “I-I’m n-not too sure how to explain it…sorry.” Looking downwards, she seemed ashamed. “It’s like a different me, but I’m still me. I-I know it sounds s-strange, but it’s b-been like this since I can r-remember.”

Recalling the times when I had to resist my monster side, I sort of knew what she meant. Looking at Aubrey I could tell she had been pushing herself ever since casting that spell. 

“Aubrey, what was that spell? I thought you had no combat abilities.”

Moving her head and resting it on her knees, she stayed silent for a minute before speaking.

“I-it’s the only spell I know. I require absolute f-focus to use it, i-it takes several minutes t-to use and completely d-drains me of all my m-mana while causing m-my mana to s-stop recovering for some t-time and a small part of m-my l-lifeforce is used. I d-don’t even know the element i-it uses, o-only that the name of the G-God is said to be the o-origin of all l-life.”

Listening to her slowly talk about this spell of hers, I found myself shocked at the cost of the spell itself as well as how long it took to use. The benefits it provided me were huge however, but the burden it gave her was too much. I understood now what Elise and Aubrey meant when saying Aubrey had no combat ability…she only knew this one spell.

“Go rest Aubrey, we can do this work later, I’ll keep an eye out. I feel rested.”

Looking at me and nodding meekly, she closed her eyes and fell asleep right there. Standing, I made my way over to the entranceway and sat down. Opening my System, I checked over all the notifications that had come up.




	
You killed William, gained 30,000xp

You killed Henry, gained 25,000xp

Gained 20,000xp

Gained 20,000xp

Gained 20,000xp

Gained 20,000xp

Gained 10,000xp

Gained 10,000xp












	
You have levelled to 27!

Gained the following Stats:

Agility: +80

Strength: +40

Intelligence: +15

Toughness: +5

You gain 10% more Stats due to Aspiring Hero, you gain the following:

Agility: +8

Strength: +4

Intelligence: +1

Toughness: +0

Health increased to 2,300.

Lunar Mana Increased to 17,000.








Seeing the amount of experience I’d earned, I managed to skip level 26. Closing my eyes, I felt my body changing. I’d experienced the feeling of levelling in passing many times, but I’ve never paid close attention to it.

Each muscle changed ever so slightly, becoming stronger and more agile. I barely felt it, but my skin felt ever so slightly tougher, even though it was barely. The weakness that had came over me because of Gaia's Blessing had faded, telling me I've slept for some time.


Feeling the grogginess and exhaustion be washed away, I sighed and looked at the last few notifications.




	Feeling your anger, Lunaria’s Fury answers your call. Your anger doubles the bonuses of Lunaria’s Fury.







Glancing at my gauntlets, I had guessed it was something like this. So the gauntlets were bound to me then? Attempting to take one of them off, it easily came off. I noticed that the moon was no longer shining, did it shine only when I was angry? Taking the gauntlets off, I stored them in my bag. I still felt weird about wearing or using anything from the Moon Goddess or anything related to Her.




	
You have overcome a life threatening ordeal. Your Race has become less restricted.

Previous: 


You gain +1 Stat rank to Intelligence and Agility.

Your Lunar Mana Talent now increases all Lunar type magic by 25%. Reduces the strength of other magic by 15%.

You gain additional strength at night, +20% to all stats during night. You will be weakened during the day, -20% to all stats during the daytime.

You have a stronger affiliation with Lunar magic.

New:

You gain +2 Stat rank to Intelligence and Agility.

You gain +1 Stat rank to Strength.

Your Lunar Mana Talent now increases all Lunar type magic by 30%. The strength of all other magic is no longer weakened.

You gain additional strength at night, +30% to all stats during night. You will be weakened during the day, -15% to all stats during the daytime.

You have a much stronger affiliation with Lunar magic.

Your unique connection to the Moon Goddess deepens. Once a year on a Full Moon you may pray to meet Her. 

Upon reaching Level 30, and every 10 Levels afterwards, you will gain an opportunity to gain knowledge of Lunar and Astral energy and magic.








“W-what the fuck?” Muttering out loud in sheer surprise, this change was unexpected. My Race has become less restricted? Looking over the two new additions, I felt myself in a state of sheer shock. I could pray to meet this Moon Goddess? How does that even work?! And I could get knowledge on my magic at Level 30?? But the System doesn’t provide knowledge like that…does it?

The other shocking part was reading that my magic other than Lunar would no longer be weakened. I had completely forgotten that my Wind and Astral magic had been weaker this entire time. The bonuses to my Lunar magic and Stats during night had improved, and I would be slightly less weakened during the day. 

Concerned, I found myself questioning why I’d received this boon. Sure, the situation had been very dire for a moment, but we managed to get through it with the assistance of Aubrey. Upon rethinking it however, I considered how it was in the moment.

I had sustained multiple injuries, exhausted my mana, Domain energy and stamina. At that time there had been five of the humans remaining and I was staring down Williams sword. If Aubrey had been a second late, or if Elizabeth hadn’t protected her for that moment, I would’ve died. The jump I had done to avoid Williams sword had taken a toll on me, and thinking it over, the situation at that moment had been extremely dire.

Shaking my head, I understood that I had been in danger of losing my life at that moment, I had been prepared for it as well. I’d rather die than become a slave again. Looking at a new notification that popped up, I saw it was an update to my Stat ranks.




	
Your Stat Ranks have been updated:

Strength: D- to D

Agility: C- to C

Intelligence: F+ to D-








Opening my Stats, I was in awe with how much they had grown.




	
Stats

Alisha, the Aspiring Hero




	Strength:
	D
	284



	Agility:
	C
	518



	Intelligence:
	D
	215



	Toughness:
	F
	88













 

Wishing my toughness would be higher, I took a moment before I moved onto the second last notification I had.




	
Alice has gained 10,000xp

Alice has gained 10,000xp

Alice has gained 10,000xp









“Is this when she used her spell?” Seeing the experience she had received, I noticed it wasn’t the same amount I had used. As I'm about to check the last notification, I felt a strange shock from somewhere close, and turning my head to where it had come from, I found Elizabeth looking towards me, she’d woken up at some point. Meeting her eyes, I could see relief in them mixed with happiness. 

As she gets up and moves towards me I wondered what to say. I’d been trying to come to terms that she’s even here in the first place. Sitting down next to me, she looks at me once again and says “I think I have some explaining to do, judging from your expression. I will say though, I barely recognized you, the stars in your eyes are certainly new.”

Unsure how to respond to her, Elizabeth pets Alice who remained on her lap while looking at me.

“Well, where to begin…”

            

    
        Chapter 64 - Tomb of Lilith, Part Four

    
    
    
    
                “After waking up, I found myself in a strange house on a bed. No one was around, but a note had been left for me. It told me that you and Olivia had been ambushed and teleported to unknown places. It left instructions about an old man who could teleport me to you.

“So I left as quickly as I could, and after a few days I arrived at the old man’s house, but I don’t remember much except for waking up after arriving at his house. He then teleported me outside of Vale.”

Raising an eyebrow as Elizabeth spoke quietly, her story didn’t add up. She should’ve been in Ithil, with Olivia’s parents around. They didn’t seem the type to just leave a note, though I hadn’t known them for long. Asking Elizabeth, she looked at me confused and shook her head.

“I don’t remember any villages, or other elves. I just woke up in a house that was…huh, where was that house.”

Looking troubled, she frowned while staring forward a bit blanky before shaking her head again. “I’m sorry, I can’t remember. Honestly everything is hazy from when I first woke up, maybe because I’m travelling while still recovering. 

“The other thing the note said is that to stop the corruption of that red mist, they used a part of your soul and bound mine to yours, using your soul's energy to stop the corruption.”

I became suspicious of those words. I do not recall that ever happening. Turning to her, I asked her if she still had the note, and handing me a crumpled piece of paper, I read it over. I found the handwriting plain and simple, but couldn’t tell who wrote it. I’d love to write like this…

Finishing the note, it matched almost exactly what Elizabeth had said, but it never mentioned arriving at Ithil. The only conclusion I could make was for her safety Olivia’s parents took Elizabeth somewhere else to be healed. Something didn’t line up though; how’d this healer the note mentions use part of my soul? I didn’t feel anything different…wait, can you feel your soul?

Handing her the note back, Elizabeth puts it away and starts talking again. “From there, I arrived outside of Vale and a few minutes later an adventurer came to get me. They took me to an office and left me in the care of a man named Jerry. He sorted me out with an identity chain and gave me money for an inn. Since I didn’t know where to go, he offered to hire a guide for me.

“When I asked him about you, he had no idea. He only said I could try my luck at the Adventurer's Guild, however since the blizzard was about to strike the Guild had closed. The guide helped me find an inn and showed me some shops, and with the 5 Silver coins I had gotten I managed to book a few days there. It’s a little inn called Mama Crow’s Inn.”

Hearing her speak, I didn’t interrupt her as she told her story. In my mind however, I was still stuck on the details of when she had first awoken. Something just didn’t sit right with me but I couldn’t tell what it was. Hearing Elizabeth speak again, she goes over in detail about what happened after the blizzard.

“Once the blizzard passed, I rushed out to the Guild as quickly as I could. I met a serious looking woman, Claire, who took me through the process of becoming an adventurer. I asked her about you but she hadn’t even heard of you. However, while showing me around the floor for Bronze adventurers, we ran into a lady called Elise.

“At first, I hadn’t intended to ask her, I had thought out of everyone in the Guild it’s likely I wouldn’t find anyone who knew you. Claire however brought up your looks and name to Elise, apparently if a Guild employee registers you then you’ll be under their care. Turns out, Elise knows you and is the one responsible for you.

“After finding out that you had arrived much earlier, Elise said you had headed to the sixth floor of this dungeon. She told me where it was and without saying anything else, I sort of rushed out to find you, ignoring Claire who tried to stop me. You know the rest from there.”

As we sat in silence, I took in what Elizabeth had said to me. Minutes passed before I asked a question. “How did you know where we were?”

“It’s odd. I’ve always felt your presence the moment I arrived outside of Vale, but it was murky, like trying to look at something far away, unable to focus on it. Once I entered the dungeon, it became clearer the more levels, or rather the closer I got to you. Once I arrived on the sixth floor, it was as clear as it could be, I just headed right towards the presence I felt, and after getting lost in the tunnels for a while, I found that crack in the wall and heard fighting.”

Remembering the image I saw when she had entered, she had her sword drawn while staring at me in relief and worry. Pursuing my lips, I still didn’t know how to act, I had never expected for Elizabeth to arrive. Feeling an arm wrap around my shoulders, I see Elizabeth looking at me, with a faint smile.

“You’ve had it rough, right? I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you. It’s good that you’re safe.” 

Leaning against Elizabeth, I sighed and shook my head.

“Why are you apologising? I went and foolishly got myself teleported here, now I can’t see Sally or Gray anytime soon, and I have no idea where Olivia is. Did you know, Elizabeth? It’ll take us nearly twelve years to get back to them. We can’t just return tomorrow. And not only that…”

I continue venting all my frustrations to her. Everything about my lack of knowledge, the Church, my frustrations about not knowing how the System worked. At first it was a trickle, but soon I was nearly yelling, getting frustrated with my situation. Elizabeth only sat there and listened to me. After talking for so long, I felt my throat had gotten dry, and unknowingly I had been crying at some point. 

A few moments followed as we sat in silence once again. Elizabeth pats my shoulder after some time and says “Well, I’m just happy you’re safe, Alisha. And you too, Alice.” Patting Alice on her lap, I smiled. “At the very least, you won’t be alone here anymore.”

Hearing her words, I felt tears well up once more. She’d cared more about the three of us more than herself since Crater Hell and she still does. Hearing shuffling coming from the doorway, I jump up and get on guard as Elizabeth does the same.

Entering the room is a bald, middle aged man with a Silver plate around his necklace. Looking at us both with some surprise, his eyes shift to the behind us while raising an eyebrow. Focusing on something, he spoke up with a husky voice.

“Aubrey, whatcha doin’? Room filled with corpses, a field day for ya, huh?”

While keeping my guard up, I listened out behind me as a voice spoke up.

“Bloom, it’s none of your business. Take your party and leave.”

“Ey, don’t be harsh Aubrey. A story is a brewin’ here, spill the beans”

Gathering mana into my fist and readying a Star Dust fist, the bald man named Bloom looked at me before laughing. 

“Good! If yer roughin’ for a fight, I don’t mind.”



Hearing a sigh from behind me, I heard Aubrey speak. “Alisha, drop it. This idiot will fight anything that moves. Just ignore him and he’ll go away.”

Laughing once again while I dispelled my magic, Bloom turned his head.

“OI, TURN BACK. IT’S A SLAUGHTER ROOM, AUBREY GOT FIRST RIGHTS.”

A mix of voices sound out behind him as he turns back to me. Grinning, he says “Find me in the Guild if yer looking for a beatin’ sweetheart.” Turning, he left with those words. Wondering what that was all about, I turned to see Aubrey with her serious face, watching the entranceway before looking towards me.

“Alright, let's get to it. You two, loot the corpses and take anything of value and bring it over to me. If it’s worth anything I’ll store it, otherwise we’ll throw it. I’ll loot the monsters here then we’ll decide on what to do with those two.” Pointing her thumb behind her, I saw the two gagged people had awoken at some point and were staring daggers at me.

“Oh, and make sure to collect their adventurer plates.” Upon saying this, Aubrey turned to the pile of monsters and started working away. Looking at her bag, I wondered how she managed to fit all of it in. Making a mental note to ask her later, I got to work stripping the armour and plates off the corpses around us.

After we worked quietly for an hour, we had finished. Out of the armour that we had grabbed, half of it had been thrown away while Aubrey put the rest away. Before I could ask, Elizabeth asked her how she managed to store so much.

Looking at Elizabeth and then myself, she said in a rather serious tone “It’s a dimensional bag…do you two not know what they are?”

Elizabeth and I shake our heads at the same time as Aubrey sighed. “It’s a rather common drop from one of the dungeons in Vale. This bag can hold about a cupboard’s worth of stuff before I can’t fit anything else in. This one is quite rare, about 3 Gold coins all up. The common drops usually give you double the size of your bag, Alisha. Those go for about 1 Gold coin.”

Intrigued about how it worked, I wanted to get one myself. It would certainly help with carrying all these potions and rations around. Dropping my bag before fighting helps, but lugging it around certainly was a chore.

As Aubrey stores the last of the items we’ve collected, she clapped her hands. “Right, all done. Now then, only one more problem left.”

Looking towards the bound and gagged people, I made a suggestion. “We could kill them, after all, their friend led us into a trap to have us killed or enslaved.”

Shaking her head, Aubrey says “I agree on killing Henry, he deserved it, however we don’t know anything about those two, I’ve never seen them either.” Pausing for a moment, she nods before continuing “We’ll take their loot and let them walk. They have bigger problems, those slave collars are still active, meaning William wasn’t the owner of the collars, someone else is.”

“Why take their loot, if you don’t mind me asking? I’m still new to all of this.” Glancing over her shoulder and looking at Elizabeth, Aubrey answered her.

“Simple. We saved them and their idiot friend ensured we would receive all their loot for doing so. They only have him to blame for promising that to us.”

Looking at Aubrey in surprise, I found I liked the serious side to her quite a bit. Following her up to the gagged and bound pair, she crouches in front of the female and pulls out the gag. Her eyes never left me as she continued staring daggers at me.

“You’re dead, bitch.” As I shrug at her words, Aubrey kneels in front of her.

“We can leave you here if you want. Your magic and strength is sealed and you’re injured. You’re in no position to threaten anyone.”

Looking conflicted, the woman glares at me again and says “Fine. What do you want from me?”

“A contract by the System, swearing that you will not attempt to harm us while in the Tomb of Lilith and all of your loot.” Letting Aubrey take the lead, when she brought up the contract I felt surprised. I remember Anita had done a contract back in Zalus.

Glaring at Aubrey this time, the woman spoke up. “You have no idea who I am, do you, monster. Fine. I, Bridget von Firebrand hereby declare on the System that I will not harm any of you three while we are within the Tomb of Lilith.”

Seeing a notification come up, the System registered the contract. Just like Anita, the System said her punishment would be death. Accepting it, I saw Aubrey nod with satisfaction before pulling the gag out of the male. Looking conflicted while staring at me with daggers in his eyes, he made the same contract and I learnt his name was Richard von Firebrand.

Once done, Aubrey pulled out a strange key and moved behind the two and with a clunk, their shackles had been removed. Both standing, they continued to stare at me deeply while I met their eyes. I wasn’t afraid of them, and seeing that they both were Bronze grade I knew they were of similar levels to me. Dropping their bags, they left the room through the entranceway.

“Hmph, rich kids.” Tilting my head at Aubrey’s comment while turning to her, she waved her hand and went “You’ll see those types everywhere. Don’t fear, if they dare try and trouble you their families will be executed. Remember, if you’re killed in here it is a decree that you can not seek out revenge outside of the dungeon.

“It’s also why I favour dealing with rich kids like those two, they just repeat my words, not knowing that by swearing not to attack us within the Tomb of Lilith it doesn’t mean until they leave and come back in, it means whenever we’re in here with them.”

Blinking in surprise, I realised that they never said when the contract would end. Looking at this young girl with antlers coming from her head, I knew she’d purposefully set them up. Sighing once again, Aubrey turns to us and says “Alright, once we have sorted out the loot here, we’ll leave.”

Frowning slightly, I’m about to disagree with going back before I stop myself. She’d said not to refuse her words about leaving, and there must’ve been a reason for her wanting to leave. As if waiting for me to respond to her, I simply nod.

“Oh? Well, I expected some resistance. It’s good you know when to listen to me. I’ll explain why we’re withdrawing, make sure to remember these reasons, when you come back here it’ll be vital information.

“First of all, we just massacred nine people. Don’t get me wrong, all nine deserved it. I admit I was a bit shocked when you killed Henry, though that is more how decisive you were about it. I do agree he deserved to die for leading us into this mess, so good work. The massacre does raise a problem for us because we’re all exhausted, even if you have a level refresh our state of mind will still be exhausted.

“Second reason. We have a lot of loot. I barely have any space left as it is. Thankfully I have a dimensional bag so we’re not just wandering around with everything on display, but we can’t just leave monster corpses unlooted. We have a lot of very valuable loot as well.

“Last reason. Her.” Pointing at Elizabeth, Aubrey had an angry look on her face. “I don’t care for the reason, but being a Level 20 on Floor 6 is an invitation to an early grave. I don’t care for the reason either. We can’t walk around with a weak link like her, it leaves us vulnerable. While you’re much stronger than I had thought you to be Alisha, the monsters here will be attracted to such a weakling.”

Hearing her reasoning, I found I couldn’t really refute it. While my body was in fantastic shape and I could keep going, mentally I was drained. Everything that had happened today had left me with too much on my mind. And she was completely right about Elizabeth, and while I trusted her skills as a fighter, she had been seriously injured fighting the enslavers earlier.

Looking towards Elizabeth, she simply giggles while smiling at me. “Well, she’s got me there. Still, this is all exciting to me.” 

Looking at Aubrey, she nodded. “At least you understand. Now, let's get out of here, I want a bath.” Agreeing with her, I took Alice from Elizabeth’s head and cradled her as we moved towards the entranceway while making our way back.

***

Arriving back at the first floor, I felt exhausted. Not physically but most certainly mentally. While trying to leave the sixth floor, we ran into two more Mimics, a pack of Red Slimes and a Skeleton Warrior. I knew why Aubrey wanted to leave now, even though I was physically fine I still wanted to just go back to the inn and relax.

We walk in silence down the passageway. I had a lot I wanted to talk to Elizabeth about, however it would have to wait till we weren’t in a dungeon. Seeing the exit just ahead, I sighed in relief as Aubrey did the same. Elizabeth had been quiet throughout the trip, seemingly taking in her surroundings while also watching me fight. She hadn’t said anything about it yet.

As we near the exit, I started thinking of what we should do next, but I simply felt too tired to think that much. Sighing as we stepped through the exit, we arrived back in the lobby and waiting for us there was Elise and an unfamiliar woman, who was staring angrily at Elizabeth.

            

    
        Chapter 65 - Loot Turn In

    
    
    
    
                Seeing the unfamiliar woman angrily stomp over to Elizabeth, I reacted by placing my palm up, ready to use Astral Ice Wind. As the magic circle forms, I felt a hand on my arm and tracing it down I saw Aubrey shaking her head at me.

“That’s Claire, a Guild attendant. It’s okay.”

Looking at the woman who now stood before a nervous looking Elizabeth, I slowly lowered my hand. Watching as Claire grabs Elizabeth's arm, I watch as she drags Elizabeth away, towards a corner of the lobby. Watching nervously, I heard Elise near us.

“Oh my. Claire is very protective of her adventurers. She also gets very angry if they rush off into a dangerous situation. Well, at least she found you two. Now, let's go get dinner, you have to tell me everything that happened.”

“As long as it’s at the Guild. I want to go bathe and sleep.” Saying this, Aubrey stretches as I hear a shout from Claire.

“YOU WENT TO THE SIXTH FLOOR?!”

“Ah, that…that’ll take a while. We should go to the Guild first. And don’t worry, Claire will drag her there once she’s done here.” Smiling towards me, Elise makes a gesture to follow her. Following behind, I felt the fatigue setting in as well. 

“We’ll get your loot sorted first. Since I forgot to mention it before, I went ahead and found a few requests for materials from the sixth and seventh floor, and judging from Alisha’s level you guys must’ve had great success on the seventh floor.” Speaking while leading Aubrey and I, Elise sounded oddly proud and turned to smile at me before facing forward again.

“Actually…we never got to the seventh floor.” Speaking with a bit of shyness in her voice, Aubrey’s expression turned slightly meek. “W-we had to l-leave for a reason w-we’ll discuss with you.”

Perhaps picking up the serious tone in Aubrey’s voice, Elise simply looked towards us and nodded. We walk back to the Guild in silence, and upon entering, we go to a side room on the ground floor. Sitting at the table, Elise excuses herself for a moment and leaves before returning with another Guild attendant.

“Alisha, when you return from a dungeon or expedition, we’ll be able to take any loot that you have and buy it from you. I can not do it for you, since I am technically your teaching attendant. That is why I’ve brought Marcus here, and he’ll be able to do it for you.”

Looking at the middle aged man with white hair, he offered a bow. Placing her bag on the ground, Aubrey starts handing him the loot we obtained within the dungeon, including the armour and adventurer platers. At first Elise seemed calm, but became rather shocked then concerned.

Taking it in stride, Marcus pulled out a notepad and started writing something down and organising the loot. After several minutes, everything had been checked by Marcus who seemed very excited.

“Alright, all of the materials come to 8 Gold coins. The armour and weapons I can do for 5 Gold coins, I would usually do 7 Gold coins however there is wear and tear and some damage to them. A few pieces have dents in them, something like a Golem must’ve wacked them good.”

Looking away with a bit of guilt at these words, I felt Elise stare at me before I quickly turned to face her with a slight blush, distracting myself by patting Alice who sat on my lap. Marcus continued speaking.

“The monster cores come to a total of 7 Gold coins, though I suppose you wish to keep half of them?” Aubrey nods to his question as he says “Alright, 3 Gold coins and 50 Silvers. Now, the adventurer plates…eight Silver plates and one Bronze. Sigh, too many dead…” Shaking his head with some sadness, he looks back at us “2 Gold coins and 50 silvers as a reward for bringing them back to us, thank you.”

Seeing Aubrey shrug, I wasn’t sure how to react and simply nodded instead. “Now, altogether that’ll be 26 Gold coins, a very rich exploration. As for the Guild's share for processing all of it…I would normally take 6 Gold coins, but this time since we have a newbie here, I’ll do 4 Gold coins instead, so you’ll receive 22 Gold coins all up. 11 Gold coins each.”

Putting all the loot into a small bag, one of those dimensional bags that seemed to have a lot of room, he pulled out another pouch and handed Aubrey and I 11 Gold coins each. Looking at the Gold coins, I wondered how many nights I could stay at the inn.

Handing a pouch with half the monster cores we received back to Aubrey she accepts it and puts it away. Bowing to us once, Marcus left the room as Elise sat down, resting her chin on one hand.

“Alright, fess up. What happened.”

Knowing Aubrey had become her shy self, I started explaining our exploration into the Tomb of Lilith, and the events that unfolded there.

***

Leaning her head back, Elise stared at the ceiling as I finished retelling my story, tapping the table. After a few minutes passed, she looked back at me and said “Well done. In your position, I may not have killed Henry. In saying that, I do not blame you for doing so. He knowingly led you into a trap, something that is a crime outside of the dungeons. We have two problems now though.”

Sitting up properly, she looked at us seriously. “First of all, these enslavers you killed. They were under the level threshold for Silver Grade, yet they were all Silver, none of them Bronze Grade. It’s highly likely that someone within the Guild is responsible for it, and not just a lowly attendant either. We can not rule out the possibility of it being a powerful family, after all you said the slave collars did not deactivate upon the deaths of the enslavers. You two need to be careful next time you go in, I’ll investigate on my side as well as inform the Guild master.

Now the second problem is you’ve pissed off the Firebrand family. Now, they’re not exactly powerful, about middle rank I’d say, but that’s enough. They’ll attempt to hunt you two down and your friend as well. Thankfully Alisha you have that hood. I’ll arrange something similar for Aubrey and Elizabeth as well.”

Shrugging at this news, I didn’t mind. I already had assassins from the Church after me, having more people come after me didn’t really affect me.

“Now, I have some advice for you, Alisha. Move from the inn. You need lodgings to call your own, and while I’m sure Floof will offer you some protection, he’d be limited in protecting you from the shadows. Plus, you don’t want to rely on strangers to keep you safe, right?”

Pursing my lips, I nod at her words. “H-how much would my own house cost?”

“Well, if you’re planning to settle down and work your way to Black grade, it’ll be best to get something small for now and work your way up. You also need something that offers you protection. A plot of land in an area with good security will set you back about 20 Gold, not to mention the cost of living either. Ideally, you’ll want 30 Gold. 

“Don’t think it’ll be as easy as today to get that much money though, you guys got very lucky with your trip in, usually adventurers get about 10 Gold coins upon coming from a dungeon, you guys got this much due to running into that ambush. Work hard from here and you’ll get a place in no time. You have Elizabeth now, get her some levels and head back to the seventh floor as soon as you can.”

Thanking Elise for her advice, I knew she had my best interests in mind. I should have another seven or eight days left at the Lily Pond Inn, and I could get more days with the coins I had now. Just as I store the coins away, the door opens, revealing Claire who was dragging Elizabeth behind her.

“This is where you are. Good. I’ll leave this idiot with you, I need to help another one of my clients.”

Quickly turning and leaving, Claire slammed the door behind her with a bit of force. Giggling, Elise mutters “As caring as ever.” Turning back to us, Elise smiles. “Right, dinner first and foremost. Those rations you eat in the dungeon must be as disgusting as ever.”

Feeling my lips twitch, she hit the nail on the head. The rations were filling…and flavourless. Looking forward to a good meal, we follow Elise who had a rather mischievous smile.

***

While we walked down a snowy road, Elise looked over her shoulder at Elizabeth. “First of all, let's head to Mama Crow’s Inn so Elizabeth here can get her belongings and check out, then we’ll head to my favourite restaurant. Of course, if you want to stay at that inn, we can just head to dinner now.”

Shaking her head, Elizabeth told Elise she wanted to check out of the inn first. Glancing at her, I had to admit I still felt strange seeing her here suddenly. It wasn’t that I still thought she was a Mimic, but it felt strange to have someone from Crater Hell with me here. 

We arrived in front of a building with a sign that read Mama Crow’s Inn, and after going in for a few minutes, Elizabeth walked out with a simple bag. Saying she was done, we once again follow behind Elise. Making small talk while we walk down the streets, I started finding the streets around me become familiar, and it wasn’t long before I realised our destination.

Standing outside the familiar Lily Pond Inn, I looked toward Elise who winked at me. “I come here every so often. The food they serve is quite good.” Moving into the building as we keep up with her, she approaches the desk where Lenny stood.

“Table for four, thanks.”

Lenny leads us to a table, the dining hall wasn’t too busy, about half full. Showing us to a table with four chairs, Lenny bows before leaving. Elise smiles and says “I’ll cover the costs for tonight, take it as a small reward for returning to me safely.”

As we organised what we wanted to order, Jessica came to our table to take our order. After taking everyones order and payment, she glances at me and nods. Not sure what she means, before I could ask she left.

While waiting for our food, Elise turns to Elizabeth. “So Elizabeth, are you also from Crater Hell?”

“How’d you know that?” Responding in surprise, Elizabeth turns to me for a moment before looking back at Elise. “I am. How I ended up here is…strange.”

Giggling, Elise turns to me. “So a friend from Crater Hell joins you, you must be happy to not be alone anymore.” Scratching my ear with a bit of embarrassment, I simply nod.

“Well, I do hope you both can return sooner rather than later. Aubrey, how about you form a party with them? I’m sure they can help you more than I can, and it’s better than having to find a party every day.”

Tilting my head slightly, I wondered what we could help Aubrey with as she spoke. “I-I’ll think about i-it.”

“Mm, that’s good. So Alisha, have you decided what you’re going to do? Will you stick around until you’re Black Grade, or will you get stronger and head out?”

Hearing this question, I already knew what I wanted to do, but I knew I couldn’t just do that, I needed to get stronger to face the worries of this world.

“I decided to remain here until either I’m Black Grade or find an opportunity to return home. After all, Sally and Grey are still there…” And I needed to find Olivia.

“Remember, if you need any help, seek me out. Sometimes I might not be available since I do have others under me, but I’ll always try and get to you. Elizabeth, even though Claire is scary, she is very caring. She’ll go above and beyond to ensure you get assistance.”

As we both nod, we continue until our food arrives, and after eating our fill, we make plans on entering the Tomb of Lilith once more. Elise suggested getting Elizabeth up to our levels first then making our way towards the seventh floor, and keep going until we conquer the Guardian on the tenth floor. After some more small talk, Elise and Aubrey leave together, while Elizabeth and I find Floof.

“Ah, young fox, you’ve brought a friend. Do you wish to have an extra bed in your room, or pay for a new room?”

Before I could speak, Elizabeth spoke up. “An extra bed please.” Floof nods and calls out to Lenny, who asks us to wait a moment. 

“Oh, young fox. If you’re not doing anything tomorrow, Gordon has been begging me to bring you to the kitchen to help out. I’ll pay you 2 Silver for everyday you help out if you wish to help Gordon.”

Thinking it over, I did want to practise more cooking while I had the chance, and accepting Floof’s offer, he smiles.

“Very well. Whenever you’re free, just let Jessica or I know and we’ll lead you to the kitchen. When you do leave and move into your own place, you’re more than welcome to come by. I believe the practise

will help immensely with your new Subclass.”

Nodding to those words, I see Lenny arrive back at the counter. Letting us know a new bed had been placed down, we bid farewell to Floof as we headed upstairs. Entering the room, Elizabeth lays on the newly placed bed as I head into the bath. Making sure my hair and body had all the blood washed out, I get out and refill the bath for Elizabeth, getting dressed into the dress that Flannery had given me. After taking her bath, Elizabeth wore the same clothing as before. Making a mental note to take her shopping, I sit on my bed, but before I could start talking, Elizabeth fell asleep.


Shaking my head and smiling, I put Alice down next to the pillow as I too laid down while looking out the window. It was a half moon out tonight, and I started to consider if I should try and meet this so-called Moon Goddess. While wrapped up in those thoughts, I dozed off into a peaceful sleep.


            

    
        Chapter 66 - New Request

    
    
    
    
                Waking, I look out the window and see snow slowly falling. Stretching sleepily, I glance at Elizabeth’s bed and notice she’s still sleeping. It’s still dark out, but the light from the sun was starting to come out…as much as it could with the heavy clouds in the sky.

Getting up, I quickly changed into the clothing that the inn previously provided me. Once I have it on, I leave Alice with Elizabeth and head downstairs to help Gordon out.

Spending my morning learning more recipes and assisting with the breakfast rush, we got through everything smoothly. Spending some time making myself and Elizabeth breakfast, I head back to the room with a cart, and upon opening the door, I found Elizabeth had awoken at some point.

“You look like quite the worker in that dress.” Smiling at her comment, I put the food on the table before we start eating. Once done, Elizabeth cleared the table of plates before sitting down.

“So, we need to talk.” Saying this as she sits down once again, she looks towards me with a serious expression on her face while I’m grooming Alice. Looking up at her, she starts speaking.

“What has happened since you arrived here, Alisha? I was shocked when I saw it, but you’re already level 27. You must’ve done a lot this week, so spill, what happened?”

Starting from the beginning, I explained everything from the time we were ambushed by the elves up to when Elizabeth found us. After I finished explaining, she sat there, tapping her foot while thinking as I finished cleaning Alice. 

“You said it before, but thirteen years…and the quickest route is ten years but more dangerous. Becoming Black Grade on the other hand takes an unknown amount of time, could be five years, could be the rest of our lives…not to mention, these Church of the Moon Goddess people sound dangerous.”

Taking some time to think over what I told her, Elizabeth finally looked back at me. “I said in the past that I’m here for you three and that stands true now. I’ll follow your lead, Alisha. My only thought on this matter is that we should find out from Elise or Claire about this Black Grade and find out what the requirements are.”

Agreeing with her on the suggestion, we discussed what to do for the day. Starting by going to the Guild, I planned to take her to Northern Hawks store before looking to head to the Academy. We both agreed one thing we lacked about the world we were in was knowledge. I had only learned the name of the world to be Draken from Elise, but yet knew very little about it.

Getting dressed into my adventurer clothing and putting on my hood, I decided to keep Lunaria’s Fury with me. Even though I wished to swear off all things that were “blessed” by this Moon Goddess, I could not deny the strength they gave me, and in a time where I may be hunted, I decided to use whatever advantage I could get my hands on. I planned on replacing it with something similar in the near future.

After learning that Elise wasn’t available, Elizabeth found Claire while I made my way through the crowded building to the request board to see if I could find anything. Unlike when I had first seen it, the request board was filled to the brim with notes. Feeling my eyes glaze over by the sheer amount that was listed, I decided to look at some random ones around.

Finding a request, it was a request for help cooking food for something called an orphanage. They didn’t offer any coins as a reward, but instead offered an item called “Key to the Trial of Might.” Unsure of what the reward was, I decided to take it as it could help me learn more recipes and improve my cooking. 

The request was set to be done throughout tonight, so I decided to hire a guide as Elise had suggested to show me to this orphanage and to the Academy. Pondering, I decided to bring Elizabeth along, she might be able to get Apprentice Chef as a Subclass too. Turning the note over once it was my turn to the attendant, they handed me a familiar wooden token. I wonder how they could tell the difference between them.

Heading back down, I spot Elizabeth talking with Claire, and making my way towards them, Claire looks at me and looks at the token in my hand, nodding her head in approval.

“Good. Always make sure to keep yourself busy with requests. Right, you want to know how to reach Black Grade? There is no secret to it, get stronger and pass the Guild’s tests. Elizabeth, you have good potential with your Summoning magic, and your friend here is far stronger than the average Bronze Grade. 

“Black Grade isn’t something simple to achieve, you have to work for it. Once you’ve reached Ruby Grade and A Rank, you’ll be given a mission by the Guild, and if you pass you’ll be officially Black Grade. Always remember to never become overconfident in yourselves, regardless of how strong you are, it’s the trap the majority of adventurers fall into, thinking they’re strong enough and wasting away.”

She continues speaking about what it means to be an adventurer, and while I absorbed some of it a lot of it went through one ear to another, most of it was about ensuring our safety, how to act as adventurers outside of the Guild and so on. After talking for nearly thirty minutes, she nodded in approval. I had somehow listened to all of it, but found it oddly difficult. 

Asking her about a guide, Claire handed me a map and told me to head there, where I could find a building that handled various services such as guides. Thanking her, Claire waved us off as she headed towards another adventurer with an angry look. Feeling a chill down my spine from that look, Elizabeth and I headed out and went to Northern Hawks. 

After spending some time finding some clothing for Elizabeth, we outfitted her with similar adventurer clothing to me. There weren’t any weapons here however, so after making sure we have two sets of adventurer clothing and some casual clothes for Elizabeth, we headed to the building that Claire had shared with us.

As we made our way through the crowded streets, I noticed how busy this city truly is. There were people meeting at cafes or restaurants, and people moving through the streets. I wondered what all these people did, I knew everyone wasn’t simply an adventurer, I became curious as to what everyone did, especially those that didn’t fight or level.

Arriving in front of a small building, it was a simple wooden house with people coming in and out. There weren’t any signs to show what the building was called, so we decided to simply head in. Inside lay a beautiful lobby, plants and flowers in pots around the room, a counter next to the door we entered and a fireplace in the middle of the room. The middle aged lady behind the counter greeted us.

“Welcome to Vale’s Guides and Services. Are you looking to hire a guide today?”

Nodding, I told her about our plans to visit the building called an orphanage and the Academy. Asking me the details of the orphanage, I recalled the name and told her it was called The Orphanage of the Blade. I found the name strange, but the lady nodded and asked us to wait. Finding somewhere to sit, Elizabeth and I waited while making small talk.

After waiting for about twenty minutes a middle aged man came out and greeted us. He was very well dressed, with Elizabeth whispering he looked like a butler. I wasn’t sure of what a butler was so I just nodded to her comment. After discussing where we planned to go, we paid 10 Silver coins and he led us out of the building. 

As he guides us along the path, I start noticing the conditions around us change, at first it was slight, but became very noticeable quickly. Houses went from looking vastly well built to looking like they were about to collapse. Looking around, I noticed we were not far from the wall of Vale as the conditions of the buildings became worse. 

Soon, we arrived in front of a giant building, the scent of rotting wood filled the air, and the building itself was badly damaged. Windows shattered, some had no glass except for jagged shards around the frame. The door seemed too big for the frame, with a crack running along the outside. There were smells coming from the place that made my stomach turn slightly, but I managed to tune them out.

“This is The Orphanage of the Blade. One of few here in the slums, they take in children who’ve lost their parents due to various reasons. The most common reason is due to the child’s parents losing their lives doing work as an Adventurer. Many attempt to support their families by living the life of an adventurer, however their ignorance of the dangers leads to their deaths for most.”

Hearing the words of the guide, I didn’t understand why these children needed to be cared for. Elizabeth on the other hand looked quite saddened. Looking at the surroundings of the building, the fence was poorly built, broken in several places and the gate hung on one hinge. Where there should be a garden was barren ground, covered in a thin layer of snow, like it had been recently cleared.

“Well then, now you know the way here, would you like to continue to the Academy?”

Turning to Elizabeth, she still looked at the building with a bit of sadness in her eyes. Turning back to our guide, I nod as he walks back from where we came from. Turning back to the orphanage as we walked, the state of the building reminded me of how Crater was for the buildings in the slums. Were the children that stayed there in the same position we were in Crater?

Thinking of asking when we came back at night as per the request, we continued down the streets as our guide started talking about the Academy. 

“There are many branches of the Academy here in Vale, I will guide you to the closest. All branches have the same focus, though some offer different courses or more advanced classes. They focus on teaching various subjects, such as writing, spellcasting, basic knowledge and more. If you’re new to Vale or to mixing in with society, it is always a good idea to attend some of their classes.

“For adventurers such as yourself, I would recommend taking certain courses that you require over attending a semester of classes, as you would not have the time to do adventuring and attending classes. By selecting certain classes to attend, you can attend them when you have time, or hire someone to teach you independently. It’s all down to how you wish to learn.”

Unsure on what a semester was, I asked him and it turned out the Academy would schedule classes for almost everyday to attend, something I did not wish to do. We arrived in a large courtyard, in the middle of it is a large statue of a person, behind it is a one story building, and to the sides of the courtyard are buildings that were two or three stories tall.

“This is the Academy. The statue is of the first Headmaster, the founder of the Academy and a member of the Legendary Hero Party, Oswald Valentine.”

Hearing the guide mention the Hero Party reminded me of the System telling us of the aftermath of Zalus. Remembering my time there made me feel a bit depressed as the guide continued speaking.

“The building behind the statue is the administration office, they will be able to assist you in enrolling in courses. I highly recommend requesting information on their courses, they will provide you with a booklet that describes the courses in detail, then come back and enrol in those you wish to partake in.

“Did you wish for me to guide you anywhere else?”

Shaking my head, Elizabeth mimicked me. The guide bid us farewell as we walked towards the building he had pointed out. Upon opening the door and entering, the air was instantly warm even though there were no fireplaces around. Looking around, it resembled the room that we hired the guide from, however the desk was not near the door but instead at the back. There were a handful of people in the room, some sitting while others were talking to people at the desk. One of the attendants beckons to us so we make our way to her.

“Welcome to the Academy, my name is Melinda. Are you here to enrol?” A rather elderly woman, Melinda had blonde hair with some white streaks in it and soft green eyes.

Smiling at her, I spoke. “We’re here to get information on courses.”

“Of course dear. We offer many courses, for an evolved monster such as yourself we also have special programs to introduce you to society that include finding work and learning skills such as writing. I can see you have an adventurer’s plate, though I do recommend looking for regular work as well.”

Handing myself and Elizabeth a thin booklet, she smiles and continues speaking. “I do recommend taking select courses so as to not interrupt your adventurer work. While you can enter into a semester, the amount of work will have an effect on your adventuring as well. The booklet also mentions the cost of the courses, and just doing select courses will allow you to attend them whenever you have time.”

Not sure on how it works, I asked her how we could attend whenever. She explained that the Academy ran courses of all levels everyday, and even if they only taught one or two students in those classes they would still run them.

Thanking her, Elizabeth and I left while putting the booklets away, planning to look over them later. Discussing our next plans, it was approaching the afternoon as we decided to head back to the orphanage.

“We should see if there is anything we can do to help them out.” Speaking up, Elizabeth suggested something I didn’t expect. Seeing my confusion, she smiles and says “Their situation is similar to Crater and the children there. No parents and living in conditions below that of others. I doubt they are forced to work as slaves which is good, but we should help them out now we have the chance.”

Thinking of my time in Crater as a slave gave me a bitter taste in my mouth. Perhaps it would be good to help others in a position, however I didn’t really feel like it. I wasn’t sure if that’s normal to feel, and explaining so to Elizabeth she shrugs.

“The choice is yours of course and I will follow you regardless of what choice you make. I understand if you don’t wish to of course, but how about we do the request and see how you are afterwards? Perhaps spending time with those children will help you understand their plight.”

Understanding what Elizabeth was saying, I had planned to just do the request, but perhaps learning about those children would help me understand the troubles of the Hybrids in Crater Hell. Plus, it seemed Elizabeth wanted to help them out, and since she wished to do something I would go with her, since she has helped me so much.

As we started walking in the direction of the orphanage, my thoughts turned to Sally and Gray. Even now I hoped to see them soon, though I knew deep down it would be some time before I could meet with them again. 

            

    
        Chapter 67 - Monster Tide

    
    
    
    
                As we walked down the numerous busy streets, the sky slowly darkened. Looking at the sky, I realised I had not really taken the time to appreciate that the daylight lasted a lot longer than in Crater Hell. It did make me weaker for longer periods of time, ignoring that I did find the extra daytime rather pleasant. The sky still had heavy clouds hanging in the sky, though they did tend to slowly dissipate during the night.

“Alisha, I have just noticed, but aren’t you cold? You’re only wearing thin clothing.”

Smiling at her question, I answered Elizabeth as we walked about Astral Ice and my cold resistance. As she listens, she taps her chin while nodding along.

“Astral Ice magic sounds like regular Ice magic. What’s the difference?”

Not sure on how to respond to her as I wasn’t sure, I told her how the energy worked while she looked rather confused. After I finished explaining, she shook her head. “I have no idea what you just talked about, but I guess it’s rather complicated compared to Ice magic?”


Shrugging my shoulders, I pet Alice who has recently gotten a bit…grumpy today. She kept biting at my hands while refusing to eat the food I bought along with me. In fact, I had become a bit worried, it’s been a few hours since she last ate, she’d been refusing anything I have her. Usually she’d be more than happy to eat whatever I gave her.

Looking at Alice with worry, she seemingly ignored me, but she didn’t leave my side either. Cuddling her up in my hands, I decided to ask Elise after the request was done to see if she knew why Alice wasn’t eating. The book on Dark Raven’s never mentioned them becoming grumpy like this, it made me concerned.

Something that had come to my mind was all the talk about evolved monsters, I don’t know how monsters evolved to become humanoids, I just knew they existed. Hybrid’s like myself were human and monster from the moment of our birth, but evolved monsters were monsters upon their birth, and from what I understood gained a human form later, how did that happen? Could it happen with Alice? Maybe I should ask Aubrey.

Shaking my head, I realised I had all these questions I wanted to ask others. I really should attend the Academy to learn more about this word. Tapping my shoulder, Elizabeth asks me a question.

“We should go to the shops first, Alisha. I have a feeling those children and those who look after them don’t have much food to begin with. I know it’s your decision to do so, but I think we should get some fresh food and ingredients, as well as some kitchen equipment for you since they may not have everything you need. Plus a dimensional bag that lovely girl told us about.”

Thinking it over, I wondered if we should get food as Elizabeth said. The orphanage is only hiring someone experienced in cooking for a night, so they should have the food themselves right? Looking at Elizabeth, I could tell she still thought of those children and I knew she was thinking of what would be best for them. 

I decided to go along with Elizabeth’s idea for her sake. She has done a lot for me and she always insists that she’ll only even follow and help me, something I wish she wouldn’t do and only focus on herself. Currently we were walking down the street of the Guild, so I decided to head to Northern Hawk’s store once again to see if he had anything we could buy.

Entering the shop, it’s the same as usual, empty. I never understood why it’s empty. The collection of items and clothing here were fantastic, though I had yet to go to another store so maybe it wasn’t much. As we’re about to start looking around, Alice starts making a fuss, crying out while peeking my hands, hard.

“Ouch. Alice, what’s wrong? Ow, stop it Alice, why are you upset?”

“Kraa!”

I could feel frustration coming from her, but I didn’t know why. She’s staring at me then peeking my hands hard enough to leave a cut. Worry building in me, I didn’t understand why she’s acting this way. It started this morning, she’d eaten a little but then stopped and refused to eat anymore. While I’m starting to panic slightly, a hand appears in front of Alice.

In the hand laid a monster core, slightly dark in colour, the size of a pinky. Upon seeing the monster core, Alice pounced at it, grabbing it in her mouth before swallowing it whole. Crying out again, she seemed to be asking for more.

Looking at the owner of the hand, I found Northern Hawk, his eyes staring at Alice. His wings twitched slightly before he turned to look at me.

“Little fox, do you not feed your pets?” Nodding my head quickly, I explained what has been happening since this morning while Northern Hawk listened. Elizabeth stood to the side waiting for me to finish.

“Little fox, your bonded pet is a Dark Raven, right?” Telling him she was, he nodded. “She’s preparing herself for evolution. The System won’t tell you this until she starts, however if she’s recently undergone some levelling she’ll change her eating style and will only consume monster cores. That is because monster cores are the only things that contain enough energy to satisfy her.”

Hearing this response, I look down at Alice. The book never explained that this could happen, in fact it never mentioned what evolution involved. “So she’ll evolve to be like yourself?”

“No. Or rather, it’s very unlikely. Evolved monsters like myself become such at level 20. It’s rare but it can occur at level 15. Keep in mind however bonded pets are different to regular monsters. Here, buy this, it’ll explain bonded monsters much better than any other book will.”

Reaching out and taking a tome from a shelf, he handed it to me. The cover read “Study on Bonded Pets.” 

“Do you want to purchase enough monster cores to feed her for the next month?” Nodding, Northern Hawk smiled for the first time since I’ve met him. “It’ll be okay lass, this is a normal thing. I’ll get those cores together and I’ll make sure they’re aligned to Darkness magic and energy.”

Walking from us, I felt a bit confused. Northern Hawk usually seemed grumpy, but he had a bit of a smile on his face. After a few minutes he handed me a big pouch. Alice immediately tried to peek at it, however Northern Hawk handed her another crystal that she ate whole once again.

“Right, I also have an item that will assist her in evolution. It’s one of the only ones here in Vale from my knowledge since not many learn Darkness magic. It’s called the Tooth of Erebus, it’s S+ in grade and greatly assists those with Darkness magic. If she consumes it before evolving, it will benefit her greatly. I was planning to sell it for 4 Gold, but I’ll lower it to 3 Gold since it’s been sitting here for a few years.”

Thanking Northern Hawk for his help, he waves it off before asking what we have come for. Explaining we were after dimensional bags, equipment for chefs and food, he told us that while the shop had dimensional bags, we would have to go somewhere else for the other lot. He recommended a store nearby simply called “Grandma’s”, he said the store would have everything we needed.

Showing us the dimensional bags he had, they ranged from double the size of a normal bag to the size of a house! The price started at 1 Gold for the ones that were double the size of a normal bag, and the one with the size of the house was 4 Platinum. When I asked, Northern Hawk said it equaled 400 Golden Coins, causing my head to spin slightly. 

After thinking about it for a while, Elizabeth and I decided on dimensional bags that had three times the normal size of a bag, costing 2 Gold coins each and with the cost of the Tooth of Erebus and Monster Cores, it came to 7 Gold coins and 50 Silvers. However, Northern Hawk gave us a discount and lowered it to 6 Gold coins exactly. Asking him why, he gave me a fairly simple answer.

“You’ve come here three times now, little fox, and I’m in a rather happy mood today so don’t worry about the extra costs. Feel free to come here whenever you need anything.”

Thanking him, we left the store and followed the directions to Grandma’s. I fed Alice two more Monster Cores until she looked satisfied. Looking at the dimensional bag, I recalled how it worked. By putting your hand in, you could think of the item you wanted to grab and it’ll be called to your hand. It otherwise worked like a bag, where you could dig through it or tip it upside down and get everything to fall out…something Northern Hawk told us to never do.

We arrived at a small cottage-like house, a sign on the front read “Grandma’s”. Entering the cottage, it was completely different from what I’d imagine it would be. Rows of tables with knives, cutlery and all sorts of different tools, some I recognize some I don’t. Hanging on the walls are all sorts of different pots and pans, and below that are ovens of various shapes and sizes.

I had expected a counter or something, but there was nothing like that around here. Instead, there is an elderly lady with a slight hunch walking around with a walking stick. The door behind us closes as a bell rings out, gaining her attention as she looks towards us and smiles.

“My my, it’s been sometime since I’ve had customers, especially an Apprentice Chef. Come child, let me have a look at you.”

The elderly lady approached me and before I could react she already held both of my hands. Thankfully Alice had returned to my head. Looking at the lady, I saw a Ruby plate on her necklace, meaning she is, or was, a Ruby Grade adventurer. 

“Soft hands on the inside, rough on the outside. You fight with your fists, quite recklessly too. You’ve only started cooking recently, your hands are too soft!”

Muttering, she looks at me before saying “You are here for new tools, yes?” Nodding, she smiles and says “Very good. The life of a chef isn’t about just making food, but sharing your creation with others. You don’t just put food together, you are creating something that others need for survival.”

Pulling me by hand, she drags me over to a certain table. “Now dear, a Chef’s tools are their lifeline. Just buying some knives isn’t good enough, we must find the ones that suit you best, yes yes.” Grabbing a knife, she hands it to me.

“Hold this dear, like you’re about to prepare food.” Holding it as I usually did with Gordon, she shakes her head and shouts “WRONG! This knife will not do!” Snatching it from me with speed I couldn’t see, she slams it back on the table before once again dragging me. I heard giggling from Elizabeth from behind me while I was in half a mind to ask her for help.

Handing me another knife, I once again held it like asked and a similar scene played out. Soon enough, the Ruby Grade elderly lady had dragged me around the store, each time she slammed a knife down she smiled more, like she was enjoying this.

Turning to me, she asked me “Dear, are you an evolved monster or not?!” Scratching my head, I had gotten used to people assuming I was an evolved monster to the point that I no longer corrected them. Telling the elderly lady I was a Hybrid, her jaw dropped.

“Oh my. You’re a rarity even in Vale, dear. That explains why none of these suit you, I had thought you to be an evolved monster! Right, let us start over.”

Feeling my stomach drop, we once again went through more knives, but this time she thought for a bit before saying the knives were wrong. Soon, I was given another knife that felt…comfortable to hold, even though it looked the same as all the others.

“Yes, that’s much better, but still wrong.” Taking the knife from me, she hands me another. Holding it, I realised it felt almost natural to hold. “Perfect! Perfect, that is the ticket. Now, let's find the rest for you dear.”

Grabbing my hand once again, I felt a bit of fear as I am once again dragged along to other tables. After nearly thirty minutes, we had found a perfect matching set for everything. Knives of various sizes, pots, pans, utensils etc, we had found it all. Nodding in satisfaction, the elderly lady packed everything into boxes, one box had the knives, another had the utensils, and so on. Placing it all into a dimensional bag she had, she turned to me.

“Well dear, that was very exciting now wasn’t it? Well here you go.” Handing me the bag, I tilted my head with a bit of confusion. 

“How much does it cost?”

“Cost dear? Nothing, I don’t run a store. I made everything here myself, and whenever someone with potential comes through my door I will ensure they walk out with the perfect equipment.”

Not sure what to say, the elderly lady grasped my hand. “All I ask of you dear is to create wonderful food for others to enjoy. Perhaps one day you could come back and let this old lady enjoy a meal you made. Unfortunately your friend there doesn’t have any talent for cooking, otherwise today would’ve been very exciting!”

Turning to see Elizabeth’s head droop at those words, I held in a giggle myself. It was rare seeing Elizabeth saddened like that. 

Asking about food and ingredients and explaining why we required them, the elderly lady smiled and went to another room. She returned with four sacks and handed them to me.

“30 Silvers dear. The quality of everything is very good and will allow you to feed those children very well.” Handing her the coins and putting the sacks into my bag, I turned back to the elderly lady, I asked her her name while thanking her..

“Oh dear, just call me Grandma. When you find a house to call your own, come back and we’ll get the perfect oven for you.” Smiling at me, I thanked her as Elizabeth and I took our leave. 

“Well, that’s certainly an experience. Though to learn I don’t have any talent for cooking is a bit disappointing, I’m sure there-”

Before Elizabeth could continue, a sound rang out, loud and clear, cutting through the noise of the crowd, causing everyone to fall silent. It’s a sound I’ve heard before, one that caused me to feel fear. A chime of a bell.

Out of the corner of my eye, I see Elizabeth pale, and I knew my face had as well. This sound was one of the last sounds Zalus heard before it fell, was the same to happen in Vale?

A second chime sounded out as I felt my body tremble in fear. I grabbed Elizabeth's hand in fear as she looked at me, trying to smile but being unable to. However, the expected third chime didn’t ring out, instead a loud voice came from the direction of the Guild.

“Attention all Adventurers! Report immediately to the Guild! I repeat, all Adventurers! Report immediately to the Guild!”

Hearing this voice, Elizabeth and I looked at each other, with some relief in our eyes as we turned and headed towards the Guild. A massive flow of adventurers were moving into the building, a lot of them seemed excited while some had a bit of fear on their faces. Squeezing in, the ground flood had been completely cleared, no desks, tables or chairs were there.

Everyone was moving upstairs in an orderly manner, an attendant stood near the stairs yelling. “REPORT TO YOUR GRADE’S FLOOR, I REPEAT, REPORT TO YOUR GRADE’S FLOOR. FIND YOUR GUIDANCE ATTENDANT AND FOLLOW THEIR INSTRUCTIONS. I REPEAT.”

Repeating the same words, Elizabeth and I were squeezed in. Swiftly grabbing Alice from her head and holding her to my chest, we slowly moved towards the stairs, and once we arrived we went up. Getting onto the Bronze floor, most adventurer’s continued ahead of us while we continued onto the floor. Like the first floor, all the desks and shops were gone, and around the room were about twenty doors, each with a Guild employee next to it.

Quickly spotting Elise, I was about to move to her before I realised Elizabeth had to go to Claires. Giving her a firm nod, she returned it and we separated. Moving through the crowd, I arrived at the door that Elise stood near. Seeing me, she nods and hands me a slip of paper. Taking it, I see an odd magic circle on it. Gesturing for me to enter, I noticed she didn’t have her usual smile, in fact it seemed she had only just awoken.

Entering the room, it was very crowded, about sixty people were squeezed in. Finding a corner, I kept Alice safe while we waited. After several minutes more people entered, making the very little space disappear. Without time to see who was squeezing near me, I saw Elise move to the front and step onto a podium.

“Alright, I believe most of you are here. You’re all under my care here at the Guild, so if you do not recognize me you’ve somehow entered the wrong room.”

Waiting for a few seconds, Elise spoke up once again. “As you can tell by the chimes earlier, a monster tide is heading towards Vale. Some of you may have experienced these in the past, some haven’t. You all will not be involved in pushing the wave away from Vale, instead you will be responsible for patrolling the slums or the wall. 

“Your job will be to defeat any enemies around your level. If you encounter an enemy with an unknown level, DO NOT ATTEMPT TO FIGHT IT. The magic scroll provided to you is to be used, it will burn when activated with mana and alert us to the location. There will be Gold Grade adventurers who will come to deal with it, escape with your life. If you can not run, it better be a damned good reason!”

Looking around at us with a serious expression, she spoke once again. “You will all be responsible for patrolling the east and west walls, while the Silver Grades will take the south and north. The monster tide will be coming from the south, so most of our manpower will be there.

“Remember, you only have one life. Do not think you can just jump into action, a monster tide is a fearsome thing, even Demigods fear it. I want to see each and everyone of you return here alive in one piece. If you have a request near or within the slums, report to me before leaving. Now get out there and stay safe!”

As a majority of people left the room, I stayed behind. About six other people stayed behind as well and after waiting for some time while they spoke to Elise, I finally approached her. 

“Alisha, you have a request down at an orphanage in the slums, right?” Telling her that I did and where it was, she tapped a finger on her forehead for a moment. “That’s southeast of here…alright, I’ll arrange for a Silver Grade party to join you and see if Aubrey is available. Do the request, however ensure their safety as well. If you need to, defend them with your life if you see the need to do so.”

Nodding, I told her about taking Elizabeth. “That’s fine, I’ll arrange that with Claire. Wait in here, I’ll find a Silver party heading south and group them with you. Don’t worry, while it’s not common for a monster tide to come, it’s rare for them to breach the walls. Just be careful, okay?”

Leaving me with those words, Elise left the room while I waited. Sitting down on the ground, I was the only one in here with Alice on my lap. Patting her while giving her another monster core that she eagerly gobbled down, a few minutes passed until the door opened. Seeing Elizabeth enter, I smiled at her as she sat next to me. 

After about ten minutes of waiting, the door opened and four people entered, two of whom I knew. One of them was Aubrey who gave me a serious nod. The other was the man I met before in the dungeon, Bloom, behind him was a beautiful elven woman and a man with a bit of a slouch. Upon seeing me, Bloom grinned, ear to ear.

“Ay, it’s tha missy who was scrappin’ for a round.”

“Shut up, Bloom.” Aubrey throws Bloom an annoyed look before moving over and sitting besides me.

“Now now. You will have time to get along later. Alisha, this is Bloom, the elf is Amelia and the young man here is Leon. These three will go with you, however they will patrol the surrounding area. Aubrey, you’ll stay with Alisha. Any questions?”

Seeing none of us speak up, she nods. “Right, return safely. The monster tide should be dealt with fairly quickly so don’t be nervous and take your time.”

As we followed her out, my mind turned to the request. Under these circumstances I was surprised it was still going ahead, though I suppose that people must continue working since the monster tide would likely be pushed back. Taking the lead once we leave the building, we make our way towards the orphanage.

            

    
        Chapter 68 - A Cook Up

    
    
    
    
                As we exited the Guild, the street was busier than ever, people rushing towards certain directions, people in groups talking or shouting, shopkeepers set up along the street selling their produce and in some cases shopkeepers were giving their products without payment.

As we slowly moved our way towards the slums, I was leading with Elizabeth next to me and Alice in my hands. Handing her another core, something surprising happened when she ate it.




	Alice has levelled to 8!







A bit surprised at the sudden notification, I was about to turn and ask Aubrey when Bloom suddenly caught up and started walking besides me, looking me from head to toe and nodding in satisfaction.

“Hmm, yer pretty strong, ain’t ya sweetheart? Afta this job, wanna spar?”

Not really understanding what he meant, I wondered what to say before he buckled.

“Bloom, shut up.” Seeing Aubrey behind him, she’d kicked his knee. Bloom turns and looks at Aubrey in amusement.

“Ah, Aubrey sweetheart, yer know I love me a good fight, why’re you stoppin’ me.”

Shaking her head, Aubrey didn’t say anything. Bloom chuckles, throws me a wink before falling back to Amelia and Leon. Aubrey walked beside me and I spoke to her about what just happened to Alice. 

“Oh, that’s normal. I also gain experience from consuming monster core, but the amount I need depends on the level of the cores. Only monster cores that are from monsters level 30 or higher gives me enough experience to bother. You should be the same, eat a core and it’ll give you experience.”

Tilting my head slightly, I grabbed one of the cores that Elise had given me before and tossed it into my mouth. Crunching it down before swallowing, I felt a calm energy flow from my stomach and around my body. Sensing this energy as wind energy, I recalled where these cores came from, the Level 21 Gale Ants, they had used wind magic.

I knew this energy was a good thing for me. I wondered if I kept consuming these monster cores if it would help raise the tier of my Wind magic. I still wasn’t sure on how ranking magic up worked, perhaps I’d find a course at the Academy to learn more. I didn’t receive any experience and asking Aubrey she nodded.

“Must be your human side since you’re not an evolved monster. And correct, if a monster knows magic that can influence the cores and provide pure energy for that element. So those cores would have a tiny amount of pure elemental energy that can help with ranking up your magic. Though be careful, you can do damage if you consume too much.”

Looking at another core from a Gale Ant, I understood what she said. Putting the core away for later, I could hear Bloom talking quietly to the two behind us as I asked Aubrey if she’d had any problems since the dungeon.

“If you mean if I’ve been hunted by the Firebrands, then no nothing. If they tried anything they would be exiled from the city so they won’t move, so don’t concern yourself with them. You don’t need to wear that hood either.”

Stiffly smiling, I told Aubrey I wore the hood while outside for other reasons. Seemingly understanding that I wasn’t wearing it for the Firebrands, she simply left it at that as Bloom suddenly pushed up next to me once again.

“Lass, do ye mind telling me yer spells?” Asking him why he wanted to know, he said it was in case the situation turned for the worse. A bit hesitant, Aubrey said it was fine to tell him, so I explained most of my abilities to him except for the Lightning magic, since it was mostly useless.

“Cheers.” Saying that word, he moved back to Amelia and Leon and started talking in low voices. Glancing at Aubrey, she smiled softly. 

“Bloom can be an idiot when it comes to wanting to fight others, but he’s an incredible leader. He’s level 40, and keeps himself at that level on purpose. He wants to help train others before they reach the threshold for Gold Grade. He’s been sitting at Silver Grade, A+ Rank for years but refuses to take the test. I will say now, if he says to do something, do it without question. He is one of the most intelligent humans when it comes to fighting as a group.”

Pursuing my lips at her words, I nod to show I understood. Making small talk with Elizabeth and Aubrey as we made our way to the orphanage, I started hearing rumbling and flashes of light from a certain direction.

“Ah, it seems like they’ve started. Thankfully we’re not a part of that. Monster tides are terrifying.” Muttering, Aubrey looked at the location of the sounds and lights. “Remember this Alisha and Elizabeth. If there ever comes a time you see a monster tide, run. There are monsters at or above level 100 that may be in it. No one can fight them alone, it’s stupid to try.”

Hearing some pain behind her words, I remained silent as we finally arrived in front of the orphanage that we had come to before. Nighttime had only just truly fallen, the request had asked me to arrive here an hour afterwards, so we had arrived earlier than expected. 

“Ay lass, this tha spot?” Turning to Bloom, I nod. “A bit ran down ain’t she. Alright lass. We’re gonna patrol, so listen here.” Speaking clearly and seriously, Bloom looked at me. “Yer friend of yours ain’t strong enough to help, so if them there monsters come here, yer to fight. Our duty ain’t to defeat them monsters, but protect the young’uns here, righto? So use yer Lunar Barrier tha moment I call for it, ye hear?”

Nodding seriously to him, he pats me on the shoulder before ordering the other two to patrol while he does the same. 

“Nice guy isn’t he?” Turning at Elizabeth’s words, I see her watching Bloom leave with interest. Wondering what is running through her mind, I don’t give it much thought as I turn to the broken gate of the orphanage. Making our way towards the door, Aubrey knocked on the door before stepping back.

I hear quiet footsteps approach, like someone being careful with their steps as the door opens. Sticking a head out from the slightly opened door is the head of a young boy with black hair and green eyes, from their looks they seemed about six or seven years old. Gazing at us with curiosity, he blinked before disappearing with the sounds of footsteps seemingly running. 

Elizabeth giggles. “Cute kid.” Aubrey and I remained quiet as we heard heavier footsteps coming towards the door. The door swung wide open and a woman stood there at the door, with a look of surprise on her face. She had some wrinkles on her face and her body was slightly malnourished, like she hadn’t eaten anything for several days. Brushing her blonde hair out of her eyes, she keeps looking at us in surprise before suddenly changing her posture.

“S-sorry! I didn’t expect anyone to accept our request, especially during an emergency…are you here for the request?”

Smiling to her, I notice the same young boy peering at us while hugging the woman’s legs. Digging into my pocket, I showed her the wooden token from the Guild as she stared at it in amazement.

“W-well, thank you for accepting our request, please come in and don’t mind the children.”

Following her inside as she closes the door, the inside was rather cold and there wasn’t much light. The cold didn’t bother me, but I noticed Aubrey and Elizabeth shiver slightly and tighten their coats. We were in a hallway, with stairs leading up in front of us with the hallway continuing beside it. To the left and right were closed doors.

Leading us through the hallway and past the stairs, the woman told us about the request. “I forgot to introduce myself, I am Samantha, one of the carers here. The request is because one of our carers passed away a few days ago, and tonight we are celebrating one of the children being accepted into a family. Above all else, we want them to be happy and have something to celebrate as they have been sad recently.”

Patting the head of the child next to her, she smiled while the child looked back at her, some confusion in his eyes. Seeing this scene, I understood Samantha cared deeply for the child, and likely the rest that lived here. I could smell about twenty unique scents of people here, all human by the smell of things. We come to the end of the hallway as she leads us into one of the few rooms with light.

The hall we received in is a dining hall. Looking around I frowned, the walls had mould growing from the corners and were in dire need of repair since there were cracks and holes throughout. The floor was rather sticky, unclean and also in disrepair. I felt if I were to stomp down with half my strength I could shatter the floor easily. The furniture were in a better state, though they showed their age and some were missing parts to them.

“I’m sorry that it’s so worn down. We struggle to find the income to replace anything and most of the furniture comes from donations from others, or were found tossed away by the children.”

We moved towards a door at the back, and entering it I found that we were in a kitchen of sorts. I could see an oven that looked functional, the benches were mostly empty and the knives and utensils had certainly seen better days, even from here I could see with my improved vision they were not sharpened at all, in fact they had small cracks on the blades.

Feeling glad that Elizabeth and I had gone to Grandma’s before coming here, I see Samantha looking at me with worry. Is she worried that I’d leave? 

“S-so this is the kitchen. We needed help from someone to just cook some basic food…we don’t have much to work with.”

Before I could respond, Elizabeth stepped forward and put her hand on my shoulder. “Don’t worry, we bought some ingredients with us. Alisha here is an Apprentice Chef too, so we can give those children some great food for tonight.”

Looking startled at her words, Samantha looks at me before shaking her head. “I-I’m sorry, I didn’t know! W-we can’t afford an Apprentice Chef, you d-don’t need to fulfil the request if it’s a waste of your t-time…”

A bit surprised at her sudden change, Aubrey sighed. “This is life in the slums, Alisha. You may think it should be as simple as becoming an adventurer and making money, but it’s not that easy. Not everyone can fight, nor can they just make a living doing other jobs. I don’t understand their plight, but just know that in most cases it’s not their choice to live like this, they’re forced to.”

Thinking of my time as a slave in Crater, I sort of understood what she meant, however instead of being forced to do things they were in a position where they couldn’t change their circumstances. Slowly understanding what the children were experiencing, I realised that the Hybrids in Crater suffered the same sort of fate. I had experienced it as well, but I had never truly thought of it from their perspective. 

Smiling a bit, I decided to do what I could to help them out. Elizabeth’s words rung in my ears about buying the food in the first place. I knew Elizabeth understood what the people here were going through. She had after all helped us back in Crater Hell. Glancing at Elizabeth who was talking to the young boy, I thought about how much I truly knew about her…I should get to know her more.

Looking at Samantha, I gave her a smile. “Don’t worry, the reward you offered will be more than enough. I bought my own equipment and food, leave it to me.”

Sighing with some relief, Samantha seemed to age in that moment. I knew she wasn’t young, but I didn’t think she’d look older in a second. 

“I’ll help you, Alisha.” Aubrey moves towards the bench while speaking while I turn to Elizabeth. 

“I’ll help out with something else, I’m not great at cooking personally.” Giving me an embarrassed smile, Elizabeth turns to Samantha and starts talking to her. Shaking my head slightly with a smile, Aubrey and I get started on cooking.

Deciding to make simple food, I don’t use mana to enhance the food and make it as I remember, from the recipes that I learned from Gordon. With the help of the System I could easily bring up the recipes needed, but I decided to do it off memory for most of it.

Soon, the kitchen started getting busy as I sunk into a trance of sorts. Samantha had told me there were about 23 children and 4 adults, and since I didn’t know how to cook for large groups yet, I decided to make what Gordon called finger food. I’d remembered asking him why we added fingers to food and hit me on the head with the butt of a knife. Smiling, I keep working.

Hearing the sounds of curious muffled voices from the other room, I knew everyone had gathered, either due to the smell or since it was close to their usual dinner time, I didn’t know either. While working away, Aubrey had initially been helpful, but slow, so I tried to encourage her like Gordon did to me…by yelling and telling her to pick up the pace. With her shy face on full display, she seemed nervous and slightly panicky. 

Soon, the benches slowly started filling up with all sorts of food. The meat and ingredients Grandma had provided were of excellent quality and made it easier to work with. The knives and utensils felt natural to use, I had no problems with using them at all, in fact it felt like making food had become easier, and the quality of food was better.

Soon, we had more than enough food as I stopped cooking, cleaned my tools and put them away with the remaining food we hadn’t used. Looking at the food I’d cooked by myself for the first time, I felt happy and satisfied. I usually would cook with Gordon watching over me, though he had left me on my own. Seeing Samantha enter, she seemed shocked at the food I had prepared. 

“I-is this really okay? We can try to p-pay you for the food.” Shaking my head, I told her I was fine with the reward they listed. Turning to Aubrey, she looked at me with some shyness and…a bit of fear.

“A-Alisha, you’re s-scary when y-you’re cooking…I p-prefer you when you’re f-fighting.” Seemingly out of breath, Aubrey was sitting on the floor, wiping sweat from her forehead. Unsure on what to say to such a comment, I smile and start helping bring the food out with the two of them.

As I entered the dining hall, I saw all the children who seemed excited at the sight of me. There were boys and girls of all young ages, the youngest I saw was a child about two and the oldest about ten. A young boy stood nervously in the middle of the room, which confused me for a moment but I focused on placing the food around the tables like I had seen Jessica and Lenny do.

After bringing all the food out, an elderly man approached me before bowing slightly.

“You must be Alisha. Thank you for everything tonight. I can not repay you with much, we only have a Key to the Trial of Might to offer you. I know it’s a common item for adventurers, however it is the most valuable thing we can offer.”

Handing me a bronze coloured key, he asked me for the wooden token which I gave him. Taking out a slip of paper, he laid it on the token for a moment as it slowly sank into the token before disappearing. Handing me the token back, he thanked me again before moving to the child in the middle of the room.

“As you all know, young Joel has been accepted by a family, a middle class family who welcomes him with open arms. He’s been here since he was a wee lad, and today marks the last day he will be here, and to celebrate we have had a wonderful chef make a feast for you all to enjoy. Dig in everyone!”

Hearing the excited noise around us, I watched as the adults handed food out to everyone. Seeing them all enjoy it made me feel happy I had listened to Elizabeth, the smiles on their faces oddly gave me a sense of happiness as well. A few of them seemed to want to come and talk to Aubrey and I, but their nerves seemed to stop them. Watching as Elizabeth, with Alice on her head, helped out serving everyone, I stepped forward to join her when I heard a loud voice.

“LASS!”

Recognizing the voice to be Blooms immediately, I step as fast as I could into the centre of the food and without hesitation surge Lunar energy and magic out, forming a condensed barrier around the hall. As I heard a confused voice about to speak out, a loud crashing noise sounded out as something smashed through the building and into the barrier. 

It was like time stopped. Looking at the figure slowly sliding down my barrier, I saw it was Amelia, the elf that had been with Bloom. In the next moment, the building in front of her was blown away as a massive claw fell onto the barrier. Without hesitating, I force and focus my all onto the spot the claw was about to hit, and feeling the barrier smash into pieces, I knew I had barely deflected the strike as I looked up.

Half the building had been destroyed, and staring down at us is a large bear-like monster. It was massive, the size of a two story house. Feeling fear in my heart, I smelt paper burning and from the corner of my eye I saw Aubrey holding the slip that was burning away. I knew what this meant, and looking at the bear, my fear was confirmed.




	
Level ??? Elite Disaster-Class Bear

???

Health: ???









            

    
        Chapter 69 - Merged Magic

    
    
    
    
                Feeling fear well up in me, I stepped back while trying to control my trembling. Behind me I heard Elizabeth screaming at the children to run away, Aubrey stood next to me, wide eyed while staring at this bear. As I watch, I see Bloom moving fast, slamming a fist into the side of the bear’s head, barely making an impact.

Angrily swiping at Bloom, he encases himself in a cocoon of Earth as he’s sent flying towards the ground, faster than he had arrived at the bear. Looking towards Amelia, I couldn’t tell if she was alive or not, but she’d been seriously injured. Before I could check on her, the bear roared loudly, swinging its head to look at us.

Looking at the beast properly, I could see it’s severely injured itself. Deep cuts ran along its body, weapons of all types lodged in various places around it, a long and deep gash ran from its jaw down to its chest. It’s bleeding heavily, panting for breath and its eyes looked desperate. 

Even if it's heavily injured, could we fight such a thing? Bloom barely did anything with his punch, Amelia’s fate was unknown and I couldn’t see Leon. Feeling something grip my arm, I turn and see Aubrey, face pale while serious.

“We need to run! That thing is level 100!”

Before I could ask how she knew, I saw the bear raise its claw and pushing Aubrey behind me, I surged mana from deep within and reformed my Lunar Barrier, putting as much strength into where the claw was going to hit while also using Wind to push the two of us back. The children and adults from the orphanage were still escaping, but they had moved away.

Slamming into the barrier, the bear easily breaks it as I felt the backlash hit me, however it achieved what I needed, the bear’s attack had been delayed by half a second, enough to push Aubrey and I away. Feeling Alice gripping my head tightly, I knew she had kept safe as well. As we got up from being pushed back, I glanced at the bear to see it was still looking at us.

My first thought was to run, with my speed I could easily run now. Turning my head back, I could see everyone still trying to make their way through the debris, Elizabeth was behind me making sure they could run. Taking in my surroundings, I could see the street we had once been in was destroyed, the houses that had been there destroyed. The smell of blood ran strong, bodies littered the ground, people of all ages dead. The scene reminded me of Zalus, and the panic that had struck everyone.

Turning back to the bear that I could easily make out, I saw a giant shadow rise up from its flank and form into the head of a wolf and bite down heavily on the bear, trying to drag the bear down. The teeth of the shadow wolf broke when it tried to bite down hard, behind the shadow’s head I saw Leon, gritting his teeth with a hand pushed out. 

Thinking of what to do, I knew now running wasn’t possible. If I took off now, I could be safe, but I’d abandon Elizabath and Aubrey. And even though I didn’t know them, Bloom, Amelia and Leon. The children too, those who had happy smiles while eating the food I had created for them. Gritting my teeth, I ran through the magic I knew, but the only thing that came to mind was Astral Glacial Spikes.

I had no other long distance spells, and punching this bear wouldn’t do anything. I could distract it to buy everyone time, I knew it was slow because of its injuries, but to what extent I didn’t know. Shaking off the thoughts of running, I turned to Aubrey and handed her Alice.


“Take everyone and leave. I’ll distract the bear until help gets here.” Seeing her about to speak, I shake my head. “I can use my speed to keep it distracted. If I ran now, I’d be abandoning everyone else, you and Elizabeth both. Go!”

Biting her lip, Aubrey gave me a deep stare as Alice cried out. Smiling and patting Alice to reassure her, I turned to Elizabeth who glared at me seriously.

“You tell me to run and I’ll kick your arse later.” Seeing her look, I knew if I said anything she would most likely chase me down later. Sighing, I nod at her as I form Astral Glacial Ice behind me and face the bear. 

The shadow wolf’s head was slowly dissipating, and seeing Leon turn pale I knew he had seconds left. Hearing Elizabeth unsheathe her sword as she stood beside me. Pursuing my lips, I seriously hoped that Elizabeth wasn’t planning to try and block the bear’s attacks.

Aiming my spikes at the bear’s wounds, I threw them out as soon as I created them, gaining its attention very quickly as the shadow beast’s head fully dissipated. Seeing Leon kneeling then collapsing, I knew that attack had likely taken everything from him. My attacks had no effect at all, they slammed into the bear’s wounds but shattered on impact. It only served to anger it further.

Seeing the beast raise its claw once again, I launched myself with my wind below my feet and dodged the claw. Elizabeth meanwhile rolled backwards, narrowly dodging the attack. Keeping myself balanced in the air, I kept firing the spikes while the bear glared at me, swatting like I was an annoying insect. Forming a wind wall where the paw was coming from, I strongly push myself back at the same time as the nails on the bear’s claw miss me by an inch.

Landing softly next to Elizabeth, I grew worried. Using the Lunar Barriers earlier had drained nearly half my mana, and now using magic recklessly like this to dodge and launch attacks was using my mana quickly. I had about forty percent remaining, and with a thought I saw the System confirm that number.

I had to do something to slow this thing down. I didn’t know how long it would take for help to arrive, it could be any minute or a long wait, if I were to leave now however this beast would go on a rampage. I don’t know where it came from, only that it's here now, severely wounded and ready to kill. I knew the only reason why I was standing was because it had accumulated so many serious injuries that weakened it…

As I continued to narrowly dodge the beast, I adapted to its speed. Only a minute or two had passed since we started fighting it, Elizabeth had not been targeted; however, it seemed to only be aiming for me. I had expected this since I was attacking it, even though I knew nothing was coming out of those attacks, as long as I could keep dodging and distracting the beast, the others could escape.

However, reality is cruel. I knew that I wouldn’t be able to keep this up for long, I had hoped that it would become weaker until we could all escape safely, but a monster that’s on the verge of death doesn’t just allow itself to die so easily. As I dodged another claw that slammed down where I had previously stood, I saw it raise its other paw and swipe at me while I’m midair.

Its speed had increased several times this time, a look of annoyance, anger and desperation shone from its eyes. Surprised at the speed, I barely reacted in time, clumsily dodging by blowing myself backwards hard with Wind magic, not even being able to use a wall of wind to soften the blow or landing. A sharp stinging pain came from my right leg as I crashed into the remains of the orphanage.

Moving wood aside as I slowly got up, I felt my entire back bruised and cut. Feeling slightly dizzy from the blowback of both my Wind magic and the bear’s attack, I go to stand, but fall forward, slamming into the ground face first. Groaning, I lift myself into a sitting position and look down at my legs.

My mind goes blank as I see my right leg, from just below the knee, had been cut off. The bear’s last attack…did it take my leg off that easily. Watching as it bled out, I helplessly looked up to see the bear once again looking at me as it swung a claw at me again. Facing it, I felt an intense hatred within…why is it I’m never strong enough?!

Time slowed down as I saw the claw coming towards me as in that moment, I felt something grip the collar of my shirt from behind before it threw me backwards. Watching in horror once again, I saw Elizabeth move me away from the spot I was before, the claw catches her arm while I’m moved away from the attack. She gets sent flying from my vision, blood spurting from where her arm had been. 

Not again…why?! Why must you protect me like this, Elizabeth?! Falling onto my back, I try to get up, to find Elizabeth, but I can’t stand, I can only sit here, trying to see where she went, the only thing in front of me is her arm…Feeling danger coming from above, I glance up.

I saw the bear looking down at me in anger before a loud shout distracted it again. Trying to crane my neck to see where the shout had come from, a massive spike of earth slammed into the bear's side. Shattering on impact, it became obvious it was like everything else thrown at it. Seeing the bear turn towards whoever created the earthen spike, I didn’t know what to do. Everything we threw at this beast failed to do anything, I’m low on mana, Elizabeth’s life or death is unknown, everyone was still trying to escape…

All the sound around me started disappearing as I tuned it out. My mind became tranquil as I stared at the bear. It became the only thing I could focus on as a thought floated in my mind. We were all going to die, regardless of what we did. If we were all going to die, I wanted to at least let this bastard feel a hit.

Closing my eyes, I sensed the energies that swirled within me. Lunar magic and Astral Ice magic. For some reason I knew Wind magic wouldn’t combine with these two magicks and Lightning magic was something I barely understood. Feeling the magic and mana within my stir, they slowly combined…however it felt like something was missing, again something was out of my reach.

Drawing both energies around me into myself, I started building up as much as I could, and using mana as a medium I tried over and over again to combine both of them. I needed something, a spell that used my all to hit this bastard, and just using one type of magic won’t do anything.

Getting frustrated, I felt something land on my shoulder, and opening my eyes, I found Alice staring at me, her head tilted. I could feel my surroundings absolutely freezing because of the Astral Ice magicI’m drawing in, as well as lit up like the moon due to the Lunar magic. Alice nudged her head on my cheek, perhaps she had sensed my feelings of desperation…

Suddenly, I felt the link between us strengthen, as a flow of magic came from her. Widening my eyes, I could tell it was Darkness magic…Feeling an inspiration, I once again closed my eyes and using my mana once again, I started to slowly weave all three types of magic when it struck me.

The darkness of night, the brightness of the stars and moon and the coldness of what was beyond the stars. I knew this wasn’t what made up the night sky completely, but the inspiration is there…Letting the feeling take a hold of me, I slowly weaved the energies together while pulling in as much as I could. I felt Alice getting weak, but she nudged me to keep going.

I felt everything combine into a new magic, one I didn’t know. The power in this magic terrified me, this isn’t something I should be able to use. Opening my eyes, I pointed a finger towards the distracted beast as a huge surge of magic came towards me as I continued building a spell. This magic was too powerful, I could feel my body being torn from within because of the strength of it.

Biting down on my lip till it bled, I focused as much as I could as the magic continued to run wild within my body. Feeling someone embrace me from behind, I felt a soothing coolness come from them, helping calm me down as this new magic got slightly easier to control and direct. Taking a breath, I tried to visualise the spell I wanted to form, but something within told me it would form even if I didn’t visualise it.

Focusing on the finger I had raised, a massive magic circle twice the size of the bear appeared before me. I couldn’t make out the details of this magic circle, but I knew it was beyond my understanding. I also knew that this was bad, I needed to focus this magic into a single point, not blast it like this. Doing something I hadn’t done before, I focused on condensing the magic. The magic circle shrunk quickly, however the smaller it got the more my body screamed in protest.

I felt changes happening to my body, good and bad. I could feel my mana links burning out as I pushed this new magic, my mana realm trembled so much that I felt pain deep within and my nose bled heavily. My vision blurred from the pain and I barely held onto my consciousness. 

“Alisha…hurry, I can’t keep this up.” Hearing Aubrey’s soft voice, I roared loudly, focusing on condensing the magic circle as the surroundings froze completely, the glow of silver shone brightly and the darkness around me deepened. The magic circle shrunk to the size of my fingernail, directly in front of my finger as I felt my ears rapture, the corner of my eyes bleed and my mana veins burn out.

The bear turns to me and stares at me in fear for the first time. It raises a claw, but at the same time a snake made from shadows wraps around it. The strength of the bear shattered the snake, but it held it for half a second, all I needed as I released the magic with a whispered word.

“Midnight.”

For a moment, everything in my vision lost its colour as a small silver dot shot out from the magic circle, and as my vision darkened, I saw it slam into the bear’s head. Feeling my body dying, I wanted to at least see what the spell did before my death, but before I could, my vision completely faded as I lost my consciousness. A voice rings out in my mind as I fade…”Well done.”

***

Stirring, I heard muffled voices. The pain was unbearable. I couldn’t understand anything, I couldn’t see anything…Hearing voices shout, I felt my body leave the ground as pain shot through my entire body…I passed out again.”

***

My eyelids are heavy, straining myself as I awoke, I slowly lifted them. My vision was blurry, mind groggy. I made out a hooded figure that held a blue gem to my chest. It was completely dark…strange, my eyes should remove the darkness. The figure turns its head to me, a gasp sounds out from it before it moves a finger to its lips before pointing that finger at me as I feel my mind fall to slumber once again.

***

Once again, I stir awake, opening my eyelids. Above me is a roof I didn’t recognise, all white in colour. Trying to remember what happened, I recall what happened. Elizabeth, Alice and Aubrey…the children and Bloom’s team…the bear.

Gasping, I remember Elizabeth had been hit by the bear, where is she?! Trying to sit up, my body was heavy, too heavy but I didn’t care. Sitting up as quickly as I could from the bed I laid in, my mind was confused, but all I needed to do was find her…find Elizabeth…she’s alive right?!

Trying to stand, I fell forward and slammed face first into the ground. Recalling that I had lost my leg, I looked down but saw my leg was there…but it didn’t feel right, it was weak. I heard voices of surprise and footsteps come towards me in a hurry.

Gritting my teeth, I pushed myself up and started crawling, trying to use the bed to stand. Looking around, I couldn’t make out where I was at all, the room wasn’t familiar. I was completely naked, but that didn’t matter, standing I tried walking as voices came from my right. Looking towards them, my blurry vision couldn’t make them out at all, all I knew was they wore all white.

Seeing one of them reach out, I panicked. Raising my hand, I summoned Astral Glacial Spikes as the white figure stopped reaching out to me. Backing off with his hands raised, I ignored him while I tried to call out Elizabeth’s name, but my throat was so dry that the only noise that came out was a hoarse voice. 

Looking around, I could make out a door as I tried to move towards it, but my right leg was too weak, causing me to stumble and fall again. Groaning, I tried to crawl towards the door as it opened. Trying to get to my feet again, a figure came from the door, a familiar one that reached out to me. Scared, I tried to dodge but they grabbed me too quickly.

“Calm down, it’s okay, it’s okay.”

Struggling, I tried to release this person's grip on me. I needed to find Elizabeth, trying to speak again only a croak came out as I felt tears fall. Feeling the figure embrace me, it kept whispering the same words over and over, that it’s okay and everything was fine. Trying to push them away, they didn’t budge as a magic washed over me, causing my body to go limp.

Unable to move, I felt myself being picked up and carried, before being laid down on the bed. A fatigue overcame me as I resisted, I couldn’t sleep now. Seeing the figure once again looking at me from above, my vision slowly cleared as I made out who it was…Elise.

            

    
        Chapter 70 - Worries and Recovery

    
    
    
    
                Staring up at Elise, I tried speaking but my throat was too dry, it hurt to try and speak. Seeing me trying to talk, Elise smiled and helped me sit up in the bed and grabbed a glass of water. Trying and failing to grab it, my hands were stiff and couldn’t hold it as the glass nearly fell from my hands. Catching it, Elise held it up and helped me drink, slowly pouring the water into my mouth as I drank as quickly as I could.

After two glasses of water, Elise carefully laid me back down and pulled a blanket over me. Sitting down next to me, she huffed and looked at me with some anger. Seeing her eyes, I could tell she also looked tired, like she hadn’t slept for some time.

Before I could speak, she moved her hand and gave me a soft chop on my head.

“Idiot. Three times. Three times you nearly died while they were treating you. You burned your mana veins, nearly destroyed your mana realm, your right leg was nearly unhealable and your body had nearly fallen apart. You have no idea how worried everyone has been, especially Elizabeth, she’s been holed up at that inn, refusing to come out because she feels nothing but guilt.”

Hearing Elizabeth’s name, I felt relieved…so she’s alive. As the rest of Elise’s words slowly tumbled in my mind, I started to realise the full scale of what occurred. Without waiting for me to speak…or try to at least, Elise folded her arms and continued staring at me.

“Bloom and Leon are fine, they’re experienced fighters and avoided serious injury, both were just exhausted. Amelia lost a hand and ear, and now fears anything that resembles a bear. Alice has been sleeping ever since, and before you panic she’s fine and being taken care of, she just exhausted a lot of her magic. 

“Elizabeth lost an arm but kept her life. She was seriously injured because of the blow she took. Aubrey has lost two levels due to using her lifeforce to keep you stable. And finally you, the worst of the lot.”

Holding up a hand in a fist, she raised a finger. “Your mana veins were completely burnt out.” Raising another finger, she continued. “Your mana realm nearly shattered, in fact I’m surprised it didn’t. Your life as an adventurer should’ve ended with just those two, but for some reason your veins and realm have completely recovered. We have no idea why, however someone has obviously assisted you in recovering them.

“Third, your body was falling apart, in fact when you were found you were dying. It’s been three weeks since then, and it’s taken that long to finally stabilise your body and stop it from dying. Fourth, you lost your leg. A benefactor called in a favour to have it regrown, however it’s completely new meaning you don’t have your previous strength with it.”

With four fingers raised, she looked down at me angrily before her face slowly softened as I digested everything she’d said. Slowly smiling at me, Elise pats my head.

“However, you managed to save everyone there. Whatever spell or magic you used nearly ripped you apart from the inside, but it worked. You killed the bear, if you didn’t, no one knows what would’ve happened. A party of Gold adventurers only arrived on the scene about three minutes after your spell. They are the ones who saved your life, thankfully their healer managed to keep you stable. If you want, I’ll introduce you to them once you’re out of this bed.”

Nodding, I wanted to ask about the children but my throat still felt dry. Seeing me trying to talk, Elise spoke like she knew what I was going to ask. “The children and carers from the orphanage all lived, some minor scrapes and bruises, all thanks to you. In fact, you saved more than you may think, some even call you the hero of the slums” Giggling lightly, Elise sat back a bit as I got confused.

“T-the…*cough*...bear*cough*” Trying to speak, my throat was too dry, causing it to itch and make me cough. 

Patting me on the head, Elise’s face turned serious once more.

“There is more to this, Alisha. That monster should’ve never appeared there, in fact there is evidence that it was teleported. I don’t know who or what teleported it there, but I’ll want to remind you to be careful. ”

Hearing the hinting tone in her voice, I understood the situation isn’t as simple as it seemed. A name came to mind as I felt my heart sink. The Church of the Moon Goddess. Shaking my head, I didn’t want to think it was them, but I knew it’s likely. Sure, perhaps someone just wanted to cause chaos and it has nothing to do with the Church, but I knew the likely answer.

Sighing, I knew they wouldn’t stop until I was dead, but why did they want me dead? I couldn’t understand that point, I know that they refused to accept me cause I’m part monster, but is their hatred really that deep, or is there something more to this?

“By the way, the new look suits you well.” Hearing Elise’s comment, I turn and tilt my head. Smiling, she points at my head. “Your hair, it’s gone from all black to all silver. So have your ears and tail.”

Frowning, I grabbed some of my hair and pulled it in front of myself and saw that it was indeed silver in colour, similar to Sally’s in colour but with more depth. Looking at Elise with a confused face, I tilt my head as if to ask. Elise shakes her head while shrugging.

“I can only speculate why it happened. The spell you used absolutely drained your mana, and from the recounts I’ve heard you had used quite a bit. The only thing I can think of is that in addition to using every drop of mana, you used a portion of your lifeforce to form and compress that spell. 

Even without seeing it myself, the spell you used was powerful enough to kill a level 100, which sure was seriously injured, but shouldn’t have been possible. Though, that spell did rip you to shreds…”

Saying this, Elise stands up and looks at me. “I’ll leave you so you can recover in peace. You should be mentally prepared though. The city awards those who performed outstanding deeds during times like monster tides, however they don’t acknowledge what you accomplished. In saying that, the adventurers at the Guild now all know about a white haired girl with fox ears and tail that defeated a level 100 while only being level 27. The Guild plans to reward you as well, since the Guild does acknowledge what you have done.

“They will want to drink with you, praise you or even perhaps attempt to defame you. All I will say is, do not let it get to your head. You were incredibly lucky, Alisha. The bear had been so severely injured, allowing you to dodge its attacks. If you came across that bear while it had no injuries, you’d have died before even knowing it attacked you. I don’t want to see you walk around thinking you’re the best, just keep doing what you do, and always remember that danger lies around the corner.”

Smiling at me, she ruffles my hair. “I have to go. I was only here to check up on you, don’t go trying to run out. I’ll let everyone know you’re alive and well tomorrow. Rest for today.” Turning, Elise walked until she exited the room. Laying back, I closed my eyes and let my thoughts wander. After recovering, I had to go back to the Tomb of Lilith and keep levelling, even if I had to risk my life right now gaining strength was the most important thing…

Recalling the words of Teacher Lee and Cerberus, I jolted out of my thoughts. Just going and levelling would gain me strength through the System yes, but I needed more than just that. I need to learn more magic, train my body more and learn more stances. The stance Teacher Lee taught me has gotten me this far, but perhaps learning more would allow me to fight in different situations.

With a sigh, I planned to ask Elise what I could do, or if she knew people that could teach me. Shaking my head, I turned my attention to the System and all of the notifications it had.




	
You have created a new spell. The created spell uses a magic that is beyond you. While you are able to reuse this spell, doing so will cause harm to your body and potentially lead to your death.

Midnight: Puts the target into an eternal slumber, ending its life. Can be resisted.

Cost: 100,000 Mana and a portion of your lifeforce.








Blinking at the spell, I now understood completely why this spell had nearly killed me. The sheer mana cost confused me, I didn’t have that much, not even close, even when I was well rested, so where did the rest come from? Remembering my body breaking apart, I figured that had been the reason. Seeing the part about using a portion of my lifeforce, I knew this cost was also high. 

Looking at the next notification, it told me about discovering the magic, but due to it being beyond my understanding the System provided no information on what magic it was. Bringing up the next notification, it was about defeating the bear.




	
You have accomplished a feat considered impossible. You will not be rewarded experience from killing the Elite Disaster-Class Bear due to the sudden increase in levels will harm you. You will be provided an additional reward due to this. You will receive the following:

1x Wish Box of Need

Astrid’s Rapier of Piercing











	A hidden condition has been met.






Looking at the two items, I wondered what they were. As I’m about to claim them, I remembered where I was. As if waiting for me to remember my current situation, a lady came from the door and approached my bed. Dressed in a white coat with a white cloth over her mouth, she looked at me before talking.

“Would you like some food, love?” 

Feeling how hungry I was, I tried to reply but found my voice was still crocking. Nodding instead, the lady simply nodded as well before leaving the room. Leaning back on my pillow, I checked over my body. It was heavy, my muscles stiff and tired. My right leg didn’t feel right, even though it still moved correctly. Sighing, I did as Elise said and decided to rest.

***

After eating and sleeping for the night, I awoke to the lady who had previously bought me dinner. Not sure of her expression, she handed me another try of food. Before she could leave, I spoke up as best as I could.

“Can I *cough* have my bags *cough* and some clothes?” Seeing her look back at me, she nodded before walking out. A moment later, after I had finished eating, she bought me my bag and a set of clothing, a sleeveless shirt, skirt and underwear. Putting everything on while standing a bit unsteadily, I sat down on the chair next to the bed. I didn’t like laying for so long, and since walking was rather difficult I decided to sit.

Sighing, I considered what to do. I wasn’t used to waiting around to recover, usually my wounds would heal fast, and while they had healed my body still felt heavy and weary. Guessing this was due to my lifeforce being used, I slowly stood and started pacing around slowly.

At first, my right leg was unstable, putting weight on it nearly caused me to stumble over with each step, however as I slowly walked I got more used to the leg. As I’m putting more weight onto the leg, the door slammed open, scaring me as I lost balance and fell to the side.

“Amelia! Help her up!”

Hearing a loud voice, I knew who’d just entered. Feeling an arm wrap around my back and helping me up, I saw the elf named Amelia, her wavy blonde hair covering part of her face. As she helped me back to the chair, I sat down while muttering a thank you before glaring at the one who caused me to lose my balance.

“Missy, yer always welcome teh duke it out with me.” Standing there with his hands on his hips, Bloom gave me a rough smile. Behind him is Leon who was slouching, and when we met eyes, he gave me a silent nod.

Looking at Bloom, I sigh and rub my forehead which throbbed slightly, partly because of hitting the floor and partly because of Bloom’s presence. I didn’t dislike this man, however his loud voice was certainly something I could do without. 

“Is there something *cough* I can do for you, Bloom?” Looking up and feeling a bit irritated, Bloom met my eyes as he laughed loudly.

“I came teh see the hero of tha slums!” Loudly speaking, Bloom was about to continue speaking when Amelia smacked his head from behind.

“Idiot. Keep your voice down, she’s still recovering.” Looking towards me, she smiles while slightly bowing her head. “I apologise for this moron. We came to visit and to give you our thanks for saving our lives.”

Looking over Amelia, I could see the missing hand and ear. Not sure how to respond to her thanking me, something I don’t think has happened to me before, I simply smile meekly before nodding. Leon moves over to me before kneeling and placing a hand to his chest before me. Blinking, I wasn’t sure what he was doing.

“Leon can’t speak. In his culture, this is the highest form of thanks one can give, it’s also a pledge to you that he will be willing to give his life for you, if there is ever the need.” Explaining to me, I started feeling a bit panicky.

“N-no, there’s *cough* there’s no need for such a thing.” Waving my hands in front of me, I noticed that Amelia gave me a helpless smile. Holding in yet another sigh, I simply smiled instead and said “I have to *cough* thank you, Leon. If it wasn’t for your *cough cough* spell at the last moment, I *cough* might have died.”

Standing, he reached into a pocket and handed me a strange stone with engravings on it before turning and walking back behind Bloom.

“That stone of yours, your raven will be able to learn something from it.” Speaking in place of Leon is once again Amelia. Nodding, I put the stone away in the bag next to me, though I didn’t know how it would help Alice.

“Missy, I ain’t said this teh many people, but thank ye.” Bloom gives me a nod before looking at Amelia. “Give ‘er that.” Shaking her head, she sent an annoyed glare at Bloom before walking over to me.


“It’s not much, but we pulled a few favours to get you this. It’s an adventurer’s golden ticket.” Handing me a golden metal plate the size of my palm, she smiled. “This will allow you entrance into any dojo in Vale and choose any instructor to become your teacher.”

Tilting my head, I was about to ask her a question when Amelia giggled. “A dojo is a place where they teach martial arts. There are many in Vale. Bloom has said your fighting style has training to it, but it’s very wild, like a monster. We figured having a proper teacher will help you refine your fighting, or if you want to learn a new martial art you can do so. You can choose any in Vale, even those reserved for noble brats.”

Thanking her, she giggled before Bloom spoke up. “We’re ‘ere teh thank ye, not be thanked.” Smacking his head again, Amelia told him to shut up. 

“If you ever need anything, and I mean anything at all, come find us. Want us to help you kill some monsters? Kill the king of Vale? Hide a few bodies? We’ll help you without hesitation, I swear this upon my name.”

Waving to me once more, Amelia turned and walked away as Bloom smirked. “Missy, when yer out of ‘ere, I expect a fight.” Turning on the spot with Leon, they left the room as it returned to silence. Realising I hadn't asked the question I wanted to know, about why Amelia hadn't had her ear or hand regrown like they had done for my leg, I decided I'd ask next time.


Not sure how to react to what just happened, I looked over the golden metal plate. It had strange engravings on it and had a faint purple glow to it, something I hadn’t noticed the first time. Nothing displayed from the system, but turning it over I found my name inscribed on the back. Putting the plate, or as Amelia called it, the golden ticket, away into my bag, I sat back while rubbing my eyes. Just talking and listening made me feel exhausted.

Considering laying down and sleeping, the door opened once again. Holding in the sigh that desperately wanted to come out, I turned my head to see a teary eyed Aubrey looking at me, trembling before rushing into me…literally.

“Ah, Aubrey, that hurts!” Squeezing that out as Aubrey crashed into me, I heard her sobbing while hugging me, smothering her face into my shoulder. Soon, she stopped crying as her breathing became soft. Looking down, I saw she’d fallen asleep! Lost, I sat there with her asleep on my lap as one thought ran through my mind…I wanted to sleep too!

            

    
        Chapter 71 - A Friend

    
    
    
    
                Stroking Aubrey’s head, I look out the window at the overcast night sky. It was slowly snowing, and through the clouds I could tell it was a full moon outside. I had thought about this for a while now, since Aubrey had been on my lap sleeping for a few hours now, and decided against meeting this Moon Goddess. 

I had grown wary of meeting Her and I didn’t trust anything to do with Her. I tolerated using the gauntlets that had been blessed by Her since I needed the strength, but now with the latest attack by the bear, I’d grown terrified of Her and Her Church. At first I’d been willing to accept Her because of Flannery, but I hadn’t heard from her since the moon within my mana realm shattered and disappeared into that light.

Leaning back, I closed my eyes and entered my mana realm. Arriving on top of the lake, I felt a strong, freezing wind blowing, the stars within the lake shone more brightly and there was a strange blue glow coming from somewhere. Frowning, I look around before looking up at the sky and find a large blue gem hanging in the sky…why are things just floating in my mana realm?!

Staring closely at this blue gem, I couldn’t tell what it was doing but it’s releasing a soft, rhythmic energy that spread evenly. I had seen this gem before, but trying to remember where it became blurry…a figure with a blue gem…trying to focus, I couldn’t recall anything else.

Looking at the gem, I instinctively knew it wasn’t harming me, in fact it seems to be helping. Is it the reason my mana realm and veins recovered? Trying to prompt the System, nothing showed for the gem. Is it because I’m in my mana realm that it doesn’t show, or is there another reason? Sighing, I left the gem for the time being as I closed my eyes and let the calmness of this place wash over me.

After ten minutes, I open my eyes, and before exiting my mana realm, I look at the gem again. Figuring I would find out what this gem is at some point, I felt my mind tug me out. Opening my eyes, I see Aubrey stirring slowly before her eyes flutter open and sitting up in my lap, she looks around before looking at me with some confusion.

“D-did I fall asleep?” Hearing her ask as she stared at me with a neutral face, I giggled and shrugged while patting her hair once again. Shaking my hand off, Aubrey got up quickly while blushing slightly, a shy expression on her face.

“S-sorry…I haven’t slept well s-since that night…since seeing you laying there, d-dying.” Looking down, she bit her lip lightly before looking at me, seriousness in her eyes. “I’m sorry…I was useless, I couldn’t do anything.”

Chopping her lightly on the head, I smiled at her. “Don’t be sorry. I heard from Elise that you expended your lifeforce and even lost levels to help me. It should be me who is sorry for putting you in that position. Thank you, Aubrey.”

Seeing her eyes go from serious to confused for a moment then happy and finally land back on serious, she shook her head. “I- no, you…argh, whatever.” Turning her head away while trying to hide a smile, I held back a giggle, knowing if I were to giggle it would only make her more flustered. After a few seconds, she sighed and sat on the bed next to me as she swung her legs.

“So Elise told you everything? That’s good. If it wasn’t for those Gold adventurers arriving late, we wouldn’t have been placed in danger…” Looking annoyed, Aubrey just sighed.

“Those Gold adventurers came in after you had killed the bear. You know what their main concern was, Alisha?” Turning to me, she was red with anger. “The only wanted the fucking materials and core of the bear. They were jumping for joy. If it wasn’t for their healer rushing to your side, you’d have been dead. If it wasn’t for him not caring for money like the rest, we’d have been in a horrible position.”

Slamming her fist on the frame of the bed, she pouted. “Luckily the Guild stepped in afterwards and retrieved everything, and punished all members involved. The core was sold by the Guild on your behalf to regrow your leg. They took the rest of the materials for something, I’m not sure what but the Guild said it would return to you.”

Looking down at my right leg, I asked Aubrey why they hadn’t healed Amelia or Elizabeth.

“Elizabeth refused treatment. Amelia can’t afford it, as simple as that. The cost is huge for regrowth magic and even if you can afford it finding someone willing is difficult. Elizabeth was offered but she refused, for what reason I don’t know, but most likely guilt about what happened to you. We tried reasoning with her but she was unresponsive.”

Biting my lip, I felt sad that Elizabeth had locked herself in her room and refused treatment. Hanging my head, I felt Aubrey hug me.

“Don’t blame yourself. Remember, you saved all of us, even if you did die that day I wouldn’t forget what you did. We’ll go see Elizabeth soon and snap her out of whatever she’s going through, alright?”

Letting myself stay in her hug for a bit, I nod as she pulls away. I didn’t think Aubrey was this emotional, usually she stuck to herself, it was a strange change for her to be this reassuring. Sitting down on the bed again, Aubrey dug around in her pockets for a moment before pulling out a request token.

“I got an easy request for us to do. I know they want to keep you here for longer, but you’re eager to get out aren’t you?”

Meekly pursing my lips, I nod to her comment. “M-my leg is still weak though.”

“That’s fine. We’re not fighting anything. It’s cooking! They don’t need you to go crazy and make tons of food, just some small portions for a few hours tonight. It’ll be a good way to get you moving again.”

Smiling, I appreciated what Aubrey was trying to do. I didn’t want to be stuck in here, I already felt bored. Standing up somewhat unsteadily, I picked up my bag as Aubrey gave me a small smile. Putting her arm around my shoulders, Aubrey helped me walk out of the room as I got used to the leg. After exiting the room, we left the building to find that we were in a busy street.

Letting go of my shoulder, Aubrey stood right next to me as I slowly walked. We received a few stares, but we were mostly ignored. When I stumbled a few times, Aubrey made sure to prevent me from falling face first again. Walking in the snow was rather difficult, but I slowly got used to walking on my newly grown leg. I knew it would take more practice to fight like I had before, but for now walking had gotten easier.

Soon, we arrived in front of a rather large, loud and warm building. A sign in front of the building read “White Tiger’s Tavern”. Helping me through the doors, a warm breeze hit me as I entered and looking around, the tavern was crowded. People loudly talking, eating and drinking and a joyous atmosphere filled the air. Most had adventurer plates, mostly Bronze and Silver.

A well dressed man welcomed us when we entered, and after Aubrey told him the reason why we were there, he led us into the kitchen and introduced us to the owner. After we talked and sorted out what he wanted me to help cook with, I got the equipment I had received from Grandma.

Next to me, Aubrey looked rather nervous. Looking at me, she seemed to plead as she said “C-can you not yell at me this time?” Not wanting to promise her anything, I simply smiled but that only worsened the look of panic.

***

Laying my head on my arms, I groaned in pain. Moving so much while cooking had pushed my muscles much harder than I’ve ever felt them be pushed. Aubrey and I were sitting at an empty table in the tavern, we had just finished helping and I felt drained. Feeling a hand pat my back, I moved my head to look at Aubrey.

“Good work…you were a little scarier than before but we still completed the request without any problems.”

Turning my head completely and resting it sideways towards Aubrey. “Mm, thanks for helping.”

Smiling shyly, Aubrey lowered her head for a moment before quietly asking me “Alisha, d-do you have any friends?”

“Mm, I do. Other than Elizabeth, there are two others.”

“S-sally and Gray?”

Feeling my ears twitch slightly, I look deeply at Aubrey. I don’t recall telling her about those two, the only time she would have learnt about it…

“S-sorry, I overheard y-you and Elizabeth back in the d-dungeon. I woke up but you two w-were talking and I t-thought it would be rude if I intruded…but I couldn’t help to overhear…I’m s-sorry.”

Ah, as I thought. “Mm, it’s ok, don’t apologise. I don’t mind, it’s not some big secret.” Hearing a sound behind me, a cup was placed before me and another in front of Aubrey. Looking at the owner who had brought the cups, he smiled.

“Thank you for your help tonight. Don’t worry about paying for these drinks, they’ll help rejuvenate your energy.”

Thanking him, he left as Aubrey nervously took a look at me before picking up the cup and taking a drink. Sitting up slowly, I also took a drink and found it very sweet. 

“A-Alisha.” Looking over at Aubrey, she was nervously fidgeting with her cup with a shy face before glancing at me. “C-can I…can we be f-friends?”

Finding her question a bit odd, I smiled anyway. “Mm, we’re already friends, you don’t need to ask.”

Looking at me with a bit of surprise, I saw a smile slowly creep up on her face as she nodded. Looking down again, Aubrey remained quiet before speaking again, this time with a slightly serious expression. 

“I…I don’t have any friends…except for you of course, and maybe Elise.” Taking a deep breath, she continued. “My memory…I remember everything about a person, regardless of how long it has been. All the good times, bad times and…times they’ve mistreated me.”

Taking another drink, I stayed silent. “This cursed memory focuses only on the bad times of a person…I’ve never felt a connection to anyone. But you, you never once treated me badly. In that fight against the bear, you never once demanded for me to use the Blessing of Gaia, even though you’ve experienced its power. Instead, you told me to run…you moved to protect me and those of the orphanage, distracting the bear away.”

Biting her lip and looking down, she rubbed her face. “My magic is…unique. By using my lifeforce, I can take and give the lifeforce of others. It’s also how I gain experience, by absorbing the lifeforce of others, monsters and humans alike. I can’t gain experience by killing things like you and every other adventurer. By using my lifeforce, I can increase the strength of others, and using it with magic I can increase that boon.

I party with all sorts of Bronze grade parties, even some Silver grade. Once they learn of my magic, they get…very greedy. Some treated me like a slave while in the dungeon. If it wasn’t for Elise, I may very well have been killed, being forced to use my lifeforce for some prick who thinks they’re the main character of a children’s book.”

Slamming the drink down angrily, she sighed. “I used to be level 36 you know. I don’t always lose levels when using Blessing of Gaia, but I will always lose levels if I just use my lifeforce to empower someone. A party entrapped me, kept me locked away and forced me to empower them over and over. They fed me monster cores to recover my lifeforce, but it was never enough. 

“Eventually that party got stupid. They attempted to fight the 20th floor Guardian. It was a massacre, none of them lived. I managed to escape and swore that I wouldn’t reveal my magic to anyone. I met Elise after that, and after hearing my story, she tried finding me parties that wouldn’t use me like they had. I found some great people and soon, I opened up slightly and used my lifeforce magic. 

“Some grew greedy, but Elise pulled me away. She taught me what to look for in people, the signs that I needed to be careful of. Soon, I joined Bloom’s team. God that man is an annoyance…but he taught me something. Taught me to accept my gifts, and that the world is filled with shitty people. I had at some point distanced myself from people and even my magic. Bloom never once asked me to use my magic…I suppose he might be a friend too…”

Drinking the last of her drink, Aubrey put her cup down before moving her knees to the chest and hugging them. “I’m sorry…I didn’t mean to talk this much. Shortly after I left Bloom’s team, Elise introduced you to me, and here we are. Not once have you looked at me with greed, in fact when I told you the cost of the spell, you looked at me with a bit of sadness…no one has done that before.”

Drinking the last of my drink, I didn’t know what to say. I knew what it was like to be a slave and forced to do things against my will. Her experience must’ve been harder than mine, she was forced to give up her levels and lifeforce. Aubrey must’ve known I wasn’t sure on what to say as she pats me on the shoulder.

“Don’t think you have to feel bad for me or anything. I’ve moved past it, and while I can remember everything in vivid detail, I'd learnt to move on from everything.” Seeing her smile bashfully, I smiled back. 

“Right, shall we head off? I’m feeling tired, which means you must be exhausted.” Standing a bit unsteadily with Aubrey, I picked up my bag as I followed behind. My leg was still weak, but I’d gotten used to walking with it already.

“We’ll head to the inn. Elise paid for an entire month for your room. Mainly so Elizabeth had somewhere to stay, but also so you’d have somewhere to go to recover. Alice is with one of the staff there, someone called Jessica I think.”

Frowning slightly, I wondered how Jessica ended up looking after Alice. Recalling that Alice seemed to have gotten along with Jessica rather quickly, I figured she’d offered to look after Alice. Stumbling slightly by the side of Aubrey, we walked in the snow in silence, both of us slightly too tired to talk.

***

Arriving outside of the Lily Pond Inn, it was rather quiet. It was just after midnight afterall, so it wasn't too surprising that people were either asleep or not wandering around. Entering with Aubrey, I looked around with my unobstructed vision. It was strange having this vision, I couldn’t tell if a room was dark or not. Spotting something strange, I saw a flickering shadow in a corner. Instinctively I knew this wasn’t an ordinary shadow.

Stepping back slightly, I took up my stance and prepared to use Astral Glacial Spikes.

“Alisha?” Sounding confused at my sudden movement, Aubrey stepped behind me. However, before I could do anything more, a figure emerged from the strange flickering shadow, revealing itself to be Lenny, who looked rather confused.

“H-how did you see me?” Looking a bit confused, Lenny kept a hand on a dagger at his waist. Realising he had possibly just been guarding the inn, I relaxed my stance. He also let his hand fall from his dagger as he tilted his head. Before he could speak, I heard a familiar cry.

“Kraa!”

Turning to the sound, I saw Alice flying towards me, and holding out a hand she landed on it, rubbing her head on my hand. Smiling, I felt happy she was okay. Though, I had thought Elise said she was still sleeping, perhaps she had just woken up?

“Ah, I see you’ve finally woken up.” Turning my head, I see the expressionless face of Jessica with a lantern in her hand. Nodding at me, she sent a puzzled look at Lenny, who shook his head before quickly moving back to the corner, disappearing into that strange flickering shadow.

Looking towards Jessica, she bowed slightly. “Your friend has left.” Startled, Jessica explained. “Earlier today, an adventurer named Bloom came with two others and dragged her from the room. It seems he planned to take her out to train, ranting on about how you’d awaken and she, and I quote, “can’t be sittin’ yer arse moppin’.”.

Pursing my lips, I wondered why Bloom decided to take Elizabeth for training. I knew he wouldn’t harm her so I wasn’t worried, I just hoped Elizabeth was fine. 

“I’ll bring up dinner to your room, will you be staying?” Aubrey shakes her head.

“No. I need to go home. Alisha, come find me when you want to do a request…or just want to hang out.” Blushing slightly, she waved at me before leaving quickly. Jessica once again bows before leaving the lobby as I head upstairs. Getting to my room, I turned the key and entered to see it had been recently cleaned. 

Sitting down at the table and placing Alice down gently, I dug in my bags and handed her a few monster cores. She happily gulped them down while staying close to me as I pet her head carefully. Soon, the door opened and Jessica walked in with a cart of food, unloading it onto the table before leaving.

Eating slowly, I started to think of what to do tomorrow. There was plenty to do, and since I can’t exactly fight at my peak just yet the best thing to do is do some reading. I’d received the booklet with courses for the Academy and one about bonded pets that I bought from Northern Hawk. There is also the golden ticket that Amelia had given me, requests around Vale I could do for things like cooking and learning more magic.

I started to realise how much I could do here, and for the first time I felt rather flustered because of how many things there are. Thinking about what takes priority, I figured starting at the Academy would be the best thing to do, followed by using this golden ticket, then the booklet on bonded pets and finally doing requests. Learning magic was something I should be able to do at the Academy.

Glancing out the window, I saw the sky had cleared at some point, I could make out the full moon from here. Seeing the full moon, I remembered how I could pray to meet this so-called Moon Goddess. Shaking my head, I scoff as I mutter to myself “Why should I meet Her if she wants me dead so much.” After I said those words, for a split second I could’ve sworn the moon had dimmed slightly. Blinking, I looked closely at the moon, but didn’t see anything different.

Rubbing my eyes, I felt tired. Perhaps I had just been seeing things. Getting up, I scope up a satisfied Alice, put her down next to my pillow, lay down and fall asleep right away.

            

    
        Chapter 72 - Guild Summons

    
    
    
    
                Waking up to the sound of knocking, I get up and rub my eyes. I felt groggy and sore, my right leg was very sore, like I had been standing on it for a few days. Getting out of the bed slowly, I stumble a bit before putting on the dress that I received from Flannery. Opening the doors, my eyes met with Jessica.

Bowing slightly, Jessica meets my eyes again. “A message from Elise. Head to the Guild by midmorning. It’s important and can not be delayed.” 

“S-sure.” Stifling a yawn, Jessica continues staring at me.

“One last thing.” Reaching a hand out, she pats my head and smiles slightly. “Good work.”

Feeling a bit confused, I watch as Jessica leaves before I close my door and touch where Jessica had patted my head. What was that about?

Picking up the sleepy Alice who’d just woken up, I made my way to the bath, planning to head to the guild shortly after breakfast. Seems like the plans I had made last night would have to wait.

***

Finishing our breakfast, I noticed it was still very early in the morning, the sun having just risen, if I was to head out now I’d be very early. Knowing I had some time, I grabbed the bag of Gale Ant cores and the book about bonded pets. The Gale Ant cores would help grow my Wind magic, or at least that’s what I’ve been told. Grabbing one and throwing it into my mouth, I started reading.

After an hour of reading, and a dozen cores, I closed the book and went over everything I’d learnt. According to the book, bonded pets levelled differently than anything else. The reason was unknown, but a rule of thumb the book said was to triple the bonded pets current level and add 5 more levels and it will show roughly what level they were according to how everything else levelled.

Looking towards Alice, I saw she was level 7, and according to the booklet, she’d be around level 26. Frowning, I bring up her stats.




	
Stats

Alice





	Strength:
	F
	50



	Agility:
	F
	
50





	Intelligence:
	F+
	160



	Toughness:
	F+
	160















 

Crossing my arms, I knew just by looking over her stats they were much lower than mine. According to the book, this was normal as evolution will make a bonded pet much stronger, but it never said how much stronger. Her only spell currently was Blindness and I wasn’t sure how she’d learn more, the book never covered that.

Another topic it covered was about the link between bonded pets and their owners. There were three types of bonds you can form, one of which is a Blood Oath, which is how we were bonded. The Blood Oath bonding method means there is a link between Alice and I, and it continues to grow as we level. At first, it’ll be a faint mental link, we could feel each other's feelings. Then it becomes deeper, stronger. At a certain point, it’ll allow the use of each other's magic. Which meant I could use Darkness magic, and Alice could use all of my magic. 

Even if we could use each other's magic, if we weren’t proficient in it then it would be best not to use it. The book stated this could happen under intense situations, such as the attack with the bear, where our lives are on the line. This could be temporary or permanent, and the way to tell was if the System told you. Checking my Status and notifications, I didn’t see anything except for one notification, and pinching the bridge of my nose, I had forgotten about a notification.




	Emergency Unique Quest, Kill the Enslavers has been completed. Rewards available.






Recalling, I realised I had planned to open this after the massacre but Elizabeth had awoken so I never checked it. Checking the notification, I felt a shock go through my body.




	
Kill the Enslavers Rewards:

200,000 Experience

50,000 Class Experience

Unique Title: Monster











	
You have levelled to 28!

Gained the following Stats:

Agility: +40

Strength: +30

Intelligence: +25

Toughness: +5

You gain 10% more Stats due to Aspiring Hero, you gain the following:

Agility: +4

Strength: +2

Intelligence: +2

Toughness: +0

Health increased to 2,500.

Lunar Mana Increased to 19,000.











	
Your Class, Lunar Fist of the Wind, has increased to 2.

Your control over Lunar and Wind Magic has been greatly enhanced, giving you an additional tier to both.


+2 Stat Rank to Strength.

+2 to Agility

-1 to Toughness

You have a stronger affiliation for Wind Magic.








Seeing the information about my Class levelling up, I raised an eyebrow in surprise. I had gained experience twice for it, but to suddenly get so much gave me a shock. Looking at the Toughness being lowered a rank, I felt despair. Agility had been increased to C+ and Strength went up to D+. Seeing these changes surprised me, Teacher Lee had told me months ago that raising these ranks a single time would take years of effort, yet they had increased quickly for me. I also felt a strangeness coming from my mana realm, is this the feeling that Ash told me about so long ago in Zalus? Deciding to leave it for now since I did not have much time remaining, I decided to discuss this with Elise to see if she knew the reason for my Stat Ranks changing so often. Looking at the last thing I received from the System, I found it to be a new title.

[Unique Title: Monster.

You have proven yourself to be a true monster, massacring humans is in your very nature. This title will continue to grow the more you kill. 

Current Title Rank: Elite

Humans killed: 14/50

Current Stat Bonus: 20% to all Stats.]

[Your Stats have been updated.]




	
Stats

Alisha, the Aspiring Hero




	Strength:
	D+
	316 (+63)*



	Agility:
	C+
	562 (+112)*



	Intelligence:
	D-
	241 (+48)*



	Toughness:
	F-
	93 (+18)*






Current Bonuses: Monster Title








 

Blinking twice, I reread the new title. I didn't hate it either, but rather found it surprising that I had received such a title. Opening my Status, I saw that it had been added to my name.




	Elite Aspiring Hero, Alisha






“The…titles combined? Or does it show differently if you have multiple?” Feeling rather confused over it, I felt a bit glad my title wasn’t just saying “Monster” or something. Seeing my Stats, I became rather concerned. Is it normal to have Stats so high?

Looking outside, I got up and prepared myself to head to the Guild. I figured I needed to meet with Elise and ask her all of these questions that I had. For so very long all I’ve had is questions and no answers when it came to the System, and I figured it would be best to get answers. Putting my hood on to prevent the Church from finding me in the streets, I put Alice on my head under it and left my room.

***

Arriving at the street that led to the Guild, I made my way to a cafe and sat down. My body was slightly sore, but my regrown leg was throbbing painfully. Elise did say it was untrained, and it certainly acted like that. Rubbing my leg softly, a young girl in a black dress wearing a white apron approached me.

“Would you like to order?”

Keeping my head low, I simply responded “Sorry, I don’t. I just stopped to let my injured leg rest.”

“Ah, if madam is injured, we do have a medical drink that can help alleviate the pain. It only costs 2 Silver coins.”

Pursing my lips, I decided to take her up on the offer as I handed her 2 Silver coins. She quickly returned with a bottle with a thick, green liquid sealed inside. Handing it to me, I open it and smell a very strong bitter odour coming from it. 

“It’ll be best if madam pinches her nose before downing it in one go.” Nodding, I do as she says and down it. The aftertaste was nasty, making me want to bring it back up. Keeping it all down, I hand her the bottle back.

“Wouldn’t a healing potion be better?”

“Madam makes a good point, however this medicinal drink helps to relieve pain more effectively. A healing potion recovers injuries, it doesn’t help pain, the pain only goes away because the injury does. Madam is suffering from leg cramps, so this medicinal drink will help much more than a healing potion would.”

Not quite understanding the difference completely, I noticed the difference almost right away. The pain from my leg dissipated quickly, and the muscles relaxed. Breathing with relief, I decided to ask her if I could buy a few bottles, and seeing her nod, I asked for five, handing her 10 Silver coins.

Returning once again with the bottles, she gave me advice. “Don’t drink another until at least tonight, after the sun sets. It’s strong and will last most of the day, drinking too much will…let's say cause problems a lady could do without.” Smiling sweetly, she spoke once again. “Is madam an adventurer?”

Nodding, she looked towards the Guild. “I see. It seems there is some sort of celebration or announcement today, a lot of adventurers have been heading there today saying they had been summoned. My guess is they are acknowledging those who performed well or died during the monster tide. I hope you have a wonderful day madam.” Bowing slightly, the young girl moved to another table.

Putting the bottles away, I got up and was relieved that my leg didn’t feel tired, in fact it felt stronger than this morning. The soreness all over my body had also disappeared. Smiling at this, I made my way to the Guild.

***

Arriving before the Guild building, I saw the doors to the building were closed with two fully armoured guards standing there. Guild attendants were directing adventurers to continue walking up the street to another location. Feeling a bit confused, I had thought the Guild was where I had to come to. Before I could turn to follow the rest of the adventurers, I felt a danger from behind me. A feeling that I’d only felt once before at the inn.

Death.

Invoking my Wind magic as strongly as I could, I poured Lunar magic into my fists as I used Star Dust Fist. Pivoting on my foot as quickly as I could, I threw a fist with as much power as I could. It slams into something hard. Snow all around myself and the figure exploded outwards as I heard surprised cries of people around me. I felt my fist be grabbed as I was pulled towards the figure. I felt something on my neck.

Struggling, I looked at the person who’d attacked me and saw it was Elise. Looking down at me sternly, a thick bloodthirst came from her as she released me.


“Slow! You’d have been dead before you even invoked your magic.” Looking around us, she shouted to our surroundings “What’re you all looking at? Hurry up, the ceremony will start soon.”

Looking around, I saw adventurers of all kinds, some shocked while others had their weapons drawn, looking threateningly at me. Matching their stares without backing away, I watched as they slowly put their weapons away and continued walking.

“Come with me.” Facing Elise again, she grabs my hand before roughly pulling me into the Guild, past the two guards. A bit surprised at how Elise is acting, she continued to drag me into another room before releasing my hand. Turning to me, she put her hands on her hips and looked at me angrily.

“I told you to stay and rest! Leaving like that caused my heart to skip, only to hear you and Aubrey went and did a request for some tavern! Alisha, did you forget that you’re being targeted by a bunch of fanatics?!”

Elise stomps her foot down. “Stupid! Be more careful.” Sighing, she shakes her head. “Well, I can’t completely fault you. Aubrey is at fault as well, and you’re not exactly the kind to stay shut inside.” Pursing her lips and looking me up and down, she sighed once again. “Well, at least you’re still wearing that hood. Don’t worry about wearing it in the Guild. Adventurers tend to be…protective of fellow adventurers, even those at Black Grade will come to rescue a Bronze Grade.”

Biting my lip and looking down, I felt a bit guilty at her words. I hadn’t given any thought about staying in that room. Walking over, Elise removes my hood before patting me on the shoulder.

“Just be more careful, okay? I’m responsible for your safety. I’ve investigated the Church, and other than the Archbishop, they won’t be a threat to you once you’re about level 60. Though I still don’t know why they’re targeting you to the point of paying to teleport a level 100 monster to your location. Do you know why?”

Hesitating, I looked up at Elise. Biting my lip again, I nod. As I’m about to explain, Elise stopped me. “Alright, let's talk later. I’ll put off everything this afternoon to talk to you. I’m sure you’ve got questions for me as well. For now, I need to talk to you about why you’ve been summoned here. You may enter, Sir.”

Hearing the door open behind me, I turn to see a familiar person enter. It was Roland, the Royal Guard who had assisted me when I first entered Vale. Looking at me, Roland gave me a stern nod before turning to Elise.

“What does she know?”

“I haven’t said anything yet, sir.”

“Very well. Young Alisha, take a seat, please.”

Sitting down on one of the couches, Roland sat on the one opposite to me as he stared deeply at me. Feeling a bit nervous, Roland gave me a smile.


“I do feel the need to apologise to you, Alisha. I led you to the Church of the Moon Goddess and failed to ensure your safety. You had good instincts though, running like that without hesitation surprised me, but it seems to have saved your life.” Reaching into his pocket, he handed me a thin booklet.

“Consider this an apology from me. It’s a high level Lunar spell I ’acquired’ from the Church of the Moon Goddess earlier today. I believe it will serve you well.”

Looking at the book, it had a gorgeous night sky as its cover. I could’ve sworn there was a faint glow coming from it. The title of the book was written within the stars, Starfall. Thanking Roland, he waved at me. 

“Don’t mention it. Consider it both as an apology and as a gift for saving the lives of those in the slums. Now, onto business.”

Leaning forward, Roland looked at me seriously. “The Guild is hosting a ceremony for the recent monster tide. The ceremony focuses on celebrating and rewarding those that performed exceptionally well, and mourning the deaths of adventurers. The Guild will be acknowledging you during the ceremony, for your performance in killing a level 100 monster while only level 27.

“Now, I’m here to give you some advice. While it’s not unheard of for someone low level to kill a higher level being, those cases don’t compare to yours. I’m sure Elise has knocked it into your head already, however I will remind you to not let this inflate your ego. The last thing I want to see is the young girl with a cute raven dying in some ditch because she believed herself to be stronger than she really is. You nearly killed yourself casting that spell, in fact you would’ve done so if not for timely help.

“You will be celebrated, many people will want to drink, eat and talk to you. Many will see you as a hero, I’m sure you’ve heard of the rumours already of a silver-haired fox girl being celebrated as the hero of the slums. However, with such fame will come those who want to defame you. Jealousy runs rampant amongst humans, adventurers are the worst for it. My advice to you is to keep your head down, wear that hood whenever you come to the Guild and soon they will move onto the next big thing.

“That does not mean you can not be proud of the achievement. And you should be proud, you saved hundreds of lives. If not for you, that bear would’ve rampaged for three minutes before a team arrived to deal with it. Instead, that team…no, nevermind.”

Watching as Roland sighs and leans back, I thought over what he said. “What about the others? If it wasn’t for them, I wouldn’t have been able to cast that spell.” Roland turned his gaze to Elise, who offered a nod, before returning his focus to me. 

“The Guild only acknowledges those that contribute the most. While Bloom, Amelia and Leon all assisted, they ultimately did not do any damage to the Elite Disaster-Class Bear. Meanwhile, Elizabeth did not contribute in the slightest. Aubrey on the other hand contributed by ensuring you lived long enough to cast the spell, and maintaining your life shortly after.

“Do not worry, the Guild has offered them a small reward in private. Due to you dealing the killing blow, you will be acknowledged as the one who saved the lives of those in the slums. Don’t worry, you can still share that achievement with your friends, this is just how the Guild operates. If we reward everyone who contributed it would go against the reason why we host these ceremonies, which is to motivate people.”

Understanding what he meant, I decided to leave it there. I was still fully digesting everything he’d told me, especially the advice on how to handle the fame Roland had told me about.

“Well, that’s why I requested you to be summoned here early today. I had thought it best to talk and offer you this advice. You’re quite the popular topic amongst the Royal Guard as well, not often is anyone willing to put their life on the line to save others in such a manner. If you ever want to join the Royal Guard Alisha, come find me. We’ll accept you at any time.”

Standing, he turns to Elise. “It’ll leave the rest to you. Young Alisha, I’ll see you soon.” Nodding to me, he leaves the room as Elise sits. 

“An invitation to the Royal Guard isn’t to be taken lightly, Alisha. Though, I would advise against it, after all, your goal is to return home. The Royal Guard must take an oath to remain in Vale or perish with the city, it would quite literally tie you down here.”

Nodding to her words, I appreciated her telling me that. I ultimately wanted to return to Crater Hell, not be tied down here. Crossing her legs and leaning back, Elise looks me up and down.

“The ceremony will begin in about thirty minutes. While that dress looks good, it’s not quite what an adventurer would wear. Did you have your adventurer clothing?” Nodding, I took my spare set out. Smiling, Elise said “Good, wear that instead. Another thing, get some more clothing to wear when you’re not heading to the dungeon. I’d recommend four or five different sets, mix it up a bit. Make it harder for the Church to find you. You’ll need to move from the inn as soon as possible as well…well, that might actually happen…”

Standing, Elise headed out of the room. “Get changed and come meet me outside. I’ll lead you to the ceremony. And don’t wear a hood. The Branch Master has ordered that you can not wear it, and for a good reason as well, one I can not inform you of.”

As she exits the room, I lean back and exhale deeply. I felt my mind spinning with tiredness already and the day had barely started. Everything that Roland said to me was still on my mind. Picking Alice up off my head, I looked down at her while smiling. “That sure was rather…long wasn’t it.” Stroking the top of her head, Alice leans into my hand.

After a minute, I got changed, put the hood away as Elise said and met her outside. Following her lead, we exited from the Guild building and made our way further up the street.

            

    
        Chapter 73 - Ceremony

    
    
    
    
                As Elise and I walked down the street quietly, I felt stares coming from around us. Fidgeting a bit, I resisted looking around at those that were staring at me. My instincts had been attuned thanks to Crater Hell, being stared at like this would usually mean a monster or human was staring us down. Seeing my fidgeting, Elise let out a soft giggle.

“It’s fine, they’re just curious. You do match the description of the so-called hero of the slums after all. Don’t worry about it too much, with me here none of them would dare try and approach you.”

Smiling stiffly at this, I felt Alice getting restless as well. Picking her up off my head, I brought her to my chest to comfort her with pats. Relaxing a bit, I knew she’d been restless because of the staring as well. Rubbing her head on my head, I wanted to cuddle Alice more, she was too cute.

 As we continue walking down the street, Elise gestures for me to follow her down an alleyway, a direction no one else was walking. “We’ll be heading to another area, the rest of the adventurers will be going to the gathering point. Don’t worry, you’ll be with me. The Branch Master wants to keep you a secret until we announce everything. I'm honestly not sure what he’s planning.”

I didn’t know who the Branch Master was, but Elise seemed to trust him. After a few more turns, we arrived in a small room, a couch with some drinks and food on the table. Behind the couch was a corridor leading off somewhere, while there was a window that looked out to a massive plaza, where hundreds of people had gathered. To the right is a podium where I could sense very powerful people standing.

“Here we are. We’ll wait here until we’re needed, you can view the ceremony from here. It’s nothing special, it’s just the Branch Master giving everyone a speech.” Sitting down, Elise pats the spot next to her. Sitting down, I reached for a drink.

Making small talk with Elise, mostly about my recovery and future plans, we were soon interrupted by a loud gong sounding out. Looking towards the podium, I saw a man walking onto it before stopping at the centre. Everyone standing in the plaza stood silent, looking up at the man. Glancing at the man, I felt myself tremble for a moment.

Standing there is a rather thin, lanky and plain man. If you put him in a crowd of others, you wouldn’t notice him. Around his neck is a Black plate, matching the colour of his hair and eye. He wore an eyepatch over one of his eyes, and wore loose clothing, a simple black shirt and shorts. However, that wasn’t what shocked me.

I could feel an absolute power emitting from him. I felt that in his eyes, everyone around here was nothing. It was like he was the pinnacle of strength, and he carried himself as such. His gaze wandered the crowd, no one faulting under his gaze, and for a moment that gaze landed on our room…on me.

That feeling of absolute strength before…it intensified when that gaze settled on me. Gulping nervously, it felt like minutes had passed before his gaze moved away. Panting for breath, Elise took the opportunity to pat me on the back.

“That’s the Branch Master, Alexander. The power you felt from him is very real. Sorry I didn’t warn you, but I wanted you to experience that without warning, because there may be times you’ll encounter it in the future. I don’t want you experiencing it for the first time and freezing up.”

Nodding nervously, I turned my attention to the man again. The power I had felt could no longer be felt, it seems he had released that pressure on purpose. Standing straight, he had his hands behind his back as he gazed over all the adventurers.

“Adventurers! We, the City of Vale and the Guild of Vale, have overcome one of the world's many disasters! Nearly a month has passed since a monster tide arrived in Vale. Thanks to the efforts of all of you and the Royal Guard, Vale came out of it nearly unscathed! Raise your heads proudly, those that fought valiantly, you have done the Guild proudly!”

Wild cheering came from the crowd after Alexander spoke. Raising his hand after a minute, the crowd went silent shortly after.

“Victory is without cost. We lost fellow adventurers. They gave their lives to protect this city, fellow adventurers or were unfortunately wiped out by a monster far stronger than them. Today, we will celebrate the life of every adventurer we lost. Join me in giving a moment of silence for the following adventurers. 

“From Team Redline; Leonard, Felix, Tally, Jun and Kathren. From Team Chain; Perry, Brick and Ellen.”

Continuing to list off teams and names without reading a thing, the Branch Master continued for nearly ten minutes, pausing for a few seconds after reading out a team's name. After reading out over a hundred names, he went silent as did the crowd of adventurers. After a minute, he spoke once again.

“Do not forget them. Their names will never disappear from the Guild, their sacrifices will always be remembered. All of you bastards better celebrate their lives tonight!”

Hearing the cheering from the crowd, I felt confused a bit. I had thought they were mourning, not celebrating or cheering. 

“It’s how adventurers are, Alisha. It’s how they process the loss of their friends that die in combat. They’ll celebrate till they’re dead drunk. They will mourn, but they will also celebrate that person’s achievements.” Most likely having seen my confusion, Elise spoke up to let me know what was happening.

Sort of understanding, I nod a bit as I look over the crowd of adventurers. They seemed happy and a bit down as well. Hearing the Branch Master speak again, I turned my gaze back to him.

“During the defence against the monster tide, every single person performed as we expected. Today, we will be acknowledging those that went far beyond everyone else, and performed exceptionally during the monster tide. 

“Frederick, the Fire Riddle, please come up.”

A few moments of waiting, a man walked out from the side of the podium. I had initially expected him to come from the crowd. Looking at the corridor I was hit with realisation. Giggling, Elise explained between bites of a snack she had.

“You’ve guessed right. Everyone who will be acknowledged and rewarded today knows in advance that they will be. They are all in similar waiting rooms to us, all up there are ten, excluding you since you’re a special case. It’s done like this so there isn’t a long wait for them to squeeze through hundreds of adventurers to get to the podium.”

As she finished her sentence, the man stood facing Alexander on the stage. He bows as Alexander speaks to the crowd.

“During the battle, Fire Riddle alone entrapped an eighth of the monster tide with his Fire Illusion magics. Because of his efforts, he helped relieve the pressure of those around him, allowing them to redirect their efforts to defending the gates. He alone prevented those hundreds of monsters from acting for eight hours. Because of his efforts, he will be awarded with 2 Mithril Coins, equivalent to 200 Platinum Coins. In addition, he will be raised from his current rank of Platinum Grade D Rank to Platinum Grade B Rank.”

With the crowd cheering loudly, they chanted “Fire Riddle” over and over. Next to me, Elise nodded. “Frederick, he’s one of five Platinum adventurers in Vale. I’ve told you before, Alisha, but getting through Gold is not a task the average adventurer can accomplish. Think of Frederick as your target to reach within the next year.”

Blinking in confusion, I looked at Elise as she giggled. “It’s possible. Majority of adventurers get complacent, make good coin for food, a home and all the women or men they can get at brothels. The crossroads at Level 100 causes so many adventurers to give up…Aim higher than them Alisha, and you’ll make it to Platinum in no time.”

Thinking over what she said, I realised a key point. To become a Platinum Grade, one had to be above level 100. Looking at my own level, I realised I had a long way to go before I could even dream of being Platinum Grade. Then I had to reach Ruby Grade then Black Grade. Feeling a bit dizzy, I started to realise the magnitude of reaching Black Grade. However, Elise said it was possible, which means someone has done it before. Taking a deep breath, I made it my goal to get to Platinum Grade in a year as the Fire Riddle left the podium the same way he came from.

Alexander continued as others came up. Most were either Platinum or Ruby Grade adventurers, with only one being a Gold Grade. The rewards were a mix as well, most received so many coins that it made my head spin, and some received promotions or were given items like weapons or armour. After the tenth person left the stage, Alexander gazed around the crowd.

“Now, before we celebrate the last person's achievements, I have something that needs to be said.” Suddenly, a dangerous feeling enveloped me, and looking at Alexander, his plain face suddenly was red, anger clearly showing.

“A group of Gold Grade adventurers dared to abandon an adventurer who was dying, all in favour of taking the loot of some fucking monster! If it wasn’t for the fact their healer wasn’t a heartless bastard, a hero would’ve died, all because they wanted to claim the corpse of a monster that did not belong to them!

“Those that thought they had found a score have been banished from the Guild and Vale! They were stripped of their precious loot. Let this be a reminder to you all! I don’t care if you kill each other in some dungeon, BUT IF YOU DARE ABANDON THOSE THAT FIGHT ALONGSIDE YOU YOU WILL NOT HAVE A PLACE IN MY GUILD!”

A silence fell over the plaza as I felt the feeling of danger fade. Standing there, Alexander gazed over the crowd before smiling once again.

“Thanks to the efforts of their healer, who did not succumb to greed, we are able to reward and celebrate the achievement of the next person. Now, I know a rumour has been spreading amongst all of you here about the hero of the slums, most of you likely heard it because Bloom couldn’t keep that mouth of his shut.”

Hearing a ring of laughter sound out, I felt a bit surprised at the joke that Alexander had off-handedly made, as well as how well known Bloom apparently was. I saw Elise shaking her head next to me as well.

“Well, without further ado, let me confirm those rumours. Alisha, the Aspiring Hero, please come up.”

Blinking at my name being called, I suddenly realised that I had to head out there in front of all of those people. Suddenly feeling very nervous, I looked towards Elise who had a teasing smile on her face.

“Off you go, ‘hero’, don’t embarrass me.” Giggling at her own comment, she gestures to the corridor. Swallowing nervously, I keep Alice in my hands as I walk towards the corridor and head down it. As I made a turn, the exit appeared directly in front of me. With a knot in my stomach, I made my way to it.

Exiting the corridor, I found myself on the podium, and upon stepping out, I felt hundreds of eyes stare at me. Doing my best to ignore the stares of everyone, I kept stepping towards Alexander, who was looking towards me with a stern gaze. Mimicking the others, I stood a few steps away from him, doing my best to hide my nervousness. Alexander turns back to the crowd and starts speaking.

“During the battle, an Elite Disaster-Class Bear, a monster at level 100, was forcibly teleported to the slums. The bear was severely injured. This did not prevent it from killing all that were nearby with ease. A Silver Grade team led by Bloom engaged with the bear as soon as it appeared, however they were unable to do anything but ruffle the bear's hair.

“During the battle, a member of the Bloom’s team suffered heavy injuries and was sent flying from fight, into an orphanage in which a Bronze Grade team resided in. Alisha here was a part of this team, a level 27 Bronze Grade A Rank, and after several minutes of distracting the bear along with the Silver Grade team, she created a magic so powerful that it ripped her body apart, however she was successful in killing the bear.

“Because of her willingness to sacrifice herself, the spell was successful, killing the threat and saving the lives of everyone at the orphanage, the lives of Bloom’s team and the lives of others who resided in the slums nearby. The Gold Grade team that had been summoned did not arrive for several minutes after the battle had ended, if it was not for Alisha, the death count would’ve been in the hundreds.”

I heard a buzzing sound from the crowd, people muttering to each other, talking in excited whispers and craning their necks to look at me. Alice, still in my hands, was doing her best to hide. I couldn’t help but feel extremely nervous, light headed and a bit queasy from being stared at so intensely from so many people.

“Now compared to everyone else up here, Alisha’s achievement may not be impressive. The fact remains however that she has accomplished something that has not occurred in Vale before, and in doing so saved countless lives. The Guild has acknowledged that without her spell, the bear would have massacred Bloom’s team and rampaged in the street, and the Guild also acknowledges that Alisha defeated an enemy 73 levels higher than herself.

“Because of her efforts, willingness to sacrifice herself to save others and the fact she killed such a monster, the Guild awards her with 5 Platinum Coins. In addition to this, using the bones and tendons from the bear, a master craftsman has made a unique weapon that the Guild paid for in full.”

Turning his head and nodding behind him, an attendant from the Guild moved towards us with a small box in their hands. Handing the box to Alexander, he takes it and opens the box.  I couldn’t make out the contents from where I stood, but hearing the crowd get excited I knew it must’ve been impressive.

“Ursine Gloves of the Berserker. A pair of gloves that increases the wearer’s strength the longer they fight.” Closing the box, he goes to pass it to me, but perhaps seeing Alice in my hands, he doesn’t and hands the box back to the attendant.

“Last of all, I declare that Alisha here will be my disciple!” Following those words, the crowd froze, like someone had cast a spell to silence them all. I had even forgotten my nervousness in that moment, or rather after a few seconds passed as I realised what he had said. When…when did I become his disciple!

After a few seconds passed in silence, the crowd exploded in a wild cheer, overwhelming my ears and making me feel dizzy. Alexander gives me a nod as he gestures to an attendant, who comes over to lead me back to the corridor. Following along while trying not to trip over my own legs, I continued walking down the path I had come from, before arriving back in the room with Elise.

Sitting next to her, she giggled. “Good work. You did well, I believe you’ll be idolised since you were quite cute out there.”

Shivering slightly at her comment, I tried to sink myself further into the couch. Giggling again, Elise starts patting my head. “Well it’s over. I didn’t expect that the Branch Master would declare you as a disciple.” Hearing the sounds of the crowd still cheering out in the plaza while Alexander walked off stage, I shook my head slightly.

“Oh? What’s wrong?” Biting my lip, I told her that I already had a teacher, and that I didn’t know who Alexander was or why he’d take me as a disciple so easily. After telling her everything, Elise once again pats my head.

“You can have more than one master you know. In fact, it’s quite common for people to find new masters once they have learnt or surpassed their current masters, and those masters are more than happy with that. They want to see their students surpass them and learn more. For some, seeing their student become a disciple of someone much stronger than them is an honour. I don’t know of this Teacher Lee, however I’d imagine he would be happy to see you learning from a new master since you can not learn from him now.”

I knew she was right in that aspect. In fact, Teacher Lee was the kind to laugh and drink to celebrate things like this. Still..

“If that hesitation is about not knowing the Branch Master, then don’t worry too much. You’ll come to learn about him. I’m sure he’ll be sending someone here in a moment to bring you to meet him. You can decline his offer too. He announced it had been decided already for a reason, which I think I know. When you meet with him shortly, he’ll formally offer for you to become his disciple.”

Leaning back and thinking it over, I noticed I felt mentally exhausted already. Standing in front of such a large crowd of people like that was more tiring than I had thought. Thinking over Elise’s words slowly, perhaps it would be a good thing for me to take up Alexander’s offer. 

“After this, we’ll have our chat and then we can go looking for a house for you. You have just gotten 5 Platinum coins, meaning we can get you a very well secured and beautiful home.” Saying this with a bit of a giggle, Elise grabs some food.

As I'm about to ask Elise about Alexander, I heard someone enter the room.

Glancing up, I saw a male attendant standing at the corridor and with a slight bow, they nod to Elise.

“Well, it seems like he is more eager to meet you than I had thought. Off you go, I’ll meet up with you later.”

As I stood, I heard the attendant speak up. “Elise, the Branch Master has requested for you to come as well. He believes it will be best if young Alisha here has someone she knows and trusts by her side.”

Standing as well, Elise smiles and says “Well, if that’s the case then I can not refuse. Shall we?” Turning her head to me, I nod as we follow the attendant in silence. After walking through various corridors, we finally arrived in front of a room. I felt the pressure I had earlier coming from this room, and as the attendant opened the door, I prepared myself to meet Alexander in person.

            

    
        Chapter 74 - Resolve

    
    
    
    
                Entering the room, I found it to be very basic. A desk rested in the middle, with a chair on one side and two chairs on the other side. On the opposite side is a large window, where Alexander is standing, hands behind his back, facing the window. The attendant exits the room and as the doors close, I hear Alexander speak.

“Take a seat, Alisha.”

Hesitating for a moment, I moved to a chair and sat down. Elise however moves and stands behind the chair on the opposite side of the desk and holds her hands in front her stomach. At first I was confused, however I quickly remembered Elise was employed by the Guild.

After a few minutes of silence, Alexander finally turns around and walks to the chair, sitting down. Interlocking his fingers, he looks at me with a stern face. Feeling that nervousness once again in my stomach, I meet his stare and wait for him to speak while trying to keep myself calm.

Nodding, Alexander started speaking. “Even though you are a bundle of nerves, your eyes have some confidence in them. Good, if you were completely timid I would’ve recommended a life as a cleaner.”

Leaning forward a bit, he stared at me for a moment then spoke again. “You should have more confidence and determination. I understand that you’re quite nervous, but stick your chin out. You’re a strong individual.”

Pursing my lips, I thought over his words. In Crater Hell I had been more confident in myself, even though I was terrified I still kept that confidence. Ever since I left Crater Hell, I started losing confidence in myself as I came across those who were stronger than me, including monsters. In Crater I had been weak, but after awakening the monster within, meeting Teacher Lee and killing my first human, I had become confident…where had that gone?

“Seems you have a story to tell about it. Do you mind sharing with me?” Leaning back a bit, Alexander looked down at me as I looked towards Elise, who nodded. Reading inbetween the lines of what Alexander meant, I told him it would take a while. He smiled and said it would be fine, so I told him everything. I don’t know why, but I felt compelled to tell this man everything from when I had escaped the clutches of my handler until now.

***

After speaking for several hours, I finished telling Alexander everything up until I arrived here. For some reason I had felt like I needed to tell him everything including the small details, like how Sally liked her meat slightly burnt, or how Olivia sometimes gazed into the distance with a lonely face. For some reason though, I didn’t mind sharing those details, and Alexander nor Elise spoke up about it, and even I didn’t find it strange. Did I just want to share the story of my past? But I had even told him about what transpired in the Tomb of Lilith in full detail.

After I had finished talking, Alexander started tapping the desk with a thoughtful expression on his face. “Elise, what is Alisha like during a fight?” Asking a question to Elise without turning to look at her, he continued to gaze at me.

“Focused, determined and a bit terrifying. Outside of combat I have noticed she can be nervous, quiet and unsure of herself at times. Though in saying that, she does have a degree of confidence when it comes to certain individuals like Aubrey.” Saying everything in a formal tone, Elise slightly bowed after she spoke. 

Nodding to her words, he muttered “Well, then there is a problem. Alisha, the reason I bring this up is because I had noticed your lack of confidence while standing on the podium. In fact, it seemed like you feared being up there. If you are to be my disciple, you must have confidence in yourself, like you do when you fight. 

“What has happened is you’ve lost confidence because you’re scared of the unknown, terrified and uncertain about what is to come. You have confidence in fighting because you have a clear and focused goal, kill the enemy. I do understand, you’re a young girl who has been flung off into an unknown land with some religious fanatics wanting your head while being surrounded by those who are much stronger than you.”

Standing, Alexander looked down at me as his face became serious. “And so what? So what if they’re stronger than you? Higher level than you? More skillful? Bah, who gives a shit. Face them head on, overcome them, don’t let yourself be meek or nervous. If you’re going to be killed, face it with determination and pride! 

You’re strong. Stick that chin out with pride and be confident in yourself! You’ve stared down a God before and lived, you’ve killed a level 100 at your level, you’ve given yourself and others freedom from the clutches of greedy bastards and you’ve been acknowledged as the student of a Shrine Master! For what reason do you cower? Why are you so nervous in the face of the unknown, when you’ve conquered it time and time again!

”Keep taking that step forward! Standing in front of hundreds staring at you?! Face them with pride, show them your determination! People stronger than you want to kill you?! Face those bastards head on, drag them to hell with you! Do you see those that are strong being nervous wrecks? If you can’t face the unknown with confidence, determination and a strong will, how the hell will you move forward?!”

Each word rang deeply within me. I realised that everything he said was true, I had faced worse things in Crater Hell, so why have I become so nervous now? Deep down, I had become terrified, terrified of not being able to overcome the future and see Sally, Gray or Olivia again. In Crater Hell, I knew what I was facing and had confidence because of that, just like when I fought I knew what I was facing and could be confident in myself. 

Closing my eyes, I remembered why I had even stepped out of Crater Hell, why I wanted to leave in the first place. It was to become stronger, to overcome this world, yet here I was feeling terrified of the Church of the Moon Goddess, questioning my own strength and powers because I didn’t know how to confront that fear. Clearing my mind, I started to focus on what I wanted.

Sure, I’d face powerful people, but like Alexander said, I have to face it with my all and not be terrified or nervous. I’d die doing that. I’ve faced a lot in this short time since Sally freed me from those handlers. I’ll find a way back someday, and to do that I need to gain strength. And to gain strength, I needed to face the unknown and overcome it.

I felt angry at myself. I needed to keep moving forward, become stronger than my enemies, and even if I wasn’t stronger than them, I needed to face them without stumbling. Breathing in, my mind cleared itself as I remembered how I’ve acted recently…no wonder why Elizabeth kept thinking she needed to protect me.

Breathing out slowly, I opened my eyes, feeling much more determined than before. I had a clear goal, to reach Platinum in the next year, and to do that I needed to face what was to come. Looking at Alexander’s face, he nodded as a small smile appeared.

“Good. If you falter, remember why you’re here.” Sitting down at his chair again, he spoke once again. “Alisha, let me apologise to you. I used a subtle technique that gave you a mental suggestion to have you hide nothing from me when you told me your story. I did this to ensure you revealed the source of your doubts. I apologise.”

Surprised at his words, I became cautious. Seeing my reaction, he once again nodded. “That is the right reaction to have. But don’t fear, the technique can not do any harm, it only induces one to speak the truth in its fullest detail. It wore off as you were finishing your story, about when you entered Vale.”

Thinking over what I had said earlier, I matched what he said and recalled that I had become less and less detailed in my recollection. Looking at Elise, she smiled and nodded. Deciding to trust her, I looked at Alexander, and while a bit nervous at first, I felt determined to talk to him.

“So why did you do all of this?” As I asked this, he rapped his knuckles on the table before interlocking his fingers once again and sitting back.

“Various reasons. First of all, if you are to become my disciple, I expect you to never falter and always have the determination to face any challenge that you may face. While you might be fine having some confidence while just fighting, your uncertainty from everything else will affect your combat, ending with your death. You felt uncertain about that bear, fear about dying when it appeared, right?”

As I nodded, he continued. “And that is why I say, you lack confidence. Being confident in yourself is important to your foundation. Now, the second reason. Because I wish to see you become stronger, and I fully believe you have the potential to step past everyone here. Not only did you use a spell that even Platinum Grade would struggle with, but you created it while in a crisis. It’s also why I was slightly surprised you appeared so nervous and timid. A genius who had potential to craft such a spell was walking around like she was unsure of herself. Since you were like that, I wanted to find out why and instil some determination into you and spark that flame. After all, I can't have my disciple looking so timid.”

Frowning, I interrupted him. “Why are you so sure that I’ll become your disciple? What if I don’t want to? And why do you want me to be your disciple?”

Raising an eyebrow, Alexander looked surprised while Elise looked horrified. After a moment of silence, Alexander starts laughing.

“That’s much better! I haven't had anyone speak to me in such a manner for so long!” Straightening up once again, he smiled. “Certainly, you are correct. Why would you accept me as a Master when you barely know me? Well, let me tell you why I want you to be my disciple, then you can decide after that.”

Standing, he walks towards the window before turning once again to face me. “I won’t lie nor hide anything. You fascinate me. A human and monster hybrid that has the appearance of an evolved monster that climbed out of Crater Hell. A Lunar Mystic Fox that is a Chosen of the Moon Goddess that caused a Demigod and pseudo-Demigod from the Sisterhood of the Moon Goddess to move to ensure her safety.

“You’ve been acknowledged by a Shrine Master. You’ve gained the Aspiring Hero title. Your strength is ten levels higher than your actual level. You’ve also faced events that would put all others to shame, yet you’ve overcome those time and time again. You might’ve been a bundle of nerves when you entered this room, but you’ve already become more determined, which means that once you have set your mind on something, you will grow much faster.

“I want you to become my disciple because I see your potential and I want to draw it out completely. I want to see where you go and what you will achieve. Call me selfish if you want, but this is the truth of the matter. Now, I could sit here and promise you the world for being my disciple, but I know such things won’t motivate you. So all I will say is I will train you to the peak of what I can do, and if I can’t train you any further I will ensure I find someone who can.”

Hearing his words, I knew this man was speaking the truth. Before I could speak, he spoke first, and as if reading my mind, he poured cold water on a hope that had built.

“I can not help you back to Crater Hell. There are…problems that need to be addressed. I can not tell you everything yet, however the teleport gates are not as simple to get access to as one may think, even for a Black Grade. However, I will ensure that when you do make the trip back, you will be as strong as I can make you.”

Feeling a bit disappointed with those words, I knew there wasn’t anything I could do. Plus, I had already prepared myself for a long wait either way. Thinking it over, there were many advantages to becoming the disciple of someone so strong, and no downsides that I could think of either. I had felt how strong he was, so I knew he could guide me. 

Both Alexander and Elise had remained quiet while I sat here thinking. Even Alice was just looking at me. I still felt nervous and a bit unsure of what was to come, but thanks to Alexander I knew I couldn’t just keep being so timid in front of it. Taking a breath, I decided to keep my head up and accept his offer. 

Looking back up at Alexander, he nor Elise had spoken while I had been thinking. Facing Alexander, I made sure to gulp down any nervousness as I said “Alright, I accept.”

Clapping his hands once, Alexander nodded. “Very good. Now, I will tell you how this works. You will call me Master from now on, however I understand that your past may have defiled that term so I will permit you to call me Teacher for a short while.” Pursing my lips, I understood what he meant when he said that, however I didn’t have much of a problem with the word Master. After all, the humans of Crater didn’t allow us to speak to them.

“I will assign you tasks. When you have finished a task that I give you, I will summon you through Elise and will teach you for a day. I will forewarn you, my training is not to be taken lightly. As for what I will teach you, I will leave that for when you have finished your first task. 

“These tasks are aimed at making you both stronger and more confident in yourself. You’re more determined now, but I want you to etch it in your bones. I can still see some hesitation and nervousness affecting you even now, but it is much better than before. Have faith in yourself, Alisha. If you don’t know how to face something, come to me and I will guide you, but always face it with determination.”

“How do I come to you?” As I ask this, Alexander hands me a small metal plate, but it didn’t match any of the Grades in colour. It had a soft green colour, and I could feel a faint pulse of magic from it.

“This will identify you as a VIP of the Guild. I need time to prepare something that identifies you as my disciple, but using this you will be brought to me directly. In addition, the staff will all be informed you are my disciple so they will be able to identify you.”

As I put it away, Alexander continues. “Now, for your first task. Conquer the twentieth floor of the Tomb of Lilith. Bring me the Guardian’s head. There is a condition to this that you must abide by.” Looking at me deeply, he says in a commanding tone “You must complete this with only yourself and your bonded pet, Alice. I will permit you to bring Aubrey for guidance, however she is not to assist you in any form with combat, she is to purely guide you through the floors. You are to receive no help from within, I will know if you do. You have five days starting from tomorrow to complete this.”

After he finished speaking, and before I could say anything, Elise spoke up in shock. “Sir! I must object to that task! You’re asking her to do something no one has ever accomplished! She is still recover-” Raising a hand, Alexander cuts her off while still looking at me. 

“Can you do it?” Meeting his gaze, I wanted to understand why he wanted me to do such a task. I knew my body had yet to completely recover, my right leg was still weak. I realised though that he wouldn’t set an impossible task, meaning doing the task would be possible. 

“I can.” Giving him a simple reply, he smiles. 

“Good answer. Rest for tonight, head in tomorrow. I will have a message passed down to Aubrey to meet with you. If you fail this task then I won’t bother training you or giving you another task. Make sure you’re prepared.”

Elise folded her arms with a frown, but she didn’t raise any complaints. Alexander taps the desk and a box appears in front of him. It was the box from earlier that had the gloves.

“Your reward from earlier. In the box will be the 5 Platinum coins. The gloves will assist you greatly. You can even wear your gauntlets over the top of them.” Handing me the box, I accept it as I open it to see the gloves.

They were black in colour and a sort of sinister aura was wrapped around them, giving me goosebumps. It was like the gloves were releasing a heavy bloodthirst. Picking one of them up, I noticed a lack of details. In fact there wasn’t anything special to them. I noticed there were two letters, “G.A” on the inside of the pinky fingers of both gloves.

“Pretty bland, right?” Looking up, I saw Alexander watching me with interest. Nodding to his question, he laughed. “Honesty is good, many would praise those as the most beautiful gloves crafted if they knew who made them. The craftsman that I commissioned doesn’t bother with design, he instead draws out the latent power within any material he uses. Weirdly, he is thrilled whenever someone calls a creation of his beautifully designed. I will never understand it.”

As he finished speaking, I brought up the System and checked these gloves over.




	
Ursine Gloves of the Berserker.

+75 Strength per glove

Self-Repairing

For every minute you spend in combat, you will gain +10 Strength. 

If you become severely injured while wearing these gloves, you will enter a Berserk state. You will gain double your strength, however you will no longer be rational until your enemy, or you, are killed.








Gulping at the last line, I knew these gloves were powerful, but losing my rationale while being severely injured was dangerous. Taking off my ordinary gloves, I put the new ones on, and thankfully they covered the bracelet I had received from Flannery. They felt natural to wear, like I was wearing nothing at all. I felt a surge of power flow from the gloves, like when I had put on the elven armour I had in the past.

“Good. Now, take the rest of the day to prepare for tomorrow. I expect to see that Guardian’s head in front of me in six days.” Standing, I thank Alexander as I put the box away in my bag. It still had the coins in it, I kept it in mind to move them to my coin purse later.

Leaving the room with Elise, she led me down the corridors once again while muttering to herself. I couldn’t make out what she was saying, so I continued following her in silence. Arriving outside, she turned to me.

“I hadn’t expected for any of that to happen. Well, let's focus on getting you ready. Let’s start with what we were originally going to do.” Looking at me, she smiles before saying “Let’s get you a home first. I have a few places in mind, so it won’t take long as one of those is something you’re happy with. After that, I’ll arrange for supplies for you and Aubrey while you focus on resting.”

Pursing my lips, I sigh as I say “I had plans too...” Hearing Elise giggle, as she ruffles my hair.

“You’ll have time once you leave the dungeon. The Branch Master won’t stop you being an adventurer. He will assign these tasks and space it out over time. Just take care of yourself. Oh, and that determined look suits you much better you know.”

Feeling a bit embarrassed by her comment, I put Alice on my head after feeding her a monster core. Once I finished this task, I planned on talking to Elise about why my stats were high. As I followed her, I felt myself become more determined as my mind became clearer.

            

    
        Chapter 75 - A New Home

    
    
    
    
                As Elise and I start walking down the street, I consider putting the hood on but hesitate. Wouldn’t this be considered as hiding and being timid and not facing the unknown? Deciding against it, I kept it away in my bag. As we walk, Elise takes me down an alleyway that was empty except for the two of us. Looking at the sky, it was clear and the sun was just moving past its zenith. I still wasn’t used to the day lasting so long, even though I hadn’t really been out in it for long since I’ve either been locked inside, in a dungeon or recovering on a bed.

As it was just the two of us, I decided to ask Elise about my Stats and Stat Ranks, as well as tell her what Teacher Lee had said in the past. I had wanted to wait till after the task was finished, however I felt a bit impatient. Elise slowed her pace as I walked, giving me time to tell her. As I finished speaking, Elise tilted her head at me.

“Is that all?” As I nod, she gives me a smile. “Do you know what era your Teacher Lee is from?” Telling her I never asked, she looks forward while she stops.

“Stat Ranks are difficult to raise, and your situation is unique. I’m guessing the race you evolved to is given a Grade of A+, S or S+, correct?” Telling her it was S+, she nods. “Then that is why. It’s not the only reason though, your class would have an effect on it as well. However this isn’t just handed to you, the System doesn’t just give you things. Your stats are high because you’ve been in dangerous situations and overcome them again and again. But be careful.”

Elise’s face became serious. “There are plenty of others who have higher stats, some have much higher than thought possible, for their level. Be careful, not only about that, but the fact that if your stats get too high, it will hinder you. We’ve seen people inwardly collapse because they had stats of a level 100 while at level 60. We don’t understand why this happens, since in theory raising your stats is strengthening your body in the first place, but it can happen.

“I will say though, people with much higher stats than their level suggests are indeed rare, and you’re the first I’ve met that has one above an A+ Race. Other than the Branch Manager that is. It’s not the only way to gain Stat Ranks, things like experiencing near-death experiences, accomplishing extremely impressive feats and so on. As for why it was rare in your Teacher Lee’s time, I can only think that perhaps he came from an era far in the past, thousands upon thousands of years ago, and things may have been different.”

Elise starts walking again as I follow along. Thanking her for answering my question, she smiles. “It’s what I’m here for. You’re always welcome to seek me out. Usually I will be busy assisting others, but recently things have been stable so I have some free time.”

As we continued walking through various alleyways, we finally arrived on a new street, houses running along each side.

“Since you’ve received those Platinum coins, I think we can get you a bit of a fancier house. All of these houses have high level security enchantments, giving you some protection against anyone who wants to come after you while you’re recovering or resting.”

As we moved along the street, we arrived in front of a small, two story house. There is a waist high fence that went around the land the house sat on, a beautiful garden out the front, and the house itself was built beautifully out of a mix of wood and stone. The outside was painted white with a grey wooden roof, a door in the middle with a window on either side of it. 

“This is one of the houses I wanted to share with you. It’s priced at 4 Platinum coins and already has furniture that you need, except for the kitchen which hasn’t been filled out yet. I figured as someone who is an Apprentice Chef you would rather furnish it yourself.”

Nodding, I had to say it was quite beautiful. Turning to Elise, I say “I don’t mind which house, I’m not concerned.”

Giggling, Elise turned to look at me. “I figured that was the case. This street is relatively quiet from what I’ve heard, not many adventurers actually go house shopping like this, they tend to just buy a house and only use it to rest and recover. I showed you this because I believe it’ll suit you and Elizabeth. It also has a garden out the back that you can use to plant various herbs, fruits and vegetables. 

“There are three bedrooms on the second floor and the ground floor has rooms you can use for various things. Lastly, there is a basement for storing anything you have. After all, you would be limited on storage. And before you say anything, don’t think about buying a dimensional bag bigger than the one you have. It might sound nice having the storage the size of a house all the time, but it will be equally heavy. It’s why they’re cheaper than a Mythril Coin.”

Lifting the bag I had, I hadn’t noticed it was heavier than my last one, though then again I hadn’t really filled it up before. Thinking about Aubrey’s bag, I winced slightly thinking of how she lugged that around with ease, and we’ve filled that before.

“I do recommend buying another dimensional bag though, maybe slightly bigger than your current one, since you’ll be diving deeply into the Tomb of Lilith. You guys want to bring back as much as you can, after all those 5 Platinum coins will vanish before you know it. Now, let’s head to the courthouse and buy the keys to this house, if you want to buy it?”

Telling her I was happy to do so, she led me down the street and around a corner. Since it was clear out, there were people walking through the snow, children playing and there were even cafes that were open. After another turn, we arrived in front of a large building, a sign by the door reads “Garden of Evernight Courthouse and Services.”

“Vale is large, as you know, so to make it easier for everyone, they separate the housing into sections to manage properties and services a lot easier. The Courthouse here is where you need to go for anything like buying a house, repairs, construction repairs and so on. They will also be able to get the kitchen fitted out, and they work fast so it will be done by this afternoon, even if you need them to purchase or pick up anything for it.” Finishing as we entered the lobby, Elise introduced the various different desks in the lobby.

We approached a desk that Elise had pointed out, there was no one in line so when we arrived, a young man greeted us. 

“This young lady here would like to purchase property 32.” Seeing the young man nod, he turns to me. 

“Nice to meet you, I am Sebastian. The cost of the property is listed for 4 Platinum coins…” Glancing at my neck, I knew he was looking at my adventurer’s plate. Sebastion turns to Elise.

“She can afford it, there are no problems.” Elise speaks before he does, and with a nod Sebastian turns around and walks through the door behind him. “Grab those coins out, Alisha.” Doing as she says, as I put the box away Sebastion returns.

“The kitchen has yet to be furnished, we have a few selections that you can choose from to fill it. If you wish to have something brought to the house there will be an additional fee of 10 Gold coins.”

Starting to realise how expensive it was to purchase a house, I felt a bit lightheaded. I was slowly learning the value of these coins, so to learn that the money I had just gotten was nearly all gone made me realise how important it was to keep doing requests.

As he showed me pictures of different set ups for the kitchen, I took my time to look through them. Most of it was just having the benches in different locations with different types of ovens. Thinking it over, I remembered Grandma saying I could come back to buy an oven from her. Since the knives she had given me had proven to be extremely good, I decided to get an oven and stove from her. 

Explaining this to Sebastian, he frowns slightly. “Grandma’s…can you explain where it is?” Blinking, I wasn’t sure on how to describe the location. As if she predicted this, Elise started explaining how to get there from here. Writing down her directions, he nods. “We’ll have people available in an hour, they will be able to bring it back for you. For the kitchen, same deal, we’ll be able to furnish it while you're out. Have you decided on what set up you’d like?”

Picking one I had decided on, it looked to be the best as the oven and stove would sit in the middle, a bench on either side and benches on either side of where I would stand. It looked good for making a large amount of food. There was a sink and a storage that used magic crystals to keep items cold or frozen at all times.

“The total cost will be 4 Platinum coins, 15 Gold coins for pick up and installation and 50 Silvers as an admission fee. I also require your identification chain.” Handing Sebastian the 4 Platinum coins, I dug around in my coin purse and gave him the rest of the coins and the necklace. I placed my final Platinum coin into the pouch. Taking the coins, he handed me a wooden token and a set of keys.

“The token is used to activate the security around the housing. It is enough to prevent anyone lower than level 60 from breaking in. Though that is not a concern, after all if you’re level 60 you’d earn more by killing a few monsters.”

Thanking him, I took the keys and token as he handed me a rolled up piece of paper and my necklace. “This is the title deed to the property. Until your death, the property will remain as yours. Is there anything else we can assist you with, Alisha?”

Shaking my head, he nods. “If you ever need anything, feel free to come back, we will be able to provide most services, and if we can not, we will show you where you can.”

Thanking him once again, Elise and I headed out. After a quick talk, we decided to head to Grandma’s first, then head to the Lily Pond Inn to check out.

“What about Elizabeth? She’s in the dungeon.” Nodding, Elise told me she’d get a room at the Guild for Elizabeth as a short stay if she were to return before I did.

As we arrived back on the street where the Guild laid, I noticed a lot of people started looking in my direction. Ignoring the stares this time, I kept walking while keeping a determined look. No one approached us but I saw people whispering and walking while pointing in my direction. Some even cheered my name out as we walked by each other. 

“Well, your popularity is just starting. You can wear your hood if you want.” Shaking my head, I told her I didn’t want to hide from it, even if it would cause me problems. Giggling, Elise didn’t say anything else about it.

We arrive at Grandma’s cottage, and just as I’m about to enter Elise taps me on the shoulder.

“Do you know how to get back to the house?” Thinking over the route once again, I nod. “Good. Give me 4 Gold coins. I’ll head to a store and buy a dimensional bag for you to take, it’ll be about twice the size of your bag. Keep both on you for this task. They will get very heavy, so if you need to give them to Aubrey. She’s much stronger than you think. I’ll bring it to you here.”

As I hand her 4 Gold coins, she turns and is about to walk before turning back and saying “Oh, and ask Grandma if you can buy a recipe called “Ration Cubes”. They’re small cubes and one will fill you up quickly. She should also have the ingredients for it. They’re difficult to make so they’re not sold at the Guild, but you should get it down with some practice.”

With those words Elise leaves as I enter Grandma’s cottage. As if she had been anticipating me, she came over with a speed that frightened me. “Welcome back, dear. What are you looking for today?”

Explaining about my new house and need for an oven and stove, Grandma got an excited look on her face. Dragging me over a wall, there was a strange marble table with two balls on it.

“Place your hands on those balls and inject your mana. My stoves and ovens are quite different from those you find in restaurants.”

Doing as she said, I closed my eyes and let my mana flow into the balls. A blue glow came through my eyes as I opened them and saw a strange sight. Blue lines ran through the marble, none of them crossing with each other. The blue lines had small, silver dots to them. I heard Grandma speak after a few seconds of silence.

“Mutated mana lake and veins, aligned to Lunar energy. Your output is strong dear, very strong. Can you manipulate your mana?”

Tilting my head, I didn't know what she meant. Grandma nods. “I expected as much, mana manipulation isn’t something one can just do without a teacher. Can you increase and decrease your mana output?” I told her I was only releasing it as slowly as I could, and she got excited.

“Alright love, output as much as you can and hold it for ten seconds.” Closing my eyes, I focused on changing my output to as high as I could. Soon, I felt my mana drain quickly before Grandma told me to stop. I had used a quarter of my mana at that time, making my head slightly dizzy from overuse.

“Powerful! Seems you had a ritual done to awaken your mana lake and veins. Most adventurers just gobble down a Mana Crystal and call it day. Don’t understand those types. Come along dear, I know the perfect stove for you.”

Grabbing my arm once again, she pulls me once again towards another wall, this time right in front of a stove with an oven underneath. The stove was made from an unknown metal, with a magic circle directly underneath it. A gemstone laid to the right and left of it, blue in colour. Under the stove is an oven, like the others I’d seen it was made from stone. Within the hole that was the oven was another magic circle and on either side of the entrance are gemstones, red in colour. I noticed that both did not have a fireplace.

“This is one of the more advanced stoves and ovens that I have. You can place the stove on top of the oven or have it to the side. I would recommend having the stove in one spot and the oven somewhere else, close by. Under the stove top you should have storage to keep your pots and pans and above the oven another bench. I’ll give you easier access to everything you need.”

As Grandma kept pointing and showing me things about the two, I soaked in everything she told me. Both the stove and oven used mana, so unlike the ones I had used before they relied on magic for heat. The gemstone on the left controlled how hot the stove and oven would be, while the one on the right allowed me to inject mana to control how long it would stay on.

I found that they reached temperatures higher than what the stoves and ovens at Lily Pond Inn reached. Feeling really excited to try them out, I asked Grandma how much it would cost.

“1 Platinum coin dear for both dear.” Handing her my last Platinum coin, I explained how someone would pick it up and bring it to my house. She smiles and nods saying she’d keep an eye out for them.

“Grandma, did you have a recipe for something called ‘Ration Cubes?’” 

“Oh, dear I do. It costs 2 Gold coins, and if you want the ingredients now it’ll be an additional 2 Gold coins.” Taking out 4 Gold coins, I felt my heart sink since I only had 1 Gold coin and a bunch of Silver and Bronze coins left. 

Taking the coins, she went to the back and soon came back out with 4 very heavy looking bags and a rolled up paper. Handing me the paper she told me it was the recipe while placing the bags on the ground. I could smell all sorts of fruits and vegetables from it. Oddly I didn’t smell any meat, did the recipe not need it?

After storing the food in my dimensional bag, I felt the weight of it indeed increase, but it wasn’t as heavy as the bags of food had been. Shrugging slightly, I bid farewell to Grandma and made my way to the Lily Pond Inn.

Checking my right leg, I found it a bit sore but otherwise wasn’t hindering me. My body’s condition wasn’t at its peak, but with another night or two of rest I would be back to normal.

Heading into the Lily Pond Inn, I head upstairs and pack the very little things Elizabeth and I had. Elizabeth only had a few items so it was easy to make sure there was nothing left behind. Looking around the inn, I muttered to Alice “I’ll kind of miss this room, what about you, Alice?” 

“Kraa!”

Smiling, I knew from our link she felt similar, but at the same time she was more hungry than upset. Moving back downstairs, I make my way to the counter where Floof was serving people. After a short wait, it was my turn.

“Welcome young fox. It has been a while.” Giving me a smile, Floof bowed slightly. Giving him a nod in return, I told him I wanted to check out.

“Oh? Have you found a new home?” Taking the keys I handed him, I once again nodded.

“Yes, it’s in an area called Garden of Evernight. Elise helped me today.”

“I see. Well young fox, before you leave, I want to let you know you’re always welcome to return. You can work here whenever you wish, I will pay you 10 Silver coins per shift or 40 Silver coins per day. It’s the standard rate of pay for our kitchen staff.” Thanking him for everything, he gave me another slight bow as I left.

Retracing my steps carefully, and ignoring the stares of people around me, I returned back to the house I had bought. I had to admit, it felt strange having a place of my own in this city. When I returned to Crater Hell, perhaps I should instead bring Sally and Gray here instead of staying there.

Walking up to the door, I use the keys to unlock it and enter before closing the door. As Sebastian had said, there was a grove next to the door inside to place the wooden token, and by doing so I heard a click and a rush of mana spread out. 

Taking some time to explore the house, I remembered a few things Elise had told me while we were walking back to Grandma’s. The type of house I had bought used magic circles for almost everything, the bath had two that created cold or hot water, same with the sink. The toilet used a magic circle to flush waste away and the laundry had two sinks, one to wash and one to dry.

The first floor had a corridor that branched into different rooms. From the front entrance, there was a staircase that led to the second floor. To the left is the kitchen and to the right is what Elise called a living room, something people used to gather and eat. Past the stairs, there was a room on the left that was the bathroom and on the right a room that led to a room with a fireplace, controlled with magic.

The floor was made from a solid wood that didn’t creak when stepped on, the walls were also a similar brown coloured wood. The door to the backyard was at the end of the corridor, but I decided to check that later. 

Before I could check upstairs, I heard a soft chime throughout the house. Elise described what this meant, someone was at the door. The door had a magic circle at the front that a visitor could inject mana into to tell those inside they had arrived. Opening the door, I saw two muscled men waiting, behind them is the stove and oven I had ordered.

“Hello, me Ma, this Chop.” Pointing to his companion, they introduced themselves with a nod. Introducing myself, they told me they were here to install the stove and oven, and leading them into the kitchen, I saw the benches had been set up already. I told them what I wanted to do with the stove and oven and they got to work rather quickly. 

It took no time for them to finish before they left, giving me one more nod. Looking over the kitchen, I felt happy and with some excitement, I got the ingredients out, along with my kitchen equipment and read the recipe. It was complicated but I was confident. Leaving Alice on a bench with a bag of magic stones, I got to work.

            

    
        Chapter 76 - Preparations

    
    
    
    
                After two hours I finally had made them. In my hand I held three cubes, each with different colours, red, pink and blue. Wiping the sweet from my forehead with a cloth, I looked at the mess I had made and thought back to the disaster that had occurred for the last two hours.

The recipe called for vegetables of all kinds to be finely diced and compressed over and over, before putting them into the oven and letting it cook. This required extremely fine control over mana, since it heavily required me to use a spell to compress the ingredients. Interestingly the spell was recognised by the System, and it had a rather simple name, “Food Compression”. It also showed up under the Status for my subclass instead of in my usual list of magic and skills. 

The spell required very precious control. A touch too much mana would cause the compression to fail, exploding the cube I was trying to compress. Alice had been scared the first few times at the explosion of food, but now completely ignored it. Too little mana and the compression would just fall apart. I had used nearly half of the vegetables but now I had gotten a lot better at controlling my mana.

As a result, the kitchen had food scraps stuck to the walls, ceiling and floor. My entire front side was covered in food scrap too, however I wasn’t bothered, in fact I was excited. From the start I had been embedding my mana into the ingredients, something the recipe didn’t mention to do, but a footnote written at the bottom said I should do it. I had guessed Grandma had written this.

The colours of the cubes actually determined the effect they would have. This was thanks to weaving my mana into the ingredients and balancing the energies before I cut any. The red one gives you extra strength, but it lowers your speed. The pink one made you more charming, or so the System said and the blue one gave you a calm mind.

Eager to see what else I could create, I grabbed the remaining ingredients and went to work once again.

***

After two more hours, I looked over what I had made and felt satisfied. I had failed a few times, but I had successfully created about thirty of these cubes and discovered two more colours, green and yellow. The green one provided more speed but reduced your strength, while the yellow one made you feel happier. Throwing down one of the yellow ones, I wanted to try the cubes out, the recipe said it would make you feel full for up to eight hours.

Making sure not to chew the cube, I swallowed it and after a few seconds I felt my stomach slowly fill. It provided the same amount of fullness you’d get from a regular meal and was healthy because of the ingredients. The recipe said you should absolutely never eat more than one every ten hours. Nodding with satisfaction, I stored the cubes into a pouch and put them away. 

Hearing the chime of the door, I opened it and found Elise who was shaking her head.

“Good grief, I got caught up in some business, I’m sorry I didn’t meet up with you at Grandma’s.” Smiling a bit stiffly, I had forgotten to wait for her, caught up in the excitement from finding the stove and oven. Elise hands me a bag.

“Here you go, make sure to use it well. I’d offer to stay, but I have to rush back, one of my adventurers was nearly killed in a mission outside. Stay safe, Alisha.”

Running off with a wave, I smiled as I looked up at the sky. I had turned dark at some point, and feeling my body condition, I felt tired. I had used a lot of my mana, so while I hadn’t physically exhausted myself, my mana usage made me feel tired.

Heading back inside, I scoped up Alice from the bench and headed to the bath. Alice still hated when I bathed her, but at this point she no longer complained and just put up with it. Testing the magic circles of the bath, I filled it up and after washing myself and Alice of all scraps of food, I got dressed and headed to the second floor. It was a rather simple floor. As soon as you reached the top of the stairs there was a door on the left and right, and right in front of me.

Entering the room in front of me, I found a large room, a bed in the middle, a mirror on one side while there was a chest for clothing. A door led to another room, and opening it I found another bathroom. Raising an eyebrow, I wondered if the other rooms had their own bathrooms. Closing the door, I found another door and opening it showed an empty rectangle room. Remembering how Elise described bedrooms, I believe this one was called a closet, used for storage.

Closing the door to the room, I turned to the mirror, a desk and chair sat below it. Putting my bag on the desk, I took out the remaining healing potions I had, my gauntlets and adventurer clothing. These were the few items that were for combat or exploring the dungeon. I had about 13 healing potions, and putting them back I decided to leave the gauntlets out. I wanted to use these when we went in. I’d put the adventurer's clothing on tomorrow.

Jumping into the bed, which was over double the size of the one from the inn, I put Alice next to me while I looked up at the ceiling. It had been a rather long day, eventful and eye opening. Alex-no, Master’s words still rang through my ears, all of them contained a truth I had needed to hear. 

Alice snuggled up to my arm and fell asleep. Breathing out, I closed my eyes as well, and fell asleep quickly…I was tired.

***

A loud ringing noise sounded in the room, waking me up. Rubbing my eyes, I look out the window and see the sun had just started rising. Hearing Alice complain with her cries, I reach out and pick her up. Listening to the ringing, it took a few minutes to recognise it as the chime…just a lot louder.

“Who the fuck is it.” Feeling rather angry, I slowly get out of bed and put on my dress. Exiting my bedroom, I nearly tumbled down the stairs as I had nearly forgotten they were there. Making my way down while stifling a yawn, I remove the wooden token from the grove and angrily open my door to see Aubrey.

Before she could speak, I spoke first. “Do you have to do it so fucking loudly?” Seeing her tremble for a moment, I shake my head. “Come in Aubrey.” Seemingly a bit shocked, Aubrey made her way in while keeping her head down. Leading her into the living room, I sat on a chair while yawning again and putting my head down on my arms after putting Alice down.

Aubrey hesitates for a moment and sits down near me. Opening and closing her mouth, she seemed unsure on what to say. Feeling a bit bad for being angry at her, I sit up and pat her head.

“Sorry Aubrey. Being awoken by a loud sound isn’t very pleasant.”

Nodding her head, she turned to look at me. “S-sorry. I just didn’t expect you to be a-angry like that.”

Shrugging I sit back and look at her. As she tilted her head at my stare, realisation dawned on her face. “That’s right! Alisha, what did you get yourself into?!”

Standing while slamming a palm down on the table, she stared at me. “I was summoned to see the Branch Master and given a direct order! He said I must guide you to the twentieth floor and I can not assist you in any form! He even said that you’re not to be given any form of help by others in the dungeon! Alisha, what the hell happened?!”

Looking at her face, I saw she had her serious face on this morning. Rubbing my eyes sleepily, I reached over and stroked her hair again. It was rather smooth. At first she looked like she wanted to shake it off, but gave up and stood there waiting.

After a minute, I withdrew my hand and leaned back. “Well, you see, yesterday…”

Explaining everything about the ceremony, my meeting with Alexander and then buying this house, I told her everything. At some point she’d sat back down looking rather dizzy as she held her head.

“Y-you’re the disciple of that man?” Looking rather distraught, she sighed and looked at me. “You’re not completely recovered are you?” Shaking my head, she sighs again. “Fuck. What an impossible task, solo conquer the twentieth floor. Alice can only help you to an extent…sigh.”

Looking defeated, Aubrey sat down and stared at the ceiling for a few minutes. Eventually she spoke, while still staring at the ceiling. “Well…what is done is done.” Looking down at me, she said “I don’t care about orders. The moment I determine you’re about to lose your life, I’m teleporting us out.”

“You can do that?” Nodding, Aubrey pulled a stone tablet out from her pocket the size of her hand.

“It’s an item found past the twentieth floor. It allows you to be teleported out but only works before the twentieth floor. They’re rare but to adventurers who find them they’re useless.”

Putting the tablet away, Aubrey sits up straight and closes her eyes. After a minute, she opened them again, her eyes a bit hazy as if she was looking into the distance.

“The twentieth floor…it takes on average a party of 5 or 6 at level 45 or higher to defeat the boss safely. No one has ever solo killed the boss, nor has anyone even reached that floor by themselves, no information exists for what it will require. The tenth floor boss…same size party but the average level is 30. No one has accomplished doing it solo so no information exists for it.”

Shaking her head, she looks at me with concern. “You should just give up. The danger is too high, we won’t even get past the tenth floor. If the Branch Master just wants you to level up, we can go out to a hunting zone outside of Vale, that would be easier.”

Seeing her concern, I shake my head and say “No, I can do this.” Giving her a look of confidence, Aubrey sighs.

“Fine. If anything happens to you, I’m going to kill the Branch Master.” A rare angry look appeared on her face before looking at me. “Go get ready, we need to head in now. It takes parties two or three days to trek down. I want to explain the dangers of the Tomb of Lilith before we head there.”

Nodding, I got up and left Alice with Aubrey. Heading back upstairs, I undressed and put on my adventuring clothing, the gauntlets and slung the bags over my shoulder. Looking in the mirror, I found it strange looking at myself. Long, smooth silver hair ran down to my shoulders and my blue eyes resembled Flannery’s, they had stars within them. Touching my cheek, my eyes had slight bags under them. The fox ears that sat upon my head were also silver in colour.

Letting my monster form come through slightly, I saw my pupils turn into slits, my teeth grew sharp and long. My arms grew slightly larger as my hands slowly changed to claws. Stopping myself before the transformation went any further, I looked over my face. So is this what people saw when I became more monster-like?

Letting go of my monster form, the changes reverted fairly quickly. I felt tempted to fully release my form, but if I did that I would release that sinister aura, which isn’t a problem usually, but with Aubrey waiting it’s best not to. 

Making my way back down, I entered the living room again to see Aubrey giving Alice a monster core while patting her, a smile on Aubrey’s face. Smiling at this scene, I sat back down as Aubrey straightened up.

“Alright, listen up Alisha. Your life will depend on what you know. The first ten floors can be considered baby steps. Nothing of interest can happen, monsters are relatively simple compared to those found past the tenth floor. Remember the Mimic? That’s nothing compared to common monsters past the tenth floor.

“I will tell you about the monsters found on each floor once we reach them. However, I need to tell you some critical information. From the tenth floor onwards, the floors themselves can mutate, just like how monsters can. It’s not common, but also not rare. The mutations affect everything, and can be a huge boon or bane to us. It can be enriching because extremely valuable monsters come from mutated floors.

“Now, mutated floors happen randomly. It might be mutated before we enter, or it could mutate midway through. We have to adapt to the situation, mutations don’t have a duration either. The worst mutation that can happen is one that brings up the level of monsters. The highest level a mutated floor has done is twenty levels. If that happens, we need to leave as soon as possible and not return.”

Doing my best to remember everything, I asked Aubrey a question. “Can the boss room mutate?” 

“Yes. It causes the boss itself to mutate into something either harmless or extremely dangerous. Again, this is random, and since the boss rooms can only be entered if no one else is in them, we won’t have anyone to help us…well, we can’t have anyone help us anyway.” Shrugging her shoulders, Aubrey let out another sigh.

Looking at me once again, Aubrey says “We can still just not go in, Alisha. This is a dangerous task, far too dangerous for you.”

Leaning forward, I tap her forehead. “Have some confidence in me, Aubrey. We’ll do this, even if I have to tear my way through to do it.”

“Alright, I get it, can’t change your mind. Listen, the next danger is humans. Not just humans, but elves and evolved monsters. Everyone has a price, and the loot other people claim is too much. We might also be hunted because we’re evolved monsters…well, I am, you’re a different case but they won’t know that. Slaves sell for a very high price, and the moment that collar is around your neck, it's game over, unless you kill the owner of the collar…who is usually some noble brat sitting safely in his home.”

Tapping the desk, Aubrey thought for a moment before shaking her head. “The last danger is getting lost, but that isn’t usually a problem unless a floor mutates. I know the way through every floor, it’s just a matter of having supplies if we do get lost. I received enough rations to last us a few days, but I don’t know if it’ll be enough.”

“Oh, I have Ration Cubes.” Tilting her head at my comment, I showed her the ration cubes and explained their effects based on the colours. Looking at them thoughtfully, she looked at me. 

“Interesting, Chefs can do this? Well, do you mind if I have the blue ones and a few yellow ones? I believe if I can keep a calm mind it’ll assist in my decision making…and the yellow ones for when I get angry at the Branch Master later.” Handing her five blue cubes and three yellow ones, she thanks me as she puts them away and stands. Picking up her bag and strapping it on her back, she looked at me. “Let's head there now, the sooner the better. We’ll rush to the sixth floor and head to the seventh after I explain the dangers.”

Nodding, I get up and pick up Alice, putting her on my head. Pecking my head, I felt excitement from her. While I wasn’t sure what it was from, I figured she was excited to get to levelling again.

Exiting the house, we made our way to the dungeon while making some small talk. Looking at the rewards I had yet to claim, the Rapier and Wish Box of Needs, I figured I would claim them later. 

            

    
        Chapter 77 - Delving in Once Again

    
    
    
    
                Arriving on the sixth floor of the Tomb of Lilith, I felt a bit disappointed. I had hoped we’d run into Elizabeth at some point, I wanted to check in on her and see how she was doing. We hadn’t met her, nor had we really come across many others. 

“Well, that’s just how it is. She may not even be here, Bloom might’ve taken her to one of the dimensional dungeons or out to a hunting zone. She knows Summoning magic right? She may even be learning while he tries to teach her. There is more to training oneself than just killing monsters, training your body is just as important.”

Nodding with her words, I thought over the spells I had and thought about the ones that weren’t complete spells yet. Opening my magic and spells Status, I saw the two that needed to be completed.
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“Lunar Blessing or Barrier…hmmm” Muttering to myself, I decided to focus on figuring out Lunar Blessing. Currently the spell only affects my arms and legs up to a certain point, and not my entire body. It provided an additional 10% to my Strength and Agility at the cost of 1,000 mana. Perhaps if I could figure out how to weave it throughout my body, applying it to all my muscles, would it become stronger?

Thinking over Elise’s words, I wondered if it would be better to be under a lot of pressure, be on the edge of life and death while fighting while trying to use it. Would that make it easier to complete? My current problem was that there seemed to be something stopping me from spreading it throughout my body, the magic sort of hit a barrier or something. Shaking my head, I decided to figure it out later.

As we’re walking down the sixth floor, Aubrey brought up facts about the monsters on the next floor, their weaknesses and their abilities or spells. Mimics were found more commonly on the seventh floor and onwards so we would have to deal with that constantly. 

We started running into monsters, but they were very easy to defeat, in fact most times I dealt with them in one or two blows. The only monster that gave me trouble was a Deviant Mimic that transformed into Sally again, but that was only due to how ridiculously tough Sally was. I defeated it without getting injured or using much magic though, so in the end it just took a bit more time. 

Aubrey didn’t collect any materials except from the Mimics. She explained that the monsters from floor fifteen onwards were worth a lot more, saying if we filled all our bags we could earn about 3 or 4 Platinum coins. Feeling my right leg get sore, I asked if we could find a safe zone to rest. Aubrey nods saying there is one near the entrance to the seventh floor, and after a few more fights, we arrived at the safe zone.

Looking over the experience I’d earned, I was getting half the experience for anything one level below me than I did before, and anything two or more levels was halved again. In total, I had only gotten 30,000 experience from about ten monsters. I knew this was due to me being much higher level than anything here, nothing higher than level 26 had appeared before us.

As I sat down, Aubrey offered me a healing potion, saying that this was the only thing she could do to assist me according to the Branch Master. Waving my hand, I told her I had something better and grabbed a bottle of the foul medicinal drink and pinching my nose, I downed the contents.

While the medicine did its work, I leaned back and turned to Aubrey. “I remember you told me you levelled differently, how does it work?”

Crossing her arms and pondering for a moment, she looked at me. “Lifeforce. I told you in the past I ate monster cores for experience, that’s because they contain a small amount of lifeforce. I have to absorb it directly from either the cores or a monster itself. If the monster is uninjured, I can gain more experience than if someone at the same level killed it, since it would have a lot of lifeforce. If it’s injured, it will have less lifeforce, thus giving less experience.”

Leaning back on the wall after hearing this, I wondered if I could help her by trapping monsters. As if she knew what I was thinking, she spoke up again.

“Don’t worry about me. You need the levels more…” Looking a bit sad, Aubrey looked down after saying this. I knew why as well, if what she said was true about the twentieth floor, once we came out of the dungeon I would be about level 45, but she’d still be level 24. I knew this because I had been thinking about it as well, I quite liked Aubrey and enjoyed spending time with her, if possible I didn’t want to leave her behind. I decided I’d use my Astral Ice Wind to see if I could freeze some monsters to the spot so she too could gain experience.

“Alisha, if anyone tries to stop or block us, what do you plan to do?” 

“Kill them.” Giving her an answer without hesitation, I looked at Aubrey. “Is there a problem with that?”

“Only if you damage their loot. Hold your punches next time, I had to throw away so many pieces of armour before because they had dents and cracks.”

Smiling, I hadn’t expected her to be so direct. “Kraa!” Hearing Alice cry out, she flapped her wings and flew over to Aubrey’s head, resting between her antlers. Aubrey tilts her head slightly, but doesn’t seem bothered. Looking at this raven of mine, I knew she only rested on the heads of those she liked and trusted, which meant it would take time for her to do so…except for Jessica, for some reason Alice had no issues with her.

After a few minutes, we got back up and exited the safe zone. After a short walk, we arrived at the stairs to the seventh floor. Aubrey had already told me about the monsters here, however we still made our way through the seventh floor with no problems.

***

Entering the eighth floor, I still felt completely fine. I had no injuries nor any fatigue. The monsters on the seventh floor hadn’t caused us any problems, in fact it had been like the sixth floor, they had died to one or two hits. Alice hadn’t gotten involved yet, not because I didn’t need her, but because she didn’t get a chance. 

I was feeling bored. I know it was better to be bored than injured, but I wanted more from these fights. I remembered Aubrey’s words about the first nine floors being the beginners level so I understood that with how strong my stats were, I would of course be stronger here.

As we walked down the quickest route to the ninth floor, somewhere we’d stop and focus on getting myself to level 30 and Alice to level 10, a figure emerged from the wall. With my vision there was no darkness here, so it looked rather strange, but to Aubrey it would’ve looked like the figure emerged from the shadows.

With wavy violet hair, clutching two small daggers and the height of a human child, my eyes met Gray’s, or rather, with the Deviant Mimic’s eyes.

“A child? Must be pretty weak.” Smiling, I knew that comment was completely untrue. This was an opportunity however, I knew Gray’s biggest weakness. 

He didn’t know any offensive or defensive magic, or at least when I had departed. Taking a side glance at Aubrey, I planned to help her level as well, I didn’t want her to be left behind.

Moving quickly, the Gray Mimic started sinking into the ground, and knowing he was planning to use shadow step, I waited. As the figure disappeared, I felt a presence behind me, not needing my smell to figure out its positioning. I pivoted, grabbed the hand that was attempting to stab me and spun the Mimic around, still gripping its hands.

Grabbing the other wrist, I pulled that behind him and stomped hard on both of the Mimic’s legs, breaking them with ease. Looking at Aubrey, I calmly said “Come, he doesn’t know any offensive spells. Easy experience.”

Looking surprised, Aubrey was about to shake my head but must’ve seen my face. I stared at her sternly, and I knew she knew I wouldn’t accept no for an answer. Nodding, she quickly walks up to the Mimic, and as she raises a hand, a bunch of vines sprout out from her wrist. Plunging down into the Mimic’s stomach, I saw the vines “gulping” like that had before.

The Mimic started panicking, a face filled with fear shouted out “STOP! DON’T KILL ME!” in a pleading voice, with Gray’s exact voice. Getting irritated, I punch down on its head, only hard enough to make it dizzy. It stopped struggling as Aubrey had a look of concentration in her eyes.

After several minutes, the Mimic soon stopped moving and became melting as Aubrey withdrew her hand, the vines retreating. She stood with her eyes, that were flickering, closed. Soon, she let out a sigh filled with happiness as she opened her eyes slowly and muttered “It’s been so long…”

Looking at me, she gave me a smile filled with sweetness. “Thank you, Alisha. I levelled from that, it was a lot more experience than I thought…”

Waving it off, I told her it was no problem. Looking down at the Deviant Mimic’s remains, they seemed…lifeless.

“A side effect. I absorb everything, all the lifeforce in it goes. You don’t have to worry about giving me experience, it’ll lose us coins.”

Shrugging, I told her straight up “I don’t care for coins. I can eat monster meat if I need food. You need levels.”

Seeing her eyes widened, she turned as her eyes started watering. “T-thanks.” muttering this, Aubrey walks to her bag and picks it up again. Smiling, I glance at Alice. Since she didn’t have anything to do, I decided to give her the stone Leon had given me. Digging through my bag, I pulled it out and placed it on Aubrey’s head, in front of Alice.

Alice tilts her head at it, then an excited feeling comes from her as she pecks at the stone. Flapping her wings, she picks it up with a talon then closes her eyes. A feeling of concentration came from her, the stone slowly turned pitch black. Scratching my head, I wondered what was happening. Leaving it to Alice, I turn and continue walking as Aubrey follows, humming a tune with each step.

Along the way, we ran into another pack of monsters. This floor had monsters at level 28, meaning I was gaining more experience. The pack we ran into were six Gale Ants. Raising my hand, I used Astral Ice Gale as they ran towards me, using wing magic to throw blades of wind at me. Dodging, I kept using the Astral Ice Gale and slowly they began slowing down as they froze. 

Sensing my mana, I had used about a quarter of my mana doing this. I wanted to try freezing them for a short while, to see if Aubrey could absorb their lifeforce. Side stepping more wind blades and bites by the ones catching up to me, I soon completely froze four, while two were partially frozen. Throwing out punches to their heads, I easily crushed them, killing the two I didn’t freeze.

“Aubrey! Hurry!”

Turning my head, Aubrey seemed surprised again. Wanting to kick that hesitation out of her later, I watched as she dropped the back and pierced a Gale Ant with her hand once again with the vines.

Watching as the vines drank, I knew it was working. Keeping an eye on the other three, they were trying to break free but weren’t successful.

After finishing one, Aubrey quickly moved to the other. While she was busy, the ice around the three started cracking, but with more Astral Ice Gale they were refrozen.

After about ten minutes, she finally absorbed the last one. They had lost all their colour, collapsing into dust. Looking filled with joy, Aubrey had excitement in her eyes. She told me she’d gained two levels this time, meaning she’d reached level 27. Smiling, I checked on my own condition.

I had used half my mana for this. I couldn’t repeat it, Astral Ice Gale was effective on one target, but multiple targets meant I had to use a lot more mana. Looking at Aubrey, I knew she was trying to hide her excitement and happiness behind her serious face. Looking at my Status, I wasn’t far off level 29, I wanted to hit it before we arrived at floor nine.

As we continued through the eighth floor, I came up with different ways to incapacitate enemies for Aubrey. About every second or third monster was left to her, and soon she had levelled to 28. I found out she gained about 50% more experience from draining the lifeforce of a monster that was barely injured than if I killed it. The more lifeforce she absorbed, the happier she seemed to become. Previously she’d been either shy or serious, while being a bit withdrawn, but now she had a smile in her eyes and at some point she’d been humming happily.

At some point I wondered if this would count as Aubrey assisting me, but after seeing how happy she’d become I decided I wouldn’t care if Alexander used it to say I failed his task. I accepted his offer because he was strong, but I didn’t need him to become stronger.

As we reached the stairs to the ninth floor, I had levelled to 29, gaining new stats. The amount I gained changed.




	
You have levelled to 29!

Gained the following Stats:

Agility: +50

Strength: +35

Intelligence: +25

Toughness: +2

You gain 10% more Stats due to Aspiring Hero, you gain the following:

Agility: +5

Strength: +3

Intelligence: +1

Toughness: +0

Health increased to 2,600.

Lunar Mana Increased to 20,000.








Seeing my Toughness barely go up I wanted to cry. I knew if I were to be hit by an attack I’d be injured heavily, if not outright killed. While fighting, I relied on my sense of smell to sense attacks and dodge, as well as my vision. Truthfully, my Toughness was the reason I was still being careful while engaging enemies so as to not be overwhelmed.

But I knew at some point I wouldn’t be able to avoid attacks. I’ve seen monsters use attacks that attacked everything in front of them. What if an enemy could use something like my Wind Explosion and hit everything around them? A wall of wind would only go so far, and my Lunar Barrier was too slow to invoke to protect myself, and too costly too.

After talking to Aubrey about my concerns while we rested in a safe zone, she smiled at me. “You have that golden ticket right? Just find a dojo that teaches techniques or skills to avoid attacks like that. I’ll show you around when we’re out, we can spend more time together.” Giggling excitedly, Aubrey grabbed a ration cube, a blue one, and ate it. 

Seeing this new, happy and excited Aubrey was strange, but I didn’t hate it. Looking up, I checked on Alice, she’d been silent and still ever since grabbing that stone. It seemed like she was having a dream, her beck would twitch while her eyelids would sometimes flutter. 

We’ve been here for about half a day so far. We’ve had to rest a lot due to my right leg, even the medicinal drink wasn’t helping to manage the pain and stiffness. My entire body was sore as well, but not as much as my leg. Pursing my lips, I knew we still had a very long way to go, but we couldn’t just rush through here.

Aubrey had said since it was only recently regrown, I had to basically retrain it, the muscles themselves had to get used to me using it. She suggested doing different types of stretches and exercises to train the muscles and to help the soreness. According to her, she was simply ‘guiding’ me by teaching this, and shaking my head with a smile at her giddiness about it, I decided to leave her be.

After an hour of resting, we got back up and continued moving. We’d decided not to sleep until either we were completely exhausted or we had finished the task. It had taken us half a day to descend two floors, and this wouldn’t get easier according to Aubrey.

Entering the ninth floor, Aubrey stopped telling me the monsters at my request. She’d seemed rather confused, but after explaining I wanted to face the unknown she seemed to understand and nodded.

“In that case, I’ll guide you to the next floor when you’re ready. We don’t have the time for you to wander around and find the exit. Especially if we get lost on a mutated floor.” Agreeing with her, we made our way through the ninth floor. The floors hadn’t changed in design, they were simple dirt tunnels, winding around the entire place; some tunnels led to large basic rooms or small safe zones.

As we made our way down the tunnels, we came across a pack of monsters, five of them together. They looked like the hounds from all the way back in Hounds Hell, but they were walking on their hind legs, smoke coming out of their mouth and their fur was completely black. Their upper torso looked similar to that of a human, except slouched and very muscular. 




	
Level 29 Hellfire Hound

Health: 20,000/20,000









The monsters noticed us as well, all six of them moving forward at the same time. They were slow, which meant it was likely they were tough. Stomping down my left foot, I sent a Wind Explosion in front of myself. The two beasts in front lost their balance as two in the back stopped and opened their mouths. Sensing mana from the two, I knew they were about to unleash magic. 

Moving quickly, I arrived at the side of one of the ones I had knocked down and slammed my fist into its head, right between the eyes. Feeling my fist smash through, I dodged an attack by one of the two still standing. Sensing the mana hit its peak, I turned to the two and, surrounding myself with wind, moved as quickly as I could past the two, arriving behind them.

Slamming my fist into the back of the neck of one, I punched through with some effort, ending its life before the magic could go off. The second turned its head as I saw red hot fire about to spew forth. Quickly reacting, I reached over and placed my hands on its upper and lower mouth, slammed its mouth shut as the magic was invoked, causing it to explode in the beast's mouth.

Seeing it stumble, I put my left foot on its chest and ripped upwards, taking its head off. Aiming for the head of beasts made it easier to kill them. Turning to the three remaining, I quickly finished them off.

Breathing out, I looked at the beasts and knew I had played it dangerously. If they had gotten their magic off, or were able to keep me occupied until one of them did, the result may have been different.

Walking over to Aubrey, she nods with a smile. “Good work. Just…be careful, closing its mouth like that is dangerous, I’m surprised it worked.”

Smiling at her in return, I checked the experience I had earned from the beasts, 15,000 each. Massaging my shoulders, I looked down the tunnel frowning slightly. It felt like someone was gazing at us, but with my vision I couldn’t see anything. Surging starlight and mana into my eyes, my gaze travelled further down the path, yet I couldn’t see anything.

“Aubrey?”

“Mm?”

“Is it normal to feel like someone is staring at you?”

“You noticed it too? No, it’s not. What do you see?”

“Nothing, but I can only see so far, about another hundred metres, there is a wall there.”

“Mm, it branches off there. Alisha, be careful.” 

Aubrey didn’t need to explain why, I already knew. Pursing my lips, I decided to ignore the feeling of being watched as we continued down the tunnel.

            

    
        Chapter 78 - Xia

    
    
    
    
                Dodging a clumsy claw attack, I grab the arm of the wingless griffon and squeeze my hand as hard as possible, and feeling bones getting crushed I release my grip, ignoring its cries of pain as I grab its throat and rip it out. Reeling back, the griffon tried crying out and failed, collapsing into a heap. Panting slightly as I threw the torn throat away, I looked around and saw the corpses of four other wingless griffons.

It’s been a rather bloody fight, tricky as well. These beasts could use earth magic, offensively as well. I’d been hit in a few spots by rock bullets. I felt the areas that had been hit bruising. Sighing, I look at my System feeling slightly satisfied.




	
You have levelled to 30!

Gained the following Stats:

Agility: +50

Strength: +35

Intelligence: +25

Toughness: +2

You gain 10% more Stats due to Aspiring Hero, you gain the following:

Agility: +5

Strength: +3

Intelligence: +1

Toughness: +0

Health increased to 3,000.

Lunar Mana Increased to 30,000.









My stats levelled as normally, but my health and mana experienced a jump. Checking, I saw nothing else there as I stretched my body. Since I was still recovering my body was filled with fatigue much faster, meaning we’d have to rest once again. Sighing, I turn to Aubrey while ignoring the feeling of being watched.

Seeing Aubrey drain the lifeforce of two of the beasts I’d incapacitated for her, she looked excited. She excitedly told me she had reached level 29, and without warning jumped at me, giving me a quick hug. Patting her shoulder, I look at Alice on top of her head. She was still meditating but I had been feeling something akin to wonder and excitement from her. Is she close to figuring something out?

“Hey hey Alisha.” Clinging to my arm and resting her head on my shoulder, Aubrey spoke with some excitement. “Do you need to rest? You look tired.” 

I was starting to get worried about Aubrey. Before we started she had stopped being shy and usually had a serious expression on her face, but after absorbing the lifeforce of so many monsters it had changed and she became this very lively, happy and excitable girl. I wanted to ask her what was going on, but perhaps it was simply she was treating me as a friend, and this was her true personality.

“Mm, I need to rest.”

“Okay! Come come, the safe zone is close to here!”

Dragging me along with her, I let her do what she wanted as we walked. 

“Aubrey?”

“Yes?”

“What is lifeforce?”

“Oh! You don’t know? Well, lifeforce is within everyone. Think of it as a flame within you, when you’re all healthy the flame burns brightly and as you get injured that flame helps you recover your injuries. The more injured you are, the more that flame starts going out. If the flame goes out, you die. The System shows you your health, right? Think of that as your flame in numbers.”

Understanding what she meant, she turned her head and smiled at me. “I can give people my lifeforce to help them recover from wounds or empower their body, as you know. It’s a unique ability I can do because instead of my lifeforce being like a flame, it’s more like water. It’s not water though, nor is lifeforce a flame. Mm, nevermind! So the way I level is by absorbing the lifeforce of living beings, or monster cores. It gets absorbed into my body giving me experience.”

Giggling as she explains, I understood what she meant as I nod along. We continue to make small talk and as I round the corner I spot a hooded female figure standing along the path, facing us. She held an orb in her hands that she was looking down at. A bit surprised since we hadn’t met anyone down here, I’m about to greet her when she suddenly looked at me.

“Domain. Chart of Stars!”

Grabbing Aubrey, I pushed her back behind me with a bit of force as I generated my wind around me, filling my fists with starlight energy and invoking Star Dust fists. Expanding all around is a field of stars, constellations of stars in every direction, above and below. There was no solid ground below my feet, I just sort of floated there. Looking around this Domain…it felt weak, at least weaker than mine. This was the first time, apart from Mimics, I had a Domain used against me since that red spirit.

Looking at the woman, I saw she wasn’t alone. Standing besides her was a rather bulky man in shiny, silver armour and behind the pair sat nearly 15 people. Without reserve, I used the System to check all of them. All of them were between level 25 to level 32, with the armoured man level 35 and the woman showing as unknown everything. 




	
Level 35 Markus

Ascended Human

Apprentice Sword Saint

Health: ???/???








Looking at the people at the back, they wore the same coloured robes, a dull silver with a crest on the right breast. Looking at the symbol, my stomach tightened slightly as anger, excitement and annoyance built up in front of me. I knew that symbol.

The symbol of the Church of the Moon Goddess.

Markus throws two cubes, one at me and one at Aubrey. Failing to dodge, I forgot I had nothing to step on. The cube hits me in the shoulder, exploding into dozens of silver chains that proceed to wrap my arms around my torso tightly as magic surged from the chains…before stopping.




	
You have been bound by the Chains of Evernight’s Imprisonment.

You will be bound, your magic will be sealed and you will not be able to break the chains.

Does not affect the Goddess of the Moon’s Blessed. If a Blessed is bound by the chains, they can be controlled by the Blessed.












	
You are not bound by the Chains of Evernight’s Imprisonment.

You are not sealed by the Chains of Evernight’s Imprisonment.









Hiding my surprise at the notifications, I quickly came up with a plan as I heard screams from behind me. Resisting turning my head, I knew Aubrey would be fine and only be bound. Ceasing the mana circulation in my body, I heard the woman with the orb speak.

“Foul monster who desecrates the name of our Goddess! I, under Her name, find you guilty of stealing the bracelet of a Sister from the Sisterhood of the Moon Goddess, as well as daring to foul Her name with your mouth! Your punishment will be public execution!”

Markus unfolds his arms and starts walking towards us. How does he have a foothold? I can’t figure it out, he was just walking on nothing. Watching his movements carefully as he approached me, I ‘struggled’ against the chains making my face twist into one I hoped looked full of fear.

Markus’s face doesn’t change as he steps closer. His guard was down, meaning he fully believed I was bound. Five metres…he is the biggest threat here, besides the unknown threat that the hooded woman represented. Three metres, I started ‘struggling’ more as I slowly began circulating mana again. 

As he stepped into one metre between us, I stopped moving, mentally commanding the chains to unbind me, and as I felt them loosen suddenly I explode my mana, within half a second I had my fists prepped with starlight, wind circulating around my body as I stepped in and threw my fist into Markus’s chest with all my strength.

Time seemed to slow as I saw his eyes go from looking down on me to confused. Reaching for his sword, my fist had already arrived at his chest, exactly where his heart laid. Smashing through the armour with some resistance, my hand plunges into his chest, blood slowly spurting out as I feel my arm pass through his chest. I felt my fist connect with his heart, and the force ripped his heart from its place, exploding it as my fist travelled through the other end. All within a second.

Pulling my arm out as quickly as I could, I saw his eyes start turning lifeless as he unsheathe his sword and swiped upwards with a speed that nearly equaled my own. Crossing my arms in front of myself, I felt the sword slash my arms. It was a shallow cut, he lost power as the sword connected.

Blowing him away with a wind explosion, time speeds back up. Looking up at the crowd of people as the body slammed onto some unknown ground, I saw all of them step back looking shocked. Before they could do anything, I spread my arms to my side as I spoke.

“Domain. Mystical Lunar Starfield”

The sound of something smashing sounded throughout the domain we stood in as mine rushed out, consuming it and replacing it completely. A lake appears underneath my feet as the stars around me disappear, replacing the stars in a night sky above us. A freezing wind blows strongly all around us.

The people in the back looked surprised and terrified. Some drew their weapons, others raised their hands as mana surged and the rest clasped their hands together and started chanting. The hooded woman thrust a hand up.

“Kill the heathen!”

Picking up the chain that had fallen, I used mana to increase the wind’s strength within my domain, mixing the wind circulating my body with it. As the wind blows fiercely, I charge at the woman holding the orb as I dodge a few spells. Flinging the chains at the woman, I send another mental command, telling the chains to bind her. For some reason, the moment the chains stopped their magic earlier, a faint link had formed between us.

Watching as the chains wrap themselves around the hooded woman, I don’t bother watching as I dash past her, with as much speed as I can. I can feel my body straining itself, the fatigue and pain coming back hard, slowing me down slightly. I haven’t completely recovered, and the shooting pain from my right leg made everything worse.

Arriving in front of a robed person, I punch with the built up momentum, slamming into their head. I watch as it explodes, spraying blood and bones in all directions. Turning, I narrowly dodge a sword strike as another spell comes flying at my face. Not having the time to dodge it, I roared as loudly as I could as I placed my hand in front of my face, swiping the spell, a fireball, away.

Feeling the heat through my gauntlets, I knew that I was facing trouble. I was still recovering, I was nowhere near the peak of my speed, I’m surrounded on all sides and my mana was at about half. Even though I know I had the absolute disadvantage, I felt an excitement rising in me, I felt pumped, happy to be fighting like this.

Using Lunar Blessing, I spread it throughout my body as much as I could, feeling that weird barrier that prevented me from spreading it completely throughout my body. Gritting my teeth, I spin on the spot, dodging two strikes and a spell as I kick out at the closest to me with a Lashing Fire Kick. Smashing the woman in front of me with the leg, I see the flames burst, setting her ablaze as her screams rang out.

Turning to another, I saw him swing his sword clumsily, a face filled with fear. Using the back of my hand, I swipe at the sword, the gauntlet protecting me while the sword is knocked from his hands. Grabbing his throat he cried out “DON’T KILL ME!” 

Ignoring those words, I snapped his neck before throwing him at the person behind me that was swinging his sword. Seeing him hesitate, I shoulder tackle the corpse into him while reaching over and grabbing his head, tearing it from his shoulders. 

Dropping it, I turn and throw up a wind wall in the direction of the spells that were coming towards me. I had smelled the fire from one of them. The wind wall blocked most of the spells while spikes of ice and earth made it through, stabbing into me. Ignoring the pain, I summoned my own Astral Ice Spikes and returned them at full force at the four who had fired spells. 

Watching as the spikes impaled them, I let the Astral magic corrupt them while turning to yet another swordsmen. Sidestepping the spell, this time I fell behind as my body started screaming in pain. Gritting my teeth as the sword cuts through my cheek. Grabbing the sword, I yank the man towards my other palm, grabbing his head and slamming it on the lake, crushing it completely.

Looking back up eagerly, I saw seven of them alive, five of them were still chanting while two held swords, trembling while looking at me. Weak, all of them weak, even with the disadvantage they had been so easily killed. Why? Was I that strong? Feeling a surging confidence, I shook my head to get rid of the feeling. I knew there was a reason other than being strong for why they were so weak.

Not caring about the chanters, I rushed up to one of the swordsmen who dropped their weapon and raised their hands with a terrified face. “S-Stop, I don’t want to die!”

Once again ignoring their words, I plunge my fist into his chest, grab his heart and rip it out. Seeing his eyes widen while falling back, he mutters “M-monster…” as the light leaves his eyes.

Turning to the last man with a sword, he was right behind me with his sword raised. Straining my body that had passed the point of pain, I rolled under the attack, got up to my knees while reaching out, grabbed his head and yanked down while throwing a punch up towards his neck. My fist cleaves through his neck as it hangs by a thread. Panting, I remain on my knees as my body trembles from the pain. My right foot couldn’t handle my weight anymore, it felt so painful that it made me nauseated. 

Looking at the five remaining chanters, I raised my hand and fired Astral Ice Spikes at them, watching as they pierced their chests where their hearts were. Their eyes shot open in surprise and fear as they reflected my image. Watching as they fell I knew they were dead. Were they not paying attention to the fight? Not knowing what they were chanting, I just slowly got up and looked at the hooded woman while keeping my weight solely on my left leg.

Feeling my domain tremble, I knew I had little time left, but I couldn’t move. The moment I set my right foot on the ground, the pain shocked me completely. I had numerous cuts, bruises and some ice and earth spikes impaled in me. Pulling them out, I ignored the bleeding as I raised a hand. I’d just fire an Astral Ice Spike at this bitch and call it a day. 

However, before I could even invoke the mana, someone appeared before the woman. Gritting my teeth, I instead invoked the wind around me as I mentally prepared to put my right leg down once again. Frowning, I stopped as I looked again at the new person.

They were facing away from me, but I could see shoulder length blue hair, a slender figure that wore a sleeveless pink shirt, and a blue scarf around their neck. They wore long pants that were also light pink in colour with a rapier attached to their hip. Gritting my teeth, I checked who this was.




	
Level 55 Xia

Starbound Human

Arcane Spell Swordsmen

Health: ???/???








Fuck. I can’t deal with a level 20 in my state yet this person showed up. Sucking in a breath, I watched them carefully, but their next action was completely outside of my predictions.

Grabbing the throat of the hooded woman who started struggling, they lifted her up in the air.

“WHAT DO YOU THINK YOU’RE DOING?!” Screaming at the blue haired girl, Xia, the hooded woman continued to struggle.

“Bishop Ellen. I, Xia, the protector of the Blessed, hereby find you guilty of plotting the murder of a Blessed of the Moon Goddess.” Speaking in a soft female voice, Xia tightened her grip.

“BULLSHIT, YOU WERE ORDERED TO KILL THAT MONSTER, DO YOUR JOB!”

Xia continued as if the hooded figure, Ellen, didn’t speak. “Your punishment is execution.” Without another word, I sensed a powerful pulse of mana surge from her as purple cracks ran up from where Xia’s hand gripped Ellen, running up her neck and face.

“TRAITOR! YOU BETRAY THE MOON GODDE-” Before she could finish, the cracks ran through her entire body before she exploded into chunks, purple light shining brightly. Watching this scene, I knew I couldn’t defend against magic like that right now…no, even at my peak I would be dead.

Seeing Xia turn to face me, my stomach tightened as I focused on creating Astral Ice Spikes with the small amount of mana I had left. As she took a few steps towards me, I prepared myself for death, but before that could happen, she…kneeled.

Keeping my guard up, I balanced myself on my left leg as I kept an eye on her as she spoke.

“Blessed of the Moon Goddess, I, Xia, hereby pledge my absolute allegiance to you, I swear this upon the name of Celestia, the System and my soul. I pledge to do no harm to you, your friends, allies or lovers. Even in death I pledge my soul to you.”

Leaving me speechless, she continues to kneel with her head bowed as a notification from the System appeared in front of me. Ignoring the countless other ones about the humans I just killed, I read what it said.




	Xia has pledged their allegiance to you, their very soul is yours to command. If she disobeys any order, she will be punished. If she thinks of doing you harm in any form her soul will be tormented. In the case she causes you harm due to an order, she will not be tormented. Xia can not lie, deceive or lure you in any form, she will be punished.






Looking at the notification, I glanced at Xia, keeping my guard up. I didn’t trust her, all it would take is one strike in my current state to kill me.

“Are you from the Church?”

“Yes.”

Upon that answer, killing intent rose in me. It would be safer to kill her now…or order herself to do it. Thinking it over though, if what the System said is true, she can not lie. I could gain information about the Church from her before ordering her to end her life. Looking away from her I checked Aubrey and saw that other than being bound, she was fine. She was looking at me with tears in her eyes.

As my Domain crumbles, we return to the tunnels as I turn my head carefully. Around me lay the corpses of all the members of the Church that had attacked me. I had used my full power, or at least what I can give in my condition, right from the start. I had questions about this situation, like how the hell did they find me?

Hearing running footsteps coming from behind Aubrey, I looked up and summoned Astral Ice Spikes as my mind became lightheaded. Rounding the corner are five people, Silver adventurer plates on their necklaces, 3 men and 2 women. They all look at Aubrey who is chained up, Xia, then me and finally the massacre around me. Staring at with some fear, I heard one of them mutter “What in the fuck…”

One of the adventurers, an older man, stepped forward while looking at me. “Aren’t you Alisha?”

Frowning for a moment, I quickly remembered that I had been acknowledged in front of hundreds just yesterday. Nodding to the man, he quickly spoke again. “What happened here? Do you need help?” 

Pursing my lips, I felt a bit annoyed. Pointing at Aubrey I say “Help her into the safe zone. Don’t assist me in any way, don’t even think of assisting me. And don’t touch the bodies, their loot belongs to me.”

The man frowns as he looks deeply at me. I saw a sense of greed appear in his eyes. These humans, they’re all the fucking same. As I watched a hand slowly move towards his sword, out of the corner of my eye I saw Xia also reach for hers.

            

    
        Chapter 79 - Floor Ten

    
    
    
    
                Narrowing my eyes as I watch the man’s hand get closer to his sword, I also kept my guard up against Xia. I knew if they both attacked me at once I would have no chance of escaping, but I sure as hell would drag one of them down with the last of my strength. Maintaining the Astral Ice Spikes behind me, I watch as the man suddenly grunts and drops his hand away from the sword. At the same time, Xia also drops her hand.

Turning around, he points at a man and woman behind him. “You two, get Aubrey to the safe zone.” 

“Stop.” Saying those words, the five turn to look at me. “Leave, we don’t need you here.” Sending me an annoyed look, the man who appeared to be the leader spoke again.

“Oh? Did you not ask for our help?”

“I don’t trust you. Leave.”

The man’s stare turned from annoyed slowly into anger. “Don’t get cocky ‘hero’. Don’t think you can order us around.”

I knew getting into a fight here would mean my death, my entire body refused to even move, I could only stand on my left leg. I wouldn’t back down however, I had seen the greed in his eyes, if he took Aubrey away who knew that he would do.

“I told you, I don’t need your help. Leave.” Biting my lip to keep my focus on maintaining the spikes, I stared him down as his face contorted with fury. Two behind him also stared at me with fury while the last two looked like they didn’t know what to do.

“Bitch, I gave you a chance.” Drawing his sword along with the other two, I didn’t hesitate and shot out at the three of them. Just as the spikes shot out, I heard a mumble from in front of me.

“Domain. Time Stop.”

A strange power ripples out from Xia as I turn my head towards her, I threw my last two spikes at her. Something strange happened at that moment. Everything and everyone except for Xia and I slowed down to a stop, including the Astral Ice Spikes I had thrown.

Looking around, we were still in the tunnels. The five Silver adventurers had stopped, not even a muscle or hair moved. Xia slowly stopped and drew her rapier as a purple magic surrounded it. Turning to the five, she took a step towards them. I knew what she was about to do.

“Stop!” In a commanding tone I shout at her. Immediately she froze on the spot, turned on the spot and kneeled once again. 

“As you command, Mistress.” Frowning at her comment, I looked at the five who were frozen.

“What happened to them?”

“My Domain is Time based. I can stop anything I deem as an enemy, freezing them in time. I can only maintain this for twenty seconds.”

Indeed, looking at the five, I saw they were slowly starting to move again and in the next moment everything sped back up. The spikes I sent out hit everyone, including Xia, even though it only shattered against her, impaling them. Because of my exhaustion, I missed my target, their hearts, instead I hit them in the shoulder. It was enough, the corruption from the spikes will spread. It might not kill them, but it would do a lot of damage.

Recoiling slightly, the three looked at me with more fury before it twisted into fear. Xia had slowly stood, facing them with her rapier drawn. Checking the levels of the five, the highest was the man, Julian, who acted as the leader, at level 32. As he glares at me back to Xia he finally casts a final look at me.

“Watch your back, ‘Hero’.” Turning on the spot, he leads the other four away. Gritting my teeth, I push my palm out, trying to summon another spike, but feeling pain shoot through my mind followed by heavy dizziness, I knew I was drained of mana and couldn’t.

As they turn and walk down the corridor, I listen as their footsteps and scent faded. Sighing, I stopped myself from collapsing. Looking angrily at Xia, I yelled “Why did you interfere?!”

She didn’t respond, nor did she move. Getting angry, I was about to yell again when I noticed what was wrong. Xia was completely frozen, just like the five Silver grades had been when she released her Domain. Raising an eyebrow, I wondered if this was some kind of side effect. Looking at Aubrey and Alice, I saw Aubrey had managed to sit up and as I met her eyes, she smiled.

“Are you okay?” As she asked me that, I smiled and shook my head. My body was completely exhausted, I could barely move and my mana drained completely empty to the point that mana no longer circulated. Right now, a light breeze could knock me over, and the worst part is that we weren’t in a safe zone, a monster could easily kill me right now. Telling Aubrey this, her face turned to worry as she struggled with the chains again.

Looking at her chains, I wondered if I could mentally command them, but found I couldn’t. Did I have to touch them first to establish a link? While I’m trying to think of solutions, including seeing if Alice could drag her over somehow, out of the corner of my eye I see Xia starting to move again.

At first, she moved slowly before everything sped back up. Seeing her gently sheathe her sword, she once again faced me before kneeling again. Pursing my lips, I wanted to know why she was acting like this. But first, if the System is to be believed…

“You. How do I remove those chains from Aubrey?” Pointing at Aubrey, Xia doesn’t move her head to look.

“Mistress, the chains are blessed by a Demigod and can only be removed by a Blessed or the Moon Goddess herself.”

“How do I remove them?”

“By placing your hand on them you can command them to unbind their target.”

Taking a ragged breath, I sway slightly on the spot. I was on the brink of falling asleep. Biting down hard on my tongue, I look at Xia while thinking of what to do.

“Bring Aubrey to me.” Xia stands swiftly, moves to Aubrey and gently lifts her. She then slowly walks back while walking around the bodies around us and keeps Aubrey standing in front of me. If this counts as assistance, then so be it. However I’d like to think Alexander would be lenient, or only count combat assistance as against the rules.

Reaching out while ignoring the muscles in my body complaining, I placed my hand on the chains and felt a link between me and the chains. Seems like I was right earlier and sending a mental command, I watch as the chains fall away as Aubrey gasps in relief. 

Quickly turning around, she grabs my bags off the floor from where she had just been and comes back. Digging around, she pulls out a healing potion and hands it to me. Thanking her, I downed the contents in one go and threw the empty bottle to the side. 

“Where’s the safe zone?” Looking at Aubrey, she smiled as she looked past my shoulder and pointed.

“About twenty metres down there is a turn to the left, and after a short walk there will be a room. That’s the safe zone.”

Not trusting my balance, I didn’t turn as Aubrey went to my side and put my arm around her shoulders. As I’m about to say something, she giggles and looks at me.

“I’m ‘guiding’ you to the room.” Speechless at her comment, I shook my head…that was a mistake, I felt the pain throughout my body from moving. The healing potion was doing its work, but I was nearly out of time, I could feel my consciousness slowly drifting away to sleep. 

Looking at Xia, I didn’t know what to do about her. I couldn’t trust her, but at the same time I knew she’d be useful to us because she came from the church. Looking gently around me since Aubrey was keeping me balanced, I turned to Xia, grabbed the empty dimensional bag Elise had bought and threw it at Xia’s feet since I couldn’t reach her.

“Take anything of value from these idiots and put it in there. Drag the bodies away from here, or burn them, whatever is easier. When you’re done, come to the safe zone. You are not to harm, or think of harming Aubrey, Alice or me.”

I still didn’t trust this person. I felt on edge when I was near them, but I trusted the System this time. 

“Yes, Mistress.” Giving me a short reply, Xia picked up the bag and walked to the nearest body, or what remains of it, and began checking them.

Aubrey gently helps to turn me as she ‘guides’ me to the safe zone. Once we entered, Aubrey led me to a corner and gently helped me sit down as I avoided my right leg hitting the ground or being caught under my butt. Sitting down next to me, Aubrey pulls out a small pouch and takes a small, blue pill from it.

“Here, put this under your tongue.” Doing as she says, the moment the pill started dissolving under my tongue I felt a heavy sleepiness overcome me, and with the fatigue, pain and mana exhaustion I already had, I dropped to sleep within a second.

***

Stirring awake, I felt groggy as I heard a lot of noise, voices, footsteps and other types of noises. I felt something stroking my hair, and opening my eyes slowly the first thing that entered my eyes were legs dressed in a light pink pair of pants. Groaning, I turn my head upwards to see Aubrey looking forward at something before she glances down at me with a smile.

“Finally awake sleepyhead?” Speaking in a teasing voice, Aubrey giggles slightly. Groaning, I sat up slowly and saw that I had been sleeping on her lap. Rubbing my eyes, I glanced at Xia. She stood before us with her rapier drawn, and looking to see what she’s facing I saw about a dozen adventurers in the room. All of them wore Silver grade plates.

Looking at them, all of them were injured in some form, from a few cuts and bruises to some with missing limbs. There were also two corpses just lying there. Glancing at Xia, my first thought was that she’d had done something before Aubrey spoke up.

“They failed the tenth floor. This is the aftermath. The safe zone we’re in is the closest to the boss room.”

“Did it mutate?”

“No idea. They tried to approach us to see if you needed help, but blue hair there scared them away.”

Groaning, I rubbed my eyes again. Looking at Xia, I just left her be for now. I wanted to ask her questions, but with so many people in here I didn’t want them knowing anything, in case they went to the Church.

“How long was I asleep?”

“About sixteen hours. I fed you three healing potions in that time.”

It’s been a day since we’ve entered? Looking down at my body, it was completely healed, except for my right leg that had some light bruising, and squeezing it lightly I found no pain. The bruising would heal within an hour by the look of things.

Leaning my head on Aubrey’s shoulder, I watched the people for a while. The severely wounded ones were either chugging healing potions or were being healed by two people. Looking away from the scene, I knew that the boss coming up would be extremely difficult, but I still felt determined.

“Well, I can see you’re not changing your mind.” Smiling at Aubrey’s words, I turned my attention to the System. I saw that from all the fighting and killing, I had gone up two levels and had nearly reached level 33.




	
You have levelled to 32!

Gained the following Stats:

Agility: +100

Strength: +70

Intelligence: +50

Toughness: +4

You gain 10% more Stats due to Aspiring Hero, you gain the following:

Agility: +10

Strength: +7

Intelligence: +5

Toughness: +0

Health increased to 3,500.

Lunar Mana Increased to 32,000.








The level up was normal, however the next part surprised me more.




	
You have pushed your body to its absolute limits and surpassed those limits. Your Race has become less restricted.


Previous:

You gain +2 Stat rank to Intelligence and Agility.

You gain +1 Stat rank to Strength.

Your Lunar Mana Talent now increases all Lunar type magic by 30%. The strength of all other magic is no longer weakened.

You gain additional strength at night, +30% to all stats during night. You will be weakened during the day, -15% to all stats during the daytime.

You have a much stronger affiliation with Lunar magic.

Updated:

You will no longer be weakened during the day.

Your Mana Realm has mutated further and will now produce small amounts of pure Lunar Energy.

As you have pushed past your limits, your body has become strengthened, granting you new talents: Monster Regeneration II, Starcaller and Supremacy of the Moon.

Your Lunar Mana Talent now increases all Lunar type magic by 40%.

Lunar magic now flows through you, allowing you to use it like it’s natural.









Squinting my eyes, I couldn’t believe what I saw. The System never said my class was restricted in the past when I first evolved, so why is it now suddenly saying it was becoming less restricted? I looked at the new talents I had received.




	Monster Regeneration II: Your body has increased natural regeneration, healing most wounds within minutes. Severe injuries will heal within an hour. Blood will not regenerate faster.









	
Starcaller: The power of spells using Starlight energy and constellations as a basis become empowered, causing spells to have additional effects.

Current Bonuses: None











	
Supremacy of the Moon: At night, any Spells, Skills or Magic Items that utilise Lunar Magic or Energy will no longer affect you, giving you complete immunity to those spells. In addition, your Lunar Magic spells may trigger an effect.

Current Bonuses: None








Gasping slightly, I felt speechless at this. In a short time I’ve gotten so many bonuses and stats from the System…was it from the System, or was the System just telling me of the changes? I needed to find that out first, something I’d have to ask Elise once I’ve left.

Closing my eyes while keeping my head on Aubrey’s shoulder, I thought over the encounter I had once again. The members of the Church had been around my level, some a few levels higher, yet they were just…weak. Thinking through the fight, I thought about it and the only conclusion I could come to was that they didn’t seem to work together. But I didn’t know for sure.

“Hey, Alisha?” 

“Mm?”

“Want to go do another dungeon once we’re out of here? We’ll be level 45 or 50 once we leave after all, and there are like six other dungeons, one even at level 50 that we could explore.” Sounding excited as she asked, I thought about it for a moment.

“Sure, but I can’t for a few months.”

“Did something happen?”

“Mm, the System said I can’t go into dimensional dungeons after my last one, something about doing the True Route locking me out.”

“Oh…does that happen? I didn’t know.”

I started telling her about our time in the Temple of the Blood God, answering her questions as I spoke, and explained everything we had seen in there as she got more and more excited. Finishing my story, Aubrey said that she too wanted to go through a dungeon like that. Her reason was because it could have good loot, causing me to giggle.

After another hour of resting, I get back to my feet and stretch. Looking at Alice, I pursed my lips to see she was still in a state of…learning, I guess. Aubrey stands with me and lightly stretches as well. Xia turns and is about to kneel before I put my hand up.

“Please, no kneeling. It’s annoying.” As I say this, she stops and bows while putting a hand to her chest.

“Yes, Mistress.”

Pinching the bridge of my nose, I wondered what to do with her. Maybe I should just kill her here so that my worries would be lessened. As I’m thinking, Xia brings up the bag I gave her.

“Mistress, I have collected everything of value and dusted their corpses.”

Oh, that’s right, I did tell her to do that. Before I could reach for the bag, Aubrey snatched it from Xia’s hand and opened it eagerly. Sighing, I let her be before turning my attention to Xia again. I didn’t want to treat this person like I had been treated in the past, and I had to admit I felt hesitant to order someone who can’t refuse my orders to end their life, it didn’t fit well with me.

“You’re to follow us, however you are forbidden from assisting me in any form. Do not interfere with any of my fights unless my life is in absolute danger, do you understand?”

“Yes, Mistress.” Bowing once again, I felt a few stares from the others in here…focus on treating each other!

“Once we’ve killed the floor 10 boss and get to the next floor, I will be questioning you.”

“Yes, Mistress.”

Sighing, I overheard the whispers of the other group questioning if they heard me right and if I was insane to challenge the tenth floor. Before it became an issue, I walked out of the Safe Zone with Xia and Aubrey behind me.

While making our way through the floor, I hunted down more monsters and easily killed them. The experience I received however was significantly lowered, so it took about an hour to finally reach level 33.




	
Stats

Elite Aspiring Hero, Alisha




	Strength:
	D+
	508 (+102)*



	Agility:
	C+
	837 (+167)*



	Intelligence:
	D-
	378 (+76)*



	Toughness
	F-
	103 (+20)*






Current Bonuses: Monster Title








Soon, we arrived before a large set of bronze doors. There wasn’t anything special to them, and checking with Aubrey we had arrived before the tenth floor. It wasn’t a separate floor, however it was treated as such by the Guild. Without hesitating or waiting, I walked forward and pushed on the doors as they creaked open. Ignoring the stares I felt on my back by others, I walked in, followed by Aubrey and Xia.

We arrived in a large dome room, torches on either side that were already lit. Looking around, I didn’t see anything that resembled a boss, and as I’m about to ask Aubrey, the System flashed a notification.




	Warning! The Tenth Floor of the Tomb of Lilith is mutating!






“Sigh…of course it is.” Shaking my head, I watched as the room changed around us, like a Domain expanding. Suddenly, we were standing in an endless field, short small green plants that I identified as potato plants filled the field. Directly in front of us is a rather tall man with a mask.

He was wearing long black pants, a long sleeved white shirt, a red cape behind him, his mask was the skull of a boar-like creature and on top of his head he wore a golden crown, with gems of different colours embedded. His long, pink hair waved in the slight wind of the field, it was tied in a loose ponytail behind him. In his right hand he held a long, blue sword with a faint purple glow to it.




	The Blood God does not forget.






Seeing the new System notification gave me a sense of surprise and the System wasn’t done.




	
Unique Quest: The Champion of the Blood God.

The Blood God does not forget. He has sent his champion to ensure your demise.

Defeat the apparition of The Blade.

Rewards will be determined on performance.

Good Luck.









Looking at the figure, I checked his System information.




	
Level 35 Apparition of The Blade

Champion of the Blood God

Blood for the Blood God

Health: ???/???









“Aubrey, Xia, get back, don’t interfere.”

“Yes.”

“Yes, Mistress.”

The Blade raises his sword wordlessly and points it at me as I take a step forward, preparing my stance as I stare him down. Without a word, we both moved, matching each other's speed as the fight began.

            

    
        Chapter 80 - The Blade

    
    
    
    
                Dodging his initial sword strike, I lash out a punch towards his face. Dodging my fist, The Blade returns the favour and punches towards my stomach. Pivoting slightly on my foot, I dodge the blow but before I could do anything else, his sword was already swinging towards my neck. Ducking, I could hear the sword cut the air as it narrowly missed my head as I swung my fist upwards while launching myself from my crouched position.

Taking a step back, The Blade casually avoids my punch as his sword once again came swinging, this time downwards diagonally. Using my speed, I kicked myself backwards as the sword narrowly missed my chest. I felt a stinging pain and looking down, I saw a small sword cut had actually cut through. The wound wasn’t a problem, it was merely a scratch, but I knew I had dodged the attack but somehow I still ended up cut.

Feeling the scratch already healing, I watched as The Blade moved in once again, there was no hesitation in his step. Dodging another sword strike, I step in to punch his chest, but he grabs my fist with his free hand and pulls me in while his sword arm rises in the air. Knowing I had no time, I used the momentum of being pulled in, turned slightly, and charged into him with my shoulder.

Knocking him back, his grip loosened slightly as I yanked my arm free, using the wind around me to push me back, however in that small amount of time he had already recovered and once again moved in with his sword swinging downwards. Dodging to the right by pivoting on my leg, I throw a kick towards his hip, a flame surging from my leg as I used Lashing Fire Kick.

Deflecting my leg with his free arm, he thrusts his sword towards my shoulder as I dodged as quickly as I could. Feeling the sword cut my shoulder slightly, I grip his sword arm with my hand as I reach out with my hand to grab his head. Grabbing my arm before I could reach him, he pulled me in as he reels his head back and knowing he was about to headbutt me I duck and twist my body, trying to throw him to the side.

Neither of us lost our grips on each other, the force of my attempted throw caused him to stumble slightly but he quickly removed his feet as he raised a foot and kicked towards my face. Jumping from my crotch while still holding his arm while he held mine, I dodged the kick before I pulled myself downwards with my own kick towards his head. He dodges towards the sword arm I still held as my kick missed.

Pulling my downwards towards the ground, he shakes my grip off as I redirect the kick into the arm that held me, and as it connects he loses his grip on me as I lost my grip on his arm. Rolling on the ground once, I spring back up just in time to see him above me midair, swinging down with his sword, a giant smile on his face.

I realised I had started smiling at some point as well. I found this exciting, fun and intense. I had thought no one could threaten me around my level, but this man, The Blade, has shown me the truth. He might be a dungeon boss, but if there were others like this…I wanted to fight them.

Raising my palm, I sent a Wind Explosion in front of me, blowing him backwards as I clapped my hands together. Every fibre of my being wanted to fight The Blade with my full strength, and as I stomp down on the ground I yell.

“Domain! Mystical Lunar Starfield!”

Spreading out quickly, I watched as the man threw a palm upwards.

“Domain Cancellation!”

With a shattering sound, my Domain stopped spreading as I felt it become sealed within me. Taken by a surprise for half a second, The Blade stepped in once again and swung his sword upwards. Due to my surprise, I was half a step late in dodging the attack completely as the sword cut through my shirt, digging in and cutting my chest diagonally.

Hissing at the pain, I knew it wasn’t deep, but it wasn’t shallow either. My hesitation at something I didn’t expect caused me to become injured. So there is a way to cancel Domains? I had to find out how it was done, it would help me immensely in the future. It didn't even use mana, I hadn't sensed anything from him. Stepping back a bit, I felt the wound already healing itself as I used a Lunar Blessing instead, once again hitting that barrier that prevented it from completely covering my body.

The Blade steps in once more as a red aura springs out, covering his body as he swung his sword downwards once again. Pivoting, I noticed his speed had gone up another level, in comparison mine had improved because of Lunar Blessing however it couldn’t compare to whatever he had just used. Pivoting on my foot once again, I summoned Astral Ice Spikes behind me, twelve in total, and fired multiple at him.

Swinging his hand with force, the spikes shattered before reaching him. I had not sensed any magic coming from him, it was pure force that he had used to shatter those spikes. Feeling my right leg straining, I knew it I had limited time, however I hadn’t even landed a blow on The Blade and he was always one step ahead of me.

Stepping back quickly to dodge another sword strike, I paid attention to the red aura covering him. I could release an aura similar to this, however it only raised my bloodthirst and I had to release my monster form, something that I knew would give me a disadvantage here due to losing the ability to punch, and wouldn't help me here. Still I had to wonder, did his cause his strength to increase, or is it not like my aura but something else?


As we went back and forth, I was severely on the backfoot. I was narrowly dodging most attacks, and those that I couldn’t I received small cuts or scratches. Feeling my right leg becoming more strained, I grew frustrated. I was enjoying this fight so much, yet this leg couldn’t keep up with what I demanded of it. 

Bending backwards, I dodge yet another sword swing before pivoting on my left leg as I send a punch out towards his neck. Deflecting the punch with a swipe of his free hand, I throw the last of my spikes at him as I jump back, stumbling a bit on my right leg. 

Looking at The Blade, I didn’t need anyone to tell me why I was struggling to hit him, I didn’t need anyone to tell me why he had the advantage. I understood now why those from the Church had been so weak, why those adventurers who tried to enslave me had been so easily killed and why those nobles and humans from Crater had fallen so easily. None of them were like The Blade or I, none of them had even trained or been trained nor had they had experience in fighting other humans or evolved monsters.

Everything I’ve thrown at this man he has had an answer for, he knew when to attack and when to defend. He was experienced, far more than I was, and he knew how to handle his sword. Meanwhile I was simply imitating what I’ve learned from Teacher Lee, I hadn’t improved his teachings to be my own, I was doing as told. Keep my body relaxed and tense up at the last second, use the wind around me to improve my speed and sometimes make my attacks stronger.

Dodging is all I’m capable of against The Blade, and even then my advantage in speed had been lost, causing me to take the odd cut. Against him, I can see my shortcomings clearly. I only have my Astral Ice Spikes that can be used for quick ranged attacks. Astral Ice Wind consumed too much mana and needed to be used continuously, while Wind Explosion didn’t really do damage and was only useful for knocking things back. Gritting my teeth, I tried to think of what I could do to regain the advantage, what I could do to improve myself.

Dodging another strike, I once again grab The Blade’s sword arm, and just like before I throw a punch, only for it to be quickly grabbed. Reeling his head back, The Blade attempts to headbutt me as I dodge to the right. In this situation he can’t dodge magic, but spikes won’t work since they would appear around me, making it difficult to aim them at his body. While I’m thinking, I remember the magic attack that the monster, Hellfire Hound, attempted to use, a fire breath.

As I remember that, I also remember the Guardian giant from the Depths of Crater Hell and how he used a frost breath. Could I do the same? Thinking quickly, I decided to try and use Astral Ice as the base of the spell. I tried visualising how to use the magic, but I had no idea how to form it. Dodging a kick narrowly, I raise a foot and kick out as The Blade dodges it.

The spell can’t have much delay, if none at all. It had to be released quickly, without a chance to be countered or dodged and it had to have some effect on the person it hit. Dodging a knee that came for my chin, inspiration hit me. Not a breath, no. Everything I tried to think of involving a breath attack would have a delay, letting The Blade time to counter or dodge. But what about sound? Thinking of Aubrey’s humming over the last day, I knew that wouldn’t be strong enough, but what about singing?

I’ve never sang, I’ve heard it on the streets of Vale but I didn’t know how it worked. Was it like talking? Astral Ice wouldn’t work either for singing…but Lunar magic. Slowly I entered a trance as I started gathering Lunar Energy and Mana from my Mana Realm. The Lunar Energy was pure and strong, it was the first time I was gathering it from my Mana Realm. Opening my mouth while in the trance, words came to me as I sang like I had known how to for a long time.

“Sleep well, and don’t you fear.”

A voice came from me, it was my voice, but soft and gentle. It had a strange power with it, and seeing The Blade’s reaction I knew it had an effect as he suddenly struggled against my grip. I don’t know where the words were coming from as I continued.

“For the moon will always be near; guiding you through the darkest of nights.”

As the voice flowed from me, The Blade’s struggle started weakening. I didn’t know what effect it was having but I knew I had to finish this song. Clenching my hand down, he released my other hand but was too slow in pulling it away as I grabbed it in a vice grip.

“Close your eyes and drift away; into a land of make-believe; where all your dreams shall be received.”

Watching as his eyes glaze over as if he had been hit by a spell, The Blade completely stopped struggling there as if in a trance…a dream. Seeing light slowly returning to his eyes, I knew I had seconds. Releasing my grips, I throw both fists, one aimed at his heart the other at his stomach as I used everything.

Light returned to his eyes just as I’m about to connect. He steps to the side to avoid my blows, but I still succeed, one fist smashing through his stomach and the other into the shoulder of his sword arm. I saw his eyes widen in surprise as my fist simply pierces through with some resistance, I felt all the bones in his shoulder breaking.

Swiping at me with his free hand, I let it hit me as I gripped a bone in his shoulder. As the blow landed, I felt myself hit with dizziness as my body felt like it was going to be blown away, but I held onto The Blade thanks to grabbing whatever bone I had.

Shaking the dizziness off as the sword dropped from his hand, I pulled my hand from his stomach and punched out at his head while using Stardust Fists. He reacted a lot slower now and I could still see a faint glaze to his eyes. He blocked my fist but couldn’t react to the knee I had thrown up. Striking him in the chin, I once again throw a punch out and watch as my hit connects, causing him to stumble while shaking his head. His eyes regained their clarity completely, no longer having that glaze to them. 

As I throw another punch at him, he instead strikes the arm holding his shoulder bone with a heavy chop. Hissing as I heard a crack, I knew my arm had been broken but I followed through and punched him hard, sending him tumbling along the ground as I lost my grip. Keeping myself steady, I saw him standing with a wobble as I bit my lip, attempting to keep my focus. 

I had enough mana to finish this, and my Domain no longer felt sealed. I had one arm left as my right leg throbbed with pain. I had to end it now, before he could recover. We stood there, facing each other, both of us still grinning in excitement. This feeling was amazing, even though I had managed to injure him so severely I still sensed him as a great threat.

A ringing silence rang out as I created Astral Ice Spikes behind me. He takes a step forward as I watch him carefully. A second passed. I stomp down on the ground, as he does the same. I send all the spikes at him while wordlessly spreading my Domain. His stomp cracks the ground all around him. I picked up the sword he had dropped and threw it at him as hard as I could with my working arm. 

A large piece of earth comes from the ground. Spinning on the spot, he kicks it, it’s at least 3 metres tall, 2 wide. My Domain rushes forth as the piece of earth slams into the spikes and sword, stopping them in their tracks. Without hesitating this time, I use every muscle in my legs to take off, moving around the earth. 

Arriving at his side with speed that surprised me, I saw him looking at me with excitement. Throwing a punch with my remaining hand, he does the same. Hitting him in the face, I felt his jaw crack as his punch landed on my chest as I felt my ribs break. We send each other flying, tumbling on the ground as I get back up. My Domain surrounding us, I sway slightly while gasping for breath.

Seeing him trying to stand, he collapses onto his knees. As I’m about to move in, I see his outline start shining as…he started fading. Panting heavily, I watch as he slowly stands while panting himself, grinning at me.

As he faded, he spoke for the first time. “See you again.” Watching as he faded, I gave him a slight bow. “Thank you.” I meant it, this was the first time I had fought like this, it reminded me of my shortcomings, but it also made me feel excited. Excited to improve, to find ways to become stronger and to find him again. I knew those words he spoke were real and we would indeed meet again.

As my Domain collapses, The Blade finally disappears in a wisp of light as I fall to my knees. Even with my heightened regeneration I still felt my entire body screaming in pain. I was also fatigued, my right leg screaming at me, but I had somehow done it. As I’m about to turn my head, the System came with two notifications as the field of potato plants disappeared.




	The Blood God is furious.









	The Moon Goddess is happy for you.






Blinking in a bit of surprise, I turned my head towards Aubrey and Xia as the room returned to the dome with the torches on either side, a chest now laid in the middle, bronze in colour and material. Ignoring the two System messages that had appeared, I looked at the spell I had learnt during the fight that had turned tides.




	
Lunar Lullaby: Sing a lullaby that causes everyone around you to fall under an illusion. Those that are strong of mind can resist the spell, causing it to either fail or last a few seconds. Effect becomes weaker the more someone hears the song, and can become permanently immune.

Mana Cost: 500

Supremacy of the Moon: Once awakened, those who had been affected will continue to see the illusion and reality.








That’s…quite the spell. Hearing footsteps approach, I turn to see Aubrey pulling out a healing potion while looking at me wide eyed. Thanking her, I down the healing potion as it assists in my regeneration. Touching where The Blade’s final blow had struck me, I felt an indent, he’d punched me so hard that most of my ribs had broken, making breathing painful.

Looking at the spot where he had disappeared, I felt an urge. I wanted to become like that, strong enough to never need to use mana, using my own pure force and strength to fight. I had enjoyed that fight and wanted more…oh god, I sound like Bloom. Rubbing the bridge of my nose, I sighed while slowly standing. Aubrey offers me her shoulder but I decline. Xia approaches before bowing sharply.

“Congratulations Mistress, you’re the first recorded person to conquer the tenth floor solo.”

Pursing my lips, I shake my head. “Any high level person can do this, it’s not an achievement.”

Hearing Aubrey scoff, I turned to her as she explained. “I keep forgetting you don’t know anything about this dungeon. If you enter this room higher than level 35, the boss will not be here, instead the doors to the next floor will be opened.” Following where she had pointed, I saw a pair of doors open, leading somewhere else. Also, how did someone who had a perfect memory forget something? Raising an eyebrow, I planned to ask her that later.


“So that means…”

“Yup. Take pride in it, Alisha. Because the Guild will know in a moment that you’ve done it as well, a lot of people followed us, plus the Guild monitors this room. You’re going to have headaches to deal with once you conquer the twentieth floor.”

Sucking in breath, not due to Aubrey’s words but due to the pain of the hole in my chest popping out, I grit my teeth and dealt with the pain first before turning to Aubrey as it passed.

“So I proved you wrong~” Saying this in a teasing tune, Aubrey blurts out “huh?” before going “AH!”

“I’m sorry! You did prove me wrong, you really got past the tenth floor…maybe you can do it after all…”

As Aubrey muttered to herself, Xia spoke once again. “Madam.” Madam?! “I seek permission to discuss your fight with you.”

Looking at Xia who was still bowing, I was finding it harder and harder to just discard this woman. So far she has only ever bowed, kneeled and shown complete servitude, showing me she was completely willing to follow me. Of course, it could still be a trap set by the Church, so I couldn’t trust her, but I didn’t see the harm in letting her speak.

“Later. We need to move, most of my smaller wounds have already healed, but my right leg, chest and arm still need some recovery. Aubrey, how far is it from the boss room to the next safe zone?”

“As long as it doesn’t mutate, the safe zone will be next to the boss room. We can’t rest here, others can open the doors now, and that would just lock us in with them and the boss again. But first…loot.” Staring at the chest then back to me, I shake my hand and gesture for her to go ahead. With a big grin on her face, she nearly teleports to the chest and opens it.

Looking at the System notifications, I figured I would look them over once we settle down to rest in the safe zone. After Aubrey had cleaned out the chest, while also looking like she wanted to take the chest with her, we walked through the doors to the next floor and down the stairs.

            

    
        Chapter 81 - The Church

    
    
    
    
                As we walk down the stairs, I notice the walls changing from dirt to brick and mortar, surprising me slightly. The bricks were dark grey in colour, and touching them it was smooth to the touch. After going down the stairs for several minutes, we soon arrived on flat ground again. We were now in another tunnel, straight ahead of us is a smooth gravel floor that leads down to a room. On the right halfway down is another entranceway.

“There is a door on the right down a corridor. That will be a resting area.” Nodding to Aubrey’s words, we continue walking with Xia following behind us. Thanks to my vision removing the darkness, we easily reach the corridor that leads to a door. Entering the room, I was surprised, it looked like a lobby of a building, but made from wood and brick. There were benches along the wall, tables in the middle and even an empty stall in the back that a shopkeeper could use.

“Surprised? The floors start getting stranger the deeper you go. The forty-first floor to the fiftieth floor is like an island resort, the resting areas are little wooden cabins, and it has a day and night cycle. There is even an ocean there…though it's said there are monsters waiting for you in it.”

Hearing her description, I found myself a bit stumped. What’s an ocean? An island resort? Asking her, she looked at me in surprise, before smiling. “One day we’ll head to one ourselves, it’ll be a nice holiday!”

As we sat down, I exhaled and relaxed. I wasn’t severely injured this time, though the cut on my chest was deep enough that it had only just healed. Looking down, I took off my shirt and put on a spare one, the only one I had left before I turned to Aubrey again.

“Aubrey?” 

“Mm?”

“How do you forget to tell me something with your memory?”

Choking on her drink as her face went red, she turned to me before hurriedly muttering “I-i d-didn’t want to embarrass you since you didn’t know…” trailing off, Aubrey looked down at her knees.

“Oh, don’t worry. Just tell me okay? It’s not embarrassing to not know something, at least for me.”

Nodding, I saw her smile again and felt happy that she had. Turning my attention to Xia while Aubrey started humming, I narrowed my eyes.

“Xia.”

“Madam.” Bowing as soon as I spoke, she waited for my words. 

“What is the Church? Tell me what you know, in detail.”

“Yes, Madam. The Church of the Moon Goddess in Vale is a branch of the main church. It worships the Moon Goddess, Celestia. It has been established in Vale for hundreds of years, however it is one of the smallest Churches in the city, but is said to have powerful connections. It follows the same ranking System as other Churches, which starts at Deacons, Priests, Bishops then the Archbishop. The members of the Church take the words of the Archbishop as the words of the Moon Goddess, and any order is done without complaint.

“The previous Archbishop was taken by a Cardinal in training, a Sister from the Sisterhood of the Moon Goddess, and replaced with the current one. The current Archbishop followed the previous in their beliefs, and since Madam is asking about the Church I will inform her that both Archbishops have a deep hatred for evolved monsters, such as yourself, and will execute any that attempt to join the Church. This hatred is common in Vale, so Madam must’ve had a hard time.”

So Celestia is Her name? Thinking over what Xia has said so far, a lot of it filled in the blanks to my questions. So the Archbishop wants me dead, not the Moon Goddess? Looking at the Status window that said the Moon Goddess is happy for me, I wondered what that meant. 

“Did the Moon Goddess order my death?”

For the first time, Xia didn’t immediately respond, instead she seemed…angry. After a few seconds, she opened her mouth.

“No. Absolutely no. Within the Church there is a ritual required to receive Her words, however the Church has not performed this ritual in several years. It is impossible for such an order to be passed down, especially since you are indeed Her Blessed.”

“And how do you know this?” Aubrey spoke up and asked the question that I wanted too. I hadn’t told her about any of this, however I knew I could trust her with the information, even though it wasn’t something I was trying to keep secret.

“The Chains of Evernight’s Imprisonment and the bracelet on her wrist. It is impossible to free yourself from those chains. They are rumoured to have been created by a Demigod of the Sisterhood, their purpose is to imprison those that are too powerful for a branch to deal with. As a safety measure, the Demigod ensured a Sister could never be imprisoned by them.”

“What is the Sisterhood? What is this bracelet? How do I remove it?”

“I only know that those from the Sisterhood stand above the Pope, they are Her Blessed, Her Divine Messengers and Warriors. I do not know what the bracelet is, only that it signifies the one wearing it as a Sister and will bond to Her Blessed. The Church believes you stole this bracelet from the Sisterhood and claims it is the reason they were ordered by Her to execute you. As to how to remove it…I do not know, I did not know one can not remove it”

“How did they find me?” Crossing my arms, this was the most important question that I needed an answer to.

“Your patterns have become…predictable. Because of your status as an adventurer and your lack of disguise, the Church has sent people to watch the Guild and Dungeon Avenue. You were spotted entering the Tomb of Lilith, and due to the Archbishop being prepared, she sent a team led by Bishop Ellen, while ordering me to oversee the operation.”

“And what were your orders?”

Xia trembles for a moment, not in pain but…sadness? “I was ordered to execute you in the case that the team failed. However, the Archbishop does not know of my family's status within the Church, believing us to be easily ordered around by her. I accepted this mission so I could judge you myself…I will punish myself as per your wishes for my failures.”

Rubbing my eyes, I started to realise this wasn’t a problem that could be solved anytime soon. Aubrey once again spoke up.

“What is the deal with your family?”

“My family raises one child per generation. We are to swear our absolute loyalty and servitude to a Blessed we meet. Every branch of the Church has a family like this, some of which have never met a Blessed, however we are trained for the day one arrives. We are not controlled by the Archbishop, only a Sister can give our family orders. We will give our lives to ensure the Blessed becomes a true Sister.”

“Bunch of religious nuts are what you are.” Hearing Aubrey’s harsh remark, I couldn’t help but agree. I never wanted to become this “Blessed”. If I had known that my fate would be decided for me upon choosing my evolution back then, I would’ve decided on something else. 

Perhaps becoming a Hellfire Fox would’ve been better. Well, it’s too late now. If that’s the case, I can just ignore this Sisterhood and refuse them…though that would mean not meeting Flannery again. But if it meant not being forced like this I wouldn’t mind never seeing her again.

Sighing, I leaned back and let my thoughts drift. Perhaps being her Blessed wouldn’t be a bad thing, but I didn’t want to be forced into being a part of this Sisterhood, I didn’t know anything about Her nor did I worship Her. So why did I become Her Blessed? Was it because of the System? Was it because of the gem I had received that caused my evolution to mutate? If She didn’t want to kill me, then what does She want from me? Do I meet with Her and ask Her? 

There are too many questions! Argh, can’t someone just answer these questions for me?! Thinking about it, if She wanted to kill me, could She not just send a Demigod after me? After all, I wouldn’t survive an encounter with something like that. Even Luna, who had arrived in Vale in minutes would be more than enough. Well, perhaps it might be worth speaking with Her.

Laying down on the bench, I rested my head on Aubrey. For now, I would sleep, then listen to Xia’s comments about my fight earlier. Telling them both I wanted to rest, I checked the System first.




	
Unique Quest: The Champion of the Blood God completed.

The Blade acknowledges your potential and looks forward to fighting you with his real body once you’ve grown. He will not hold back at that time.

You receive the following reward:

1x Key of the Heroic Trial

The Blade has provided additional rewards:

1x set of Extraordinary Clothing

1x Dark Raven Grooming Kit

1x Replica of The Blade’s Sword








Another System message comes up and I check it right away.




	The Blade believes that one of your potential should have better clothing, and that he will reclaim the replica of his sword when you meet once again.






Sitting up and ignoring Aubrey’s confused gaze, I accept the rewards. In front of me is a large, soft bundle, and box with a drawing of a Dark Raven, a Blue Sword with a purple glow and a rather large, silver key.

Picking up the sword, I checked it out.




	
Replica of The Blade’s Sword.

It’s just a replica and is not suitable for combat. Can easily break.








Raising an eyebrow, did The Blade give this to me as a reminder? Looking at it, it did remind me of our battle, my shortcomings and the promised fight. Placing it in my new bag, along with the loot from the members of the Church, I planned to put it in my house.

Picking up the box with the Dark Raven drawing, I opened it and saw various different tools like brushes and clippers as well as bottles of various liquids. Inside is a booklet with four pages, and quickly looking through it I found it told me what everything in the box did. It was as the System said, it’s a box of tools and cleaning liquids to clean Alice.

Putting the box down, I picked up the bundle and opened it. Inside were a mix of clothing, and checking the System I found myself slightly disappointed.




	
Extraordinary Shirt.

A shirt made from the finest materials that can be found in the world. Is completely self repairing and can not be destroyed. Used as common clothing.

The only other extraordinary thing is the naming sense of the creator.








Finding the last line a bit strange, I pulled out the shirt first. It was a nice, charcoal grey and felt incredible to the touch, soft and extremely smooth. Keeping my broken arm on my lap, I pull out the rest. There was a dark red-purplish scarf, a light green set of long pants, a pair of dark red boots and underwear. All of it showed as “Extraordinary” and felt incredible to the touch. 

I had wanted to change into this new clothing now, but with my arm still healing, I didn’t want to risk moving it too much. Putting the clothing away for now, I picked up the last item, the Key to the Heroic Trial. Pulling out a similar key I’d received from the orphanage, the Key to the Trial of Might, I compared the two. The first key, Might, was small and bronze in colour, while the second colour was gold and slightly larger. 

“Mm? You got a Heroic Trial key from that?” Turning and asking Aubrey what they were, she shrugged.

“All we know is it sends you to a trial and the keys themselves are common and dirt cheap, except for the Heroic key which is worth a little more. Basically you kinda just teleport somewhere, do a trial then are teleported back to where you started it. No one knows what is inside, it seems that you forget everything that was inside. But the rewards people receive are…well, let's just say I’d ignore them.”

Giggling at her serious face when discussing loot, I put the keys away and lay on my back with my broken arm on my stomach and head on Aubrey’s lap. Looking up at Aubrey, I told her to wake me up in a few hours, since we needed to keep going. Seeing her nod, I drift off to sleep after taking another healing potion.

***

Feeling myself shaken, I stir awake and slowly open my eyes. Right above me I see Aubrey’s sleeping face, a slight smile on her face while Alice also slept on her head. Finding the sight cute, I turned my head towards the person who had shaken me awake.

“My apologies, Madam. It has been three hours. Your friend had fallen asleep, so I believed it to be in your best interest to be woken up.”

“Mm, don’t apologise for that, instead I should thank you…so thanks.”

Sitting up slowly and gently so as to avoid waking Aubrey up, I take a drink and ration cube from my bag. Thinking for a moment, I hand both to Xia.

“You haven’t eaten or had anything to drink so I’ve met you, here.” Passing the two to her, Xia seemed to hesitate for a moment before accepting them. I explained what the ration cube was, in this case it was a blue one, and Xia nodded and ate it.

Grabbing another cube and drinking for myself, I hit the cube and sip the water. Looking at Xia once again, I checked her over head to toe while pondering. So far, she hadn’t done anything to even remotely hint that she was leading us into a trap, trying to kill us or anything. She’s had two chances to remove my head due to being weakened and not once as she looked at me with any form of intent to kill.

My instincts were telling me that it might be okay to trust her a bit, but my brain was saying that this could still be a trap. Deciding to just see what happens, I rub the bridge of my nose as I started to feel annoyed. I didn’t know what to do with her, I had no interest in having someone acting like a slave following me. I just didn’t know what to do because she’d sworn her life to me.

Getting up, I changed to the new outfit that I had received. Finishing by putting the scarf on and covering my mouth with it, I sat back down. The clothing felt amazing to wear, light and didn’t hinder my movements, especially the pants, I had thought long pants like these would interfere but they didn’t. 

Sitting back down and checking over my body condition, everything had healed, including to my surprise my right leg. My arm was normal as well, the bone had healed rather quickly. I turn and glance at Xia.

“What did you want to discuss with me about my fight?”

Xia bows slightly. “Madam, permission to speak freely?”

As I nod, Xia takes a breath, she looks at me. “Madam, your fighting style is…sorry to say this, horrifyingly terrible.” Raising an eyebrow at her words, I gestured for her to keep going. “There are many problems with how you fight. Your style is strange, it relies on you relaxing your muscles and tensing them as you’re throwing a punch, however you lose a lot of speed. Let me show you an example.”

Making a circle motion with her hand, a light purple barrier appeared in front of her. “Madam, please do as you usually do and punch this without your magic, gauntlets or gloves.”

Taking both off, I stood up and punched the barrier like usual. Feeling the strength from the blow, I see several deep cracks on the shield and an indent where my fist laid. As I remove the fist, Xia swipes her hand as the barrier goes to the left of her. Repeating the same motion, a thicker, stronger shield appeared. Raising an eyebrow I glance at her.

“Now, without relaxing any muscles, strike this barrier. Same as before, no magic.”

Focusing, I tried a few times but found I had at some point forgotten how to just punch without tensing. It took a few minutes of trying before I finally succeeded, and struck the shield while tensing. As my fist slammed into the barrier, I immediately noticed a huge difference in strength, and the result became apparent right in front of me.

The shield completely shattered with a loud bang, the force of the punch blew Xia off her feet and slammed her into the wall. Hearing a panicked gasp, I knew it had awoken Aubrey as well. As the blowback from the punch settled, I winced out of pain and looked at my hand before looking at Xia. She casually stood back up, dusted herself off and walked off, completely uninjured.

“Madam, that strength appears to be too much for you.” Staring at my hand, I also looked back down and pursed my lips. My fingers had all broken as well as the hand itself. It was bruised badly and stung painfully. Grabbing a healing potion from my bag and downing it, I turned back to Xia.

“I believe the style you use may be best for you now, Madam. However, I do believe if you learn how to properly control that strength, or get more Toughness, you’ll rise to another level of strength.”

I knew she was right, that punch was beyond my expectations of what I was capable of. Of course, I was only punching a magical shield, so it wouldn’t be as strong against a monster or person depending on their Toughness, but it was a lot stronger than I had thought. Sitting down while I think about this, Aubrey laughed.

“That was an interesting way to wake up. Once your hand heals, we should head off again.” As she took out a cube and drink for herself, Aubrey gave me a bright smile. 

“Madam, I do have other things I wish to discuss. May we continue this discussion after we leave the dungeon?”

Nodding, I decided to listen to more of what Xia said. I doubt this would be considered assisting me either, as she was simply advising me outside of progressing the dungeon. After an hour, we continued onto the eleventh floor as we began our journey down to the twentieth floor.

            

    
        Chapter 82 - Colosseum

    
    
    
    
                Stomping down on the head of the head of a Acidspitting Lizard, I breath out and look around. Currently we were nearing the end of the eleventh floor and were in a large room. Just like the safe zone, this room was completely different to the earlier floors. No longer just a dirt walled room, this place, according to Xia, looked like a colosseum. There were stairs that led to an upper section of the room where there were about two hundred seats, and according to Xia this is where people would sit to watch others fight. I found it strange but just shrugged it off.

The monsters here were level 32, meaning that we were making progress at a rather quick rate. The monsters here also felt…smarter, they seemed to know how to dodge or avoid blows from me, although they weren’t usually fast enough, it did take longer to kill them since they dodged my intended killing blows. Stretching my arms above my head, I turn towards Aubrey.


“Are you sure you don’t want to loot any of these?” Watching as she pulled her hand out of the monster I had incapacitated earlier, she turned her head to me and smiled.

“Nope! We’ll get more from floor seventeen and onwards. We’ll fill our bags there.” Hearing her sound excited, I had already started to realise just how much Aubrey loved her loot. When I asked, she giggled and said it was exciting for her, since she can’t fight she instead loved getting loot and making money. I wonder, what did Aubrey spend her money on? 

Looking around at the room of monsters I had killed, I sigh. After fighting The Blade, I felt bored. That fight had me excited, it had taught me so much. Fighting monsters that were mindless bored me greatly. Though the recent signs of them being smarter raised my hopes a bit, I still felt bored, but I knew we couldn’t just rush to the twentieth floor.

“Aubrey, why don’t more people level like this?” Asking her this question, Aubrey turned to face me with a serious face, something that had become rare in the past two days.

“Because they’re not freaks like you, Alisha.” Aubrey puts her hands on her hips. “First of all, out of all the Bronze or Silver adventurers, who the hell can solo a mutated boss room? Your strength is unreal, and while there are indeed others like you out there, the common adventurer ain’t some powerhouse. Next, you do know that if you don’t kill a monster and only assist in killing it you only get a portion of its experience, right?”

As I nodded, she continued. “Well, you’re getting all the experience except for the handful that you leave for me. The average group, about five or six adventurers, will spread their experience between each other, and they only have so many supplies. Yet thanks to the fact we both have a monster constitution we recover our injuries faster, have more stamina and naturally have a bit more strength. And since you’ve been killing things yourself, you’re gaining a ton of experience!”

Crossing my arms while thinking, I heard Xia speak next. “Madam, you also have an advantage due to your eyes. I believe you have the beginning level of Star Gaze, meaning you see through most darkness. Because of that, the monsters here lose their element of surprise, which is the biggest danger to adventurers and mercenaries. Since you can not stop using Star Gaze, you do not know how dark it is. Without our eye magic that gives us sight of several metres, we would not see a hand directly in front of us.”

“You also have your stupid strong smell, which picks up smells way too easily. How can monsters that rely on absolute darkness even gain an advantage over you?” Sighing while shaking her head, I had indeed forgotten that the average adventurer didn’t have these tools. 

“Most people head to hunting zones that suit their level range to level like this, though it is a bit slower since they still work with others. However, don’t get cocky, Alisha. Once you’re level 50, you can’t gain experience below 50 and monsters become very dangerous. They gain more intelligence, become tougher to kill and some even have unique spells. Sure, you’ll probably still kill them as easily, but you can’t just think they’re as easy as now. Stronger people than you have died because they got cocky!” Pointing at me while speaking, Aubrey then crossed her arms and nodded.

Letting everything sink in, I smiled bitterly as I remembered how careful I had to be back in Crater. Those monsters back then, when I was still weak, had intelligence and knew how to dodge or counter. Is there a difference between the monsters there and here? Shaking my head of the questions I couldn’t answer, I thanked Aubrey and Xia as we continued towards the next floor.

As we’re walking down the stairs, we arrived in a large room, the stairs in the middle. It was the first time we hadn’t entered a tunnel when arriving on a new floor. Aubrey didn’t say anything, nor did the System say anything, so I knew it was normal. Though, Aubrey hadn’t been telling me anything about the monsters or floors, except to guide me to the next floor as soon as possible.

As we got to the end of the stairs and into the room, we continued down a corridor, and after a minute of walking, we got a System notification as we stopped.




	Warning! The Twelfth Floor of the Tomb of Lilith is mutating!






Feeling the ground under me moving suddenly, I felt a hand grasp me and turning I saw Xia grabbing both myself and Aubrey. Before I could say anything, the ground vanished as I found myself, just for a second, floating in a void. After that second, the ground returned and stumbling as I regained my footing, I looked around. We were in a giant room, around us were about 50 other people, all adventurers of Silver Grade. 

As I felt Xia release her hand, I looked around and saw two massive doors on one side of the room, and like the rooms we’d been in before, it was shaped like a colosseum. Looking towards Aubrey, who was also looking around, our eyes met as she shook her head. 

“I have never heard or seen of this mutation.”

As I’m about to reply, I felt something. A presence. This presence…spinning around to face where I felt it from, I saw who I hoped to see staring right back at me. Elizabeth. So, she was in here? Opening my Status, I felt a bit shocked.




	
Level 38 Elizabeth

Mageblood Human

Beginner Summoner

Health: ???/???








Level 38?! Blinking in surprise, I knew she’d been out for two days before I came into the Tomb of Lilith, but I had thought she’d be out in a hunting zone as Aubrey said, not here. With her level, shouldn’t she be deeper down? Behind her, I see Leon, Amelia and Bloom who were all looking towards the doors.

As I looked at Elizabeth, I saw that she was a mess. She had light armour on her that was damaged, a broken sword in her hand and her hair was a mess. She also had heavy bags under her eyes like she hadn’t really slept well. Staring back at her eyes, I realised she wasn’t actually staring at me, but rather around me and there was confusion in those eyes. After a few seconds, she shook her head and turned her attention back to the door.

Thoughts ran through my mind about why she’d looked away, and at first I thought she hadn’t recognised me because of my clothing and hair. As if to remind me, Aubrey spoke up.

“Hm? Alisha, is something over there?”

Sighing, I remembered that I wasn’t obstructed by the darkness due to my eyes, it was like it was a normally lit room. Elizabeth must’ve sensed my presence because of the so-called soul link which caused her to look towards us, but then looked away. Did she think it was a fleeting feeling? Looking at Xia, I saw her looking towards Elizabeth with some confusion in her eyes.

“Madam, I sense a presence over there that feels similar to yours…but different.”

“Ah. Yea, Elizabeth is over there.”

“She is?!” Turning to where we were looking, Aubrey squinted her eyes as if she was hoping to see further in. We could hear the noises around us of adventurers speaking, but it seemed like no one could see others, as they stood in groups of three to ten. 

“The darkness here feels heavier now. What does it look like here, Alisha? I can tell there are other adventurers around us, but not how many. As I said, I’ve never seen a mutation that gathers others into a singular room.” Answering Aubrey’s question, she frowned slightly before shaking her head.

“Well, depending on what happens, we’ll likely be assisted in some form. Oh well, it’s unexpected so hopefully it won’t count.” Hearing Aubrey speak, I shrug in return. “Shall we go over and see Elizabeth?” 

Crossing my arms and looking back at Elizabeth, I pursed my lips. More than anything I wanted to run over there and hug her, hug the woman who has been there for me so many times. But I felt scared and guilty. Would she blame me for her arm being lost? I didn’t want to find out that she hated me, the thought made my heart sink as I imagined her yelling at me.

At that moment, a loud female voice rang out. “Everyone! If you can hear my voice, move to my location. There don’t seem to be any monsters here so it’s safe to move. We should be sticking together!” Looking towards the source of the sound, I saw it was a tall female with black hair.

“Fool.” Aubrey mutters with a sigh. Looking towards the source of the noise Aubrey shakes her head. “There are monsters that can imitate the voices of adventurers, though it is random. Alisha, does everyone here look normal?”

Looking around, I nod. “They do, but couldn’t they also be mimics?” 

A horrifying expression appears on Aubrey’s face. “Nearly fifty deviant mimics in one room? It’s…possible. We know Elizabeth is at least not one, and since it’s a mutation there could be mimics amongst them…Alisha, we should stick to ourselves. No, we should go to Elizabeth first, so she doesn’t join that group.”

Taking a deep breath, I knew I would have to face her sooner or later. Looking at her group, they hadn’t moved yet, with Bloom shaking his head while looking towards the woman in the middle. Did he also have suspicions, like Aubrey had? Looking around, most groups moved, with Bloom’s group and one other not moving at all.

“I-I think it’s fine, they don’t seem to be moving.” Sounding a bit strange as I spoke, I went to look away before I felt a hand on my shoulder.

“Alisha, I won’t pretend to know what you’re feeling. But regardless of what happens, know this. I will always be by your side, regardless of what happens.” Hearing Aubrey’s words, I felt a happiness well up within me. Taking another breath, I turn and smile at her as she returns it. 

“Thanks.” Leaving her with that one word, I started walking towards Elizabeth with Aubrey and Xia closely behind me. Moving my scarf up a bit around my mouth as we walk, soon the sounds of our footsteps must’ve reached Bloom and his team as they look towards us.

“Oh? Missy, yer outta bed already?” Looking at me with a grin, he looks me up and down before nodding. “Yer new look ain’t half bad.”

“Shut up, Bloom.” Aubrey, Amelia and I all spoke at the same time as Bloom laughed. Ignoring him, I smiled at Amelia and waved at Leon before turning to Elizabeth, who stood there looking shocked.

“H-hey” Smiling at Elizabeth nervously, she suddenly embraced me.

“Thank goodness you’re okay. I’m sorry, I’m sorry I couldn’t h-”

“No, don’t say that.” Returning her hug, I felt relieved that she didn’t yell at me. “It was me using a spell well outside of what I could handle.”

“I hate to interrupt.” Looking at Amelia, she smiled. “We can have an emotional talk later, we need to figure out where we are and what is happening. Those doors look ominous.”

Nodding, I felt Elizabeth separate from me before turning to Bloom. I had noticed his smile had disappeared, he was staring towards where the group of people were.

“Oh, this is Xia by the way.” Gesturing to Xia, she bows slightly towards Elizabeth who simply waves and gives me a confused look. “I’ll explain later.”

Turning to Bloom, I started explaining the room we’re in, how many people were here and why we hadn’t joined the others who had called out.

“Good, ye made the right choice. I ain’t got a good feelin’ bout this…” Seeing him looking and talking so seriously made me question who it was that was in front of me. 

“Bloom and I can see the doors, Elizabeth and Leon can’t. Alisha, what is your condition like? You only just got out of bed the other day.” Looking at me with some concern, Amelia looked back at the doors then back to me.

“I can fight. I’m not at my peak, but other than the floor boss I haven’t really had a problem with anything else…”

“The monsters here don’t feel as threatening as in Crater Hell, right?” Turning to Elizabeth, we shared a smile of knowing.

“Han’ on.” Turning to me, Bloom had a frown on his face. “Ye made it past the boss? Where is ya group?”

As I thought to keep it silent, Aubrey spilled the beans. “She solo’ed a mutated tenth floor boss.”

A deafening silence rang out among us. We had been whispering so all we could hear was other adventurers speaking. Before long, Bloom started laughing, loudly. 

“Bloom? You’re here? Hurry up and come over here! We need to be sticking together!” Hearing the same female voice that spoke before, Bloom shook his head with a grin and shouted back.

“YA ALL ARE FOOLS. MUTATED FLOOR? DO YA FOOLS FORGET ABOUT THE MIMICS?!”

Hearing everyone go quiet, it did indeed seem like they had forgotten. Shaking his head, Bloom looked at Xia before raising an eyebrow.

“Restricted level, 33?” Bloom looks at me. “Missy, is she yer servant?”

Unsure of what he meant, I turned to look at Xia and looked at her information.




	
Level 55 Xia (Restricted, Level 33)

Starbound Human

Arcane Spell Swordsman

Health: ???/???








Aubrey explained before I could say anything. “Xia is bound by an oath of servitude to Alisha, Bloom. Xia never once helped either, only observed.” The group looked confused before turning to me. Smiling bitterly, I shrug.

“It’s…complicated. I’ll explain later.” Nodding, Bloom looks at me.

“Why are ye here, solo’ing bosses?” Knowing I couldn’t avoid talking about this, to avoid worrying Elizabeth…or increasing her worries, I briefly explained the task and reason why I was given it to everyone, as well as why Aubrey was with me. Scratching his chin, Bloom did something strange.

Leaning in, he stared deeply at Aubrey’s eyes. Wondering why he was doing this, he sighed and stood back up and shook his head. “What are ye thinkin’ Branch Master? Such an impossible task to give her.” Strangely, it was as if he wasn’t muttering but speaking directly to Alexander. As I’m about to ask him what he was on about, a loud bang rang out from the doors. At the same time, a notification came up from the System.




	
Mutated Dungeon Quest:

In her prime, Lilith commanded an army so fierce and loyal that even the Gods trembled. Although now a shadow of its former prime, this army is still as fierce and loyal to their Queen as ever. In an effort to raise moral, Her army will face you in combat, showing Her that they are still worthy of serving Her for when she awakens.

Defeat Her army, and survive the waves of enemies.

Wave: 0/10

Top Kill Counts:


	Lissa

	Joan

	Kirk



Top performers will receive additional rewards.








“Oh fucking great, a mutated quest on top.” Sounding frustrated, Aubrey sighs. She’s been in her serious mode this entire time. Hearing a loud bang from the door again, everyone turned to it seriously, including the ones who had gathered. Seeing everyone preparing themselves, Bloom spoke up.

“Amelia, Leon and Alisha. Don’t ye use yer Domains until I tell ye to. Avoid conflictin’ em with others.” As I nod, I wonder how he knew I had a Domain. What surprised me was that Amelia and Leon also had one. Turning, I look at Xia.

“Why are you restricted? Are your stats at level 33?”

“The restriction is due to my pledge to you, Madam. A servant can not be a higher level than its Master. I am stronger than my level shows, that includes when I am restricted like this.” Pursing my lips, I made a decision.

“Fight with the others, but avoid assisting me unless my life is in danger.” As those words left my mouth, a bang sounded out and turning towards the doors, they flung open as the sounds of monsters rang out.

From the doors, a swarm of monsters slowly walked out, and looking past them I saw a sight that overwhelmed me. Hundreds of monsters of all types were coming. There were all types from the previous floors, and some new ones I hadn’t seen before. Glancing at some of them, I saw their levels ranged from 32 to 38. 

The monsters charge, or rather start swarming, straight towards up, their footsteps shaking the earth under us with how many were coming. Quickly standing next to Aubrey as she stuck to my side while holding Alice and her magic tool, the first lot of monsters arrived. Throwing out a punch at a monster who quickly arrived, I killed it in one hit, however I didn’t get any experience.

As I’m pulling back, more monsters quickly arrive. Knowing I had to pace myself here, I avoided surrounding myself with wind and only used my physical strength. I quickly realised however, I wasn’t going to get out of this without assistance. Our group very quickly became a circle, with Aubrey in the centre. 

“Aubrey, don’t use ye blessin’.” Hearing Bloom speak quickly, I knew why he said that. If this is wave one, what the hell was wave two going to look like?

“From the depths of the fiery pits, I summon thee, Blazefyre!” Hearing Elizabeth’s shout, I felt a heavy heat erupt from behind me as the smell of fire and burnt flesh entered my nose. Quickly glancing behind me, a two metre tall blob of flames that had arms was swinging wildly at the enemies as Elizabeth used her only arm to defend herself with the broken sword.

Hearing screams from others around us, I knew the other groups were also in a bad situation. Keeping my breathing steady and back to the others, I kept pacing myself while killing anything that got close. Not knowing how long this would go on for, we kept going, never separating.

            

    
        Chapter 83 - Exhausted and Tired

    
    
    
    
                Slamming my fist into the last monster near me, I glance around before collapsing onto my butt, panting heavily. It was over, we had finished the last of the monsters that had swarmed us. My arms were covered in blood so heavily it was like a layer of armour, and interestingly my clothing was spotless. It was like any liquid just slid off.




	Wave Complete! Time Remaining till Next Wave: 1:30:00






Hearing Bloom angrily stomping saying that an hour and a half wasn’t enough to rest, I agreed. Looking at the stacks of monster corpses, I shivered while thinking of the last eight hours. These monsters were weak, their levels showed as 33 to 38, but their attacks and Toughness didn’t match it at all either, and they were not smart, it’s as if the only thing they knew was to run at an enemy and attack. They never used magic, but the sheer number of them made it dangerous.

Laying on my back, I felt exhausted. My arms ached, my legs were okay because we barely moved and while I had taken a lot of attacks, most had healed except for some deeper wounds, but they would heal soon. I had used a lot of my stamina, and seeing the others, we all were in a similar state. The only upside was that we hadn’t used any mana, except Elizabeth.

She looked exhausted, as if she was going to pass out at any minute. I knew she had been using that blob of fire to fight the entire time, while also using her sword to fight. She’d expended everything she had and likely would barely recover before the next wave. 

“All of ya, sit up.”

Hearing Bloom, I slowly sit up and turn to face him as everyone else does the same. Xia and Amelia had been next to me during the fight, and looking at Xia she seemed just as tired as we all were. Aubrey sat down next to me, the only one among us that was still full of energy, though she looked worried. 

“Amelia.” With her name being called by Bloom, Amelia nodded and looked around.

“Looking at our condition, if the next wave is the same or stronger than what we just went through, we’re likely going to be dead before the halfway mark, however that is only taking into consideration if we don’t use our magic.”

Brushing her hair behind her long ears, she leaned forward and looked at me. “Alisha, can you describe your Domain to us, what it does, how long it lasts and the negative effects it provides to those you deem as enemies?”

Explaining everything to her while she nods, I finish as she sits there thinking. “So, its only effect for allies is making it…night time? A strange effect, but I’ll assume that benefits you.” Giving her a smile as she giggles, my Domain would be considered my trump card. In dungeons, I never felt stronger, or weaker before my Race became less restricted, and I had worked out that I didn’t receive the increase in strength while in dungeons.

“Alright…well, the freezing wind will help hinder enemies and will pair up very nicely with Leon’s magic. I take it Alice is still learning?” Looking at Alice on Aubrey’s head, I nod and tell her that she’d been like this for over a day.

“That’s normal. I suspect she’s nearly done, what do you think, Leon?” Glancing at Leon, he put up two fingers with one hand and the other he made a circle with a finger, then pointed to himself. “Leon is saying it took him two days. I’m not sure on what is involved in using that stone, but it is the best way to learn his clan’s unique magic, Shadow Creatures.”

“Is it Shadow magic?” Alice knew Dark Magic, meaning if she had to learn Shadow magic it would take longer, however Leon shook his head.

“It’s Dark Magic, so it will suit Alice very well.” Hearing Amelia, I thanked her before she turned to Xia.

“Xia, can you tell me your Domain, if you have one?” Xia looks towards me as I nod.

“My Domain freezes the time of those I deem enemies, while allowing my allies to move. It lasts for exactly 22 seconds, and during the last five seconds enemies will slowly be able to move before time returns to them. Enemies can not be physically or magically hurt, however spells can be used during this time. Once the Domain ends, I will not be able to move for 22 seconds, with an additional 5 seconds per ally that could move.”

Saying it all in one go, I now understood why she didn’t move after it had ran out before. Amelia nodded before muttering “It’s useful if we’re in a dire situation, allows us to reposition and set up magic spells to give us breathing room once it runs out.”

Tapping her chin, Amelia turns to me. “Alisha, how are the other groups?” Looking over, I see that they were like us, exhausted and trying to recover. They seemed to have lost about four or five people, but I couldn’t see any corpses in the mess that was the monsters. Telling Amelia all of this, she nods again and asks how far away they were. 

“Ok, they’re outside of our Domain range, that makes things easier. I’m done, Bloom.”

Looking at Bloom, he had sat there in silence with his eyes closed. After a few minutes in silence, he opened them and glanced at everyone with an unusually serious expression.

“She’ll be rough, but we’ll make it through.” Speaking rather clearly, Bloom turned to Elizabeth first.

“Yer out Ellie. Yer to stick to Aubrey and sleep, recover ye wounds and mana.” Looking away from Elizabeth, he spoke to all of us. “‘Ere is the plan. Leon, when I give ye the signal, yer gonna use ye Domain and magicks. Once teh wave ends, yer to rest and Ellie swaps with yer. On teh third wave, we’ll use my Domain.”

Continuing one, Bloom told us the order of who would use what. After Bloom, Amelia would use her Domain on the fourth wave, then I would use mine on the fifth. After that we’d return to using Elizabeth’s summons and repeat. Xia was to keep hers in case things were dire and lastly Aubrey’s Blessing of Gaia was forbidden unless we were in a critical state.

Amelia asked if we should join the others but Bloom said not to bother. The reason came down to too many variables, especially if people started panicking and casting magic or skills wildly. He claimed that since we knew each other, we would have better communication between each other.

After detailing the plan more, including who would act as backup for Domains or magic in case anything went wrong, we spent the last 30 minutes mentally preparing. Except for Bloom and I, the rest took their time to check their equipment, healing potions and food. Xia, Aubrey and I had enough healing potions for me alone, however considering our circumstances it was very little. I could rely on my regeneration in exchange for stamina, but at one point I’d have to rest.

With ten minutes remaining, the doors slammed shut, and once the countdown hit zero, the banging came again as the second wave began.

***

Gasping, I tore an ant monster in half as I focused everything I had on standing. Right now, we had nearly finished the fourth wave, looking around I could only see a dozen monsters or so left. Each and every wave we had come against was getting harder and harder. The monsters started getting smarter, faster and now they were using magic every now and then. 

Xia has started using those purple shields to protect against magical attacks. While it used her mana, she’d been using them rather smartly, deflecting spells so they wouldn’t be destroyed. She could control these shields without even looking at them to block. She hadn’t used any other magic, but the shields had kept us alive. She had also started assisting me at my word, I knew that if she didn’t I would’ve been gravely injured, and if the Branch Master doesn’t like it, then it didn’t matter to me.

The major issue was the other two groups. The group that had gathered and the group that refused to join them as well. Both had lost half their members, and we had gone from about fifty people in total to roughly twenty. As more people were lost, we had more monsters to deal with. We weren’t sure about the number, but it had felt the same.

Seeing no monsters nearby, with the last of them being finished off, once the timer came up, I fell on my back right away, struggling to keep awake. According to Aubrey, it’s been nearly two days of non-stop fighting, and feeling my head spin, I wanted nothing more but to rest right now. However, with this being the fifth wave, it was my turn to exhaust my Domain and mana.

Leon’s Domain was rather unique. It didn’t open a dimension like a Domain normally would, however it spread his own Dark Magic out, empowering his magic to a higher level. During that time, hundreds of shadow creatures had emerged and started to massacre every monster. The downside was that Leon could not act, and his Domain wouldn’t be available for a day. 

Bloom’s was rather simple, it became what Xia said was a desert, with nothing but sand and the sun high in the sky. During Bloom’s Domain, our attacks have a high chance to set a monster on fire, similar to my Lashing Fire Kick. Amelia didn’t release her Domain, she was told not to by Bloom. She had used her magic however, which created weapons made of magic that she could control. She’d maintained about twenty weapons, and they relieved the pressure off us immensely.

Laying there, staring at the ceiling, I saw the timer. It had been getting lower with each wave, and currently we only had 45 minutes to rest. We stopped exchanging words last wave, instead taking the time to tend to wounds and resting. Right now, I could barely move a finger, my entire body exhausted and tired. 

Thinking about it, I knew that the chances of finishing Alexander’s request was going to be extremely difficult once we got out of here. Each wave had taken eight or nine hours to defeat, and with the monsters only getting stronger and smarter, it would take longer. Looking at the quest, it showed the three people with the highest number of monsters killed, and it really reflected how terrifying the number of monsters we had killed had become.




	
Top Kill Counts:


	Joan: 2387

	Leon: 2145

	Klein: 1726











Groaning, I slowly stand back on my feet. The monsters, according to Bloom, were about level 23 in strength and speed. The first wave was around level 20, however even though we had much higher stats, when fighting a dozen at the same time for hours on end while it was nearly endless, it became exhausting. The bodies piling up didn’t help, and our current solution was Elizabeth using her fire spirit to turn most into ash. 

As the countdown slowly came to ten minutes, the doors once again slammed shut. Relaxing every muscle in my body, I could feel every muscle in my body either slowly relaxing or still tense. My right leg was stiff, thankfully I hadn’t had to strain it by moving too much. Facing the doors, there wasn’t a sound that rang out from anyone around us. We all remained quiet as all eyes face the doors, the only sounds that rang out was armour and weapons clicking together.

As the countdown reached two minutes left, the System suddenly gave us an update.




	
Mutated Quest Update:

As Her vanguard falls, the commanders of the Her army have sent handpicked Elites to deal with their enemy, as to ensure their main army will triumph.


Wave 4/10 Completed, Wave 5 starting.









As I read the message, I looked towards the doors and as the countdown hit zero, the doors once again opened with a bang. This time there were about twenty enemies, relaying this to Bloom he simply nodded. Watching, these enemies all locked their eyes onto a singular person as they began to charge. Did they intend to fight us one on one?

Appearing in front of me very quickly was a two metre tall humanoid with one eye. It had four arms, one of which held a massive wooden club, blue skin and two fangs that extended out of its mouth. Lifting the club upwards he swung the club down, and forcing my body to move, I took a step towards what the System called a Daft Cyclops.

Aiming for its heart, I threw a punch as hard as I could, slamming into its chest as a loud bang resounded out. Feeling my hand break, my eyes widened as it suddenly used one of its many hands to try and grab me. With no option left, I activated the wind around me and pushed myself outside of its reach, moving away from my group. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw everyone else doing something similar. However, I noticed Aubrey was left alone, where two enemies were attempting to break her shield.

One of those enemies was a green blueish snake while the other was a boar with huge tusks, molten fire dripping from its mouth. Knowing I couldn’t leave Aubrey behind, I changed directions, dodged the Cyclops’s club and sent spikes at both the enemies attacking her shield. As their attention turned to me, I slammed my still working fist into the head of the snake. Feeling a lot of resistance, I saw it crash into the ground, but quickly recovered and struck out. Dodging, I felt something hot from behind me as the smell of fire entered my nose.

Without hesitating, I used the wind to push myself away from the path of the flames that had come from the boar and I landed hard on the ground, rolling for a few metres before jumping back onto my feet unsteadily. The snake and boar stopped paying attention to me and went back to attempting to bite through Aubrey’s barrier. I could see thin cracks running along the barrier, and knowing I had no other choice, I stomped a foot down.

“Domain! Mystical Lunar Starfield!”

Shouting as loudly as I could, I felt my Domain explode outwards. Without paying attention to who was caught up in my Domain, I rushed the snake again, summoning a dozen Astral Ice Spikes behind me as I fired them at the boar. Slamming my shoulder into the back of the snake, I sent it flying away from Aubrey as the boar turned its attention to me once again.

Dodging to the side, I rushed up to the boar as it slowly turned, arrived by its side and threw a punch out at its spine. Just as my fist was about to connect, red hot lava started spewing out of its skin, and reacting as quickly as I could I pulled my fist back and blew myself backwards as I dodged the club of the cyclops.

Swaying, I blinked the sweat out of my eyes. My right hand throbbed with pain, broken under the gauntlet. My body fatigued, it took everything to even move it, one misstep will mean death against that cyclops swinging its club. Standing there, I only felt one thing…I was tired. We’d been fighting non-stop. The monsters weren’t strong, but after fighting for so long with so little rest, I was just tired.

As the cyclops came stomping in front of me, I breathed out. I started to realise the danger of this dungeon, I had started to underestimate it since things died so easily. In reality, it was so easy for us to become trapped here, facing hordes of weak monsters, forcing us to constantly fight for hours and days on end with nearly no rest. 

I couldn’t let this stop me, no matter how tired I got, I had to keep going. This would happen again and again in the future, obstacles I had to overcome. Feeling my determination rise up, I forced my body to move, dodging the blow from the Cyclops as I sent spikes towards its eye. Seeing most of them miss, one struck, shallow but for now I knew it was a weak point. My punch earlier had dealt no damage so I knew I couldn’t just hit this monster.

The snake and boar had once again turned away from me, ready to continue attacking Aubrey. Her barrier was slowly cracking, if I didn’t help her in time she’d be exposed. Ignoring the cyclops, I charged once again. Even with my Domain increasing my strength, my tired body limited me. Frustrated, I used Lunar Blessing on myself, again it hit that barrier.

Slamming my fist into the snake, I sent it tumbling away once again, turning to the boar, I saw it charging the barrier, I knew if it hit it would break it. Pushing my body, I jump in front of the boar and grab its tusks, slamming my feet down stopping its charge as I struggled. Roaring, the boar opened its mouth and it continued trying to push me away. I knew that it was about to send a flood of fire out, if I moved it would hit Aubrey, but if I stayed here it would incinerate me.

Even with my Domain and Blessing, my body was too fatigued to use all of my strength. Hearing the cyclops quickly moving towards me, I knew that it wasn’t likely I could get out of this without being heavily injured, if not killed. My mind was tired, exhausted, causing me to fail while trying to think of what to do. Just as I see the boar's mouth light up with fire, a giant mouth emerged from the shadows, swallowing the body of the boar whole, biting through completely before disappearing, leaving the head of it in my hands.

Surprised, I quickly adapted and turned towards the cyclops to find it had its club raised high above itself. I wouldn’t be able to move in time! Just as that thought ran through my head, I heard a sound I hadn’t heard for the past few days and had missed terribly.

“KRAA!”

Hearing Alice’s cry, at the same time a giant talon emerged from the ground, gripping the giant tightly. It couldn’t pierce or crush it, but it held it in place. 

“Alice! Hold it!” Knowing now who it was that I turned towards the snake, it was barreling straight towards Aubrey once again. Why did it refuse to come after me? Gritting my teeth, I focused on creating an Astral Ice Spike, this time just a singular, big one. Pointing my finger at the snake shouted as I shot the spike out, a massive two metre spike shot right towards the snake.

Just as the snake was about to dodge, a talon emerged from its shadow too and gripped it in place as my spike smashed through the snake, dismembering it. Turning back to the cyclops, I summoned a dozen more spikes as I felt my head spin due to the amount of mana I had used. With my vision swimming, I focused as much as I could as I launched each and every one of them at its eye. As the spikes impaled its eye, the cyclops roared in pain as the eye burst and my spikes kept impaling the remains.

I knew that the Astral energy would kill it now, and watching it struggle, it soon stopped and collapsed as my Domain followed suit. Looking around, I saw most had also finished their fights, with a few still fighting. Breathing heavily, I knew I couldn’t continue anymore. Turning to Aubrey, I took one step at a time as I slowly walked over.

Feeling someone grab my arm as an arm wrapped around my waist, I turned to see Xia, who also looked exhausted, by my side as she helped me walk towards Aubrey. Accepting her help, once we reached Aubrey, I collapsed on the ground next to her as Alice jumped over onto my head.

“Aubrey, we need to leave. Can you use that item?”

Seeing Aubrey bite her lip, she shook her head. “It can only take three people at most.”

Lifting my head, I looked towards Elizabeth who was also kneeling, heavily panting. I knew she’d refuse to escape without the others, I was the same. Even though I didn’t know Bloom and his group well, I couldn’t just abandon them here to escape safely. Watching as someone from another group killed the last monster, I sighed. 

As the others regrouped with us, the countdown came up again. Thirty minutes. Looking around, I saw everyone completely exhausted, no one speaking as they used any healing potions they had. Drinking one myself, I heard Amelia speak.

“Alisha, sleep. We’ll do what we can, it’s unfortunate that I couldn’t rest, but I’m in a much better state than you, I can still use my Domain to buy us time. Rest for as long as possible. Aubrey, protect her.”

I knew she was right, I couldn’t continue like this. I needed rest, even then I would need too much. Without a word, I let my head fall onto Aubrey’s lap while I curled up into a ball. Closing my eyes, I felt the fatigue wash over me completely. Just as I was about to fall asleep, a new System message appeared.




	Selenia has granted you an opportunity to teach you Lunar Magic. Your Astral Projection will be teleported to her Realm.







            

    
        Chapter 84 - Starfall

    
    
    
    
                A flash of light blinds me temporarily before my vision returns. Blinking, I look around to see I have somehow entered a new room. The room I stood in was beautiful, the walls made of silver-white marble, behind me is a lake with a small waterfall flowing into it and various statues of different figures leading down to a door. 

Remember I had received a System message before coming here, I attempted to open the System, but found I couldn’t. That hasn’t happened since my time in Cerberus’s trial, but the circumstances were very different to now. I was in a dream back then, but this was real. Looking down at my body, I found I was completely naked, and as I thought of what happened to my clothing, a simple, white dress suddenly appeared on me, like I had been wearing it the entire time.

“Where am I?” As I muttered to myself, a voice sounded out, answering me.

“Welcome, welcome. I must say, I have been looking forward to meeting you.” A soothing, female voice rang out.

As I looked around for the source of the sound, I heard a giggle ring out before the voice continued. “Through the door and a bit of a walk down the hall.”

Hesitating a bit, I wasn’t sure what was happening. My body didn’t feel fatigued, like it had minutes before. I remember I had laid down to sleep, then the System told me something…I was too tired to realise what it said.

After thinking about it for a few seconds, I walked towards the door and opened it to find a hallway, paintings lining the walls on either side. The paintings were an assortment of stars and moons. I could tell there was meaning to the paintings, but I didn’t understand it. Walking down the hall while glancing around, I soon arrived outside.

Spread before me is a garden that spreads beyond my vision, high above is the night sky, with a full moon hanging in the sky. The sight was beautiful, leaving me speechless for a moment. Silver, blue and white flowers ran along a path lighting the way, trees that had silver-green leaves hung above the flowers and perfect green grass made up the garden.

Slowly walking down the path made from white tiles, I kept gazing around, taking in the sight. This felt like a dream, but my mind denied it being a dream. After walking down the path for a few minutes, I finally approached an open area, where a table sat. Sitting in one of the chairs looking up in the sky with their back to me is a young woman with long, black hair.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” The same voice from before rang out from her. “Even after thousands of years I still find this sight beyond anything I have ever seen. There is such beauty to the night sky, so much depth and so many mysteries.”

Turning herself to look towards me, she studied me with her red eyes before smiling softly.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Alisha. I’ve been quite excited about meeting you for sometime now. Come, take a seat, you’ll find the tea and snacks here are quite delightful.”

Taking a seat as she suggested, a cup appeared in front of me, filled with a brown, warm liquid that smelt amazing. I identified it as tea as a plate of various cakes, biscuits and other types of sweets appeared. 

“Since you’re in an Astral Body, it won’t matter how much you eat, you'll never be full. You’ll still experience the full flavour.”

Leaning back, I looked at this woman. “Where am I? Who are you?” 

“Oh? I had thought the System would tell you before coming here. Or were you that fatigued from fighting for so many days without rest?”

My eyes widened in surprise as she giggled. “Well, my name is Selenia. You are in my realm, a place in which I reside while studying the mysteries of our world. You have been brought here upon my request, since you are granted an opportunity to learn more about Lunar and Astral magic.”

“Are you related to the Moon Goddess?” I wanted to know her answer. Smiling, she leaned forward.

“Ah, the Moon Goddess. Celestia. A being that is said to hold absolute control over the night sky and the power that comes from it. How could one not relate to Her when using Lunar or Astral magic?”

Hearing her answer, it made sense but something felt off. I couldn’t really put my finger on the problem with her answer as she continued.

“I’ve been watching you ever since you entered that dungeon of yours, and I have to say it has been quite the exciting adventure you’re experiencing. Even now you’re in the middle of a nail biting fight. Ah, to be so young again.”

Panicking, I remembered what I was in the middle of before appearing here. “Don’t fear, you’ll find we have plenty of time to talk here, much more than you may think. For the time being, your friends are fine, however the situation is quite dire as you may have expected. No time like the present to start, is there?”

As Selenia leaned back, she took a drink of her tea. “Alisha, to teach you I must first deconstruct what you know completely. I’ll be blunt, your understanding of Lunar and Astral magic is rubbish.”

A bit shocked at her words, I watch as she taps the table lightly. A transparent sphere appeared in the middle of the table, about the size of my palm.

“You understand the basics of having a strong foundation, correct?” As I nod, she taps the table again, another sphere appeared, but this was small, broken and filled with holes.

“This is your foundation in Lunar and Astral magic, in image form. Your understanding is half baked, incomplete and if you kept growing you would no longer be able to keep progressing your magic. This is why your Lightning magic is nonexistent, you don’t understand the basics. Your Wind magic is slightly better. I can not help you with those two, but I can with your Lunar and Astral magic.”

Picking up a slice of cake and placing it onto an empty plate, she used a fork to take a piece of it and eat. “Have you ever wondered why your Lunar Blessing and Barrier hit a bottleneck, like you can’t fully use them?”

“Y-yes, when I use Lunar Blessing it’s like there is something stopping me from using it.”

“Well, that’s because you don’t understand Lunar magic. I want you to answer me without thinking. What do the stars do?”

Opening my mouth, I blurted out the only thing I could think of in that second. “L-lighting the sky.”

“What does the moon do?”

Opening my mouth to answer ‘lightning the sky’, I immediately realised my mistake in what I was about to say. Wasn’t that the same answer?

“What does the night sky do?”

Unable to answer her, she smiled. “That is your foundation. How do you expect to wield a power that you don’t understand?”

Leaning forward, she glanced at me seriously. “Five months. In five months, I will wash away your foundation and rebuild it. I will teach you the true form of Lunar and Astral magic, and raise you to a new level. I will teach you a spell you may be familiar with, Starfall. However, unlike a book that has been written with lost knowledge, you will learn it in its most complete form.”

Standing, she slowly walked around the table. As I opened my mouth in panic, I needed to tell her I couldn’t spend five months here, even five hours was too much. But before I could, she spoke first.

“Don’t panic. One month in my realm is one hour outside. Five months in here is five hours out there. Your physical body requires rest, though five hours is inadequate, it will still allow you to fight. Don’t worry about your companions. By my estimation they will survive until the sixth hour. Have faith in them.”

Taking a deep breath, I looked at Selenia and wondered about trusting her. Assuming the message I had seen was indeed about coming here to learn about Lunar and Astral magic, I still felt hesitant to trust her words about the length of time I could stay here. However, I also knew the truth. We would die on the sixth wave. Perhaps by doing this, I could get us out of the situation we were in.

Looking at Selenia with determination, she smiled gently. “As expected…Well, I’m going to do something you may find scary, but please, believe in me.”

Arriving at my side, she sat down in the chair next to me. “I am going to wipe your memory of all knowledge of Lunar and Astral magic and all your spells you know under those two will be sealed. I will also be altering your memory, instead of being here to learn more about Lunar and Astral magic, you’re here just learning the basics.”

“W-why?” She was right, that was a scary thought. Someone altering my memories that easily?!

“Because with your current knowledge, you’ll learn too slowly. You’ll try and compare new knowledge or corrected knowledge with your old, incomplete knowledge. We need to start from the very beginning. You have the talent, you will learn fast. Once the five months have ended, I will unseal your memories of the spells you know, you would just need to fill in the blanks with your new knowledge.”

Taking a deep breath in, I closed my eyes and nodded. I felt her hand grasp mine. “Don’t fret, it won’t hurt.”

Feeling a hand on my forehead, I heard a sentence that sent me into confusion before I forgot it. “You really are her daughter…”

***

It had been a month since I arrived here, and in that time I had learnt so much about Lunar and Astral Ice magic. I was rather surprised at how much there was to learn, like what the moon does, various meanings of constellations of stars and what the night sky truly meant. 

I had unlocked Lunar and Astral magic in the past, but I never knew how to use it. I just never understood how to use these magicks before. I still didn’t know how to cast magic with it, and Selenia said we would be learning a spell today, Starfall.

We hadn’t left the table during this month. I hadn’t needed to eat, sleep or even stretch, an effect caused by being in my Astral Projection. I had been enjoying the tea, coffee and snacks that Selenia had provided however.

“Now Alisha, tell me, what does the moon do for you?”

“It provides a source of power that is calm, yet powerful. It provides us with enlightenment and illumination.”

“The stars?”

“A guide. The stars guide our magic, constellations provide power and amplify us.”

“The night sky?”

“The cold darkness of our world. The stars and moon light that darkness, however it will always remain.”

“Good, you understand the basics. Now, the important thing about Starfall is learning how to draw the power of a particular constellation.” Tapping the table, an image that slightly resembled a nocked bow. “The constellation of Artemis, the Goddess of Hunting, also said to utilise the power of the moon. Starfall is as the name implies, it uses starlight as a basis but also uses moonlight to assist.”

Raising a hand, behind her dozens of monster-like statues appeared. “By using the full power of Starfall, you can target hundreds of enemies and lay waste to them. I must warn you, the power fully depends on the amount of mana you put in, so while you can target hundreds, you may need to use all of your mana to severely injure or harm them, leaving you vulnerable. 

It is possible for you since your mana realm is aligned to Lunar magic. If you use your Domain there is no reason why you can’t kill hundreds of weaker monsters. Against opponents of higher level, you won’t kill them but it does make for a good trump card. Remember, to deal such large amounts of damage means you’d need to exhaust nearly all of your mana. Now, pay attention to how I use it.”

Watching how she performed the spell, I knew this was a spell I needed. I had been relying on Wind magic this entire time, having an amazing attacking spell like this that let me quickly target enemies was exactly what I needed.

***

Staring down at my palm then back to the statues I couldn’t believe such power came from me. This was…Lunar magic?

“Mm, good. The amount of magic is good, it will take a while until you truly grasp the spell in its entirety.” Selenia stood next to me. It’s been four months since I’d arrived, and apart from the first month, the last three had been about learning how to cast Starfall. It’s strange, it’s like my body had known how to use Lunar magic, that it was somewhat familiar, though some parts felt unfamiliar. When I asked her, Selenia simply smiled and didn’t answer.

Closing my eyes, I remembered all the various constellations I had learned, as well as how to visualise them, when they were best used, what situation to use them and what type of spells they empowered. According to Selenia, I had only learnt an eighth of all constellations. I felt the moonlight that helped create spells and was used in various different forms, but mainly for illumination and illusional. The night sky I still needed a lot of work on, however Selenia had mainly taught me about how dark, cold and lonely it was, how the energy it gave could corrupt those who became exposed to it and finally, just how truly dark it was.

“Alright, you’ve cast it twice now, with good control as well. We ended up finishing a month ahead, so Alisha, it’s time for me to unseal your memories.”

“Unseal?” 

“Mm, we can use that last month to fill any missing knowledge you have for your spells, especially since you don’t remember ”

Before I could ask, she held my hand gently before kissing my forehead, as a torrent of memories rushed into my mind.

***

“Fuck! Bloom, I can’t use magic anymore!”

“Gods be damned. Aubrey, are ye gonna wake her up or just cuddle her?”

“Blazefyre! Bloom, I’m nearly exhausted of my mana.”

Hearing the yells of those around me as I stirred awake, I kept my eyes closed as I slowly adjusted to my body's condition. Selenia had told me over and over how vital it was to do this. I had been in my Astral Projection for five months, so I had forgotten how my physical body was completely exhausted, fatigued and about ready to collapse. The upside was that my mental state was at its peak, refreshed completely.

Slowly opening my eyes, I felt myself being hugged. I saw that it was Aubrey who held my head to her chest, crying. She looked terrified. Sensing Alice, I knew she was with Elizabeth but she’d exhausted herself as well. Listening to Aubrey’s heartbeat for a moment, I separated myself from her as I stood up unsteadily. 

“A-Alisha?” Ignoring her as I swayed, I took a few steps forward.

“Missy! About damn time ye woke…missy?”

Ignoring Bloom, I slowly looked around. The room was filled with monsters, the sounds of screams filled with determination, fear or annoyance rang out. 

“Domain.”

Feeling my Domain spread, it had changed slightly. The night sky now held a reflection of the true night sky, and it had become larger. It covered most of the room as I ignored the yells of surprise. I visualised the constellation of the Eye of Odin, said to belong to an ancient God that was well versed in personal growth and enhancement. As I felt the constellation respond to me, I used Lunar Blessing and I felt the power completely cover me, no longer incomplete.

Breathing out, I closed my eyes as I next visualised Artemis’s constellation. Using the moonlight within my mana realm, I spread it outwards, undetectable to most as it illuminated those I deemed as enemy in my Domain. Three hundred and twenty nine monsters in total remained. 

Breathing in, I stirred the power of Artemis’s constellation as I weaved all of my mana together with starlight within and around myself. Opening my eyes, I felt the constellation of Artemis respond to my call as I raised a hand upwards.

“Artemis, lend me your bow and strike down those that I hunt!”

High above us a giant magic circle formed as a large amount of mana surged out of me as my mind started spinning due to how much mana I had used at once. Losing my focus here would mean the spell would fail. 

“Starfall!”

In a blinding light, beams of silver light struck down within a second. There was no sound, no bangs or cries of monsters. I knew most had evaporated while others had taken severe damage, or would die within the next few seconds. Falling to my knees, I gasped as everything caught up with me. The pain of my body, the fatigue and now the mana exhausted.

There was a deafening silence as my Domain started collapsing before the sounds of fighting started, though it was now only a few dozen monsters.

“T-the fuck was that?!” Hearing Amelia’s voice from behind me, I smiled stiffly. I knew that this only worked because the monsters were much weaker than their level showed, and it still took my all to kill, or nearly kill, all the monsters.

Standing, I swayed on the spot and was about to fall over when I felt an arm wrap around my hip. Smiling at Xia, I thanked her for helping me as she helped me walk towards the group. All of them, except for Alice, stood there staring at me in disbelief.

“Is this a dream before my death?” Muttering like he couldn’t believe what he saw, Bloom just continued to stare at me before Amelia slapped him upside his head.

“Stop staring, fool. Alisha, just what happened?”

Xia places me on the ground next to Aubrey who handed me a healing potion that I rejected. Taking a breath in, I explained to them about the spell. I didn’t tell them who taught me or where I learnt it, but just simply referred to the booklet Roland had given me. I told them about the spell, its limitations and cost.

As I talked, the last monster had died and the countdown showed up.




	Wave Complete! Time Remaining till Next Wave: 4:30:00






“Do we have more time?” Putting a hand to her chin, Amelia thought for a moment before gasping. “Does it depend on how quickly we kill the monsters? It’s only been under six hours…”

“Missy, is that there enough time for ya to recover all yer mana and Domain?”

“No, I need double that. My Domain can be used in a day, I kind of overdid it and drained my Domain energy.” Shaking my head, I knew that the next wave I wouldn’t be able to replicate what I had just done.

“Amelia, give it to her.”

“Oh, yes.” Digging in her bag for a moment, she handed me a small, hand sized vial filled with clear blue liquid. “It’s pure mana. It’ll recover about 30% of your mana.” Thanking her, I quickly drank it down.

Laughing, Bloom said out loud “Ye just drank 4 Mithril Coins, so ye best kick arse!”

Opening my mouth to respond, I quickly turned my head towards a figure walking over. I quickly recognised it as Joan, the one who had originally tried to gather everyone.

“Oh? Joan eh? What do ye-”

“Shut it Bloom, you know why I’m here.” Turning to me, she scoffed. “Some hero you are. So many lives were lost today because you were selfish and hid your true strength. I’ll be sure to inform the Guild and have you driven off.”

When those words left her mouth, silence fell upon us. Stunned by her comment, Xia reacted first and drew her rapier and held it to Joan’s neck. Unfazed, Joan snorted.

“Filthy slave, know your place.”

“No, Joan, know yours. You’d be dead if it weren’t for Alisha, don-” Cutting Aubrey off with another snort, Joan looked at her without hiding her disgust.

“A monster thinks of itself as an equal to me? Speak to me again and I’ll have your head.”

Slowly standing, I stared at this woman who turned to me. “I’ll have your head, whether it's here or outside of this damned place, I’ll hunt you down.”

“You know the rules, bitch. Did you just come here to vent your frustrations at letting your party die, or did you have a purpose?” Hearing an angry voice from Amelia surprised me. She’d only ever had a soft and gentle voice. 

Scoffing, Joan turned her head to Amelia. “An elf also thinks of itself as an equal to me. Well, it’s better than the other vermin. The Guild can’t do anything to my family, so their flimsy rules don’t apply to us. Once they learn the truth, they will celebrate the death of this so-called hero. In fact, you should be thanking me now for taking this burden.”

I didn’t hide my bloodlust. I was exhausted, I simply wanted to rest yet this idiot came here and started yapping. Feeling a hand on my shoulder, I turned to look at Bloom as he shook his head. Behind him, I could see Leon trembling in anger and Elizabeth red in the face, staring Joan down.

“Ignore her missy. She ain’t right in teh head.”

“Hmph. Well, no matter. See you very soon, vermin.” Staring at me in anger once again, Joan turned and left. I wanted to kill her so badly, but I knew if I started a fight now with everyone exhausted, it would be pointless. We still had to get through this.

“Alisha, don’t worry.” Turning to Amelia, she smiled. “We’ll kill them once we've finished here.” For some reason, hearing that sentence said by her gentle voice sent a chill down my spine, and it got worse. “Leave her alive for now, she can distract monsters still, even her corpse will provide a few precious seconds of time.”

Making a mental note to never get on the wrong side of Amelia, I sighed and sat back down. The rest of the group did so as we recovered, checking our equipment and for me, I had some more sleep. Finally, the countdown slowly ended. My mana had recovered quickly thanks to the potion, I had about 80%.

“Alisha.” Turning with a bit of fear towards Amelia due to her serious voice, she said “I know the range is limited, but would your Starfall work if the monsters were all jammed into one space?” Nodding, she gave me a rather devilish smile. “Well, how about this?”

Hearing the plan Amelia had come up with, I felt excited. Considering how Starfall worked, the plan she proposed would be very possible, even if I didn’t have my Domain it would still be enough. As the countdown had ten minutes left, Amelia walked to the others and shared the plan, with Bloom laughing loudly after hearing it. With that, as the time fell to five minutes remaining, we acted.

            

    
        Chapter 85 - Shortcomings

    
    
    
    
                


	
Starfall.

A powerful magic that uses the constellation of Artemis to unleash arrows of starlight from the night sky. Targets enemies that are illuminated by your moonlight. Requires a short chant and strength relies on how much mana you provide.

Mana Cost: 1% - 100%








 




	
Lunar Blessing (Complete)

Using the constellation of the Eye of Odin, increase your strength or the strength of allies. Provides the following bonuses:

20% Increased Strength

10% Increase Agility

Imbues the power of star or moon light to the attacks of allies (Waxing and Full Moons will increase this power)

Relaxes the users body, removing any fatigue, stress or exhaustion during the duration. You will be affected by the accumulated fatigue, stress of exhaustion once the duration ends.

Mana Cost: 500. Can only be affected once a day.












	
You have forgotten Moon Glow.

You have forgotten Star Dust Fists.

You have forgotten Astral Ice Wind.

You have forgotten Lunar Barrier.












	
Magic

Alisha, the Aspiring Hero




	Lunar Magic:
	Astral Ice Magic:
	Wind Magic:
	Lightning Magic (Incomplete):



	Lunar Lullaby
	Astral Glacial Spikes
	Wind Explosion
	None



	Lunar Blessing
	 
	Gale Armour
	 



	 
	 
	 
	 



	 
	 
	 
	 













 




	Your Lunar Magic Tier has increased to 3.






 




	A Hidden Condition has been met.










	Wave Complete! Time Remaining till Next Wave: 9:30:00







Leaning back and sighing, I looked around at the group sleeping. Stroking Aubrey’s hair while she used my lap as a pillow, I kept an eye on the other group. Joan was throwing us angry looks through the darkness. I knew she couldn’t see me since she never once looked at me, but she continued to glance towards us hatefully. Her reaction told me one thing, Amelia hit the nail on the head.

Amelia’s plan was spectacular. Thinking back, the moment the doors opened we had been prepared. Amelia used her Domain for the first time, and I started to understand why she could be a bit scary. Her Domain was called out as “Blood Well”. It was something referred to as a “Remote Domain”, she said it could be used away from herself. The Domain wasn’t a separate dimension, it summoned a vast large amount of blood from the ground and covered everything within the area.

The blood massively weakened enemies, those weaker than her might as well have been level one. Because the enemies had yet to emerge from the door and beyond, all of them had been hit, and with the Starfall I had prepared, the wave had ended seconds after the doors opened.

The downside was that Amelia would be unconscious for a day. Bloom told me that the blood that was used came from the enemies she’d killed and it became cursed while stored in her Domain. I asked him if it was related to the Blood God, but Bloom said it wasn’t. From what he knew, her magic aligned to warfare, specialising in weapons and the blood of the fallen.

Sighing and leaning back, I thought over what happened in Selenia’s realm. From my understanding, she had taught me the basics to how to fully utilise Lunar magic. She told me she’d wiped all the knowledge I had before from my mind, as well as all knowledge of certain spells that would hinder me or couldn’t become stronger.

Looking over the Status windows once again, I sighed as I let them disappear. I had offered to stay awake to keep watch over the other group while everyone got a full rest, something they haven’t had in days. Going off how Joan was glaring towards us, I couldn’t help but feel frustrated.




	
Top Kill Counts:


	Joan: 2,589

	Alisha: 2,391

	Leon: 2,245










I hadn’t been on this list before now. Amelia had shared a theory while telling me the plan. This Joan wasn’t angry that people had died, she was angry because I had killed all the monsters. When I asked her the reason behind it, she shrugged and said it was a guess. Between her and Bloom, they had never heard of Joan before and the same went with Aubrey, who usually knew every Silver or Bronze Grade. 

Eating a ration cube and passing a monster core to Alice, who was now on my head, I thought over the next plan. With Amelia out of commission, this time Leon would use his Domain to bind and damage as many monsters as he could. If we couldn’t kill everything, Alice would bind them while Elizabeth worked to finish off the remainders. 

I had asked why we didn’t do this before and Bloom answered simply. Having a spell as powerful and widespread as Starfall wasn’t common, and Bloom only knew three others outside of Gold Grade that could perform it. Otherwise most used controlling spells for larger areas. So even if we had sat at the doors and binded them from the beginning, all the monsters would’ve eventually broken free and swamped.

Selenia had also warned me about becoming too reliant on magic as well. I was a fighter, not what she called a “Mage”, meaning my strength laid in fighting up close and personal. She’d taught me Starfall since it used both star and moon light in a way that could be used to create or inspire more spells later. She’d said at some point magic like Starfall would become a trump card and not to rely on it, since enemies that were aware could easily deflect, reflect or dodge.

As the countdown slowly ended, I knew when this whole thing was over I would have less than a day to get to the twentieth floor. I’d still attempt it regardless, I wanted to know where I was in strength. With ten minutes left on the countdown, everyone had awoken as we sorted the last of our plan. Amelia was still unconscious.

As we moved to the doors, a very faint amount of mana pulsed from Leon for a second. To avoid Joan and her group from knowing we were doing this again, Leon made the darkness around the doors deeper so we couldn’t be seen. Bloom would act and use his Domain to distract them in case they attacked, since Leon and I would be exhausted. 

As the doors banged open, Leon used his Domain silently as a mass of tendrils spewed out of the walls and ground, binding and harming the monsters. At the same time, I finished using Starfall and massacred almost every enemy. Only a few dozen survived and Elizabeth quickly finished them with Blazefyre. I had recovered most of the mana this time, but I could tell that the next wave would be more difficult.

“WHAT THE FUCK DO YOU THINK YOU’RE DOING?!”

“Ah, so Amelia was right.” Chucking, Elizabeth turned to me and helped me up. 

“We’re killing the monsters so we can get out of here, isn’t that what everyone wants?” Speaking loudly, Aubrey asked her a question back only to be met with silence. 

“Ah, she can’t do anything.” Turning to Elizabeth while tilting my head, she giggled. “Still got that habit when you don’t know? Well, Joan just rallied people together to make sure they survived, and now we’re here killing the monsters before they can even leave the gate. If she tried to kill us, they would turn on her. If she tried to order them to hurt us, they would turn on her. To think, she only cares for the so-called additional rewards and being the number one. What a selfish person.”

Knowing what she meant now, I turned to look at Joan. We had discussed possibly just killing her, but Bloom said it would be impossible. He told us he suspected she was a noble brat and that it would be impossible for her to not have an escape in the form of the stone tablet that Aubrey had shown me before. He also said if she were to try and cause problems, they had a back up plan.

When I asked what he meant, he just grinned. Resting again, we had over nine hours again, this time I decided to sleep.

***




	Wave Completed! Time Remaining till Next Wave: 5:00:00







Exhaling while keeping myself steady, my mind spun as I felt the mana exhaustion. I had recovered all of my mana before this wave and used 95% of it. This time, Alice had been the one to tie as much down as she could, Leon also helped. It was more difficult, but the enemies we faced were still weaker compared to their level, this time it was about level 30. 

We had discussed the reason for why the monsters weren’t as strong as their levels showed, and the one to answer was Aubrey.

“Mutations aren’t good or bad. This mutation is a bad one, can’t deny that, however there is always a balance to them. For us, this mutation is horrifying. By all rights this should’ve been an impossible mutation to overcome, since not only did at least six floors mutate to create this place, it also brought all adventurers on those floors here.”

This was something I’d learnt while speaking to Elizabeth. Bloom and his team were currently on the eighteenth floor, where else we were on the twelfth. We weren’t sure if it was all floors from the eleventh down to the nineteenth, but at this point it didn’t matter.

“As I said though, mutations are just good or bad, there are upsides to them. One of those upsides is the mutated quest and the monsters being much weaker. The mutated quest may offer rich rewards, or no rewards, so it doesn’t matter too much, but it did make these waves of enemies weaker…I think.”

“How do mutations happen?” As I ask, Aubrey shrugs.

“No one really knows. Some think it's the System that causes it, some believe it's a natural phenomenon. All we know is it can just happen randomly or with set conditions being met.”

Closing my eyes while the rest continued to talk, I rested to recover as much mana as possible. Amelia said we would avoid approaching the doors this wave, since it’s the final wave it’s highly likely it’ll be different like the fifth wave had been. As the countdown hit ten minutes, we checked over our equipment. 

Out of the corner of my eye I saw movement, and looking I found Joan and the group she was with moving towards the doors. Out of the fifty or so that were first here, only our group of six remained while Joan’s group had seven. By the looks of things, she was attempting to replicate what we had done. Quietly sharing this with the rest of the group, Bloom looks over at the door and smiles.

“Ah, well, let’s just watch shall we?” Giggling, Amelia too turned to watch. Without any planning to save any of them, we watched as the countdown slowly ended. If they killed the wave we wouldn’t care, we just wanted to get out of this damned place. 

With a bang, the doors exploded out as the System came up with a new message.




	
Mutated Quest Update:

With the fall of Her army, the commanders sent one of their own to ensure that those who still stood fell.

Wave 9/10 Completed, Wave 10 starting.








“Heh.” Hearing a chuckle from Aubrey, I watched as the doors slammed open to reveal a massive red spider. A naked female’s torso came from its midsection, and the moment the doors opened, its eyes locked onto the group right in front of it, Joan’s group. Without warning, it swiped two of its front legs at the group who were completely unprepared, instantly killing four. 

Without skipping a beat, a magic circle lit up underneath the last three, including Joan. At the last second, Joan threw me a hateful look, or at least looked in our direction, before crushing something in her hand. The moment it was crushed a blue glow encased her as she disappeared. The magic circle invoked, sending spikes made of some strange earth upwards, piercing the last two.

“Amelia, ye got that, right?”

“Yup. Abandoning adventurers in the middle of a threat, coward.”

Hearing Bloom and Amelia talk, I felt a bit confused. What did Bloom mean by ‘got that’? Not having the luxury of time to think, the monster turned its head towards us.




	
Level 45 Commander of the Red Army, Kian

Army of Lilith

Health: ???/???









“Maybe this one doesn’t match its level either?” Hearing a comment from Elizabeth, I shook my head. Pairing up with Xia, the others also got ready as Aubrey retreated all the way back. Invoking the wind around me, I once again looked forward to fighting up close to it. As we discussed, I opened the fight as we had planned, by singing.

Visualising a full moon, I opened my mouth as I got close to Kain.

“Sleep well, and don’t you fear.” Dodging its leg it threw out, I let my voice sing out loudly. During our downtime, I had been using Lunar Lullaby and as the System said, they soon grew immune to it after four times. 

“For the moon will always be near; guiding you through the darkest of nights.” As I sang, my voice was more pure than the first time I had sung this due to knowing how to utilise the moonlight within my mana realm. Hearing a roar, the monster turned its head to me as its eyes were slowly glazing over. At that moment a magic circle appeared directly in front of it as from the human mouth it spat out a big ball of web that quickly spread out. 

Using my wind, I blew the web to the side while I pivoted to dodge the rest. The magic circle finished and a massive hand appeared from it, reaching towards me. Xia created a large purple shield that stopped the hand's approach but it quickly cracked. Running around it, I finished the lullaby.

“Close your eyes and drift away; into a land of make-believe; where all your dreams shall be received.”

As the song finished, I saw the monster's eyes completely glaze over, but almost right away the effect started ending. Hearing Bloom shout, I quickly leaped up with Xia by my side as I threw a heavy punch at the female torso as Xia cut into its spider body. Bloom joined me while Amelia joined Xia. Slamming a punch down, the torso was rubbery, I couldn’t pierce it but I knew it had done damage. 

As Bloom and I laid into the monster, its eyes regained its clarity but with some haziness to them. Pushing myself back with Wind magic, I landed on my feet as the boss stared angrily at us as a familiar energy came from it. Domain…

“Tsk, ain’t she a toughie. Amelia!”

Crushing a gem in her hand, a flash of blue light spreads as a message comes from the System.




	Domain Restricted.







“Tsk, another 5 Mithril coins down the drain.”

The Domain from the boss stopped as Bloom called out to Alice and Leon. Alice had at some point started sitting on Leon’s head, and it wasn’t hard to understand why, the two got along very well. Elizabeth had said it was likely due to the two of them sharing the same type of magic. 

With a cry from Alice, a large talon rose up from underneath the monster and grabbed it, trying to pull it down and pierce it. With a clap of his hands, Leon summoned a giant raven head that bit down on two of the monster's legs, tearing them off.

I knew Leon was level 42, while Amelia was 43 and Bloom 40, yet seeing the difference in the strength was astonishing. Amelia used her magic to summon thirty weapons of various shapes as they bombarded the monster. Without letting up, Bloom moved in, drawing his fist back slowly as a swirl of energy and mana appeared around it. 

Reaching the monster quickly, he punches out, the fist explodes with a blue blast of energy, blowing half the monster's torso off. I remembered when I punched it earlier, the most I had done was likely bruised it. I had been told my stats were about ten levels higher than those at the same level as me, yet here I was watching these three easily damage this boss. Even Elizabeth was doing something.

“It’s something you need to learn, Alisha. Teamwork. You’re hesitating because you don’t know how to approach, right?” Turning to see Aubrey had arrived at my side, I nodded as she hugged my arm. 

Watching as Bloom’s team decimated the final wave by themselves, I saw no chance to even get a punch in, they worked together so well. The only one who didn’t seem to do much was Alice, but I could sense she felt excited. Smiling, I started to realise I had a lot of shortcomings.

Sure, I could effortlessly kill monsters my own level, but they were mindless beasts that only knew how to attack. The Blade had shown me that I lacked so much when it came to adapting while fighting, Selenia had shown me my foundations in magic were severely limited and filled with missing knowledge, even if I had improved my Lunar knowledge I still had a long way to go, especially with Wind and Lightning. 

Watching Bloom’s team made me realise just how little I knew when it came to fighting as a team. I had fought with everyone back in Crater, and compared how the four in front of me were working it looked terrible. Shaking my head, I smiled. These shortcomings would help me, I knew that as well. 

“Aubrey?” 

“Mm?”

“Let’s go home.”

“Giving up? You can still make it there.” Turning my head, I smiled as I looked at her.

“Mm, not giving up. No, I just know what I’m missing now, what I need to learn, what my shortcomings are.” Watching as Bloom’s team finally killed the monster, I chuckle to myself. “I might be able to kill mindless monsters Aubrey, but imagine if we weren’t fighting monsters who were weaker and mindless in this place. What if this was a real, thinking army with powerful people? I’d have been dead in the first wave, Bloom and his team would’ve survived a little longer but I wouldn’t.

“And that’s okay, cause now I know. I want to learn more before I come back here…no, I want to fight things more powerful than this, and perhaps work with others to do so.” Turning, I see Aubrey smiling at me while hugging my arm more tightly. 

“I said it before, I’ll come with you. Don’t forget we have Xia.” Gazing at Xia, she’d been watching Bloom’s team as well, and seeing me glance at her, she moved over and bowed. We waited for everyone else to come over before I told them I was planning to leave. Alice jumped into my scarf and made herself comfortable before falling asleep.

“A mature decision, Alisha, and the correct one as well. May I ask though, what was the purpose of this task, if you don’t mind me asking?” With curiosity, Amelia smiled at me.

Telling her about the ceremony, Alexander’s declaration and his task for me to become his disciple, Leon shook his head while Bloom looked thoughtful. For some reason he sent a questioning look at Aubrey.

“His disciple, huh? That’s a big deal, Alisha. Are you sure you don’t want to continue?” Patting me on the shoulder while asking, Amelia looked a bit concerned.

“Mm, I just realised my shortcomings. Becoming his disciple sounded like the best decision for me at the time, but now I’ve realised my shortcomings I know the path forward for myself. I don’t need him as a Master to forge my own way forward.”

“HAHAHAHA!” Loudly laughing, Bloom looked at Elizabeth. “Ellie! Isn’t she just a gem?! Well said Alisha! HAHAHA!”

Wondering what was so funny, a new System message appeared.




	Floors are returning to normal, mutation ending.







“Aubrey. Wait for us on the twelfth floor, resting zone four. We’ll meet up with you guys and head back together. I’m a bit concerned that bitch might try something, so let's go together.” Speaking quickly, Amelia waved to us before vanishing from our eyes, the void showing for a second before we seemed to reappear in a corridor.

Looking around, Aubrey smiled. “Right where we left. Resting zone four is about an hour of a walk from here, can you fight Alisha?”

“Not alone…” Turning to Xia, I smiled at her. “I’ll be relying on you, Xia. Watch my back, I’ll watch yours.”

Seeing her eyes reflect surprise for half a second before it returned to being emotionless, she simply nodded and placed her hand on her sword. The air around her seemed to change…she seemed happier?

“Alright, let’s go.” Still hugging my arm, Aubrey took the lead as she half-dragged me along with her. Smiling, I felt relieved. Relieved that I was finally starting to figure out more about myself and about where I needed to improve.

            

    
        Chapter 86 - A False Trial

    
    
    
    
                Sitting down on a bench in the resting zone, I breathed out. Finally, we could get some proper rest that wasn’t on a timer. Looking at Aubrey and Xia also sitting down while looking relieved, I knew they were fatigued as well. Looking at the System, I saw the mutated quest was sitting there, ready to be claimed.




	
Mutated Quest completed. You have befallen an army and overcome an impossible task.

You receive the following rewards:

2,700,000 experience

1x Wish Box of Need

1x Tome of Advanced Knowledge

1x Shard of a Dying Star

1x Vial of Mystical Moon Energy

50x Core of the Greater Wind Spirit

As you killed the most enemies, you will be rewarded with the following:

1x Key to the Unknown Trial

Those that abandoned their duty have been punished by having their levels stripped.












	
You have levelled to 42!

Gained the following Stats:

Strength: +315

Agility: +450

Intelligence: +225

Toughness: +18

You gain 10% more Stats due to Aspiring Hero, you gain the following:

Strength: +32

Agility: +45

Intelligence: +22

Toughness: +2

Health increased to 5,000.

Lunar Mana Increased to 45,000.









As soon as I saw the level up notice, I felt my muscles flare up in pain as I felt every single muscle in my body start to change, becoming stronger and more flexible. A massive headache overcame me at the same time, causing me to gasp in pain. Hearing a whimper to my side, I knew Aubrey was experiencing something similar. Tears ran down my face as I spent the next few minutes in agony as Xia watched with some concern on her face.

After some time, the pain gradually faded before the feeling of being refreshed washed throughout my body. Panting for breath, I felt shaken. I had never experienced anything like that before, I could feel every single muscle in my body throb with pain while that happened.

“W-we O-overleveled.” Aubrey’s voice trembled. Sitting up slightly, the pain had faded but the fatigue was deep within my bones. 

“W-what is Overleveled?” Asking this question as I caught my breath, I leaned back as Aubrey explained.

“I-it’s when you level up too much at once…I’ve heard it’s only when you get a quest with large amounts of experience. It’s fine if it’s two or three levels, but any more than that…well, we could’ve died.”

Exhaling, I looked at Xia with a bit of confusion. Seeing my expression, she bowed slightly before saying “My stats are simply restricted, I will not experience growth. The quest did not provide me with experience, likely because the enemies were under level 50.”

“Why would that happen?” 

“Because you can’t gain experience from anything level 49 or under when you reach level 50, Alisha.” Answering me was Aubrey. “Heh. Bloom must be pissed though. He’s going to level up for the first time in years.”

Stiffly smiling at that, I leaned against Aubrey’s shoulder. “I need sleep, Xia wake me up later and I’ll switch with you. You need rest too.”

“Yes, Madam.”

Looking at all the items that had piled up at my feet, I was about to get up to put them away when Xia stepped forward. “Allow me, Madam. I’ll store everything.”

With her words, I nodded and closed my eyes. I fell asleep while looking over my stats.





	
Stats

Elite Aspiring Hero, Alisha




	Strength:
	D+
	858 (+172)*



	Agility:
	C+
	1,337 (+268)*



	Intelligence:
	D-
	625 (+125)*



	Toughness
	F-
	123 (+24)*






Current Bonuses: Monster Title









***

Waking up slowly, I opened my eyes and sat up. Looking up, I saw Xia standing by the door, looking out. Yawning, I stretched and moved my body. I felt completely rested, in fact I felt at my peak. Before I had come into this dungeon I hadn’t fully recovered, but now it felt like I’d finally mostly recovered. My right leg was still stiff, but it had been less of a problem recently.

Standing up while rubbing my eyes, I walked slowly over to Xia who turned and bowed to me. “How long was I asleep for?”

“Two days, Madam.”

Frowning, I glanced at Xia before sighing. “Get some rest, Xia. I’ll stand guard.”

Bowing to me slightly, she sat on a bench before closing her eyes and sleeping. Leaning against the wall near the door, I checked on Alice to see she was still asleep in my scarf. Thinking over everything that’s happened while we’ve been down here, I couldn’t help but shake my head. In the short amount of time we’ve been down here, a lot has happened, all I wanted to do was head home, take these gloves and gauntlets off and relax. 

After half a day, I heard noises at the door as I picked up familiar scents. Seeing Bloom and his team walk in, they greeted me quietly as they stood around me.

“Rest well, Alisha?” Giving me a short hug with her arm, Elizabeth looked me up and down. As I told her I did, she gave me a smile. “I’m glad. You’ve changed so much since Crater, I barely recognise you from that little girl anymore.”

Scratching my ear with a bit of embarrassment, Amelia changed the topic. “Alisha, we discussed something before coming here. Although it can rarely happen, there have been cases where the Guild questions or imprisons adventurers based on stories of others. Though fooling an executive of the Guild is impossible as they can tell when you’re lying, considering the strange things we’ve come across with some adventurers like the increase in slavers recently, we want to be prepared.”

Glancing at Xia, Amelia asked “Are you an adventurer, Xia?” Xia opens her eyes and looks towards Amelia.

“I am not.”

“Perfect. In that case, let's give our valuables to Xia and get her to meet up with Elise or Rachael in the case of something going wrong. The Guild can’t arrest someone who is no an adventurer, so Xia can just walk away.”

“She can use my bag.” Hearing Aubrey, I frowned slightly. When did those two wake up exactly? 

“Good, store the valuable items you guys have in a separate bag, it can’t be a dimensional bag. Once done, we’ll head off.”

As we quietly set to work, we quickly finished. Aubrey and I hadn’t really gotten any loot, while Bloom’s team had a lot. 

“Your weapons as well. We won’t need them while ascending. Especially after that unexpected level gain.” Nodding to Amelia’s comment, I took off my gauntlets and gloves and stored them in Aubrey’s bag. 

As soon as everything had been packed, Xia carried the bag as we headed out.

***

“Finally, the first floor. I just want to take a bath and relax.” Hearing Elizabeth mutter, I chuckled as I felt the same. I wanted to eat some tasty food and play with Alice for a bit. As we made our way towards the exit, I thought about what I should do first after a few days to rest. Figuring I should consult with Elise, we finally exit the dungeon.

Standing in front of us is a large, bulky and slightly fat man. He wore a Ruby adventurers plate and looked down on us with a stern face.

“Detain them.”

The five people that had stood beside him moved forward while pulling out a strange contraption. It was a pair of cuffs, chained to what looked like a necklace. At first I wanted to try to escape, but remembered we had discussed what could happen at length, and this was one of the scenarios. Standing still, I let the woman put the cuffs on as she clipped the necklace on. My arms crossed my chest and sat just below my chin.




	Your magic has been restricted.






“I’m not an adventurer. Now, if you’ll excuse me.”

Looking at Xia from the corner of my eye, I see her attempt to walk past the person attempting to cuff her before they grabbed her hair and slammed her into the ground.

“Did I say you can leave, bitch?” Hearing the Ruby grade person speak up, I saw Bloom become red in the face as Xia too was chained. They took our bags and checked us for any other equipment. The woman who searched me saw Alice and left her in my scarf.

“Under my name, Hillock, I hereby detain you as an executive of the Guild. All of you will be put on trial for the crime of abandoning an adventurer. And you.” Staring at me, he continued. “Your charges include enslaving adventurers and sacrificing them on the tenth floor.”

Huh? I felt speechless at that. Before I could speak, Bloom spoke first.

“Those are false accusations, we ha-”

“You will be silent.” Feeling an odd feeling coming from my mouth and throat, I quickly realised I couldn’t speak or make any sound. Even opening my mouth wasn’t possible. Feeling my eyes widen, I knew some sort of magic had been cast.

Hillock held out a chain with two links, which then quickly grew with more links, connecting to the front of the collar they had put on us. Turning around, he pulled it as we were forced to follow. Turning my head to Amelia, sure looked back at me completely confused as she shook her head.

This was never a possibility that was brought up. Amelia said the worst case scenario was that we’d have our equipment and bags confiscated while we were brought to the Guild for questioning. Nothing about being chains, restricted of our magic and lead like we were criminals.

We were led down the streets, as if we were being showcased to as many people as possible. I felt the stares of people around us as whispers sounded out. I didn’t feel embarrassed, no, I felt furious. It felt like I’d returned to the days of being a slave in Crater.

As if they decided to take the long route, we returned to the Guild after an hour of walking. Turning to look at everyone, they seemed furious except for Bloom, who oddly looked amused. Was it how he appeared angry? However, I saw him take a glance at Aubrey again before turning back and giving me a wink. What was he hinting at?

Hillock leads us directly through the front doors, and into a very busy Guild. It was currently the middle of the day so I wasn’t surprised, but feeling the stares of everyone as we entered only deepened my hatred for this man who led us. 

“Out of the way! We will be holding a trial for these criminals and traitors in the 3rd trial room!”

Hearing whispers all around me, I started to realise what was happening. He was intentionally labelling us as criminals, but for what reason?!

Trying to speak out, I was shocked to see I still couldn’t open my mouth or make a sound. What was this magic that was used on us, and how long did it last? Being yanked forward, I continue walking along listening to people around us.

“Isn’t that Bloom? What on earth did he do?”

“Hey hey, it’s that beauty, the hero of the slums or something. Did she trick the Branch Master?”

The comments didn’t bother me, in fact I couldn’t really care about what others thought of me. What angered me was the actions this man took, treating us like we were already guilty. And soon, the answer was revealed to us.

We entered a large room, a panel at the back with a large chair, and on either side were dozens of chairs, facing the middle. In the middle was a podium, and we were led to that podium. Leading us up, Hillock placed the chain on a strange device that sounded out a click. I heard the sounds of people, and turning I saw adventurers of all different grades entering and sitting to the sides, most wore looks of confusion, while a few looked excited.

At the desk we were facing, I saw Joan sitting in a chair to the side of the middle. Her facial expression showed sadness, pain and fear when she looked at us…but her eyes, I saw a sadistic happiness in them.

Hillock walked behind the desk and sat down before looking around. It was only him and Joan at the desk, while dozens of adventurers sat on the sides in silence then us in the middle. I could still feel the stares, some of them looking at me with hatred. Gritting my teeth, I tried to speak but found I still couldn’t.


“Brave, courageous and victorious adventurers! Three days ago, these criminals committed a grievous crime within the Tomb of Lilith! The criminal, Alisha, a Bronze grade, was witnessed by Joan, the Silver grade to my right, enslaving fellow adventurers just like yourselves, before forcing them to sacrifice themselves to the tenth floor boss. 

“Joan upon seeing this heinous act by one that dared to call themselves a ‘hero’ then gathered fellow brave warriors before following the criminal. However, she and her group were lured by Bloom, Amelia, Aubrey, Xia, Leon and Elizabeth into a trapped monster room, leading them to be ambushed while they killed any adventurer who tried to resist. 

“Once she was the last one alive, Joan was restrained before Aubrey, a Silver grade, used her power to drain Joan of her lifeforce, and by consequence her level has been drained to Level 1. For these crimes, I issue the following punishments!

“Bloom, Amelia, Elizabeth and Leon will henceforth be expelled from the Guild and all their possessions seized. Their possessions will be given to Joan and her family as compensation, though it won’t heal the damage we do hope it will assist.

“Alisha, Xia and Aubrey are hereby sentenced to death! Criminals, how do you plead?!”

Trying to talk, I still found myself unable to speak, so I tried to shake my head but I couldn’t. I felt a fear creep up as I tried to struggle on these chains. I can’t even defend myself or say anything, yet so many lies have been said. I heard muttering coming from the crowd, and oddly it was full of confused tones. Suddenly, someone stood.

“Sir, that doesn’t make sense. It was reported that Alis-”

“SILENCE!” With a booming voice, Hillock looked at the person who had stood to speak. “I will not stand falsehoods spoken here! The testimony has been verified by me, and these criminals and traitors have shown their guilt with their silence.”

Another stood, a Gold grade. “With all due respect, sir, what about the law that says what happens in the Tom-”

“I SAID SILENCE!” Slamming a fist on the table, cracking it, he glared at the man who had stood. “If anyone else dares to speak in favour of these criminals who have been found guilty, you will join them as accomplices.”

Standing, he made his way around the desk. “I will now execute the three who enslaved fellow adventurers.” As he said this, mutters arose once again, some once again confused, others angry. Joan on the other hand, no longer hid that sadistic smile as she stared at me, a foul grind spreading on her face.

In that moment, a voice rang out, one filled with amusement.

“Oh? A trial? How amusing, you should’ve invited me.”

Suddenly, a lanky figure appeared before us. It was Alexander. 

“Branch Master, I apologise for not inviting you. I was abou-”

“Now now Hillock. No need to apologise, I was simply interested in the commotion and came to find out what happened.”

“As it concerns your disciple, I can see why you are interested, sir. As for what happened…”

Retelling the bullshit he just told, Alexander stayed silent for a moment before tilting his head back to look at us. I saw a glimpse of anger pass his eyes before they returned to being calm as he turned back Hillock.

“An unfortunate incident it seems. However, Hillock. I do not remember hearing the testimony of the ones you have accused here, one of them isn’t even an adventurer. How about we let them speak?” Snapping his fingers, I suddenly felt my body become freed as my voice also returned. Opening my mouth to speak, Alexander continued.

“In fact, lets not bother with hearing their story. After all, there are many curious adventurers here, why don’t we allow them to witness the truth of the matter instead? Amelia, I trust you still have it?”

“Y-yes Branch Master.” Stuttering a bit, Amelia tried her best to point towards her chest. Alexander turned to her and made a beckoning gesture. A blue stone attached to a necklace flew towards him from Amelia.

“This here is a memory stone. It records what the wearer sees. I trust you know what this is, Hillock?”

“Branch Master, I have already verifi-”

“A testimony from your niece, or the testimony of everyone involved, including those you are quick to judge as criminals? Oh, my mistake, those under the control of your magic were forced into silence while being unable to move, so verifying their testimony wasn’t possible, right?”

Hillock suddenly looked troubled for a moment before frowning. “Branch Master, those are some serious allegations. I ha-”

“In that case, shall I show everyone of the events that unfolded? And by events, I mean those that I personally oversaw.” Alexander’s voice changed in the next moment. “Do you take me for a fool, Hillock! Do you believe I would send my disciple into a dungeon, alone, without a way to watch her?! Now, let us witness the true events of Alisha’s journey.”

Holding the blue stone up, he crushed it as a faint, blue mist formed into a projection of sorts. Very quickly, it showed the moments of the mutation from Amelia’s point of view. It showed the colosseum, however it didn’t have the darkness that the others would’ve been obstructed by, much like my own vision. 

As everyone watched, the events of the mutation played out, including all sounds and voices. It showed everything from Amelia’s point of view. Everything played out exactly as it had unfolded. Oddly, it showed everything yet it had felt like no time had passed. Watching how Joan had threatened us, how we dealt with the monsters at the doors, how Joan yelled at us and then her leading a group to the door, only for them to be killed instantly by the boss.

As the events finished, a silence filled the air. Joan’s face had paled, while Hillock looked angry. “This doesn’t absolve the crime committed by the so called he-”

“If you mean the accusation of enslaving adventurers and using those to pass the tenth floor, I believe the testimony of fourteen adventurers and two Guild staff who monitor the tenth floor will suffice. If not, then how about we watch from Aubrey’s point of view?”

Alexander pulls another blue stone from his pocket as he crushes it. This time, it’s the moments leading up to entering the tenth floor, followed by my fight with The Blade. Soon, it finished as I heard a mutter from the crowd before it erupted in whispers. “Holy shit.”

Alexander stands there staring at Hillock before saying “Hillock, for your crimes of falsely accusing adventurers for your own personal gain, I hereby expel you from the Guild. As for young Joan behind you, I find her guilty of the same crimes, as well as abandoning her comrades and leading them to their deaths. She will be expelled, while her family and branch families attached to it will be banned from all Guilds in Draken. As for those you accused, their innocence has been proven, thus they will not be punished.”

Suddenly a huge, overwhelming amount of power radiated from Hillock and his eyes locked onto me over Alexander’s shoulder.

“Imprison.” Alexander mutters, pointing his finger at Hillock. In the next moment Hillock disappears. “Tsk, fool.” Alexander then turns and looks past me. “I’ll leave them to you.” He too then disappears, leaving the room in complete silence as everyone sat there in complete shock.

            

    
        Chapter 87 - Returning Home

    
    
    
    
                As we all stood there shocked by everything that just happened, I heard noise from the doors. Due to still being bound, I couldn’t turn around, but soon I saw someone move past me and arrived where the chain sat. It was a male attendant who released the chain, before turning to look past us.

“Free their shackles and get them into a private room. Give them anything they need or want, inform their advisors of the situation and investigate. You, take Joan and do whatever it takes to learn the truth behind her actions. You, get these idiots out of here, but inform them to spread the truth of what happened here, don’t hide anything.”

Speaking as he looked at certain people who would’ve been behind me, I felt someone fiddling with the brace around my neck before it clicked, the cuffs and brace falling off.




	You are no longer restricted.






Turning, I found a young female attendant. “Aubrey and Alisha, please follow me.” Looking at the others, she spoke before I could ask. “I’m taking you two to a separate room, the others will be separated as they have different advisors.”

“Xia is with us.” Speaking for me is Aubrey as the attendant nodded and looked at Xia.

“Very well, you come with us as well.”

Xia looks at me as I give her a nod. I needed to tell her to stop seeking my permission for things like this, I didn’t feel comfortable with her acting like she did. As we followed behind the young attendant, I saw attendants running in and out of the trial room, one leading a now shackled Joan away while others ushered the adventurers out.

As I’m being led through the building, I felt people staring at me but I kept my head up. We arrived in a small, very expensive looking room. 

“I will get food and drinks delivered to you guys as soon as possible, is there anything you guys need?”

“Yea, my bag and all our stuff back.” Folding her arms while sitting on a couch, Aubrey shot the attendant an annoyed look.

“That is being worked on…some of it needs to be…retrieved for lack of a better word. Once we have collected everything, I will bring them to you to verify.” She bows before leaving quickly. 

Taking Alice out of my scarf, I was happy to see she was fine and awake. She tilted her head at me before pecking my hands lightly. The attendant had just left, meaning I couldn’t get her any monster cores. Telling her so earned me a peck before she jumped onto Aubrey’s lap.

“I don’t have anything either Alice, sorry. They took everything.” Softly patting Alice, Aubrey smiled before sighing and leaning on my shoulder.

“Alisha?”

“Mm?”

“I’m sorry.”

“For what?”

“Not telling you that the Branch Master was watching through my eyes.”

“He was?”

“Mm, he told me not to tell you, otherwise he would refuse you as a disciple so I went along with it. I only wanted what was best for you, and I had thought you becoming his disciple would be the best thing for you. Though, you already knew what was best for you…I’m sorry.”

Ah, so that’s how Alexander had that memory stone then. I reached over with my free arm, due to Aubrey hugging the other, and patted her head. “Don’t be sorry. In fact, it saved us in the end, didn’t it?”

“I-I guess so.” Seeing a shy expression that I hadn’t seen for a while, I chuckled slightly. 

“I do wish they gave us something to do though. Then again, I’m still mentally exhausted.” Sighing lightly, I leaned back as Alice flew onto my head and planted herself in.

“Madam, shall we discuss your battles?”

Turning my head to look at Xia, she was currently standing behind me, as if waiting for an order.

“Mm, tell me one thing about them that you think I should improve. I don’t think I can take in too much. Also, sit down with us, stop acting like a servant.”

“If you wish, Madam.”

“Also enough Madam, call me Alisha.”

“Of course, Alisha.” Saying my name with some formalness to it, Xia sat down next to me.

“Alisha, one of the things I have noticed is you have a lot of unnecessary movement when you fight.”

“Like I’m hesitating?”

“No, not exactly. Like pushing your hand out to shoot out those Ice Spikes, or clapping your hands to release your Domain. Other times when you’re fighting with your fists or dodging attacks, there are times when you’ll swing your arm more than is needed. In a way, your fighting style is very wild, like a monster that is fighting, but has some training behind it.”

“How do I get better at moving then?”

“That isn’t something I can really teach…a good teacher will be able to show you however.”

Thinking of the golden ticket I had, I pursed my lips while remembering that it was still in my bags…that had been taken. Hoping I’d get that back, we talked for a while before the door flung open with a bang.

Turning my head, I saw Elise standing there looking at us with a worried expression. Quickly closing the door, she walked up quickly to Aubrey and I before pulling us into a hug.

“I’m so so sorry. I was off duty, I didn’t even know what happened till just now. To think such a horrible thing happened, I’m so sorry.”

Releasing us, she smiled as she turned to Xia. “You must be Xia. I’m Elise, the advisor to these two. Nice to meet you.”

“Likewise.” Giving a short bow, Xia relaxed. Had she suddenly tensed up, thinking Elise was an enemy?

Sitting on the couch on the other side, Elise looked at us with a troubled expression. “I’m glad you’re all safe, even though you look so exhausted. I want to stay and hear your story fully, but I’m afraid I don’t have the time…this entire thing has become a massive problem.”

Tilting my head, I spoke up. “What’s happened? We thought we’d be brought back for questioning, but that…”

Sighing, Elise shook her head. “I don’t know. No one is telling me anything. All I know is this entire thing has opened a very large can of beans and there are people willing to spill. About what, I have no clue.” Standing, Elise looks at us before saying “It's good to see you both safe.” Leaving us with those words, she left.

“Argh, I wish they’d just give my bag back and let us leave.” Complaining slightly as Aubrey sighs, I nodded along with her. I was starting to get bored, but not only that but I wanted to go home. I was sick of being trapped in a room.

As several hours passed, we had eaten when food came around and I managed to get some monster cores for Alice. Hearing the door open, I turn and see an exhausted Elise walk in and give us a stiff smile.

“Well, this isn’t the first time something like this has happened, nor will it be the last sadly.” Sitting down once again on the opposite couch, Elise sighed.

“I’m not meant to tell you any of this so don’t go asking questions.” Sitting back a bit, Elise glanced at us with a mixture of emotions. “After we…questioned Joan, we found out exactly what happened. The moment she’d escaped from the dungeon her level had been reset to level 1. A punishment from the System for abandoning a mutated quest.

“She also has been cursed. She can no longer gain experience and can no longer use magic, skills or talents. She suffered weakness for a day afterwards, but she was quickly given powerful elixirs by her family, though none can remove a curse that strong. 

“Hillock, the bastard who tried to execute you after that horrible trial, is her direct uncle. Her family promised to pay a very large amount to Hillock to do two things. Drag your name through the dirt, humiliate you before finally executing you. Thus Hillock decided to drag you into this trial. 

“Strangely, that family wanted Joan present at the trial, which I found rather odd but whatever. Either way, there isn’t much of a mystery to this, Joan’s family is a noble one, but they will be punished by the city and Guild. 

Her motivations were exactly as Amelia had guessed. She wanted the rewards from the mutated quest and wanted the number one spot. She had also been killing off her own group slowly if they were too wounded, how she got away with it remains a mystery since apparently she had no plan to hide it. *Sigh* I thought I’d had a nice day off too.”

Wanting to ask a question, I remember that she had said not to ask any. Aubrey had another idea.

“What about our belongings? Can we leave?”

“We’ve acquired most of your belongings back, we’re chasing up a few bags. Head home for now, I’ll bring it around to your place Aubrey and sort it all out. Don’t worry, it seems the Branch Master is furious right now and is seriously ensuring everything is returned to you.”

Standing, Elise smiled at us before saying “I’m truly happy the two of you returned safely and even made a new friend. Make sure to keep them safe, Xia.” Smiling at Xia, Elise left the room in a hurry. It seems she was rather busy.

“Well, it seems like they’re getting everything sorted for us. What are you doing, Alisha?” 

“Mm, I want to go home and relax for a while. What about you?”

“Same. Can I come over to your house for a while?”

Shaking my head, I said “I want to just relax by myself for a few days and figure things out. After that I need to get started on the many things I need to do, like going to the Academy, getting training and so on. After I get things organised, we can meet up and do some requests, okay?”

Looking a bit down, Aubrey sadly nodded.

“Kraa!”

Alice pecks Aubrey’s hands before flying up to her head, gives me a look before snuggling on top. I knew what Alice was saying as I giggled.

“Seems like Alice wants to go with you.”

“Kraa!” Sticking her head up, she pecks Aubrey’s head before playing with her hair. Aubrey giggled a bit while smiling.

“Alright, I’ll look after her for you. Dark-based monster cores all for you tonight Alice!”

“KRAA!” Loudly crying out with some excitement, we both giggle as I turn to Xia. 

“What will you be doing, Xia?”

“Staying by your side, Alisha.” Once again bowing slightly to me, Xia looked at me with a bit of determination in her eyes.

Thinking it over, I realised that now she had joined my side, she was in the same position as I was, being hunted by the Church. She’d have nowhere to go and she’d already sworn her life to me. Tilting my head, I knew there was no choice but for her to live at my house. Thankfully my home had two more bedrooms. Well, one was reserved for Elizabeth, while the other was mine, so only one other room.

“Alright. But just don’t be at my side at home, just relax and do what you want, okay?”

As Xia bows slightly to my words, we stand and leave the room. As we exit the building, Aubrey leaves ahead of us while Xia and I wait outside the Guild for Elizabeth. Ignoring people staring at me, Elizabeth comes out shortly afterwards. Telling her about the house, she smiled while chuckling.

“Look at you go, buying a new house and everything! Well, hopefully you have plenty of food, I’m starving for a good meal.”

Feeling shocked for a moment, I remembered I didn’t have any food other than the few fruits and vegetables that I had left over from the ration cubes. As I’m about to suggest we go shopping, I remember we didn’t have our belongings, meaning we had no money.

Telling Xia and Elizabeth about this, Elizabeth sighed. “Well, let's hope they retrieve everything quickly. Well, shall we head off now?” Nodding, we walked down the road while talking about what had happened. Elizabeth had met with Claire alone and she too had been told about Joan’s ‘questioning’ in detail. 

***

“Woah, this is much bigger than the house I had in Crater!” Looking at the house I’d bought, Elizabeth sounded rather impressed. Night had fallen some time ago so the street was quiet. Entering the house, I showed Xia and Elizabeth around before showing them their bedrooms, Elizabeth on the left and Xia on the right. They were similar to mine, both had their own baths and had similar furniture. 

Elizabeth decided to turn in for the night while Xia seemed unsure on what to do. Telling her to rest for now, I managed to convince her to relax and not concern herself with me while we were here. Entering my own bedroom, I laid down on the bed, glad to have finally returned here. Thankfully I had kept my keys to this house on me, and they hadn’t been discovered when I was searched…or they felt it unnecessary to take them from me.

Getting up, I decided to have a quick bath before finally sleeping. After the bath, I checked over the clothing I had received from The Blade to find they didn’t seem to require cleaning. For the time being however, I put them aside as I put the dress I had received from Flannery instead.

As I laid down, I wondered about where Flannery had gone. She’d left part of herself within my mana realm since I met her, which then shattered while I was attempting to learn Astral Ice. Ever since then I’ve always wanted to speak to her again and ask her why the Church hated me so, and if this so-called Sisterhood was the same. 

Sooner or later I would have to confront this Church and remove them as a threat. Xia didn’t know much about them, only their general structure. She wasn’t sure if they had any more assassins, or the levels of those who could fight. Apparently they had used quite a bit in the last attempt, including bringing valuable items like those chains. I had asked her about those chains and learnt they were one-time use, which was a pity but there wasn’t anything I could do.

Thinking about everything as I laid down, I knew there was a lot to do before I could start looking to level again. I’d heard there was another evolution at level 50, though I had to wonder what exactly it implied. The last evolution changed me from a Demonic Fox to a Mystic Lunar Fox, so would something else like that happen at 50? 

I had a feeling it would be best to reset myself and train to fill the pieces I was missing. I’ve come to know what I was missing thanks to my time in the Tomb of Lilith, but the question remained as to where I should start. I knew one thing I needed to do was find ways to unrestrict my Race completely. The System message said both times it had happened it had become less restricted, which meant there was a version of my Race that wasn’t restricted…but why was it restricted?

Then there was the case of Elizabeth. That odd link between us where I could feel her presence, how part of my soul, or soul energy, had been used to help stop the corruption within her soul from that spiritual remnant of the God in Crater. Which meant the corruption was still in her soul, however it had been stopped for now. We’d have to find a way to heal her, as well as discover what the link between us meant. Where do we start with that?

Then there were the many things I still didn’t know. The System, magic, the world, dimensional dungeons, and so much more. With my mind filled with questions, I slowly fell asleep.

***

Gently waking up, I opened my eyes to see the light of day peeking through the window. Sitting up and yawning, I looked around for Alice before remembering she was with Aubrey. I trusted Aubrey unconditionally, and I knew Alice would be just fine with her.

Just as I stood up from bed, I heard the soft chime that meant someone was here. Since it wasn’t a high pitch noise, I knew it wasn’t Aubrey. Walking down the stairs, I open it to find Elise smiling. On her back was Aubrey’s big bag.

“May I come in?” Nodding, she followed me inside as I led her to the living room. Sitting down, Elise looked at me seriously. “We managed to retrieve most things, however…all weapons were missing from the bags, which were the easiest things for them to take. As compensation, the Guild will be commissioning everyone with new weapons. I want to check everything else with you now to make sure nothing else is missing.”

Leaning forward while nodding, Elise pulled out various bags and after spending about ten minutes, we found the only thing missing were my gauntlets, Lunaria’s Fury and the gloves, Ursine Gloves of the Berserker. 

“Alright, just those two. We can commission you two new weapons, and considering your style, fist weapons would be best, right?” Pursing my lips, I thought for a moment.

“Elise, give me a minute.” Elise tilts her head while looking a bit confused before nodding.

Closing my eyes, I thought about how to make me angry. It didn’t take me long as I thought about the Church and yesterday’s events. Feeling the anger build up in me, I felt something appear on my hands.




	Feeling your anger, Lunaria’s Fury answers your call. Your anger doubles the bonuses of Lunaria’s Fury.






Taking a breath out, I calmed myself down as I looked at the supposedly stolen gloves. The moon on the back was starting to dim as I calmed down. 

“That’s rather helpful. So they’re bonded to you? By the looks of things they respond to your anger. Well…let's put you down for two weapons still.”

“Elise, could I request to hold that for now? I want to take some time to do training, and perhaps I might find another weapon I could use.”

“Oh? I don’t see why not. Sure, I’ll put that down for you. Also, as further compensation, you’ll be provided 2 Platinum coins.” Handing me six, she smiled. “Two for each of you here. Are those two awake? I want to check for their stuff as well.” Nodding, I headed upstairs and found both were awake after checking.

After telling them about Elise, they also discussed what was missing and about the commission to replace their weapons. As Xia wasn’t an adventurer, Elise gave her an offer to join free of charge, with only the test being needed. Xia looked at me and after I gave her a shrug Xia said she’d consider it.

“Well, that’s all I need to do here. Oh! Actually, one last thing, Alisha. Aubrey wanted to ask if she could take Alice with her to do some hunting requests. I’ll make sure those two don’t overdo it, but it seems like Aubrey is a bit eager to help you train Alice.”

Thinking it over, I didn’t see a reason why she couldn’t. “As long as they don’t overdo it, that’s fine. With Alice knowing that Shadow Creatures magic she’ll be able to look after Aubrey.”

“Of course. Aubrey is also very skilled in getting out of a bad situation, after all until recently I paired her up with new parties to get them adjusted to our various dungeons.”

Thinking about it, I dug out the Tooth of Erebus and a bag of Dark-type monster cores. “Give this to Aubrey. Tell her not to feed the Tooth to Alice unless she starts evolution. Alice will try to eat it, so put it in Aubrey’s bag and just tell her it's in there.”

Looking over the Tooth, she nodded as she put it away. “Such a thing…Northern Hawk?” Nodding, she giggled. “I figured. Well, I’m heading off to find Bloom, Amelia and then Leon. Alisha, come to the Guild once you can, consider it a summons from me. There is something we need to do. Take care, you three.”

Leaving with those words, I wondered what she wanted to do. Shrugging, I knew it wasn’t urgent so I left it for the time being. Turning to the other two, I planned to discuss our plans and what we were looking to do.

            

    
        Chapter 88 - Inventory Management

    
    
    
    
                “So, what’s the plan, Alisha?” Smiling at me as we once again sat at the table, Elizabeth ruffled through her bag before pulling out a ration pack. “I’d love some proper food. And some alcohol.” Chuckling, she ate the ration pack while looking at me.

“Mm, I’ll sort out food later.” Turning to Xia, I said “Xia, we need to speak first.”

“How can I help, Alisha?” 

“Mm, I’m not asking for help.” Taking a breath, I leaned forward. “Xia, what would you say if I told you I hate the Moon Goddess?”

For the first time, her entire face actually showed shock while her eyes seemed confused. “T-that wouldn’t be possible, y-you’re Her Blessed.”

“Mm, no denying that. However, Xia, if you’re to be at my side, you must know the truth. Hiding it from you might cause problems later. I’ll tell you everything, however you’re not to repeat this to anyone without my permission.” Leaning back while giving Elizabeth a glance, I start talking to Xia about everything, starting from Crater until now. I hid nothing, telling her about my thoughts and feelings, about my experiences and hardships, and about those I missed ever so dearly. 

As I continued to talk, hours passed. We had gone through a few of the ration packs, which were bland and tasteless, before I finally finished speaking. At first, Xia had been shocked, but soon it was replaced by interest then concern and finally it soon was replaced by her usual expressionless face. 

“Alisha, may I speak?”

“You don’t need to ask, just talk.” 

“Alisha, I understand your feelings and I won’t attempt to sway you on the matter, as it does sound like you’ve stopped hating the Moon Goddess. I understand now why you would mistrust and hate her, even as a Blessed. I just want to say that regardless of how you feel towards Her, I will still serve you willingly. If there is a day you stop being a Blessed, I will continue to serve you. That is the duty that I will uphold.”

Tilting my head, I asked her why she’d continue serving me if I stopped being a Blessed.

“I will only ever serve one in my lifetime. And that one is you.” I didn’t quite understand her feelings on this matter, but I let them be. For the time being, I would continue to be this so-called ‘Blessed’ since it didn’t exactly harm me in any way, but I didn’t like the idea of my fate being decided for me. I had already decided I wouldn’t join the Sisterhood, and if they tried to decide my fate for me, I would do everything in my power to stop being a Blessed.

“I won’t stop you in that case, Xia. However, stop being so formal. Relax a bit, I know you’ve sworn to stay by my side, but if you want to do something or go somewhere, just tell me, okay?”

“Y-yes, Alisha.”

Smiling at Xia, I turn to Elizabeth. “So about what I’m planning to do…there is a lot, I need to think of where to start. What about you?”

Shrugging, Elizabeth smiled at me. “Seeing as you’re safe…or as safe as you’re going to get with that Church chasing you, I’m planning to explore the city, find a teacher in Summoning magic and do some requests from the Guild. It seems like you’re going to focus on other things, so I’ll make sure we get some income for food.”

“I see. I’m thinking of just relaxing for today. I’m thinking of planting food out the backyard. I've read about some gardening from the book about cooking back in Crater, and I have an Advanced Knowledge book here, so I’m thinking of using that to learn more about food.”

“Alisha.” Turning to Xia who spoke up, she tilted her head and said “Are you playing to use the Tome of Advanced Knowledge on such a thing?”

“Mm, is there a problem with that?”

“W-well.” Looking a bit unsure, she looked at me and I nodded to her. “Those Tomes are very rare, they sell for several Mithril coins. They can become any topic you want them to become, excluding anything related to the System, Divinity or Gods. Topics about high level spell casting, about crafting or an ancient type of magic or knowledge. Those are the uses that people would seek to use a Tome of Advanced Knowledge on.”

Tilting my head, I took out the Tome and looked at it. It was very much like the Tome of Basic Knowledge, just a shade of gold on the cover. I hadn’t thought of the various other topics I could do that Xia had mentioned, but the System said it could do almost any topic. Leaning back, I thought it over for a bit. I could sell it to the Guild, but at the same time…

“Alisha.” Turning to Elizabeth, she smiled. “Do what you want with it. Xia is simply letting you know what is possible. I will say though, the fact that your cooking can give food itself various effects, could there be more to it? The chef who taught you didn’t seem to know much, but perhaps you could make food that gives you strength, something that the System won’t be involved in.”

Getting what she was implying, I felt excited at the prospect of making food like that. Putting the Tome away for now, I decided to think it over later, but I knew I’d likely use it to learn about gardening. 

After talking for some time, Elizabeth left after I gave her the key while Xia sat at the table, looking like she wasn’t sure what to do. After asking her if she could get food for us, she agreed and took a Platinum coin with her. 

Going back to my bedroom upstairs, I decided to sort through everything I currently had, as well as go through the loot we had gotten from the dungeon. Emptying my bags out, I set outside the remaining healing potions and ration cubes and packs and claimed the reward for killing the bear, the one that had the rapier and wish box of need. Setting that in the pile of items that I was going to sort through, I sat at the desk.

Besides me sat three bags. One was for items that I would use soon, another for items I would use later and the last for items I didn’t want or need and planned to turn in at the Guild. I start by picking up the three keys I’d received. Might, Heroic and Unknown. The Unknown key was large, black with red stripes running off it and heavy. 




	
Key of the Unknown Trial

Takes you to ??? to complete ???.

Recommended Level: 50

Uses: 1








Looking at the rather unhelpful message, I took notice of the recommended level. I had yet to see this before. Looking at the key of Might, it simply said it would take me to the trial of might to complete it. The recommended level however did not show up, and it was the same for the heroic trial. Aubrey said these keys didn’t give previous users many rewards, if at all, but I was still curious about completing them. Putting them in the bag to do later, I pick up the next items.

The items I picked up were two blue boxes, the Wish Box of Need. The box needed both hands to hold, was very light and basic. I read over the information about it.




	
Wish Box of Need.

Gives you something that you need. 

Uses: 1








“Something I need, huh? Would it kill the Archbishop for me?” Shaking my head, I couldn’t really think of anything I needed right this moment. Perhaps it would be useful later when I needed something? I put these boxes away along with the keys before grabbing the golden ticket.

There wasn’t much to think about with this one. I planned to use it as soon as I found a martial art I wanted to learn. I placed it into the bag to use soon. I did the same with the Tome I had acquired. Picking up the Replica of The Blades sword next, I smiled and decided to put it beside my bed until I could figure out how to put it on my wall. Next I picked up the rapier I had received.




	
Astrid’s Rapier of Piercing

A rapier that has been crafted by a master craftsman. Honed to its absolute limits, this rapier excels at piercing attacks. 

Grievous Wounds: Wounds inflicted by this rapier are slower to heal.

Grants +100 Agility

Grade: B








Looking at the weapon, the hilt was covered by a guard, while the scabbard was a light blue with patterns of white flowers. Unsheathing the rapier, it was a very thin weapon, bladed on both sides while the tip was sharpened. Standing, I swung it a few times but it didn’t feel right. Stabbing forward with it a few times, I suddenly understood that this weapon was similar to punching, it was direct and straightforward. Throwing more stabs forward with it, it started feeling more natural.




	You have discovered an affinity.






Seeing the message I hadn’t seen since Cerberus’s Trial, I stop and look at the message in surprise. Looking at the rapier, I wondered why I had an affinity with this weapon and not something like a sword. Did it differ so much, or did I simply not use a sword properly? 

Deciding to seek training in using a rapier, I figured it wouldn’t hurt to use since it would allow me to have more reach. One of the things I’d noticed during my battle with The Blade was that closing the distance meant dealing with his sword, so having a long weapon of my own would help with deflecting or attacking.

Satisfied with the unexpected surprise, I set the rapier to the side since it wouldn’t fit in the bag. I’d seek out someone to train me…come to think of it, didn’t Xia use a rapier? Thinking of asking her later, I turn attention to the remaining items, mostly the ones I’d received from the mutated quest.

Picking up a perfectly round orb, it gave a dim silver light. Bringing up its information caused me to raise an eyebrow.




	
Shard of a Dying Star

Contains pure starlight of a dying star, giving inspiration to those that use Lunar magic. To be used in evolution.

Grade: S+








“Well, that’s new.” Looking at the orb, I could feel the power within it. Seeing that the System said it is to be used for evolution surprised me. The Crystallised Tear of the Moon Goddess that was used in my level 20 evolution never mentioned this. Setting it down in the bag for later, I picked up a small, thin vial with light silver-blue liquid.




	
Vial of Mystical Moon Energy

Contains mystical energy from the moon, it is used to empower those that use Lunar magic. To be used during evolution.

Grade: S+








“Another one? Do I drink this during evolution?” Speaking aloud again, I frowned as I put it in the bag for later. I found it strange that the System had given me these items…or did the Moon Goddess give these to me? I wasn’t sure if I should use them, plus I still didn’t know if I wanted to continue down this path since it felt…forced. Perhaps at level 50 I could freely choose, but again I didn’t mind being a Blessed, it had given me such strength already.

Shaking my head, I looked out the window. It wasn’t midday yet, but it was getting close. Should I pray to the Moon Goddess and see if I can actually speak to Her? I didn’t know. It wasn’t that I was afraid of meeting Her, but at the same time I felt that I couldn’t trust Her. What if she controlled my thoughts to worship Her? Pursing my lips, I shook my head. I’ll decide at a later date, I have more things to worry about.

Turning to one of the last two items I had, I picked up the sack of Core of the Greater Wind Spirit. They were exactly as they said, and picking one up I saw it was similar to a rock, just green and filled with wind magic. Deciding on leaving them for now, I figured it would be best to find out how to use these correctly first before I consumed them.

Lastly, I picked up the Starfall book. I already knew this spell, and knew I wouldn’t learn anything from it, so I threw it in the bag to sell to the Guild. Nodding with satisfaction, I packed the bags away in the storage closet and picked up the bag I had left over. Heading downstairs, I heard the chime of the door, and wondering who it was I opened it to find an elderly man. It was the man who had appeared to free us of our chains yesterday and gave other people orders.

“Madam Alisha, I have come to you to summon you. The Branch Master requests your presence.”

Sighing, I knew what this was going to be about. I really didn’t want to make the trek all the way to the Guild just to be told by him that I failed. Shaking my head, I dug into my bags and found the light green token.

“Don’t want to. Tell Alexander that I’m busy.” Handing the vip token to the attendant, he looked confused before speaking again.

“I don’t believe you understand, Madam. The Branch Master is requesting that you meet with him.”

“Oh, I know. As I said, I don’t want to. I already know he’ll just tell me I failed and I’m not exactly in the mood to walk all the way down there. If he really wants to meet with me, tell him to come here instead.”

Before the man can speak again, I close the door before turning and going through the rooms once again. Entering the room with the fireplace, it was rather large but barren. Thinking about it, we didn’t exactly have anywhere to sit but the tables. Thinking about how the Guild had couches in some of their rooms, I wondered if we could have the same here. Deciding to stop by the courthouse later, I was about to head out to look at the backyard when I heard the chime again.

Opening the door, I found Xia carrying several bags of different meat, fruits and vegetables. I could even smell bread, spices and seasonings. It seems she went and bought everything we needed. Helping her carry some of it, we stored everything away while I took some out to make lunch. Asking her if she wanted anything, she said anything was fine.

Cooking a rather simple meal for the two of us, a slab of seasoned monster meat with vegetables, I set it down on the table while Xia sat down as well, seemingly a bit unsure. I knew she was still unsure about being casual around me, so I didn’t pay it much mind. As we start eating, I hear yet another chime. Closing my eyes and breathing in, I very much considered just ignoring it but decided it would be best to answer.

Opening the door once again, I was met with a figure that stunned me for a moment. Alexander stood there with the elderly attendant looking a bit fearful behind him. Upon seeing me, Alexander smiled while looking rather amused.

“Well, it’s not everyday I get told to visit instead of people coming to see me. May I come inside? I wish to speak with you.” Chuckling slightly, he spoke with an amused tone.

Holding back a sigh, I decided that since he had shown up here it would be incredibly rude to turn him away. Inviting Alexander inside, I led him inside to the tables. Xia, upon seeing Alexander, stood up quickly and moved behind my chair, standing to my left behind me. Alexander sat opposite of me as he smiled. The attendant mirrored Xia and stood behind Alexander.

“Alisha, I want to firstly congratulate you. You have indeed passed the task I assigned you.”

Tilting my head, I blurt out “Passed?”

“Yes. My intention of sending you in by yourself was in fact never to conquer the twentieth floor. The fact you conquered the tenth floor by yourself was well outside of my expectations. The true reason I had sent you there was so you could figure out your shortcomings, so you could find out you can still improve yourself.

“You accomplished this spectacularly. I won’t lie, if you had gone on to conquer the twentieth floor and not realised your shortcomings, I would’ve expelled you from the Guild without hesitation. I wanted to see if you could admit you needed to improve, because if you failed to realise that, then there is no way for me to truly teach you.

“By admitting to yourself that you needed to improve, you’ve shown not only myself but yourself as well that you’re willing to learn and admit your weaknesses. This is something that I wanted you to discover. However, now is not the time for me to teach you.”

Feeling a bit speechless at his words, I hadn’t expected for this to happen, in fact I had thought he wouldn’t even meet with me. He hands me two items, one is a letter and the other a black bracelet with golden marks on them.

“I know you might not enjoy the sight of bracelets, but don’t worry, this one you can take off anytime.” Glancing at the bracelet that I had on, the one I received from Flannery, he chuckled. “This bracelet will identify you as my disciple within the Guild. 

“The letter I have here is an introduction letter to the Ministry of Martial Arts. They are able to recommend dojos or teachers for particular martial arts. To the general adventurer, they will only recommend lower level dojos and teachers, however this letter will ensure they take into consideration masters of particular martial arts. Using this with that golden ticket of yours will ensure that you will be given the best teacher.

“They will of course require a lot of information, including your age and stats, so be prepared to provide that to them. However they are very good at finding the very best for you.”

Picking up the letter, I thanked Alexander as he smiled. “One last thing.” Giving Xia a quick glance, he looked back at me. “Alisha, I expect my disciples to handle their problems with their own power. Unless you’re in a position that you’re unable to resolve by yourself, such as yesterday's incident, I will not help you. This means that the Church of the Moon Goddess that is after your life is something I will not assist you with.”

Nodding, I hadn’t planned to ask for his help in this matter anyway. “Very good. I won’t hold you up any longer, Alisha. I will provide you with a new task in a few months. If you require help with anything, find Elise. She is an extremely experienced individual and will be able to guide you.” 

As he stands, I follow him to the door to see him out. Seeing him walk down the snowy road, I close the door while still feeling a bit dazed. That wasn’t the result I had expected. Making my way back to the table, I quickly ate before putting the letter away in my room. Deciding to check out this Ministry of Martial Arts later, I went back downstairs and told Xia of my plans to head to the courthouse, before we headed out.

            

    
        Chapter 89 - Ministry of Martial Arts

    
    
    
    
                After we returned home from the courtyard we waited till Ma and Chop came to rearrange the lounge room. Once they were done, the room looked a lot better. With two couches in front of the fireplace and a small table, it gave us somewhere to be able to relax. Thanks to my Cold Resistance, I didn’t exactly need a fireplace or coat, but I knew the other two would appreciate it.

Sitting down in the lounge room, I held the Tome of Advanced Knowledge in my hands as I contemplated what I should use it for. I knew from the Basics of Cooking book I had back in Crater that it was possible to create meals that can achieve results like increasing stats or empowering you for a short time, however that book never really went into it. 

Currently my dilemma was in regards to whether I should seek knowledge on gardening, spellcasting or martial arts. I was hesitant about going with martial arts, since I knew there were all sorts of different types, and at first I thought of trying for knowledge about Dancing Fox Wind Style, the style Teacher Lee taught me, but I knew from Xia that style was holding my strength back by a lot. Otherwise I didn’t know what else I could seek when it came to martial arts.

For spellcasting, I knew this was something I desperately needed help with. I didn’t understand how to progress when it came to building the foundations for Wind and Lightning magic, and crafting actual spells was usually done in a moment of desperation or inspiration. I wanted to learn how to make spells on my own, without it coming from a book. 

Lastly, gardening. This coupled very well with cooking, something I very much enjoyed at the moment and felt excited to see where I could go with it. If I could start making food that gave others more stats or empowered them, wouldn’t it help everyone like Aubrey and Elizabeth? Not only that, but I could give it to others like Bloom’s team since they have been good to me, or even Elise and Xia. Sighing, I leaned back while looking at the roof.

“Alisha.” Turning my head to Xia, she takes out her own Tome of Advanced Knowledge. “If you’re stuck, I can provide you with my Tome. I do not require anything at this time.”

“Are you sure? It’s something you received.” Shaking her head, Xia hands me the Tome.

“If you require assistance, I will provide my all to you. I will say however, if you wish to go down the path of food creation, you should use one for gardening and the other for food preparation. If possible, you should get a third Tome at some point to learn about advanced cooking as well.”

Tilting my head a bit, I had thought she was against me using it for things like cooking. Seeing my confusion, Xia gave me a slight smile.

“What I said earlier was to remind you that there were more options. However, remember that knowledge of all sorts can be found in the city. Perhaps learning more about food, gardening and cooking is something that will help you in the future, since I do not recall many places offering help with learning to cook…also, the food you made earlier was tasty…” 

Smiling a bit, I liked seeing Xia speak more openly like this. Nodding as I agreed to what she said, I looked down on the first Tome and soon it morphed. The thin booklet very quickly became a very thick and heavy book, titled “Cultivating Fruit and Vegetables for Chefs”. Raising an eyebrow, the book was incredibly heavy. Opening it to the first page, I started reading.

***

Putting the book down on the table in front of me, my mind spun with how much information was held within them. I understood everything within it. How to cultivate all sorts of different plants, ranging from those I knew to those that I didn’t. It had information like how long certain plants should be in the sunlight, how some needed complete darkness or always be in sunlight. How to imbue mana into seeds to make them flourish, the right amount of water they needed daily, what type of soil, fertiliser and so on was best for certain plants to grow the best fruits and vegetables.

I read the book three times throughout the day. In fact, the day had turned to night at some point. In front of Xia were a few pages that I had her write for me about the plants, seeds, soil and fertiliser that I wanted to start on as soon as possible. Techniques in the book included cross breeding certain plants to make newer, tastier ones, or types that had stronger effects etc. 

“Alisha, would you like to start gathering everything now?” Holding the papers, Xia turned to me. 

Thinking about it for a moment, I nod. “First, I want to check the backyard and see if we can use it. If not, I’ll ask about changing it with the courthouse. We can also ask where to get everything.”

On the lists were different types of seeds, equipment as well as certain things like magic circles that provided water, covered a row of plants with Earth magic and for some provided heat to a row. As we went into the backyard, I found it to be quite a nice sight. We exited onto a patio, a round table and four chairs laid on it. The backyard itself was large, covered with grass and plots of soil for flowers. This was something I couldn’t work with, the plots of soil were simply too small.

Talking with Xia, who seemed rather excited herself, I found we’d have to convert the entire backyard, excluding the patio, to fit my needs. With an idea of how I wanted to remake everything thanks to the examples provided in the book, we headed to the courthouse and found Sebestian once again.

After giving him details of what I wanted to do, he drew an example of my description and after discussing it thoroughly, we found a design that was perfect. The courthouse was also able to handle inscribing all of the magic circles we needed, as well as purchasing and installing all the equipment we’d require. All up, it would cost 3 Platinum coins for everything, a cost I wasn’t expecting.

“The main costs come from the equipment and magic circle inscriptions. What you are looking to build is rather…complex and advanced, thus requiring more work than your previous requests. It will take a day to gather everything, so in two days we will be able to set everything up for you.”

Pursing my lips, I was short two Platinum coins. Xia however offered to cover the cost, once again saying she would support me. After thinking about it, I took her up on her offer, but planned to help her in anything that she required, which of course she said she didn’t need as what she wanted was what I wanted. Holding a sigh back, I had predicted that to be her answer. After making the purchase, Sebastian noted everything down.

“This job is rather large, it’s not very often we get requests like this. If Madam is a Chef, we can always discuss the option of extending your kitchen. Your house has a good amount of unused land on either side that you can build over. There are more facilities we can offer as well, such as converting the basement into a craftsmen room if you have anyone that specialises in that, or adding another level to the house. You have quite a bit of freedom to build upon the house.”

Taking in his words, I thought it over but declined for the time being. I didn’t want to overwhelm myself for the time being and the cost was getting rather scary. We handed Sebastian the plans for the magic circles and he looked them over.

“I don’t see a master control for these magic circles. I can reach out to a service that can create one for you. It will ensure that the magic circles are operational and allow you to control it from within the house. The cost…50 Gold coins, however I can assure that this will save you a lot of time and costs, as the master control will be able to supply natural mana to the magic circles, meaning you don’t need to manually supply the mana yourself. 

“As you are an adventurer, there may be times where you will not return home for several days, a master control will keep everything going for you, the only thing you’d need to organise is for someone to pick the ripe fruits or vegetables.”

Without waiting for me, Xia handed me a Platinum coin and nodded. Scratching my ears with a bit of embarrassment, I agreed to Sebastian’s idea and after arranging for the master control to be in my bedroom, we left the courthouse while I felt excited.

“It’ll take a few days…Xia, thank you for helping me.” Smiling at Xia, she bowed slightly back.

“I am happy to help you, Alisha.” Looking at this girl with blue hair, my main concern was that she’d only ever concern herself with me. I’ve grown to like her and have started trusting her. Originally I still held thoughts of mistrust, however she has no once been punished by the System, meaning she had no ill intent towards me, hasn’t lied once and has held herself true, even after learning of my mistrust towards the Moon Goddess.

Another fact remained as well. During our time in the Tomb of Lilith, she has every opportunity to kill all of us. Her Domain was frightening, if she saw us as enemies we would be helpless as she set spells up. The perfect chance for her to do so was during the mutated colosseum. Because she hadn’t taken action, I started trusting her a bit more.

As we walked under the moonlight, we didn’t make our way home, instead we just walked around. I hadn’t had time to explore the city, and even though I didn’t have plans to now, I felt like just walking. Seeing the sight of people outside talking happily, children playing, cafes and restaurants filled with people eating was a rather refreshing sight. I hadn’t taken the time to take in sights like this, and I’ve found I enjoyed them.

People mixed in with each other, even evolved monsters could be seen throughout the crowds. They, and myself, received some hostile glances, but none ever took it further. I didn’t care if they stared at me like that, however if they took any action I’d kill them.

Under the night sky my body became empowered because of my Race, but not only did it empower me but my mind felt at ease as I felt at peace. I had been fighting ever since being freed from Gerald back in Crater and have never really been able to experience something like walking around the city while not having to worry about fighting…if I ignored the Church for a moment…and maybe the Firebrands.

The city didn’t seem to sleep at night. This wasn’t unusual considering that those who levelled didn’t require sleep unless they tired themselves out, though it wasn’t possible to stay up all the time as rest was something everyone needed. Xia explained this to me as I asked about why people were still out and about. Though most did sleep as a lot of people didn’t actually level, they lived what Xia described as “civilian lives” meaning they never really stepped outside of Vale and lived within the safety of the city.

After asking her what these civilians did, she explained they usually did jobs around the city like running businesses, such as those cafes and restaurants we saw around the place, as well as shops, the courthouse and so on. A city wouldn’t run without those people working these jobs, she said, and most people were either afraid of fighting or had no talent in it, so they instead worked to ensure those who did fight lived well. I understood what she meant as well from looking around. 

“Alisha, I believe if your cooking goes well, you may very well be able to start a business as well. If you are able to cook food that gives adventurers benefits, you would be able to earn a lot of money. Something that would be vital to your goal of returning to Crater Hell.”

“Mm, I’ll think about it. Honestly Xia, recently I’ve been wondering if I should stay here. If I could find a way to send Sally, Olivia and Gray a message, or a way to come here, then I would have no worries. Sadly I can’t…” Shaking my head, I knew at some point I’d have to look at moving towards Crater Hell. My plan was to reach Black Grade, and once I achieved that I would use every method available to see them again.

“Alisha, regarding your friend, Olivia, could you not check with the Guild?” 

“What do you mean?”

“Well, the Guild isn’t just something in Vale. It spans the entire world, excluding select continents. So if your friend Olivia was teleported somewhere that had a Guild, she may have joined to do as you’re attempting to do. If you both were teleported together, there is a chance she may be somewhere close by. It might be worth asking if they could check with the other Guilds. As far as I’m aware, they can tell you if someone matching her description has been at a certain branch, they just can’t send a message.”

A bit shocked, I had forgotten that the Guild here was only a branch. Thinking it over, I wanted to ask Elise to check for me. Planning to do so when I meet up with her in a few days.

“Thank you, Xia.”

“Not at all, Alisha. I hope you can see your friends again.”

Smiling at her comment, we continued to slowly walk around before I asked Xia to lead me to the Ministry of Martial Arts. Xia had said earlier that services for adventurers would remain open at all hours, so I figured it would be best to head there now.

The building was far from our house. It was a rather simple stone building, grey in colour. It felt rather dull, the words “Ministry of Martial Arts” were inscribed on the archway that led into the building. As we stepped inside, a System message came up.

[Alice has levelled to 9!]

Smiling, I knew from this message it was likely Aubrey and Alice had rushed out the moment I said yes. I also knew they would be safe, so I wasn’t worried. I couldn’t sense anything from Alice so she wasn’t close by. 

As we entered the building, it was rather quiet. Approaching the reception desk, there was a bored looking girl sitting there who looked at us with a bit of surprise.

“O-oh, welcome!” Sitting straight, she tilts her head before looking bored again. “A Bronze Grade, A Rank? What do you want?”

Feeling a bit irritated at her attitude, I stiffly smiled. “I’m here to get help finding a do-”

“The list of low level dojos can be found here. Once you find one you can leave.” Without giving us a second glance, she put a small pamphlet on the desk in front of her. 

Feeling even more irritated by her words, I saw Xia frowning from the corner of my eyes. Shaking my head, I took out the letter Alexander had given to me as I approached the desk.

“I got a letter from Alexa- my Master. He said to bring it here.” Placing the letter on the desk, the young girl looked at it before letting out a loud sigh.

“A letter from a low level master? It’s going to be the same answer, you know?” Picking up the letter, she pulled out a tiny knife and used it to break the seal. Opening the letter, as she read it her frown started deepening before looking at me.

“Where did you steal this from?” Looking at me with disbelief, she looked back at the letter before looking at my wrist, at the bracelet I had just received.

Before I could say anything, the young girl got up. “I’ll be reporting this to my manager. Stealing something like this will be met with punishment, you know.” Saying this, she turned and went through a door behind her with the letter.

Feeling a bit confused and angry at how she acted, I turned to Xia who looked astonished. She turned to me before saying, with some confusion “Does she think we’d wait around to be punished?” Chuckling at her comment, I decided to wait. It didn’t take long however.

“YOU IDIOT!” A voice reverberated through the building. I could’ve sworn the building shook slightly. The door the girl had left through slammed open to reveal a well dressed man with a panicked look in his eyes.

“Esteemed guest, I apologise for my idiot daughter. We have received your letter and acknowledge you are Alexander the Branch Master of the Guild’s disciple. It will be our honour to ensure you receive only the best options once we have tested your abilities and stats.”

“Mm, don’t worry about it.” Waving off the man’s apology, he looked relieved.

“My daughter tends to only see one’s Grade as their worth and is quick to come to conclusions. I apologise once again.” Bowing with those words, he looked back up with a serious look. “I will guide you through our full testing. To do this, I require every piece of information about you. Age, Race, Class, Talents, Skills, Spells, True Magic Nature and weapons you have an affinity with. I understand this information is something you may not wish to reveal, however we swear an oath of secrecy with you through the System to ensure that information is never revealed or leaked.”

As I agree, he walks us through a door and into a small room. Sitting down, he pulls out a stack of papers and makes the oath. The oath said that if he was to leak my information in any form he would be killed. Accepting the System prompt, we began as I described everything to him

Quickly filling out the papers, he wrote everything down as I gave him everything he prompted me for. After an hour, we finished as he nodded with a satisfied expression.

“A human and monster hybrid? You’re quite the rarity, I’ve only seen two of your kind since I started working here. Right, I’ll need to take some measurements. However you’d need to remove your clothing, so I’ll get my daughter in here and she’ll get them done for you. Once those are taken, we’ll move onto the training field.”

As I nodded, he left the room and soon the young girl came in. She refused to make eye contact and seemed rather apologetic. After removing my clothing, she quickly took measurements with a strange piece of string before writing everything down on another piece of paper. At first I was confused as to why I had to undress, but quickly understood. She measured everything like my legs, arms, hands, neck, head and so on. If I had been wearing the clothing The Blade had given me it would’ve made the measurements incorrect.

As soon as the young girl finished, she left the room. The man came back ten minutes after the girl had left.

“Alright, everything is ready. We’ll begin testing your physical attributes, once we’ve done that I’ll go through the assessment and we’ll find the best martial arts and masters for you.”

As he leads us out of the room, we walk for a minute before arriving in a large arena. “We’ll begin with checking your strength, followed by reflexes, then movements and finally endurance.” Leading us over to a large boulder, he nodded at me. “We’ll begin with this. Your preferred method is using your fists, so when you’re ready, hit this as hard as you can.”

As I’m about to walk forward, Xia stops me. “Alisha, it’ll be best to do as we discussed and strike it while tensing your body. It’ll give them the best result to work with.”

Understanding what she meant, I stood before the boulder as I prepared myself.

            

    
        Chapter 90 - Flowing River

    
    
    
    
                Standing in front of the boulder, I relax myself before building tension throughout my body. I wasn’t used to striking out while tensed up, though thanks to practising within the dungeon with Xia I found it easier this time. Stepping forward, I threw my fist as hard as I could at the boulder, slamming it with everything I could.

As I felt my hand break, a giant crater forms on the boulder with a loud bang. Small cracks ran up around the entire side of the boulder. Looking down at my hand, it had broken once again. Hearing a whistling coming from the man, I turn and see him nodding.

“Very good. Your raw strength is miles ahead of those I’ve seen, it even bests some who are level 50 or above. Though…” He glances at my hand. “It appears you have yet to fully learn to control it. I take it your usual method of fighting reduces your strength?” Nodding at his words as I downed a healing potion he wrote something else down. “Right. That’s fine, your injury is mild compared to others we’ve had. We had one guy whose entire arm burst because of the strength he put into it.

“Surprisingly it’s not due to your Toughness, but rather because of how trained your body is. Once you’ve trained your body more, it will get used to the strength you can produce.” Understanding what he meant, I knew I had lacked when it came to training my body. Looking at my hand, it was already healing as the man continued.

“The next test will revolve around your reflexes. For this test, you’ll need to rely on your senses to dodge attacks. You can also deflect attacks, though avoid injury if possible. The most you’ll get is some light bruising. With your natural healing I would imagine that won’t be a problem.” Chuckingly lightly, he led us to another location. 

It was a small, cubic room built from glass. A single door allowed one to enter. “Alright, enter and get ready.” As I entered, the door disappeared. “Missy, the record is 18 levels. If you beat that, you’ll earn yourself a thumbs up.” Chuckling to himself, he tapped the ground as a soft voice rang out.

“Level one, beginning.”

As soon as the voice faded, something shot towards me as I quickly dodged. Very soon, two more round objects flew towards me as I dodged once again. Four objects this time. They weren’t fast, and they were about the size of my palm, so dodging them wasn’t difficult. They came flying out at different intervals as well.

“Level one finished. Level two beginning.”

This time, two balls shot out at different intervals from each side, totaling eight. Moving quickly, I dodged them, but just when I thought it was over, they bounced and shot back again. Dodging once again, more started shooting out. After minutes of this, I heard that soft chime once again.

“Level two finished. Level three beginning.”

As the levels progressed, more balls came flying from the walls. At the same time, from above and below, ones hidden behind other balls. I had to switch from purely dodging to deflecting, but around level 12 I started getting hit. It was once every now and then, but by level 15 I was barely able to dodge anymore.

“Level 15 failed.”

My entire body ached with bruises. How anyone could dodge that made my head spin. Exiting the room when the door had reappeared, the man wrote something down again before nodding. 

“Level 14 is good. Level 15 is where it steps up the difficulty, good effort. The next test will be for your movement. This will be a rather simple test, where similar to testing your reflexes it will depend on you moving around an obstacle course. It’ll involve moving through tight spaces, jumping to reach certain edges and seeing how flexible you are.” Speaking as he leads us to another area, this time it was the entrance to a tunnel that leads underground.

“We’ll be able to monitor you here. It will get harder the further you travel. While it might be strange to test movement like this for martial arts, this will allow a more accurate reading on how flexible you are, in addition to seeing how you move.”

Looking at the entrance I enter. It was exactly as he said, it involved going through tight spaces, crawling through very narrow tunnels, scaling a wall with barely anything to grab onto and jumping as high as I could to reach the edge of a platform. The further I went in, the harder it became until I finally met my match, an extremely tiny crack in a wall that I couldn’t fit through.

Looking at the crack in the wall, I wonder how anyone could possibly fit through there. It was as wide as my arm. Shaking my head, I head back out to meet with the man and Xia once again.

Writing something down once again, he gave me a smile. “Level 12 on movement. You’ll come to find out how to move through something like that with training. Now, lastly, the endurance test. For this, you’ll need to cut off your mana circulation.” As we follow him, I do as I say and stop the mana flow through my body. 

This time, the spot he brought us to was a simple field shaped in a circle. “Running around this circle. It will become harder to run, like you’re running against the wind, the longer you go.”

Stepping onto the outside of the circle, I start running along the edge. For the first lap it was easy, but then I felt a slight pressure as I started the circle. By the fifth one, it indeed felt like I was pushing against a wind, but it also felt like my body was getting slightly heavier.

As I stepped over the mark for my forty fourth lap, the pressure became too much as my body felt way too heavy. Collapsing, the pressure quickly disappeared as I got to my knees, panting heavily while wiping the sweat off my forehead.

“Very good, your endurance is quite remarkable. Alright, take a moment to recover then we’ll head back to give you your assessment, go through a few last minute questions and find the very best that can teach you.”


After resting for a moment, I get up and follow the man. We returned to the room where he had taken my information as we sat down.

“Right, with everything done, we’ll go over everything. Firstly, your Stats are high for your level. They match a level 50s pre-evolution, and ignoring evolution completely you’d be about ten levels ahead in terms of Stats. The only downside is your Toughness. I’m honestly a bit gobsmacked you’ve survived fighting for this long, a good blow would likely severely injure or kill you, but that has been offset by your Agility, allowing you to dodge easily.

“Your Agility and Strength are easily the best Stats you have, while Intelligence is also very good. From what we’ve talked about, your magic is versatile thanks to your experience with Wind magic and you gain a good boost from Lunar Blessing. For martial arts however, you want to forget about magic altogether. I’ll go through why shortly.

“Your Toughness is absolutely your downfall. You have to rely on deflecting, dodging or someone taking the blow for you. You’re one of the most extreme cases I’ve come across, but not the worst. In terms of raw strength, you’ve got quite the punch, but it’s something you’re not used to controlling. As for reflexes, it’s wild and messy. You seem to rely on senses like smell, sight and sound, two of which were not present and one that became very difficult.

“Your movement is good, however there is room for improvement. A lot of unnecessary movements and there were some parts of the course you struggled with. Lastly your endurance is excellent, though you seem to buckle a lot more under the pressure. Overall, the physical training tells me your body is very undertrained. You’ve relied very heavily on magic in the past and because of that you don’t know how to control your strength, move your body or dodge on reflex.

“However, considering your Race, Class and age, you have massive potential, especially at night. Your Race being S+ means you have a lot of room for growth. I would highly recommend focusing on getting your Race unrestricted before Level 50. I don’t know what will happen, as people usually don’t share information on their Race with us more than once, but I would imagine it would only benefit you.”

Setting aside all of the paperwork, he next digs through his bag before bringing out a stack of more papers. He quickly flicks through them, removing pages. After removing nearly all the papers, he nods and looks back at me.

“Based on everything you’ve told me, there are six that are suitable for you. If we take into account gender, age, height and body structure since you’re half monster, and with that it comes down to three. Now, as I mentioned before, you want to forget about magic. Martial arts is about your physical body, magic is very rare when it comes to martial arts and isn’t recommended.

“Now, the three I have here are the most suitable to you. The first one is called Nightstalker. It heavily relies on moving through the darkness, using stealth to heavily injure or kill your enemies.” Shaking my head, I told him that wouldn’t suit my style of fighting. Putting a sheet of paper to the side he told me of the next one.

“Style of the Heavy Hitter. As the name implies, it relies on slow, heavy hits. This one doesn’t utilise your Agility to its fullest potential, however it does take into account your Strength and Toughness, as this focuses on mitigating and deflecting blows.” Shaking my head once again, he nods before telling me of the last one.

“I’ve saved the best for last. Flowing River. This martial arts utilises both Strength and Agility. It relies heavily on dodging, deflecting and mitigating attacks while also counter attacking. The practitioners of this style can counter attack any attack, even spells. They are masters of reading their opponents moves.

“If I had to describe this style, it would be with that term since the name of the martial art does well explaining it. It’s an elegant style where you flow like water through battle, moving past any and all attacks while countering with your own. This is ‘Flowing River’. It’s a very, very ancient and complex martial art, the dojo does not easily accept disciples.

“This honestly is the one I’d highly recommend to you. It is very compatible with your current fighting style and their main weapon of choice revolves around stabbing, so if you’re planning to use a rapier they can assist in that.”

After listening to what he described about Flowing River, I felt rather excited. It sounded like exactly what I needed. As much as I hated to admit it, the style Teacher Lee had taught me was already showing its limits, especially since it was as Xia said, it was holding back my Strength. Telling the man I wanted to try it, he smiled and handed me the piece of paper.

On it showed the name of the dojo, simply “Flowing River”, a map from the Ministry of Martial Arts to the dojo as well as the information he had just explained to me.

Handing me the stack of papers he had been filling out during the assessment, he says “Take these with you. It will greatly assist the dojo masters. They too will swear an oath, and after memorising the information they will destroy the papers. Do not lose it Miss, if someone were to find it they would know everything about you. You don’t want a prepared enemy coming after you.”

Nodding seriously, I store the stack of papers in my bag. He hands me the letter back that Alexander had given me. 

“Take this as well. There is an additional letter within that gives Alexander’s recommendation. Normally you would not need this, but as insurance it’s best to hand this over as well. I wish you luck.”

Leading us out of the room then the building he bids us farewell as we start strolling through the snowy roads once again. 

“Alisha, did you want to head to the dojo now?”

“Mm, not now. It’s just past midnight and after that physical testing I want to rest first. Plus I’m feeling hungry, so let's head home first, eat and rest then we’ll head there when the sun comes up.”

As we continued our stroll, I raised a question to Xia. “Xia, could you teach me how to use a rapier?”

A few seconds of silence followed before Xia responded. “I can not. My style of using a rapier would not fit you. I utilise my magic through my rapier, I don’t use it as one would. I only use a rapier because it’s light and fast.”

Understanding what she meant, I felt a bit disappointed but knew she wouldn’t say no unless she meant it. After a few hours of walking, we made our way back. I hadn’t intended to take my time while strolling like this, however it was the first time I’ve really just felt at peace, with nearly no worries or fears on my mind.

After we arrived back home, I cooked something quickly before bathing and falling asleep. After waking up, I head downstairs to find Xia still waiting. After a quick breakfast, we head out towards the dojo called “Flowing River”.

It took about an hour to walk there, however when we arrived, I had originally thought we weren’t in the right area. Greeting us was a walled off area, with closed doors. I could hear and smell water that was running, but past that the walls blocked our vision completely. Standing before the doors, I tilted my head wondering what to do.

“Should we knock, Xia?” 

“I believe so.”

As I’m about to knock on the doors, they suddenly started opening. Looking past the door, no one was behind them. After thinking about it, I decided to go in to see if we could find anyone. With Xia following behind me, we entered while I took in the sight.

The surroundings were quite gorgeous. Lush grass ran along the path, with trees spotted around and a river running through the area. As we approached a small bridge that led to a small hut, I saw a woman exit the hut and look over to us. Seeing her eyebrows crease, she made her way towards us. She had a few wrinkles around her mouth and forehead, blonde-white curly hair and light blue eyes.

Xia and I stop before crossing the bridge as she crosses over it. Her eyes flicker from me, to the bracelets then to Xia before returning to me.

“Welcome to Flowing River. Are you perhaps lost?” She gives me a slight smile as I return it.

“I’m here to learn Flowing River.”

“Oh?” Looking a bit surprised, the lady straightens up slightly. “I apologise, it’s very rare that someone would enter to seek our tutelage. Please, come in for a chat.”

Following her in, we entered the small hut. It had a homely feel to it, in the middle of the room we entered was a table with no chairs. The table was low to the ground, and a man sat on his knees drinking what I knew was tea from the smell. The lady sat next to him while gesturing to the other side, where I mimicked their sitting posture while Xia did the same next to me.

“This is my husband, Tael. My name is Halone. Tael, this young fox wishes to learn Flowing River.”

Taking a sip of his tea, he places the cup down and looks at me. His eyes darted around, looking at various parts of my body before smiling slightly.

“Where are my manners? Welcome to Flowing River. As my wife said, my name is Tael.”

“I’m Alisha.” Seeing him smile slightly, I heard Xia introduce herself as well as Tael gave her a short nod.

“May I know how you came to hear about us, Alisha?” Explaining the tests and everything to Tael, he smiled lightly. “So it’s the Ministry. What you heard from them is a rather crude explanation. While what they say is correct, our martial art isn’t just about moving in a fancy way or throwing your fists in a sort of pattern. The essence of what we teach is about your inner calm.

“You can not learn Flowing River if you allow your emotions to get the best of you during combat. I can tell by looking at your eyes, Alisha. There is a fire that burns in them, it burns with anger, hatred and vengeance. But it also burns with care for those dear to you, passion for fighting and a faint calmness. 

“If you are to learn our martial art, you can not let those emotions control you during combat, you must always be calm. The moment you are not calm you will fall apart, becoming no less than a drunken brawler in a tavern somewhere. This means you can not be angered, surprised, bloodthirsty, annoyed and so on. If you do not believe you can do this, I can only ask you to leave now.”

Taking a breath, I thought over my recent fights and had to admit a few of them had been driven by anger. However some of them I had been calm while fighting, such as against The Blade. While not entirely calm, I hadn’t been in a rage or angered, but I certainly had been surprised. Thinking about it, I had usually fought while keeping my calm, and while my emotions fluctuate, I felt that I could indeed remain calm during fights.

“I’ll be able to keep calm.” Smiling at my statement, Tael takes a sip from his drink once again.

“Do you have those annoying papers from the Ministry?” Nodding to his question, I reach in and hand them over. Without so much as glancing at them, a surge of mana comes from him as the papers ignite.

“While the information they gather is helpful for them, for Flowing River what you’re strong or weak at doesn’t matter. With a glance I can also tell your Toughness is terrible because of your scarless skin, your Strength is high, your Agility is the highest while your Intelligence is slightly lower than your Strength. You will learn what matters soon.

“We’ll accept you as a student of our dojo. In fact, we had already accepted you the moment you walked in the doors. Now, return here in three days. You will be living here for the next month. You will learn to remain calm in all situations first before we teach any techniques or skills. However, if you fail to remain calm during the situations we put you through, you’ll be expelled.”

Pursing my lips, I nod as he smiles. Halone this time spoke.

“It’ll be good to settle any duties you have left. Once you return, you’ll be under my tutelage. It will be best to prepare yourself mentally.”

Thanking them, Xia and I left as we walked down the street. While I was thinking over what we just went through, a new System message came up.




	Alice has levelled to 10!









	Alice has begun evolution.
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                Seeing this message come up, I was a bit surprised but happy that Alice was finally getting training. However, for some reason I felt a bit uncertain for some reason, like something wasn’t right. I didn’t know how to describe it, but it felt like something was wrong, not with Alice evolving but something didn’t feel right with me.

“Xia?”

“Yes, Alisha?” Standing straight due to my rather stiff tone, I turned to her and explained what just happened and the strange feeling I had.

“Because of that, I want you to head to the Guild, find Elise and locate where Aubrey went. Go there and protect her until Alice has finished evolving. I don’t know why, but I have a strange feeling about this.”

I saw Xia hesitate. Knowing what was on her mind, I smiled and said “I’ll be careful. I can wear the hood that hides my face and presence and grab a different set of clothing. I’ll be staying somewhere safe for the next month in a few days, so you don’t need to worry.”

Standing straight again, Xia bowed slightly. “Yes, Alisha. May I walk you home first?”

Since it was on the way, I figured it would be best for her to follow me before departing. Once we arrived back, I gave Xia the rapier I had before seeing her off. I could still see the hesitation in her eyes but I knew this was the best course of action. This feeling had left me worried.

I had wanted to rush off myself, but with everything I had been planning I decided to send Xia. This feeling I had wasn’t one of foreboding or dread, it was strange like I needed to make sure Alice was watched over.

Watching until Xia had left down the street, I decided to take some time to use the Tome I had received from Xia. Sitting down in the lounge room, I used the Tome and had it turn into “Advanced Food Preparation and Cooking.” It felt strange being the only one around, I’d gotten used to Alice or Aubrey being nearby, and more recently Xia. I’ve never truly had time alone. I enjoyed the feeling, yet because I felt worried about Alice my mind couldn’t be completely at ease, but knowing Xia was heading off to help made it better.

Leaning back, I opened the now large book that rested on my lap and started reading. 

***

Breathing out, I look out the window and see it had become midnight at some point. Putting the large book down, I had started reading it around midmorning and in that time I had read it three times. As it was natural, I had grasped almost all the knowledge it had contained.

Slowly digesting everything I had read, I was amazed at how little I knew beforehand. I doubted Gordon even knew anything I had just read, and he had said he was one of the better Chefs in Vale. One aspect that stuck out to me was the various different ways monster meat could be prepared. It was the main source of food for most, and while most tasted the same, it came down to how it was prepared. You could imbue mana into meat and leave it in a sauce called marinade for hours or days.

Not only that, but it covered more advanced techniques when it came to imbuing mana into what you cooked. The basic version just imbued mana into the food and that was it, yet the advanced techniques showed extremely detailed and precise methods. I knew it would require a lot of practice, I may have been able to memorise the information, but putting it into practice was another question.

Getting up, I decided to just make food for now. Since we were running low on coins, I didn’t want to practise just yet, even though it was very tempting.

After eating and bathing, I put on the adventurer’s clothing and sat down to read the pamphlet that I’d received from the Academy. I wanted to possibly take courses for spellcasting, using a rapier and general knowledge, like how to write and about the world.

After reading the pamphlet, I wasn’t sure what to do. There were many courses listed for spellcasting and two for general knowledge. Figuring it would be easier to head there and ask in person, I set the pamphlet aside. I’d head there once my initial training at Flowing River was done. Thinking of what to do, I remembered we had yet to buy the seeds for gardening. According to Sebastian, the work would be done today, though it might not be finished till tomorrow.

Grabbing the list Xia and I made, I put on the hood I had received from Floof and headed out.

*** 

After arriving home, I had found the workers had already arrived and they had started redoing the entire backyard. Sorting out and storing all the newly bought seeds, I felt my heart sink at the cost. Currently I have about thirty silver coins and a handful of bronze left over. Elizabeth had yet to return, however I wasn’t too worried, I knew she was capable of handling herself.

Taking out a small pouch, I bought a teapot and tea. I was eager to try my hand at making tea, it was something that had been mentioned in the book earlier, you could make tea and coffee imbued with mana. It could give a range of effects like increased energy, stamina and awareness.

Using a magic circle in the kitchen to produce water, I set it to boil in a pot while I looked over the various magic circles that controlled parts of the kitchen. I had grown interested in how they worked, since they could do basic functions like this with only a small amount of natural mana. I still didn’t know what natural mana was, though I imagined it was just mana in the air.

According to Xia, magic circles like these were quite common and when I asked about magic circles for combat, she’d said it was too complex. The magic circles that were generated when we used magic were done by unknown means, some believed it was the System while others believed it was natural, since the System never mentioned magic circles. 

Once the water was boiled, I focused on practising the techniques that had been laid out. After half a dozen attempts, I managed to slowly imbue mana while the tea was brewing. It didn’t require a lot, nor did it exactly have much of an effect, but it worked.

[Plain Green Tea (Enhanced)

Plain tea that provides one with more energy to get through a tough day.

Crafted by: Alisha]

The tea remained looking nearly exactly like ordinary tea, but with a slight bluish tinge. Smiling in satisfaction, I took the teapot and cups and offered some to the workers and had a cup myself. After I had finished, a worker had told me that the tea had indeed given them a lot more energy, meaning they could work through the night to finish the garden. Thinking about it carefully, I considered Xia’s words once more about starting a business. 

I didn’t want to work like that though, at the end of the day I wanted to fight, get stronger and return back to Crater Hell to see Sally and Gray again. Thinking of asking Elise, I remembered she’d said to meet her at the Guild. Looking out the window, it was just past midday. After tomorrow, I will be staying at Flowing River. 

Since I held the key to this house, I wondered how Xia and Elizabeth could return back here. Deciding to make a stop at the courthouse before going to the Guild, I left the house once again with the hood on. 

***

As the Guild came into view, I sighed as I wondered for the reason Elise had asked me to come down. After stopping at the courthouse, Sebastian gave me three additional keys at the cost of one Silver coin. Planning to give two of the keys to Elise, one for Xia and one for Elizabeth, I entered the Guild building. It was as lively as ever, with people drinking and celebrating on one side while on the other attendants worked on the other side. 

Spotting Elise rather quickly, I moved over to her and waited until she was done speaking to another adventurer. Moving up to her, she looks confused for a moment before smiling.

“Come with me.”

Following behind her, she took me to a private room and closed the door. I took the hood off while sitting down. Elise sits down opposite me.

“Why are you wearing the hood again?”

“I promised Xia I would until she came back. I’m about to go training anyway so it doesn’t matter too much.”

“Ah, she did come here earlier. Aubrey is quite far from Vale at one of the more secluded hunting zones, but it’s relatively safe. Right, so about why I’ve asked you here. There are two matters I need to discuss with you.”

Leaning forward a bit, Elise’s face turned serious. “Now, the first topic is regarding compensation for the incident involving Hillock. Weapons aside, as that is due to them being stolen, the executives want to compensate you as well as reward you for being the first recorded person to solo the tenth floor. At first, they wanted to just simply give you some Platinum coins and call it a day, but some felt that was not enough.”

Picking up her bag, she searched around inside of it before drawing out a thin booklet.

“Now, the first reward they have given is rather straightforward. You’ll receive twenty percent off all purchases within the Guild, and in addition you’ll receive twenty percent more from any loot you wish to sell to the Guild. For the next reward, I need you to swear an oath on the System to never reveal anything I’m about to tell you.”

Blinking in surprise, I could tell by her tone of voice that it was something serious. Trusting Elise completely, I made the oath.

“I, Alisha, the Elite Aspiring Hero, hereby swear upon the System to not reveal any information you will reveal.”

[Oath Accepted.

If you break this oath, your punishment will be losing your humanity, turning you into a mindless, bloodthirsty monster.]

Pursing my lips while reading the message, I turned to Elise who nodded. 

“This next reward is an opportunity. There is a lake underneath the Guild, a secret only known to a select few. I was informed because I’m your advisor, and now you’re being told by me. This lake is a pure mana spring and is used to assist in helping one either rank up their magic or…merge particular magic types.

“When one has an understanding of two types of compatible magic, they may merge them to a higher form. Your Wind and Lightning magic are considered to be compatible to be merged.” Passing me the booklet, I took a look at it. Its title was Storm Magic.

“I understand that your Lightning magic is on the weaker side, however that won’t matter here. The booklet you have gives you an understanding on what Storm magic is, but the basis is that it utilises Wind and Lightning together. Now, it’s not as simple as just jumping into the lake and learning it, however the lake will help provide insight. I don’t know nor understand how it works, since I was only told this much, however this is a very rare opportunity. Everyone else will be receiving this as well, including Xia.”

Looking over the booklet, I asked Elise when it would happen and how long.

“Only one may enter at a time, and the maximum amount of time they can be in there is a week. Currently Leon is in there, however from my understanding he is looking to rank up his magic. Once you’re done with your initial training, I will seek you out once it’s your turn.”

Thanking Elise, she smiles and waves her hand. 

“The next reason why I’ve summoned you here is to test you for a rank upgrade. With the Branch Masters approval, mainly due to your recent achievements, we will be testing you for Gold Grade.”

Seeing her excited face, I smile slightly. “Elise, can I wait till I’m ready? I…I want to work on my shortcomings first before I take that test.”

Seeing her excited smile falter for a moment, her smile returned to being the usual gentle one. “I understand. Once you’re ready, come and seek me out, okay?”

“Mm. Actually Elise, there was another matter I wanted to ask you about.” Explaining the situation with Olivia, Elise quickly took out a piece of paper and started asking questions, like Olivia’s class, how she looked, her age and more. After writing everything down, she said she’d try to search for information but it would take some time.

We talked for a bit more and I gave her the extra keys before I left the Guild with my hood over my head once again. Returning home, I found the workers were still going, and after making them another pot of tea as well as some ration cubes, I pulled out the seeds I had bought and started imbuing them with mana. It was a tricky process, and failing would destroy the seeds, but I had bought nearly double what I required. 

***

It had been nearly an entire day since I began and imbuing the last seed, I sigh and sit back. I had failed on nearly half of what I bought, but thankfully I had succeeded on what I needed. By imbuing the seeds like this, it would make them grow a lot more strongly, and the fruit they yield would already be fully imbued with mana, meaning I wouldn’t need to do that during food preparation.

Looking outside, it was about midday, the workers had left a few hours ago once the master control was set up and confirmed as working. All I needed to do now was plant the seeds and activate the master control and everything would take care of itself.

Getting up to do exactly that, I spent the rest of the day carefully planting seeds in the correct areas. The backyard had transformed, with a path running down the middle while plots of soil stretched out. At the very back was a small shed, or as the workers had called it, where various equipment sat. While it looked simple, I knew underneath the backyard laid complex magic circles that controlled everything. 

Feeling a bit excited, I started planting the seeds I had in the exact places I had planned out along with Xia. 

***

Laying in my bed after a long bath, I felt exhausted. Spending so long under the sun while making sure to plant everything correctly was a lot more difficult than I had thought it would be. It would take about a week for it to start sprouting, and then about a month for the plants to grow more. Within two or three months they would start growing fruits and vegetables. Feeling quite excited, I sank my head into the pillow a bit more.

As I felt myself about to drift off, my instincts flared. Rolling from my bed, a loud bang resounds as it explodes. Rolling quickly onto my feet, I turned to face a hooded figure who had just struck my bed with a palm. As it turns to face me, I step forward as I wordlessly release my Domain.

Without giving the figure time to react, I move in quickly, dodging a strike and throw a punch out at its midsection. Dodging with little movement, the figure dances back as I remain in my spot, frowning slightly. I had attempted to check their status, however it showed nothing but question marks.

My Domain fully forms and I apply a Lunar Blessing to myself. I instinctively knew this figure was powerful, much more so than anything I’ve come across. Breathing out, I keep myself calm, even though I wanted to release my anger to summon Lunaria’s Fury, but I knew doing so right now would give this person an opening.

The figure suddenly disappeared as I felt danger from behind me. Throwing myself to the ground, I avoid a blow intended for my neck then bounce myself back up while turning with a kick. Deflecting my kick with a soft palm, that same palm then suddenly bounced right towards my head. Without any other option, I throw a fist to meet it.

Before it connects however, the figure vanishes once again…no, they weren’t vanishing, I simply couldn’t keep up with their movements. Turning once again, I saw the figure standing quite far from me, clapping.

Frowning, I kept my wind around my body as a familiar voice rang out. “Very good. There was some surprise, but you never once hesitated and adapted quickly. Oddly it seems you’re on guard all the time, I had thought waiting till you were nearing sleep would be enough to catch you unaware. Brilliant, you are very promising.”

Taking a step forward, I kept my guard up, but I knew who this was already as they lowered their hood. It was Halone.

            

    
        Chapter 92 - Physical Training

    
    
    
    
                Standing there staring at Halone, I kept my Domain active while trying to think. I knew from her level she could just ignore the defensive enchantments around the house, after all Sebastian mentioned anything higher than level 50 can just ignore it. The biggest question was why is she here, attacking me suddenly and without warning. 

Halone looks around the Domain before looking back at me. “I suppose you’re on guard all the time for a reason and now you’re cautious. I’ll explain why, for now you should release your Domain, you’ll attract the Royal Guard at this rate.”

Frowning slightly, I slowly withdrew my Domain as I kept an eye on Halone. I knew that if she wanted me dead, I would’ve been killed the moment she initially attacked me. Returning to my room, it was still untouched except for my bed, which was now in pieces. Halone frowns and glances towards the street.

“They’re rather fast tonight. Alisha, it’ll be best to tell them you accidently released your Domain in your sleep.”

Wondering what she meant, I heard the chime of the door. Pursing my lips, I ignored it for now while wondering what to do. Halone spoke at that time.

“I’ll explain everything once they leave. I’m afraid if you don’t answer soon, they’ll come crashing in and it’ll be a rather expensive fix.”

Letting out a tsk, I turned on the spot and moved downstairs. Arriving at the door, I opened it and was met with someone dressed in the same type of armour that Roland wore. Behind him stood four others, all at attention.

“Evening miss. We detected a Domain being opened here, is everything okay?”

Thinking of what Halone said, I gave them a light smile. “Yes, I released it while sleeping by accident.”

“Ah, I see. May I see your identification necklace or card?” Taking my necklace off, he checks it quickly before handing it back and pulling out a small notepad. Flipping through it, he nods. “Right, thank you Alisha. Have a peaceful night.”

Seeing them leave, I closed the door and sighed. Walking down the hall, I see Halone in the kitchen, sitting at the table. Surpassing the annoyance within me, I enter and look at her as she smiles.

“Domains can’t just release themselves like that. The phrase you said allowed the guard to know your teacher or master has unknowingly surprised you, causing you to react as such. Mind if you make me some tea?”

Feeling irritation well up, I suppressed it and a sigh as I boiled some water, infused mana while brewing the tea before serving her a cup, as well as myself.

“Interesting, you infused mana into the tea? And it gives such an interesting effect.” Taking a sip, she nods. “Not bad. Well, you may be wondering why I so rudely interrupted you.”

“Yes, knowing why you broke in, destroyed my bed and showed signs of wanting my life would interest me greatly.” With a bit of irritation in my voice, I look at Halone who nods with a stern expression.

“Understandably you’re a bit upset. So not worry, I’ll pay for your bed being destroyed. I have been following you from the moment you left Flowing River. The purpose is to judge your awareness, strength and how you react to surprising events. I had intended to take action earlier, however you seem to almost always have your guard up, even with others around.”

Sighing out loud, I scratched my head out of frustration at those words. “So you were testing me? Why attack me at such a time?”

“I had thought in the moments before you fell asleep your guard would lessen, but you reacted much quicker than I ha-”

“Your strike blew my bed to pieces, you’d have killed me if that hit me.” Cutting her off while crossing my arms, I felt the anger in me bubbling. 

“The strike would’ve done no harm to you. At most it would’ve left a bruise. When you reacted so quickly, I changed the strength slightly to destroy your bed to add in a surprise factor. Everything I did during our skirmish was to see how you’d react, and the fact you only held surprise but didn’t hesitate to fight back is quite promising.”

Leaning back, I take a sip of my own tea. I felt my anger fading slightly now that I was calming down a bit, though I still felt rather irritated.

“Sorry, I was feeling a bit irritated about being suddenly attacked.”

“You have every right to be upset. I am impressed by how you reacted so calmly during our little fight, even if you’re angry now that doesn’t matter, how you kept yourself calm during our fight is what mattered. I had expected you to hesitate, become afraid after trying to check the System and fumble completely. You having your guard up all the time was unexpected.”

“Well of course, I have some religious nuts after my life after all.” Sighing, I leaned forward. “So, what now? I assume this was a part of some test you wanted to do.”

Nodding, Halone poured herself another cup of tea. “For now, go and get yourself ready. We’ll go to Flowing River and along the way we’ll discuss everything.”

Getting up, I go upstairs and change into the Extraordinary clothing while putting another set into a normal bag along with some healing potions and the last of the medicinal drinks. Leaving my gauntlets, I go back downstairs to see Halone standing near the door.

“Ready? Then let's go.” Locking the house behind me, we start walking down the snowy road.

“From what I’ve observed, you require a lot of training. Your awareness is horrible, you rely too heavily on your sense of smell, sight and instincts. Multiple times I had released a wisp of mana however you were completely oblivious to it. If I had to say, you simply have not learnt how to sense your surroundings through the use of magic yet, this is a simple lesson to teach.”

Sensing your surroundings with magic? Is that possible? I’ve been able to sense when people use mana around me before, is that what she meant? Asking Halone, she shook her head and told me I’d know more soon.

“Your strength doesn’t fit whatever style you’re using. That style is holding you back terribly. The wind around you doesn’t do much except add force that you should already have. Your posture wastes a lot of power and doesn’t allow you to move correctly at all. We will work on having you completely stop reverting to that style.”

I wanted to complain, Dancing Fox Wind Style was after all the first type of fighting I’d learnt, something that reminded me of Teacher Lee. But I knew she was correct, Xia had said as much before as well and even I had been feeling the limits of this style. Knowing that this was for the best, I prepared myself to stop using Dancing Fox Wind Style.

“As for how you react to the unexpected, well you performed marvellously. I hadn’t expected you to react so decisively. You spread your Domain and I believe you used magic to enhance your body. You did those without question and without hesitation, exactly what one who wants to learn Flowing River martial arts requires.”

As she finished, we soon arrived outside Flowing River. As we enter, the doors slam shut behind me.

“We only accept one student at a time.” Leading me off the path, we stood by the river as she turned and faced me. “The Ministries way of explaining our martial art is rather…well, basic. Flowing River is more than simply dodging and countering. As we told you, the core of our martial arts is calmness during battle, however this does not mean being emotionless.

“A lot of our students head that way. You can be angry, you can be scared, or you can be happy. The most important thing is to remain calm. Keep your anger controlled and swallow your fear, keep your mind and body calm. It may sound simple but it is not.”

Looking at me, she raises a finger and points it at me. Suddenly, danger welled up, overwhelming me for a moment. The only thing I felt was fear as my body refused to move. Disappearing as quickly as it came, I started panting for breath.

“What you just experienced is killing intent. It’s not magic now is it not some trick by the System. The intent is my intent to kill. Can you keep calm with that directed at you?”

Wiping the sweat from my forehead, I looked at Halone and shook my head. My mind had been chaotic the moment she released that killing intent. I’d never felt that feeling before…no, I have. The red spirit from Crater had a similar feeling, or when I was in the Lily Pond Inn’s kitchen.

“During this first month, we’ll work on training you from scratch. We’ll work on removing your instinct to revert to that style of fighting you’re currently using, controlling your strength as well as raising your awareness of your surroundings. Once we have worked on those, we will begin training you on keeping your mind focused and calm during any type of situation. Put these on.”

Handing me a pair of white gloves, I put them on. As I do, a magic circle appears on both before disappearing. A message from the System comes up.




	Your magic has been sealed.






“Please also cut your mana circulation.” Focusing for a moment, I do as she says and stop my mana circulation. “From this point on, you will not be allowed to circulate mana nor attempt to use mana. If either is attempted, the gloves will give you a punishment. The more often the punishment happens the worse it becomes.

“As for why, it’s because you’ve become too reliant on the strength mana gives you. Your body lacks training, it lacks a foundation. The more you grow the worse it’ll become, meaning you’ll eventually hit a wall you can no longer progress. Tell me, Alisha, how often do you train your body?”

“I don’t.”

“You’re relying too much on the System. Don’t trust the strength it gives you, because that will be your downfall. Yes, the System gives your body strength, but if your mind doesn’t know how to use that strength, then what have you gained? If you don’t train your body, then how are you to move it correctly when it gets stronger?”

Thinking over her words, I found she had a point. So far my fighting experience only really came down to moving very straight forward, punching and kicking. I relied on my speed to block attacks and usually did it clumsily. I didn’t know how to control my strength, as shown when I break my fist while punching with my full strength.

“We will spend a week training your body. During this week you will move and use muscles that you never have before, you’ll move them in ways you never have thought possible. Now, follow me.”

Leading me to the little hut, we enter as she leads me to a staircase that went down for quite some time, about ten minutes in total of walking. As we exited the staircase, I found myself shocked. Spread out before me is a landscape, covered in lush grass, flowers and trees scattered around with a large river flowing throughout. 

At one end of this river lay a waterfall coming from what I assumed to be the river outside. A cliff ran along the outside, I couldn’t see the top of it from here. A light illuminated the entire area, like it was daytime.

“This is a small recluse we had built. Our training will be done here. Over there will be where you will begin.” Pointing over to an area, I followed the direction and saw a small forest. 

“Without touching the ground with your feet, nor standing on branches, you are to travel throughout it for the next ten hours. Once the ten hours are up, we’ll move onto the next training.” Leading me to the start of the forest, the trees were tall with branches sprouting out of them.

Looking at the trees, the nearest branch was about four metres from me. Knowing the only way to do as she said was to jump from branch to branch, I bend my knees and jump, overshooting the branch and falling back towards the ground. Reaching out, I grab a branch and stop myself from falling to the ground. 

Dangling, I looked down as I thought of that jump. I hadn’t jumped much, but to think I could jump that high that quickly. “Keep yourself moving, spend too long on a branch and you’ll be punished, same with landing on the ground or standing on a branch.”

Feeling a shock came from the gloves, it spread through my body, delivering a light pain throughout it, causing me to nearly let go of the branch. As it fades, I look towards the nearest branch and wonder how to get there quickly. Swinging my body slightly, I swung off while aiming towards the branch. Flying off with too much speed, I slam into the branch and fall onto the ground.

Getting up to my feet, I felt the shock from the gloves again. Slightly more painful this time, I felt a bit annoyed as I tried to find another branch to jump onto. Jumping once again with less strength, I missed and fell to the ground again. Feeling pain from the pain all over my body, which was weakened due to a lack of mana circulation, I once again felt the shock from the gloves, even worse this time.

Sigh, all I wanted to do was rest tonight!

***

“Alright, come back.” Hearing Halone, I change direction and swing myself back towards Halone carefully. For the first four hours, I had fallen, missed branches, slammed myself against many trees and been shocked so many times. I had slowly gotten used to being able to control myself while swinging branch to branch but it was far from perfect. My arms were sore, muscles I had never used had been strained. Landing next to Halone with a bit of a stumble, she nods.

“For your first attempt you did well. Now, follow me.”

Following once again, we arrived at the mouth of the river that led from the waterfall.

“Take your shoes off.” While I’m doing so she pointed at the river. “Without falling into the river, you are to jump from stone to stone, from here to the lake and back. Do this three times. If you fall in, come back here and start again.”

Looking at the river, I saw small, wet stones that went up the river. Some of them were so small that there was no way I could fit a foot on it. I knew I would have to use only one foot. Looking at the first stone, I jumped softly and landed on it with one foot. Continuing, I landed on the next one but slipped and fell into the water as the gloves shocked me. Rising out of the water, I swam back to the shore and tried again.

Managing to make the second jump, I saw the next one was about the size of my palm. Knowing that if I took too long on a stone I’d get shocked, I quickly jumped, landing unsteadily before I slipped once more. Letting the shock hit me once more as I surfaced, I wanted to be angry but I could only resign myself to this so-called training.

***

Slipping once again into the water, I surfaced with a bit of pain before the shock hit me. I had been doing this for so long that I’d lost count. I was so tired that my mind could only think of jumping from stone to stone. Rising out of the river, the best I had done so far was being about ten metres from the lake. My legs and feet were in terrible pain, mostly from how much I had been using them while not strengthened by mana but also from hitting the damn stones.

As I arrived back at the starting spot, I found Halone sitting there drinking tea. I had no idea where she’d had the time to make tea since she’d been here from the start, but as I’m about to approach the starting stone she stopped me.

“Let's leave it there and move onto the last exercise.” Standing, she leads me towards a cliff face, Craning my neck up, I couldn’t see the top from here. I wondered how it was possible for such a large cliff to be underground like this.

“Climb up the cliff and reach the top. The higher you climb, the harder it’ll get. If you remain in the same spot for too long or fall, you’ll be punished. Start now.”

Looking for spots to grab onto, I start slowly climbing up, making sure to have secure footholds as I move up. After getting about three metres up, I noticed a small pressure building as I climbed as it became harder to find places to grab onto. As I reach five metres, I grab onto the nearest spot that I could find, go to lift myself up but my hand slips. Feeling my stomach drop as my body does the same, I fall and hit the ground hard. Hissing in pain as my regeneration kicks in, I slowly stand and start again, trying to outlast the tiredness.

***

Hitting the ground once again with a cry, I slowly get back to my feet. I had managed to reach at least about fifteen metres, just under halfway to the top. It had been at least six hours and before I could move to do it again, Halone spoke.

“Good work. Rest now. Take this time to sleep. The gloves will take you up. From now on, you’re to repeat everything here for six hours each before resting. I will come for you once a week has passed.”

Hearing her words, I collapsed on the ground and without much of a thought I fell asleep. 

Waking up to a slight shock, I grit my teeth and get up. Every muscle in my body was sore, tired and fatigued was biting into my bones. Moving to the trees, I began by jumping to another branch before looking for another one as I noticed something wrong.

“Did the branches fucking change?!”


As I mutter, a System message came up.





	Alice has finished evolving. Her level has been reset to 1.







Feeling a bit of panic, I slipped and fell as I tried to call her Status. 





	You can not view the Status of Alice at this time due to being too far apart.







As the initial panic, and shock from the gloves, wore off, I calmed down as I jumped and grabbed a branch. I knew from the messages that Alice was fine and alive. As to what happened I'd find out later. I knew I could trust Aubrey and Xia with Alice, so I turned my focus towards continuing with this training.

            

    
        Chapter 93 - Xia and Aubrey's Emergency

    
    
    
    
                Outside of Vale, out in a small clearing surrounded by boulders, trees and snow came two, panicked voices of two people, one with long, smooth brown hair with a pair of antlers on her head, while the other had short, blue hair. In front of them sat the cause of all their problems.

“X-xia, what do we do?! Alisha’s going to be furious at me!”

“Madam Aubrey, I believe it’s best to handle this situation before worrying about the futur-”

“Alice hungry!”

“Ah, she’s so cute! No, wait, that’s not the problem! Xia, I made a mistake!”

“Madam Aubrey, you simply wished to assist with her evolution. I do not believe you should be solely held responsible for this…unexpected situation.”

“Xi Xi, Alice hungry!”

For a moment, the usually expressionless face of Xia crumbled, revealing a smile as she looked at Alice with a loving adoration. Reflecting in her eyes is what appears to be a small child at first, about ten years in age. However, this child was no normal child.

She had deep, black hair and eyes. From her back sprouted small raven wings, while her feet were not ordinary human feet but were talons that a bird, or rather a raven, would usually have. Her facial features contained a mix of Alisha in it. She was unsteady on her feet, and kept glancing around before returning to grasping the hem of Xia’s shirt.

“Xi Xi!” Unable to pronounce Xia’s name correctly, the child named Alice tugged on her shirt.

“M-Madam Alice, I-I’ll get you some food!” Unable to suppress her caring voice that was mixed with slight panic, Xia dug into her bags before pulling out a ration pack. Tilting her head, Alice shook it a moment later.

“Yucky! Alice wants yummy!”

Xia looks a bit more panicked before Aubrey dug into her own bag, pulling out a few monster cores she’d received from Alisha. Upon seeing them Alice tried to eat them out of Aubrey’s hand, as if she were a bird pecking at food.

Not seeming to mind, Aubrey had a stiff smile on her face. “How did this happen, Xia?”

“I…I do not know, Madam Aubrey. My expertise does not lie in evolved monsters. What I know is it should not have been possible for her to become an evolved monster so early on, I can only guess that it had something to do with her evolution…and your involvement.”

Grimacing while watching Alice eat, Aubrey remembered the details vividly of the time Alice had begun evolving. 

It all started hours earlier. After successfully hunting a pack of valuable monsters, Alice had started to act oddly, nibbling at Aubrey’s hands as well as crying out. After checking Alice, she’d found Alice had reached level 10 and likely was ready to evolve. Remembering the words of Elise, Aubrey had dug into her bag and pulled out the Tooth of Erebus and gave it to Alice along with dozens of the Dark-type magic cores. 

After eating everything within seconds, Alice hugged herself with her wings, falling into a slumber as a mass of Darkness magic surrounded her in a large cocoon, far bigger than Alice herself. Upon seeing this, Aubrey set up her magic tools to create a barrier around the pair, as well as spreading a powder that would ward off any curious monsters. 

After doing all of this, Aubrey had become nervous. She’d never witnessed the evolution of a monster before, and this was a bonded monster of her dear friend! Without much thought, Aubrey hugged the cocoon and provided it with lifeforce, overdoing it a bit as evident by the loss of five levels. While she had been providing lifeforce to the cocoon, Xia had arrived and somehow bypassed the barrier she had placed.

After two days, the cocoon finally cracked as a strong wave of energy flooded out, followed by a large amount of Darkness, painting the usually dull grey sky of daylight completely dark, covering the clearing where they sat in a darkness deeper than the lowest floor of the Tomb of Lilith. As the cocoon crumbled away, it revealed the small child that Aubrey and Xia were now stressing out about, who was dressed in a mismatch of clothing Aubrey and Xia had found in their bags.

“What should we do? This entire situation is abnormal. A bonded pet becoming an evolved monster isn’t something I’ve heard about, nor should her level be reset to 1.” Looking worried, Aubrey watched as Alice finished eating. 

“She may only be level 1, but I can sense her power to be much more powerful than that, her mana signature alone is abnormally strong.” Glancing at Alice, who was now looking around with a curiosity befitting of a child, Xia frowned slightly. “We should head back to Vale. We need to meet with Elise, as Alisha is currently undergoing training, and seek what to do.” Rubbing her chin with thought, Xia seemed unsure of what to do as she suggested the only thing that came to mind.

“Ugh. It’s my fault, I hope she won’t hate me.” With an expression like she was on the verge of tears, Aubrey began to carefully pack away her belongings, being careful as to not let up the barrier while Xia moved a hand to her rapier.

“Can you handle them?” Keeping her voice low while slowly packing, Aubrey avoided looking at Xia.

“Given their inability to hide themselves away from you, let alone me, they will not be an issue. I count six, what about you?”

“Five, but I can also sense something else that is faint. They must’ve been attracted here when Alice’s cocoon opened and the darkness covered the sky for a moment.”

“Then they must believe they can claim her as a slave. Their stares are not of concern but rather greed. They’ve been eyeing me with looks of hostility while also attempting to check the System.” As she was technically level 55, Xia could detect when anyone below her level attempted to check her System. Slowly moving a palm up her sword arm, runes appeared as it passed before fading into her skin. She does the same to the other arm before closing her eyes.

“Keep the barrier up.” Saying this softly, Xia opens her eyes as she disappears with a faint of purple smoke and runes being left behind. A scream resounded throughout the clearing and looking at the course, Aubrey saw Xia gripping the neck of an adventurer with a Silver Grade necklace.

Sensing a pulse of mana, a repeat of what happened to the Bishop in the Tomb of Lilith happened once again. Purple cracks ran along the adventure's neck before he burst apart, a deafening silence followed before five others emerged from the hiding spot and shouted in anger while drawing their swords and charging Xia.

Before they could move closer however, a small panicked voice shouted out. “XI XI!” Underneath three of the adventurers, large claws emerged from their shadows, grasping them before squeezing them, crushing their bodies completely. The only reaction those three had was of shock, never being able to mutter a word as they died.

Gasping, Aubrey looked at Alice who was standing with her hand out before she started swaying. “Alice sleepy.” Catching her before she fell, Aubrey looked down at Alice in disbelief. The ones she’d just killed were level 41, yet this little girl had killed them easily…well, at the exchange of her entire mana pool. Because Alice wasn’t bonded to her, Aubrey could not see her Stats, but knew from Race she was far from normal.




	
Level 1 Alice

Raven of Erebus

Health: 10,000/10,000









That amount of health, or rather lifeforce for Aubrey, was normal for those at or above level 45. That excluded vampires or other monsters that depended on blood or some form of lifeforce.

Turning back, Aubrey saw Xia finish the last two adventurers off with ease, before turning into a puff of purple smoke and runes once again, reappearing where she had been.

“I can watch her if Madam Aubrey wishes to collect the loot of those fools.”

Aubrey removes the magic tools that provided the barrier before moving over to quickly claim the bags of the now dead adventures. Xia kneels before the sleeping Alice, softly patting her hair. 

“Strange. That magic was strong enough to kill three so easily, yet she appears as a level 1. An irregularity of the System, or is she something different?” Muttering aloud, Xia continues to softly stroke Alice’s hair and before long, Aubrey returns.

“Madam Aubrey, I believe it might be best for us to figure out what has happened to Alice before we see Alisha. This is something outside of our expertise and Alisha is currently undergoing training. I do not wish to add to her worries, rather I wish to find the answers, or at least determine what has happened, before we meet with Alisha.”

“Mm, I had thought the same. For the time being, let's find Elise, she is the only one I trust apart from Alisha.” Carefully picking up the sleeping Alice, Aubrey nodded to Xia. “I’ll carry her while you keep us safe. I have a method to retreat back to Vale instantly, though I’d like to avoid doing so unless it’s absolutely unavoidable.”

Keeping her rapier unsheathed, Xia takes the lead while staying close to Aubrey who carried Alice. Upon reaching Vale after three days of travelling slowly, as both did not want to disturb Alice’s sleep, they arrived at the gates and after having their identity confirmed were allowed in. Alice had slept this entire time, but they were not concerned as it wasn’t uncommon for a newly evolved monster to sleep for a few days.

Attracting some curious, and hostile, looks while walking, Aubrey and Xia continue to walk. Xia had sheathed her weapon upon entering Vale, however she remained vigilant. Her orders had been to protect Aubrey and Alice until Alice had finished evolving, but with the situation being unique, Xia had decided to continue protecting Alice until such a time her safety could be ensured.

Upon arriving at and entering the Guild building, it did not take long for Elise to find them. Initially Elise approached them with a smile, which turned into a slightly confused look upon seeing the young girl in Aubrey’s hands then into sheer and utter confusion.

“Come with me.” Quickly speaking, Elise led the three down a hall and into a small room with a bed. A standard short stay room within the Guild, intended for those that needed treatment as soon as possible or needed a place to stay for a few nights. Aubrey carefully lays Alice down on the bed while Elise looks confused.

“Aubrey, Xia, just what happened?” Speaking softly, she turned her attention to the two who looked nervous still.

Explaining the situation in detail to Elise, Aubrey made sure to give her all details, regardless of how big or small. Being used to how Aubrey explained problems to her, Elise made sure to soak in every little detail she could. Once Aubrey finished, confusion could still be seen clearly on Elise’s face.

“I have never heard of such a thing. In fact, it shouldn’t be possible.” Standing there pondering for a moment, Elise pulled out a slap of paper with a brown feather on it before it lit up and burned out quickly.

Soon, the door to the room and an elderly man entered. With a beak instead of a nose and mouth, large hawk wings behind him and talons in the place of feet. As Northern Hawk enters, he glances at Elise before his eyes snapped to Alice, a frown appearing.

“What is this?” Speaking in a low, grumpy voice, he turns to Elise who explains the entire story to him once again. After the story had finished, Northern Hawk started looking over Alice with a keen eye before turning to Elise and tilting his head to the door, before walking out. Elise follows him, leaving the three in the room. Closing the door, Northern Hawk had a deep frown on his face.

“Do you know what has happened?” Asking with some curiosity, Elise leaned against the wall looking lost.

“Tsk, you can’t figure it out yourself?!” Crossing his arms with a grumpy expression, Northern Hawk looks at Elise.

“So you don’t know either.” Chuckling, Elise had known Northern Hawk for some time and could tell by his response that he too was unsure.

Wings twitching in annoyance, Northern Hawk shrugged. “As you know, the higher level an evolved monster becomes, the more our features match our original monster form. We still don’t understand why some monsters evolve to become so human looking, even that young deer in there doesn’t remember her evolution or time as a monster with her so-called perfect memory.

“I can only guess that the combination of that Tooth I gave the young fox in combination with the young deer’s excessive use of lifeforce during the evolution process has created something…new. Strength of a being at or nearly level 50 yet only shows as a level 1.” Scratching his head with an annoyed expression, his wings ruffled a bit.

“Regardless of how we act, we still don’t know anything about the System or this world after all.” Sighing, Elise heard noises coming from the room.

“ALICE HUNGRY!” An angry childish voice rang out, muffled by the wood but yet clear. The sounds of Xia and Aubrey could be heard, attempting to calm Alice and offer any sort of food they had.

“That boss of yours should know, right?” Northern Hawk asks after looking away from the door to the room. 

“He isn’t here. He’s once again being showcased along with Roland in an attempt to prevent war from breaking out. Even though he’s attached to the Guild he still wants to prevent war from breaking out…” Sighing, Elise shook her head. Only a select few knew about the possibility of war coming to Vale and it was out of the greed of a country who had targeted Vale for some time.

“Hmph, so they’re still barking at us. Either way, that youn-”

Before he could finish, a darkness covered the hallway, completely obstructing their vision before it rescinded. Standing between the two was the young girl who had a moment ago been laying in the bed.

“El El!” Alice grabs Elise’s hand. “Alice hungry!” Giving her a face that was on the verge of tears, Alice pulled at Elise’s hand as Elise’s heart melted from the sight. Bending down, she smiled gently as she pet Alice’s head.

“What do you want to eat, Alice?” 

“Yummy! Alice want yummy!”

“What is yummy, Alice?” While Elise spoke to Alice, the door to the room slammed open as Xia and Aubrey rushed out in a panic, looking down the corridor before their eyes landed on Alice in relief.

“Yummy! Yummy rocks!” Wildly gesturing with her hands, Alice looked around as if hoping the so-called yummy could appear.

“S-she wants monster cores, I think the Dark-type ones.” Speaking in haste, Aubrey stood to the side looking at Alice with concern.

Elise glances at Northern Hawk who snorts. “Fine, wait here young raven, I’ll bring you yummy.” Turning on the spot, he walks away quickly. Though he had tried to hide it, Elise had noticed his eyes had become rather soft when looking at Alice. Northern Hawk had always had hardened, sharp eyes that showed no emotion. 

“Yay! Yummy!” Smiling at Northern Hawk’s words, Alice tugs on Elise’s hand once again, trying to lead her to the room once again.

It did not take long for Northern Hawk to return. Reaching into a dimensional bag, he pulled a rather large bag out and dropped it onto the bed. Opening it, it was filled to the brim with Dark-type monster cores.

“Yay!” Giggling, Alice starts eating them right out of the bag without using her hands.

“Ah! Alice, not like that!” In a panic, Elise starts teaching Alice how to grab a core and eat it. While this happened, Northern Hawk reached into his dimensional bag and pulled out another three bags of Dark-type monster cores.

“For this one time only, it’s on the house. Tell the young fox to come around more, I need more business.” Handing the bags to Aubrey and Xia, he leaves quickly. Chuckling, Elise stood up as Alice started eating the cores one at a time with her hand.

“That sly old man. He’ll never admit it, but he adores his customers. He doesn’t receive many customers, so the ones that come regularly to his store he tends to adore them. Well now.” Turning to Alice, Elise smiled stiffly. “About what Northern Hawk said…”

Explaining everything that she had discussed with Northern Hawk, the two only seemed more confused, though Aubrey looked guilty. “So it is my fault.”

“No, it's not. You have nothing to be at fault for. Alice is fine, happy and healthy. Alisha won’t blame you for anything, in fact I’d imagine other than being a bit shocked, she’ll be rather happy.”

Alice’s ears perk up at Elise’s words. Seemingly satisfied with what she’d eaten, half a bag of cores, she looked at Elise.

“Where’s mummy?” Tilting her head, Alice looked around before standing from the bed, looking at Aubrey.

“Mummy?” Muttering that word for a moment, Elise looked confused before realisation arose on her face. Xia and Aubrey also came to the same realisation. Alice was asking for Alisha!

“S-she’s a bit busy, Alice. We can see her soon.” Putting Alice’s head, Alice scrowled. 

“NO! ALICE WANTS MUMMY!” Rather than looking angry, Alice instead looked cute.

“Madam Alice, may I hold your hand for a moment?”

Stepping forward, Xia gently lifted the angry Alice’s hand. Stroking it lightly, the light of a purple rune couldn’t escape Elise’s notice as she watched the rune appear and then sink into Alice’s hand. Quickly deciphering the rune, she knew it was an Arcane rune, with one purpose. Tracking.

“Alis-Mummy is very busy, we can go and visit her in a few days, okay?” Speaking unnaturally softly, Xia attempted to calm the agitated Alice. She moved her palms along her own arms, more runes revealing themselves. 

Shaking her hand free from Xia’s gentle hold, Alice spun around before locking onto a certain direction. “Mummy!” Suddenly a deep darkness spread out around the room quickly, rescinding within seconds. Alice had disappeared. 

In a flash of purple smoke, Xia too disappeared. Elise, watching this with a bit of shock, knew Xia was following Alice. Aubrey looked shocked.

“T-that’s right! Alice just teleported earlier too!” Looking at Elise, Elise shrugged.

“If I had to make a bet, Alice locked onto her unique link with Alisha and has started making her way to her. Either Xia will catch up and bring her back…or Alice finds Alisha. I’ll alert the Royal Guard, go to Flowing River, Alisha is there currently. Hopefully Xia catches Alice beforehand…and I hope the masters of Flowing River don’t assume her to be an enemy.”

Aubrey nods with a determined look before running out of the room while Elise sighs and pulls out another slip of paper. Burning it, she waited for the representative of the Royal Guard to arrive, hoping that things wouldn’t escalate at Flowing River.

            

    
        Chapter 94 - A Surprise

    
    
    
    
                Collapsing onto the ground panting for breath, I had just finished attempting to scale the cliff. My entire body had seemingly given up protesting, instead it was now just throbbing painfully. It had been three days since I had started my second attempt at all of these exercises, and I had made progress. 

I had gotten a lot better at swinging through the small forest, the last time I had only fallen once and missed a branch twice. I had reached the lake and gotten halfway back before falling into the river when attempting the stone jumps and finally I had gotten three quarters of the way up the cliff. 

Hearing footsteps coming towards me, I slowly got to my feet and saw Halone making her way towards me.

“Good work. You’re progressing a lot faster than I had thought you would. Remove your gloves, I wish to have a spar with you.” Removing the gloves, I threw them to the side as Halone spoke again. “Use your current style, along with magic and mana circulation. Do not use your Domain, Lunar or Astral Ice magic, only your wind magic.”

I tilt my head slightly. “I thought you wanted me to forget the Dancing Fox Wind Style?” 

“And that is still the case, however before I can teach you to forget something I must know how it works so I can correctly guide you to stop using it. Now, try and hit me within thirty minutes.”

Nodding, I kick up the wind around me and move in on Halone.

***

“That’s enough.” Stepping back, I release the wind and exhale. “Put your gloves back on, I wish to discuss a few things.” Doing as she says, I put them on as she sits. As if they appeared from thin air, a teapot and two cups appeared. Sitting down with Halone, she pours two cups and hands one to me. Taking a sip, she starts speaking.

“Your style, is it based on Graceful Dancing Wind Style?” Frowning, I tried to recall if Teacher Lee mentioned that at all. Shaking my head, Halone pondered for a moment. “May I ask where you learnt this style of fighting?”

Explaining how I had met Teacher Lee in Crater Hell, along with his training and reasons for teaching me, Halone looked thoughtful before nodding.

“It seems to be either a modified version of Graceful Dancing Wind Style or its predecessor. Tell me, what were you like back then? Like what was your height, weight, magic and Stats?”

Telling her all that I could recall, Halone followed along while slowly drinking her tea. Putting down her empty cup, she started speaking.

“The Shrine Master who taught you was completely correct. The Graceful Dancing Wind Style, or as you call it Dancing Fox Wind Style, was indeed the best choice for you. However, you have very quickly outgrown it. 

“The purpose of the style is to allow those that are weaker to fight while relying on magic. Your achievements while using this style are admirable, like being the first to solo the tenth floor of the Tomb of Lilith. It is holding you back however. You have outgrown it by a lot, to the point where you are holding yourself back to use it. 

“Everything that you do currently withholds your true Strength and Agility. Perhaps a demonstration will suffice. Using your style, run at and strike that tree with your full power. Feel free to utilise your strength enhancing Lunar spell.”

As she pointed at a tree, I stood and charged at the tree, applying a Lunar Blessing to myself as I used the wind to push myself forward as well as increase the force of my punch, increasing it to the strongest I’ve had it. My fist pierces through the trunk of the tree easily, making a hole about double the width of my arm.

Pulling back while breathing out, I looked down at the damage to the tree. Doubts started to come to mind. Was this not enough? This strength caused this much damage, and I knew damn well how tough this tree could be…after losing my temper on many of them.

“Now, without using your style and only using your body, punch the tree over there. I will correct you everytime you show any sign of using your current style of fighting.”

It took just over an hour of trying as Halone kept correcting me the very second I did something like relaxing my muscles before striking, or while running. Finally, everything clicked.

Covering the distance of about ten metres within two seconds, I threw the fist out that I had pulled back. Connecting with the tree, a deafening crack rang out as the tree snapped in two, before the top half, where the impact had been, flew off for a few metres. Stumbling for a moment, I widened my eyes in shock and surprise. 

In front of me was now the stump of a tree, slightly uprooted, as the rest of the tree laid about five metres away. My hand hadn’t broken this time, rather it felt numb with pain but was otherwise fine. Is this due to the training, or because of Halone helping me earlier?

Looking back at Halone, she simply continued to sip her tea. Sitting down once again, Halone looked over at the tree I had just punched.

“Graceful Dancing Wind Style. It’s a style, rather than a martial art. It doesn’t have any particular skills or techniques and relies on one's mastery of wind magic to master. It is taught to those that have small, slim figures and talent in fighting, however the purpose of the style is to let those with low strength keep on par with those around them. 

“The primary method is the relaxation of muscles. It makes it harder for one to predict the users movements, and lets the user be more flexible so dodging attacks is easier. By tensing at the last moment, it will allow you to strike with some force. With the addition of Wind magic, it brings everything to the next level.”

Nodding to her explanation, it nearly matched what Teacher Lee had taught me. I had been feeling strangely limited by using this style before, however I had thought it was because I had not improved upon it and only really ever used the basics that I had been taught. After Xia helped me to show my true strength, I started to realise just how much strength I actually had.

“You were taught this style correctly. In fact, I believe the Dancing Fox Wind Style as you call it fit you perfectly for your circumstances at the time. However, in a short amount of time, you have suddenly become extremely strong, plus you have grown taller. Thus the style is starting to hold you back rather than be helpful for you.”

So Teacher Lee had taught me the best thing he could? I remembered we had spoken about Stats and Stat ranks back then, when most of my Stats were still about F rank, with my Agility being around D rank. He also claimed raising Stat Ranks were rare and most never did in their lifetime, yet according to Elise it was quite common. She had said Teacher Lee may have been from an era long gone.

“I see…” Muttering this outloud, I had to admit that the strength and speed I demonstrated was on a new level without using Dancing Fox Wind Style. 

“I will say, perhaps you can use parts of Dancing Fox Wind Style along with Flowing River.” Glancing at Halone, she still had her eyes closed while sipping her tea. “The Wind magic you use, instead of using it to increase your force and strength, it should be used to increase the power of your strikes. You already surround your fists with a sharp, fast wind which gives it the piercing strength you displayed there.” Pointing at the tree I had punched with Dancing Fox Wind Style, I understood what she was talking about.

“What about the wind around me?”

“A perfect use to assist with your toughness, though it may get in the way of Flowing River, however martial arts is not something one learns and imitates, but rather they learn and adapt it to their own fighting style. Perhaps you may carve your own path with Flowing River. You can not do this with Dancing Fox Wind style, the two simply conflict too much and as you saw you lose too much strength.”

Standing, Halone put the teapot and cups away somehow before looking at me. “Continue with your training. You have three days to compl-”

Before she could finish, darkness spread out the entire area. Shocked, I stood up, trying to look around. This darkness obstructed my eyes! As quickly as it came, it vanished. Blinking as my vision returned, I looked around before my eyes quickly snapped onto someone who absolutely wasn’t here before.

A small girl stood there, looking directly at me. Before I could take in her features, the darkness returned once again. Raising my guard completely, I heard a mutter from Halone. “Interesting.”

As the darkness faded once again, I felt a blow to my stomach. As I’m about to react by slamming my fist down on whoever this was, every single instinct of mine screamed not to attack whoever it was. As I’m tackled to the ground, a young girls face appeared above me before she hugged me

“Mummy!”

HUH?! I knew that word was what a child would typically call a mother, but when did I have a child?! Suddenly, I felt excitement and happiness coming from the child that had crashed tackled me, and at the same time a sound I had only heard a few days ago.

“Kraa!”

Sitting up quickly, I look down at the young girl. Seeing her small black raven wings, hair and talons instead of feet, my mind spun for a moment as a name came to mind. Alice?!

“A-Alice?” With some uncertainty in my voice, I spoke. 

“Mummy! Kraa!”

Unsure of what was happening, close by I saw Xia suddenly appear. Pale in the face with sweat dripping from her forehead. She was panting, hard. As she looks around desperately, he finally looks towards us, her eyes on Alice as relief spreads on her face before her eyes snapped to mine. She froze for a moment before disappearing in a puff of purple smoke and runes before reappearing before me, kneeling.

“M-madam. I’m s-sorry.” Still panting heavily, Xia kept her head bowed as I sat there, completely confused. Glancing up at Halone, she seemed rather amused.

“Alisha, what is your relation to that girl? I believe she called you ‘mummy’?” Her lips were slightly curved up as she asked with a bit of amusement. Looking down at Alice, who was still hugging me tightly, to Xia then back to Halone, I didn’t know what to say.

“Well, it seems whatever the case, we appear to have visitors. Come, I believe these two will be related to the squad of Royal Guards demanding entry.”

Feeling my heart sink, I asked Alice to let go.

“NO! Alice wants Mummy!” Still unsure of what was happening, which was rapidly turning into shock as I started to realise that Alice had become an evolved monster, I stood with her dangling off me. With no alternative since she wouldn’t let go, I start following Halone as Xia follows closely behind. I just wanted to rest!

***

Approaching the closed doors, I see Tael currently standing there looking rather amused. He turns towards us as smiles gently.

“Ah, so that’s the little lady who has kicked up the ruckus outside.” His eyes land on Alice before looking at Halone. “Shall we shoo them away?”

“Well, that would work in our favour.” Flicking her wrist, the doors started opening. On the other side sat about ten armoured individuals, with one who stood in front of them all. He wore a Ruby Grade adventurers plate. Scanning each of us, his eyes very quickly landed on Xia and then Alice before he stepped forward.

“The Royal Guard hereby declares that the two individuals named Xia and Alice are to be detained until further notice. Your compliance is not necessary as we have determined to use force if required.”

As soon as those words left his mouth, those behind him moved forward a step. Getting over the initial shock of his statement, I immediately took up a defensive position. The Ruby Grade man snapped his head at me.

“Any retaliation will be met with force. Men, deta-”

“I do not believe we have given you permission to enter our establishment.” With his hands behind his back, Tael spoke. 

“Your permission is not needed. Men, deta-”

“You wish to enter the grounds and detain two of our students. That would be quite rude, would it not? Come now, tell us their crimes and we will ensure we punish our students appropriately.”

“Interrupt me once more and we’ll ensure you do not have an establishment.” Snapping his head to Tael while looking rather angry, he once again glared at Alice and Xia. “Men, deta-”

“Hold it.” A voice rang out behind the Royal Guards. The leading man, looking furious, snapped his head towards the sound as the Royal Guards parted to make way for two people. One was Elise, while the other was an older man that wore the same armour as the others.

“C-Commander Lore.” The Ruby Grade man quickly stiffens, giving a quick bow towards the elderly man.

“Stand down Russell. I’ve already investigated the situation, there is no need for detainment. This is simply a case of a newly born evolved monster.”

“S-sir.” Giving a quick bow, the man named Russel started ordering his men to move away. Watching them disperse, Lore turned to me before giving me a smile.

“Hero of the slums, it’s a pleasure to meet you. I must go, but I will leave you with some advice. Be sure to train Alice, next time we can not simply overlook this matter.” Turning, he gives a nod to Elise before walking away. Elise also bids us farewell before she leaves in another direction, seemingly having come to make sure everything is resolved peacefully. 

Appearing from a street, Aubrey appeared just as Elise left, looking around before making her way over to us. 

“A-Alisha, s-sorry.” 

Feeling overwhelmed by all that has happened, I simply sigh. “Halone, can I resolve this before returning to training?”

“Make it quick. Come inside of course, we’ll have some tea in the meantime.”

Looking at Aubrey, she seemed rather nervous and had a look of guilt on her face. I felt confused about this, and turning to Xia, she only gave me a small nod. Sighing again, I follow Halone and Tael as the doors close behind us, eager to know just what in the world has happened.

            

    
        Chapter 95 - Growth

    
    
    
    
                “NOOO! Alice hate water!”

Alice attempts to escape my grasp but fails to do so. I had found that if I physically held Alice, she couldn’t teleport away…or was unwilling to do so. Washing her hair, I thought about what had happened earlier today. After hearing the story from Xia and Aubrey, I had initially been shocked, but became happy that Alice was safe.

Giving up struggling, Alice turned and tried to look at me with a sad face. Used to this from when she had been in her monster form, I ignored it and kept washing her hair and wings. Once I finished and we got out of the lake, I quickly dressed the both of us and sat down. Alice quickly jumps into my lap and leans back, humming happily again.

For now, I decided to have Alice here with me, while Xia and Aubrey went to research if there had been any other evolved monsters like Alice. After checking her Status and Stats, I knew something strange had happened.

Her Status showed her Race as a Raven of Erebus. She required a staggering amount of experience to level up. In total, she required two million experience to level. Yet she had not gained any from killing the three adventurers. Aubrey believed that perhaps Alice required lifeforce to gain experience, though from her downing half a bag of monster cores she’d yet to receive any experience.

Lightly hugging Alice, she snuggled in closer and looked up at me. “Mummy, Alice wants training too!” Smiling at her words, she’d been watching me for the last day as I did the various exercises around the place. 

As I’m about to respond, I heard a voice behind us. “I believe I can help with that.” Tilting my head back, I saw Tael walking towards us with a light smile on his face. “I have an old friend who specialises in Dark Magic. He’s also very versed in teaching evolved monsters and children.”

Looking at Alice, she seemed excited about it. “How much would it be to have him train Alice?” 

“Hm, if you use that golden ticket of yours, he’ll do it. We don’t need it, we don’t select our students based on what they can pay us, we already have everything we want.” Looking at Alice, I see her looking at me, smiling.

“Do you want to learn more Dark magic?” Nodding, Alice hugs me as I smile. I felt excitement from the link between us, which had become strong. It became confusing to tell our emotions apart. 

“Now, Alisha, I want to know how you’re going with the courses?” Telling him I had only fallen from the trees twice, made two laps in the river and was close to the top of the cliff, he nodded.

“Good. I believe by tomorrow you’ll have finished everything. I will be training you once you’ve finished. Our main goal will be to slowly remove your reflex on using your old style, though we will look at keeping some aspects of it, as they will work well with Flowing River.”

Bidding us farewell, he walks away as I get up to once again run the exercises asked of me while Alice watches.

***

Panting, I lifted my hand and grabbed the edge of the top of the cliff. Slowly making my way up, I climbed to the top completely. Rolling onto my back, I breathed out as I stood. I had made it to the top, and the view from here was breathtaking. I had successfully swung through the trees for seven hours without dropping or slowing down, only staying on a branch for two to three seconds. I had completed three laps of the river without falling in once, and now I had climbed to the top of the cliff.

Looking down at my hands, I knew what this training had done for me. Previously I hadn’t been controlling my body correctly, when I fought I had used about the same amount of strength, and because of my Stats, Race and Class I had been stronger than what I had fought. There had been times where I used more strength and because of that I had overcome enemies, but I hadn’t been controlling that strength correctly.

“Beautiful view, isn’t it?” Hearing Tael behind me, I simply nodded as I took the view in. 

“We’ll begin our training here. You’ll no longer need those gloves. Put these bracelets on your wrists and ankles.” Passing the gloves to Tael, he passed me four chain-like bracelets. The System showed no information for them but I could see a faint green glow to them.

Putting them as instructed, I felt my body weight increase by about three times. Lifting my arm, I looked towards Tael as he explained. “You’ll be wearing these to limit your Agility and Strength for the duration of your training, in addition to restricting your magic. The next few days we will be working on resetting your reflexes, you’ll receive a different type of punishment the moment you try and use Dancing Fox Wind Style. 

“They will also keep constantly adjusting, so your body will always feel three times as heavy. Now, we’ll begin. Start off by fighting like normal, don’t try and rid yourself of how you normally would fight.”

Nodding, I breathed out and took my stance. The moment I did, I felt the muscles in my arms and legs get shocked, but it was different from the shocks I’d received from the white gloves. It was deep, affecting every muscle. Grimacing, we started sparring as I worked with Tael to stop using Dancing Fox Wind Style on reflex.

***

Throwing a fist out, Tael easily deflects it as he throws out his own. Sidestepping it, I throw a leg at his midsection as he grabs it and lightly throws me. Twisting my body midair, I land on my feet and duck, avoiding his kick. Springing up while turning, I throw a punch upwards as he dodges easily before stepping back, looking satisfied. 

“Good. It’s been nine hours since you were last shocked. We’ll stop here and begin teaching you the basics to Flowing River, starting at footwork. You’ll still be shocked if you attempt to relax any part of your body like you were using your previous style, so keep that in mind.”

Breathing out while rolling my shoulders, I thought over the last three days. I’d slowly but surely had stopped using Dancing Wind Fox Style, not due to the constant shocks but because I started being able to control my body much more easily due to the training I had before. 

“As you may have heard, the fundamentals to Flowing River is our ability to foresee attacks coming by watching our opponent and how they move. The same is true to other martial arts, they too will see how you attack by watching your movements. Flowing River minimises the amount of movement we do. Over the next few days we’ll practise your footwork, then following that we’ll work on your state of mind during combat.”

As he showed me the footwork, I noticed it was rather simple yet difficult to do. There was very little movement to it, the main points being on where to step to help absorb or dodge attacks. There was also knowing when it was best to move to attack as well. After two days, Tael stopped and smiled with satisfaction.

“You learn quickly, Alisha. Very good, very good. Now, about your state of mind, Halone has said you have good focus and control over your emotions, even after being attacked in surprise. You are very promising in this regard, however as we mentioned before you do in fact have a lot of negative emotions like anger and vengeance in your eyes.

“After we looked into your past, I can see why. Being chased by a Church, ambushed by them at multiple points of time and seemingly only being hunted because you’re part monster and part human must make one feel angry.”

Blinking a bit in surprise, I didn’t know they had known I wasn’t an evolved human. I had at some point given up telling people I was a Hybrid, since most kept assuming I was just an evolved human. 

“To help you achieve controlling these negative emotions a lot easier, we’ll be using a certain type of meditation, where you’ll be able to face those emotions and control them.” Pulling out a candle that is blue in colour with golden patterns on it, he sat it down and gestured for me to sit in front of it. “The moment I light this, close your eyes and clear your mind. You’ll soon find yourself facing your emotions.”

Nodding, I close my eyes as he lights the candle and clears my mind. As it clears of any thought, I find myself in a white void, facing another me. Looking at this other me, I found it to have a hateful look, anger on its face, but it was smiling.

Smiling back at it, I had already accepted this side of me, the so-called monster side to myself. 

Knowing I had no need to ‘fight’ this other me, and the other me knowing it did not need to fight me, we just stood there smiling at each other before it started speaking.

“You’re needing me less and less.”

“Mm, you are me and I am you. I’ll always need you.”

Stepping forward, I raise a hand to her. Taking it, she gave me a deep look before grinning.

Slowly, I felt myself merge with this other me. I knew deep down that rather than fighting for control over these emotions, we simply accepted each other. I may have relied less on these emotions, but they were very much still me. 

Opening my eyes, I breathed out as I looked at Tael. He was wide eyed, looking at me while shaking his head.

“For you to so easily accept your anger and hatred, you must’ve lived a brutal life. Even then, that is far too quick, most fail at this point because they fight against themselves.” Looking at me in disbelief once again, he snuffed out the candle.

“I apologise for lying to you. Calmness is not the sole purpose of this style, nor is it suppressing your emotions. We tell our potential students this to test them for this stage. While being calm during a fight is important, you need focus, complete and utter focus. You can not be distracted or lose yourself in bloodlust. You need to be able to keep your focus at all times, like when Halone surprise attacked you the other night. 

“This is why it’s important to control your emotions, so your anger doesn’t distract you. You need to be focused under any circumstances, never giving way to surprises, killing intent or anything that makes you lose that focus, even for a moment.”

Understanding what he meant, there had certainly been times where I had lost my focus before of situations he mentioned. Surprised at how something unexpected occurred, anger at my opponents and the killing intent Halone put me under the other day.

Standing, he frowned before laughing. “Halone was meant to start your training in a few days, as we thought it would take that long for you to realise what we had intended. She is currently bringing that friend of ours here to help train Alice.”

Smiling, I glanced behind me to see Alice. She’d been watching us training, seemingly happy. She’d even tried to practise footwork with us, earning a chuckle from Tael, who seemed more than happy to let her do so. We found very quickly that Alice was not good on her talons and gave up rather quickly, opting to watch while eating monster cores like they were snacks.

I had talked to Tael throughout the last few days and he revealed what type of Dark magic his friend specialised in. Dark magic could corrupt people, inflicting ailments on others, like Blindness that she’d known since she hatched. In fact, Tael had mentioned a branch of Dark magic could influence one's emotions, meaning they were the worst opponents for the Flowing River martial art.

 “Well, since Halone will be back in a few days, I’ll teach you. This was meant to be a skill you’d learn from me after Halone taught you, but you don’t need that training to learn what I’m about to show you.”

Pulling out four slips of paper, I saw that they were in the shape of a person. Flicking his wrist, he throws the paper to the side as they suddenly explode in size, turning into white, featureless figures. 

“Now, the skill I will be teaching you today is called Flowing Strikes. Before we begin, Alisha, what do you know about skills?”

Thinking about it, I only knew they used energy rather than magic, and telling Tael that he smiles. “That’s a basic understanding, but not incorrect. Yes, skills use energy. Do you know how to use your energy to use skills?” Telling him about Lashing Fire Kick, he nods and says “Good, how well can you control it?”

“I don’t really control it, sometimes I just think of it being stronger and it will be.” After thinking for a while, I told him how I’ve used it in the past.

“Alright, in that case we’ll first learn how to control the energy within your body. It won’t take long, similar to magic, energy revolves around our body and is much easier to control.” 

After a few hours, I had a good grasp on how to control energy. It was rather simple, as Tael had told me. We couldn’t exert energy outside of our bodies, like we could we magic, and the more energy was used the more tired we became, which is what I expected. After some practice, I managed to use Lashing Fire Kick and control the energy that went into it very well.

“Good, you learn quickly. Now, Flowing Strikes is a basic staple of Flowing River. It’s one of the few attacking skills we learn, and it gets stronger the longer you use it. It involves controlling your strength, energy and flow. You strike fast, and the more your attacks land, the harder they hit. Now, strike these dummies, use as little strength and energy and slowly raise them. We’ll continue this over and over, ensuring you reset yourself at my command.”

Third Person PoV

A sun hangs above an empty desert, the temperature high enough to leave one sweating. Here, a lone man walks through the desert, seemingly unaffected by the temperature. A bored expression could be seen underneath the boar mask that he wore. One step at a time, he continues his walk, unaffected by the sand.

A smile started creeping up his mouth as his thoughts went back to the one he had fought some time ago. The Blood God had demanded, or to The Blade, requested to eliminate one that He had a grudge with. The Blade did not know why the Blood God had wanted her to die, and out of boredom he had created an avatar to send to the Tomb of Lilith.

He hadn’t expected to meet someone that gave him that sense of excitement. Like him, she enjoyed the thrill of fighting, she had no fear in her eyes nor did she fight to just survive. As his smile grew, he looked in a certain direction.

“Too slow, she’ll grow too slowly…Vale, hm?” As thoughts came to mind on how to accelerate her growth, the sky inverted. From a hot, sunny day, it suddenly became a night sky, the moon hanging brightly in the sky. With his smile widening, he turns to face the person who had appeared in front of him.

“Selenia. What does the Angel of the Moon Goddess wish of me? Surely you wouldn’t appear to simply kill me.”

He knew if they were to fight, he would not live. He wasn’t afraid though. He just found it boring that if he was to die here, he wouldn’t be able to enjoy the fight.

Selenia smiles. “If I wished to take your life, my appearance wouldn’t be necessary. I’ve come to request your aide in a manner that benefits both of us.”

Blinking for a moment, The Blade starts laughing. At first a chuckle, then out loud. Looking at Selenia, his grin returned. “Me, aid one of Celestia’s Angels?! To think yo-”

Interrupting him, Selenia simply smiled. “I think you’d rather enjoy this request. After all, you get to aid in her growth.”

As she finished speaking, The Blade's smile disappeared. Looking at Selenia with a serious expression, his thoughts ran wild for a moment. “Why?”

“She is training to get stronger, however her growth is slow. She needs a threat, a reminder of this world. That in a night all that she cares for can be taken away. She is slowly forgetting this, and as she grows stronger she will forget. She must never forget, and there is only one place this lesson can be engraved into her. A place you and her have been before, at the same time.”

“Zalus.” Without waiting for her to tell him, The Blade said it first and smiled deeply. “You want my help to lead an army to Zalus?”

“It’s good you catch on quickly. Yes, I have already set a plan in motion to have her and those she cares about go to the ruins of Zalus. In half a year she will be there, and in that time I wish for her to remember. Do not hold back, but do keep in mind she won’t be as strong as you may think.”

“I will only do this under one condition.” 

“You wish to fight her, without interruption, once she is strong enough?”

Grinning, The Blade laughs once again. “It’s good you catch on quickly. Do we have a deal?”

As Selenia starts fading, she gives him a deep look. “Yes. I will set the stage when the time comes. Ensure you or your army do not kill her or any of those close to her, otherwise the deal is off.”

As The Blade stood there, his smile deepened. “Well, training her during this shouldn’t be a problem.” Facing a certain direction, The Blade starts walking, excitement in his step, as he crafted a plan of his own, to accelerate her growth while she was in Vale.

            

    
        Chapter 96 - Battlefield of Eternity

    
    
    
    
                Sitting under a tree by the river, Alice and I were currently relaxing outside, taking in the sight of the yard. Well, I was taking the sight in, Alice was sleeping with her head on my lap. Two months have passed, and in that time both of us have learnt a lot and become a lot stronger than we previously were.

I learnt Flowing Strikes within a week and it followed exactly as Tael said. It’s a skill intended to be used against enemies who have higher Toughness, starting from weak blows you build up quickly to stronger points, until you find the point where your punches, sword swings or rapier strikes start doing damage. It involves controlling your speed, strength and energy and once you find the right amount of all three to cause damage, you fight normally using that amount. Flowing Strikes isn’t needed for enemies that were weaker or took damage easily. 

The next lesson that was taught to me was done by Halone and it involved learning how to minimise my movements and increase the efficiency of the movements I did. At the same time, she taught me to dodge, deflect and counterattack. It took over a month for me to fully grasp everything she’d taught me, and I still required more practice, especially with counterattacking. 

When it came to counterattacks, it was done on reflex. If I deflect or dodge an attack, I need to be able to strike out with a fist, kick or a weapon attack as soon as the attack is deflected or dodged, this is something that I found difficult to do. The same occurred with deflecting or dodging spells, though I had more success with this, which Halone found strange.

For the last two weeks I’ve been learning how to watch one’s movements and muscle tension to know when they would attack or defend, if they were going to move forward or back. Both Tael and Halone were teaching me at the same time, and my mind, while absorbing as much of the knowledge they were showing and demonstrating still felt overwhelmed with everything I had learnt. 

So far I have noticed a huge amount progress with fighting. I knew that with Flowing River I was learning it very quickly, surprising both Halone and Tael with how quickly I picked up their techniques. In fact, they seemed rather happy with how I was picking up their teachings and had forgotten to officially welcome me as their disciple. Right now, they were arranging a ceremony of sorts and in the meantime they had given me a week to do as I wish, including leaving the dojo. I already knew what I wanted to do.




	You may enter Dimensional Dungeons once again.






I had told Tael my intentions of entering a dungeon that wasn’t Tomb of Lilith and he had given me approval, in fact he seemed excited for me to try delving into a dungeon. His only condition was that it could only be Alice and I entering one by ourselves. He explained how Dimensional Dungeons worked as well. Multiple people could enter a Dimensional Dungeon, but you wouldn’t run into anyone who wasn’t a part of the group you entered with.

The biggest fear that people faced in these dungeons were mutations, as normal monsters could potentially mutate into different ranking monsters, which were Elite, General, Commander and finally Guardian, making the monster vastly stronger and more powerful. After some discussions, we found the best dungeon for me to enter was one named the Battlefield of Eternity, a level 45 Dimensional Dungeon. It posed danger enough for me to feel threatened, but wasn’t a maze of puzzles or traps, meaning I could fully focus on fighting.

Tael had given me a palm-sized stone that could be crushed to exit the dungeon in case of an emergency. After all, I wasn’t going in to lose my life but to train and gain some experience. Stroking Alice’s hair while she slept, I looked at my wrists. Tael had removed the chains on my wrists for the time being, and after doing a few rounds of training I found my speed and strength to be incredible. In a single second, I could punch about three to four times with enough strength to deal a lot of damage.

“Alice sweety, wake up. We need to head home and get ready.” 

“Mmmm”


Raising her head sleepily, Alice looked at me before smiling widely and hugging me. Alice only acted this way towards me, never once ignoring what I said and always taking a chance to tightly hug me whenever she could. Over the last two months Elise had delivered several dozen bags of Dark-type monster cores as Alice refused to eat anything I didn’t cook. 

Leaving the dojo, Alice and I headed towards our home. Entering, I made my way upstairs, grabbing the healing potions we had ready as well as Lunaria’s Fury. Heading into the kitchen, I quickly made some ration cubes with the leftover vegetables and meat, a variation of mine. After making about twenty, I stored them away before checking the garden.

All of the seedlings had started growing, some of which were nearly fully grown, while some still sproutlings. Those that were slow to grow were fine as they required some more time to grow then the others. Seeing as none required any harvesting, I went back inside. Alice was running around looking at the various rooms in excitement and hearing me call out, she ran to my side.

Walking down the streets towards Dungeon Avenue, we received some hostile glares which we ignored. I had thought Alice might be intimidated but she seemed to ignore the stares as well. After asking an adventurer group, we quickly found the entrance to the Battlefield of Eternity. 

A guard stood by the doors, and upon seeing Alice and I he frowned. “I’m sorry, but I can not allow you to enter. A Bronze Grade and a Level 1 would die within.”

Taking out a letter from my bag, I handed it to him as his frown deepened. Opening the letter, he read the contents while seeming a bit confused. Looking both of us over, he sighed. 

“Masters who think their disciples are ready…foolish. Alright, enter. I’ll inform the Guild that Bronze Grade adventurer Alisha and her companion Alice have entered the Battlefield of Eternity and are likely to perish within.”

Frowning at his comment, I decided to simply ignore him as Alice followed me towards the doors, and opening them we were met with a flash of light.

When the light faded, we were on top of the walls of a city. Around us were guards that were fighting against an army. Tael had told me the general layout of this dungeon. It’s an ancient battlefield, where the forces of an unknown army attempted to lay siege to this city, the reason for doing so were unknown but they had a certain amount of fear.

The reason why it was recommended for us to enter this dungeon is because when you attacked the army, they were at first surprised by you attacking which caused them to be easy to kill and it took a while for them to turn on you. Parties came in here to clear up to the Guardian on the other side of the attacking army, earning an easy dungeon clear. As expected, the dungeon quest came up.




	
Dungeon Quest: Defeat the Unknown.

An army lays siege to the city of Hale for reasons that are unknown, even to those within the city. The attackers do not hesitate to kill those within the city, however there is a fear when they kill. Find out the reason for their fear, and defeat the Guardian.

Rewards will be determined on performance.

Current Dungeon Performance: F








Seeing the quest, I had expected it thanks to what Tael had told me. This dungeon had been done hundreds of times, parties had attempted over and over to find why there was a fear within the attacking army but had been unsuccessful. They had even turned on the city, but found nothing, the city was too large for them to successfully investigate everywhere, even with swapping information they had simply given up as they were unable to find anything.

Even with trying to interrogate those within the attacking army, they simply weren’t able to find a reason for their fear so instead they simply turned to making the dungeon as efficient as possible, taking years to find a route that parties could easily go through for the best experience and materials. Tael had told me the best route, but I figured it would be best to just focus on practising Flowing Strikes and minimal movements. 

As I prepare to jump off the edge, Alice suddenly tugs at my shirt. Turning, I smiled and asked her what was wrong. She was staring intently into the inner city, a serious expression on her face. Pointing inwards, she turned to me.

“Darkness.”

Frowning, I looked towards where she pointed. She pointed to the left of the centre of the city, where a large castle sat. Such an obvious building must’ve been searched before, though I knew Alice had an extraordinary sense when it came to detecting darkness magic or energy. The teacher Halone had introduced to us, simply going by the name Ken, had told me Alice had potential he had never seen when it came to Darkness magic, she absorbed everything he taught her with no difficulties…when she would listen.

Turning to look at the attacking army, I knew that others had gotten poor performance when doing this dungeon, but it was still popular because of the amount of enemies and materials. Thinking back to the Temple of the Blood Gods, had Alice found the True Route for this dungeon, or is it something else? 

“Alright, Alice. Let’s go check it out.”

“Yes!” Alice jumps onto my back as we leap off the wall towards the city. The guards around us look at us with some confusion before focusing back on the army outside their walls. The guards that defended gave no experience, so they were ignored by those who came in here.

Making our way through the streets of the city, the closer we got to the castle the emptier the streets became, until we were the only ones walking along the streets. Tael had mentioned this, as it turns out the city was devoid of any living beings or monsters, which is why most had given up investigating the city in full. Arriving outside of the castle after an hour of walking, I looked up at it and couldn’t sense anything strange.

“Are you sure, Alice?”

“NO!” Shouting, she points at the castle. Frowning, I suddenly remembered Alice wasn’t good with her words yet, so she might be pointing in a direction. Walking around the castle, I checked with Alice and saw her still pointing in the same direction. 

Following her finger as we walk through several abandoned streets, we finally circle a run down shack. Knowing she was pointing towards the shack, or something inside, we walked inside and straight away I knew something was wrong. I felt the hairs on my neck stand as I looked around, but didn’t see anything strange, though we were only standing in the corridor. In front of us was a single wooden door that Alice was pointing towards.

While I had a sense of danger, Alice seemed to have a sense of excitement. Keeping my guard up, I opted to kick the door open. Watching the door explode into splinters while most of it flew off the hinges, a room entered our vision that made me frown. 

Various body parts of humans scattered the ground, while heads of various humans, evolved monsters or monsters hang on the wall, a spike impaled through their forehead, dozens of them were impaled in the wall. In the middle of the room was an altar, with a freshly dissected body, the blood only a few hours old.

“Alice, is it here?” The sight didn’t bother me, but rather this sense of danger was bothering me, yet nothing was alive around here. Alice points directly beneath us.


“Down!” Below us? While I’m thinking about it, something strange happened with the System.




	
Quest Received! 

Clap three times: Clap your hands happily three times!

Rewards are determined based on your performance.








Huh?! Alice hadn’t reacted so I knew she’d yet to receive this strange quest though I wasn’t sure if she could. Thinking for a moment, I put on a smile and clapped three times.




	
Quest completed!

Clap three times completed. Rewards available:

2x Moon Goddess Warding Charm.

1x Written Note








Raising an eyebrow, I claimed the rewards as two waning moon symbols landed in my hand, followed by a folded piece of paper. The symbols were made from a shining silver metal and felt soft to the touch.




	
Moon Goddess Warding Charm

Protects the user from the Darkness while preventing them from being controlled. The Moon Goddess will forever be your light in the darkness.








Why am I receiving such a thing? Unfolding the note, everything quickly made sense.

"Alisha,

I can not write much, as the System will simply refuse to allow me to give you this quest and reward if I do so.

Be careful. You and Alice have stumbled onto something truly sinister, these Charms will assist you greatly but what you’re about to face is on another level from what you’re used to. If I had known Alice could find that I would’ve told you not to go, but now you’re here you should see it for yourself, the rotten side of all living beings.

Alisha, remember, stay alive. Your fate does not end here, get out if you must but don’t allow yourself to become a Fallen. I will explain the truth to you once you have conquered the True Route of that dungeon.

May the Moon Goddess protect you.

Selenia."

‘So she was related to the Moon Goddess.’ Pursing my lips while wondering what a 'Fallen' is, I ask Alice to hop off. Turning to her, I crouch and put the charm around her neck as she hugs me.

“Mummy, thank!” Giggling while she talks, I ruffle her hair while putting on my charm. As soon as I did, I felt that sense of danger disappear completely as the room around us changed.

Raising an eyebrow, I looked at the spiral staircase that led downwards where the altar previously sat. If I had approached the altar I would’ve fallen down those stairs, was that why I felt that sense of danger? Looking at the walls, the impaled heads were still there.

The charm on both Alice and I was slightly shining silver, and taking this to mean its protection was working, I lifted Alice and held her in my arms as she hugged my neck. If need be, Alice could erect a cocoon of Darkness around the both of us on reflex, something she’d learnt from Ken. As my foot landed on the first step down, the creepiest sight filled my vision.

All the heads, the dozens that were impaled and dead, all snapped their eyes onto me. As one, they whispered. 

“Celestia…” The word echoes through the room for a moment before they all scream. Just as the scream started, Alice quickly surrounded us with a cocoon.

“BAD!” Raising her fist and shaking it at the heads, Alice sounded cute rather than angry. “DON’T HURT MUMMY!”

Tilting my head, I looked through the cocoon of Darkness. It was there, but Alice and I could see past it while others couldn’t see us. The heads were disappearing one by one in a burst of black flames and soon they had all vanished.




	
You have found an alternative route.

Current Dungeon Performance: F -> D








The highest a group has gotten before was D+ rank from fighting the army in front, so getting this ranking now meant we were on the True Route. Tael had explained that True Route’s were unknown and most were down to chance, but this time Alice had managed to find the starting point.

Once all the heads disappeared, I looked around once more before telling Alice it was safe. As she nods, the cocoon fades and we continue down the stairs. The darkness didn’t obstruct me and checking with Alice, she wasn’t bothered by it either, though to her perhaps this darkness wasn’t anything special.

As we continued walking down for nearly an hour, we finally arrived at the bottom of the stairs into a narrow corridor. On either side were cells leading down the hallway, and as we walked past them I saw nothing within them, yet they showed signs of having been lived in before. Alice remained quiet, yet from our bond I could tell she had become rather serious.

There were no sources of light, which wasn’t a concern for me, but it did make me wonder how others would handle something like this. The illusion of the altar as well, how would’ve people found the stairs down here…then again, Tael had said others gave up on exploring the city, so it's likely no one found that shack.

Reaching the end of this corridor, we were met with a slightly ajar iron door. Placing a hand on it I found it to be cold to the touch as I pushed it open. Even with my strength I found it to be a bit heavy. Swinging the door open completely, we arrived in a large, open room or rather a cave. At the other end stood a giant four armed monster, with bulging muscles and pitch black eyes. It had a bull head with massive horns.




	
Level 45 Guardian of the Doors to Darkness, Ruel

Minotaur of Darkness

Health: ???/???








Alice jumps off my back as the Guardian looks at us. Behind it stood a large door, which must’ve been the Doors to Darkness that it guarded.

Getting ready to fight this monster, it lowered itself to the ground and let out an ear piercing roar. It charges towards me with speed that I found unexpected for its size. Standing still, I watched as two massive talons rose out of the ground and grabbed its arms, halting its charge completely.

“Domain.” Using a Lunar Blessing on myself at the same time, I dashed forward, covering the distance of several metres in seconds. Using the talons of Darkness, Alice dragged the monster down onto its knees as I used Flowing Strikes, smashing my fists into its chest. At first, my strikes were weak, but very quickly they became stronger, until I felt my fists sinking into its chest, leaving indents while I could hear bones cracking.

Surrounding my fists with sharp wind, I start throwing punches at its chest while also using Astral Ice Spikes to strike the newly opened wounds. The Minotaur roars in both pain and fury, very quickly becoming whimpers instead.

Slamming my fist into its jaw, I send it slamming into the ground as I land on the lake. Withdrawing my Domain, I looked down at the Minotaur with satisfaction. I had found the right amount of strength to deal a high amount of damage and with my speed of attacks, and held from Alice, it had fallen quickly. I knew it hadn’t died yet, and as I raised a hand to finish it, I felt a tugging on my shirt.

Looking down at Alice, she looked at the Minotaur with some excitement and hunger. Pointing at it, Alice said “Mummy, yummy!”

Lowering my fist, I looked at the Minotaur and wondered if Alice meant its lifeforce…or the darkness within it. 

“Alright Alice, it’s all yours.” With those words, Alice excitedly moves forward and places her tiny hand on the forehead of the beast. After a few seconds, a whirl of darkness started syphoning off the beast itself, with Alice drawing it into herself. Watching both her and the minotaur carefully for several minutes, Alice was soon done.




	Alice has gained 500,000xp









	
Ruel has been freed of the Darkness, he is no longer controlled thanks to your actions. This is an unexpected situation, updating Dungeon Performance.

Current Dungeon Performance: D -> C








Hmm? Within a short amount of time we’d gained two ranks for the Dungeon Performance. The Minotaur stirs awake, and looking at its condition it had mostly healed from its injuries. Grabbing Alice, I leap backwards. The minotaur sits up in the next moment before looking around, before its eyes land on us. 

“Who are you?” Speaking with some confusion, Ruel looks at us. Wondering what I should do, Alice jumps up and down excitedly. 

“Alice! Thank, yummy!” Smiling, I knew Alice was trying to thank Ruel for the darkness she’d consumed from him. Crossing my arms, I looked at Ruel while wondering what to say.

            

    
        Chapter 97 - Darkness of the Heart

    
    
    
    
                Looking at the rather large silhouette of Ruel who was sitting, I opened my mouth. “I’m Alisha, this is Alice.”

Looking at the two of us, Ruel looked down at his hands. “You…freed me?” Looking at Alice, he shook his huge head. “Too long…I’ve been controlled for too long. Thank you, little ones, thank you.” Seeing tears coming from his eyes surprised me slightly.

Alice tilts her head looking confused before grabbing my hand. “Mummy, yummy back!” Looking at Alice with a tilt of my head, I suddenly see she was pointing at Ruel. Turning with my guard up, Ruel sighs.

“I’m afraid we don’t have long. I can already hear it, the darkness is once again consuming me. Little ones, tell me, where did you come from?” As if he had accepted his fate, he had a resigned face on. Knowing he had accepted his death, I decided to talk to him.

“We ––––––––––––”. Touching my lips, I was shocked. I had tried to tell him we came from Vale and entered this dungeon, but the words seemingly scrambled themselves as I tried to speak.

“I see, the System is censoring you.” Looking at Ruel, he scoffs. “I can only imagine what you were going to say, and if it’s true then my fate has already been decided.” 

“The System…censored me?” That’s never happened before, I haven’t been stopped from talking in the past, so why now? Could it be that I couldn’t tell others in a dungeon that they were in a dungeon? For what reason?

“Little ones, before you go forward, know this. What you’re walking into is pure darkness, the filth of all intelligent life. I’ve seen it, the abyss in this place. T…they are trying to s-summon somet…something u-using it…” Clutching his head, he struggled to speak. “Little ones, kill me.” Using two of his hands, he plunged them into his chest and ripped it open.

A beating heart covered in crystals shone through. “S-strike it q-quickly, before I regenerate.” Nodding, I walked up, grabbed his heart and yanked it out of his chest.

“T-thank you…” As his voice faded, he collapsed on the ground.




	You killed Ruel, gained 100,000 xp






Looking at the heart, I sighed slightly. This was the first time I had met someone I could talk to in the dungeon except for Cerberus. Back then, I could speak to him about the world outside, yet here I seemingly couldn’t. Putting Ruel’s heart in a dimensional bag, I decided to take what I could from his corpse. Though it was a little morbid, for some reason I believed it would be better than letting his corpse rot here.

After removing Ruel’s horns and hide, Alice and I move towards the large doors. Pushing them open, a draft hits me and this time, I could sense the deep darkness. Moving down the passageway, my vision started becoming obstructed by the darkness the deeper we walked in. The doors slam shut behind us as I hold Alice’s hand tightly. 

Soon, my vision is completely obstructed, unable to see even my hand that should’ve been right in front of me. “Alice, sweety, I can’t see. Can you?”

“YES!” Shouting with a giggle, Alice tugs my hand in a direction. Following her lead, I follow her for a little bit before I stop the two of us as I sense something nearby.

“Alice, what do you see?”

“Ummm, yummy!” Breathing in at her response, I knew she must’ve seen something with a lot of darkness. I knew she wouldn’t be able to describe it properly, so I asked her to wait.

Deciding now was the best time to do this, I focused myself and started moving Lunar energy into my eyes. Seeing as this did nothing to lift the darkness, I thought it over and recalled the constellation for sight. Auraseer. Represented as a constellation that resembled a pupil, I focus on gathering Lunar magic from my mana realm while visualising the constellation.

Feeling it respond to me, an overwhelming pain blazed through my eyes as I let out a scream. I felt Alice hug me and I knew she’d used her cocoon as my eyes burst. Biting my lip, I tried my best not to scream aloud. Panicking, I had thought I made a mistake, but very quickly I felt the Lunar magic responding, weaving itself into my flesh as I felt my eyes regrow.

Spending an agonising hour in pain, my vision returns as my eyes finally finish recovering. Heaving, I threw up the contents of my stomach as I looked around with my blurred vision. That was stupid of me. Looking at Alice, she looked at me with worry and seemed scared. Patting her head carefully, I pulled out a bottle of water while washing my mouth out. Alice pats one of the ears on my head while I see a new System message.




	
Star Gaze Upgraded.

Your vision has been further enhanced, allowing your eyes to pierce through most illusions and enchantments at or below your level.








Spitting out the water used to wash my mouth, I slowly stood unsteadily. I knew I nearly blinded myself there, if it wasn’t for Auraseer responding to me, the Lunar magic wouldn’t have regrown my eyes. Looking away while washing the blood off my face, I found we were in a cave where a black flame sat in the middle. I found it vile to look at this flame, and looking beyond it I saw a door that was covered in darkness.

“Mummy, ok?” Rubbing her head, I reassured her I was okay now, even though my stomach still churned from the pain. My eyes were still painful, but it was fading. Pointing at the black flame, Alice looked at me. Smiling, I nod as she excitedly runs towards the flame and stuck her hand into it.

Like what had happened to Ruel, a massive swirl of darkness syphoned off the flames, entering Alice’s mouth as she ‘ate’ the darkness from the flame. The flame didn’t dwindle down, instead as the darkness left it the flame became a hot red and orange. As Alice finished, the flame pulsed, pushing the darkness surrounding the door away as the flame turned pure white. 

At the same time this happened, the System went off with multiple messages.




	
Alert! You have freed the corruption from the Flame of Hope and Light!

Alert! The Army of Light has sensed the Flame of Hope and Light! Their strength has returned as they fight with zeal to breach the city.

Alert! This is an unexpected situation. The System is calculating.











	
Dungeon Quest Update:

The Flame of Hope and Light has been freed of its corruption, and those who fight under the flag of the Army of Light have sensed its return. In their frenzy, they have breached the city walls and are heading towards the source. They fear the darkness that dwells under the city of Hale and will do anything possible to prevent it arising.

Delve deeper into the depths and discover the true darkness.

Current Dungeon Performance: C -> B

Due to an unprecedented and unexpected situation, you are now on the Path to Rewriting History.








“Path of Rewriting History? Isn’t this just a dungeon?” Pondering for a moment, I tried to think what this meant, isn’t this just a dungeon? I didn’t know much about dungeons, and shrugging I looked up at the doors past the flames.

Seeing no System notifications about it, nor anything dangerous around it, I knew that by opening this door it would lead us down to the dangers that waited below.

“Ready, Alice?”

“Mmm!” Jumping into my arms, I carried Alice as we approached the doors, and using my shoulder I opened the door.

Beyond the door there were more stairs that spiralled downwards. “Alice, do you have a quest?”

“Hmm?” Tilting her head at me, I could see the confusion in her eyes. Giggling, I told to not worry as we continued on our way down. As we make our way downwards, I frown at the situation. So far it had been rather easy thanks to how Alice absorbed the darkness from Ruel and the flame. 

Ruel was a Guardian and I knew that if we seriously fought it would’ve been draining for me, his regeneration was amazingly quick. Due to a punch of mine, I had knocked him out and given Alice a chance to absorb the darkness that resided within him, though it was short lived.

Then there is the situation with the flame. Is the unexpected situation due to Alice being able to absorb Darkness? She wasn’t affected by this Darkness either, in fact she just found it to be food, so what on Draken has she become? What is a Fallen that Selenia had mentioned? 

Finally arriving at the bottom of the staircase, we walked down a passageway for several metres before entering a cave. At the centre sat a figure covered in shadows as he watched us enter. Without a word, he lifted a finger and pointed it at me. Suddenly, I found myself under a starry night sky, under my feet laid a lake filled with stars. A bright, blue gem laid in the sky, something that had been there since waking up after the bear attack.

This is my mana realm? A deep fear overcame me, and as I looked around I found out why. The stars in the sky that represent my mana veins were going dark…no, darkness was filling my mana realm. Feeling my heart drop, I turn on the spot and see a deep darkness approaching me from all directions, covering every inch of my mana realm.

As it crept towards me, I started hearing voices in my mind. Trying to focus and clear my mind, I found it to be a fruitless endeavour. The voices got louder as the darkness crept closer to me, hate and anger building up within me as memories resurfaced, the memories of being a slave in Crater. The way the humans treated me…the hatred I felt for humans, the anger that boiled.

“That’s right…they’re all the same. All of them want you to become stronger to use you.” A voice whispers in my ear as the darkness reaches me. “Nothing has changed. They’ll keep using you…that human from the Guild, those humans from Flowing River, that strong human, they only see you as a slave to control.”

Gritting my teeth, I tried to fight against these thoughts, but at the same time I couldn’t deny the possibility of its words. The moment that seed was planted, the darkness rushed forward, covering me.

“You can kill them. They can’t control you, they will never control you, yet they try. Even those that call themselves Gods try to control you. Accept me, we will kill them all, consume them and become stronger. We can be free.”

As the last of my mana realm is covered in darkness, I slowly breathed in. Opening my eyes, I looked at the figure in the centre of the room and smiled. Reaching towards my chest, I tore the charm off my neck and threw it away as my bloodthirst sprouted forth. I felt amazing, I had missed this feeling of anger and hate. 




	Warning! You are falling.






Feeling my hand being tugged, I turned and looked at Alice. “Mummy?” Annoyance bubbled within me. I never asked to be her mother, nor did I ever want to take care of her. I could sense an overwhelming amount of power coming from her, if I could consume that I’d become even stronger.

Reaching my hand towards her throat, her eyes widened as she jumped away. “NO! SCARY! MUMMY SCARY!” A talon emerges from the ground, gripping me tightly. Chucking, I exert all of my strength and break out easily as I dashed towards her with a speed she couldn’t keep up with.

Grabbing her throat, I lift her up as she struggles. I can be rid of this pest and gain more strength, then I’ll leave this place and kill those humans trying to control me. Watching her struggling made me feel amazing as a strange feeling welled up within.




	Alert! You are becoming a Fallen!






Squeezing a bit harder, I wanted to relish in this feeling of seeing her die, this sudden thorn in my side. Tears ran down her face as my face reflected in her eyes. My eyes were red, a firm layer of darkness covered me and my expression was of joy. So why. Why are there tears running down my face?!

“Alice…gasp Alice love Mummy.” Squeaking out those words, Alice continues crying. I felt something pulse throughout my body upon hearing her words as I lost my grip. Alice falls to the ground but I pay her no mind as faces flash through my mind.

Sally and Gray, the two I yearned to see, the first two I could truly call friends in this world. Elizabeth, Elise and Roland, three humans who hadn’t judged me once for what I was and never once tried to lead me off my path, three who I could trust beyond anyone else. Xia, who remained by my side even though I didn’t follow the Moon Goddess like she did. 

The staff at the Lily Pond Inn, who took care of me when I first arrived in Vale. Aubrey, the first friend I made in Vale, someone I cared for immensely, even if I didn’t show it to her. An overwhelming feeling came from within as those faces flashed past my mind as it became clear.

“Get…get out of me.” Focusing on my mind, I pushed against the darkness within my mind and body as that feeling grew stronger and stronger. Entering my mana realm once more, I focused on resisting the darkness that had taken hold of me.

The blue gem pulsed along with me, forcing the darkness away from me as I felt my mind completely regain its clarity.

“Impossible. You can not resis-”

“Resist this.” Somehow I knew that this blue gem was responding to my thoughts as I fully focused on pushing the darkness out of my mana realm. A strong pulse came from the blue gem as the darkness was purged from me. Opening my eyes, I looked at the figure in the middle as fury, my fury, surged within me.

Pushing a palm out, I focused everything into crafting a new spell, one that would obliterate this fucker. Visualising the moon as I used all of my mana, a massive magic circle appeared before me.

“NIGHT’S FURY!”

The magic circle disappeared and reappeared above the figure, massive in size as a moon nearly the size of the room slammed into the bastard sitting in the middle. Upon connecting with him, a blast of Lunar magic imploded with the figure in the centre, the full blast tearing him apart completely. Panting while feeling my mind spin, I turned and saw Alice sitting there, tears running down her face.

Getting on my knees, I hugged her tightly, guilt overcoming me. “I’m so sorry, Alice I’m so sorry.” Sobbing while I held onto her, for the first time in a long time, I cried as Alice did. 

***

Sitting there while hugging Alice, I took care not to wake her. I’d given her several healing potions and she seemed to be okay. She’d told me in her own words that it was okay, but the guilt still ate at me. As I rested against the wall, I saw the System messages from earlier and finally knew that a Fallen meant someone who had fallen to darkness. 




	You have avoided becoming a Fallen.






That wasn’t the only thing.




	
You have pushed back the darkness that laid within your heart and overcome it. Your Race is no longer restricted in any form. In addition to previous Race bonuses:

New:

Your Lunar Magic has evolved into Celestial Eclipse Magic.

Your Lunar Mana Talent has been upgraded to Celestial Eclipse Mana.

Your Mana Realm has mutated further. It now produces mana at a faster rate and produces a moderate amount of Celestial Eclipse Energy.

Your Celestial Eclipse Mana has doubled.

Your Domain negatively affects those within, reducing their resistance to your magic by 10%

Your Domain may evolve further…











	Talent: Celestial Eclipse Mana: A higher form of Lunar Mana, reduces the mana cost of all spells under this school by 50% while empowering Celestial Eclipse Magic by 50%









	You have defeated an Embodiment of Darkness, gained 300,000xp









	
You have levelled to 43!

Gained the following Stats:

Strength: +35

Agility: +50

Intelligence: +25

Toughness: +2

You gain 10% more Stats due to Aspiring Hero, you gain the following:

Strength: +3

Agility: +5

Intelligence: +2

Toughness: +0

Health increased to 5,500.

Celestial Eclipse Mana Increased to 95,000.











	Current Dungeon Performance: B -> A






Over the last few hours I had felt changes happening to my body, not just from levelling either. My body felt…complete. My Mana Realm had also changed, the sky within now reflected the true sky, similar to my Domain. A new, stronger power emitted from me, I felt that this power was similar to Lunar magic, but vastly stronger. Sighing, I knew that I had more or less been set down this path of being the Moon Goddess’s Blessed, though I still had some reservations to it.

I wasn’t sure what Celestial Eclipse Magic entailed just yet, but I knew it would be more powerful than Lunar due to what I felt. Glancing at the spot that the figure had perished, I saw a dark, pulsing gemstone the size of a fist sitting there. I knew whatever that thing was had to be a Guardian since killing it increased the Dungeon Performance. Looking at the spell I had made out of fury, I knew I had made something ridiculous. 




	
Night’s Fury.

Turn your sheer anger and fury into a powerful attack. The more anger you hold towards your target, the stronger the attack. Drop a moon formed from Celestial Eclipse Magic onto the target and when it hits, it will implode all its magic on that target.

Mana Cost: Up to 100% depending on level of fury.








Chuckling, I had only entered this dungeon to practise Flowing River, and yet here I was, creating new Lunar spells and not even getting a chance to fight up close, except with Ruel. I knew it had used all of my mana when I used Night's Fury, thankfully in the last few hours it had mostly recovered. Feeling Alice stir, I hugged her more.

“Mummy!” Hugging me back, she looked up at me. “Mummy ok?” Stroking her head gently, I smiled.

“Yes, I’m okay now. I’m sorry.” Still feeling guilty, I hugged her once more.

“Alice ok!” As she rubs my head, I chuckle. Standing up, I carry her as we walk towards the centre. 

“Alice, do you want that?” Pointing at the gemstone, I had expected Alice to leap at the gemstone, instead the opposite happened. Hugging my neck, she turned away from it.

“YUCKY!” Raising an eyebrow, I wondered what the difference between the previous darkness had been and this gemstone. Glancing at the System, I tilted my head a bit.




	
Pure Dark Gem

Contains pure Darkness energy.








How is this yucky? I had thought she’d want to eat this. Perhaps it was because it was a gemstone? Or…did she associate it with what just happened? Carefully poking the gemstone, it didn’t react nor did it try to invade me. Picking it up slowly, I stored it in a pouch and threw it into an empty dimensional bag. I’d get it checked out once we left this place. 

Looking down, there was a hole in the ground. It wasn’t caused by my magic earlier, but rather the figure must’ve been guarding it. Even though I couldn’t sense Darkness magic like Alice, I knew that the source of it must be coming from down here. I didn’t know how far the drop was, but I knew that by using Wind magic I could slow our fall.

“Are you ready, Alice?”

“Mm!” 

Jumping into the hole, we start falling.

Third Person PoV

“What do you mean, dead?!” Standing there with her arms crossed, Elise angrily shouted at the guard stationed before the doors to the Battlefield of Eternity.

“As I said, a foolish Bronze Grade dragged a level 1 child into the dungeon, thus I informed the Guild that two adventurers have died.” Shrugging without seemingly a care, the guard looked down at Elise.

“And you didn’t bother to confirm their identity?” Heaving a sigh, Elise pinched the bridge of her nose. She’d disliked dealing with the regular guards of the city, they seemingly had little care for adventurers.

“I confirmed the Bronze Grade to be named Alisha, past that I didn’t need to check further.” The guard shrugged once again.

Looking at the doors with a frown, Elise frowned. She had been informed about half a day ago, but due to a heavy workload and multiple tests and interviews, she’d only been able to arrive now. She didn’t seem worried however, only slightly annoyed.

Looking towards the entrance of the building that held the Battlefield of Eternity, where a cafe sat, she turned to the guard with plans to wait at the cafe. “When they exit, please inform the tw-”


Before she could finish, the doors to the Dimensional Dungeon flung open on its own accord as dozens of adventurers were flung out of the dungeon, much to the bewilderment of Elise and the guard.

Speechless at the sight, Elise watched as nearly a hundred adventurers in total were thrown from the dungeon before the doors slammed shut. The adventurers themselves were mostly Silver Grade, with some Bronze Grade mixed in. All of them were in a similar state, completely confused and looking around their surroundings, some holding their weapons while others were dispersing their magic, like they had just been fighting.

Spotting someone familiar to her, Elise ran over to a Silver Grade adventurer. “Ryan. Ryan!” The adventurer named Ryan shook his head and looked at Elise.

“Elise? Why ar-no, that’s not important. Elise what just happened?”

“That’s what I want to know! You were all ejected for seemingly no reason.”

“Ah? Uh, the System said something…” Frowning, he repeats what the System said. “The history of the Battlefield of Eternity is being rewritten. As you are not a part of the events, you are being ejected.” With a frown, he looks back at Elise. “That’s what it says.”

Widening her eyes, Elise’s head snaps to the doors and mutters. “No fucking way…”




	Level 45 Dimensional Dungeon, Battlefield of Eternity. Locked.






At that moment, a surge of darkness wrapped around the door, surprising everyone. 

“Elise, just what is happening?” Elise’s face was pale as her lip trembled. Turning on the spot, she says as she leaves the building “I need to inform the Branch Master.” 

            

    
        Chapter 98 - Tessa

    
    
    
    
                As we fall, I maintain wind magic under my feet to keep our fall steady. I had learnt how to do this thanks to falling off that damned cliff so many times. After we slowly fall for nearly an hour, I finally see the ground as I carefully ensure we land safely. Looking around, I found the darkness had returned to the edge of my vision, it was like standing in a room with a single candle in the middle.

In front of us is a large man, towering over us at two metres tall. Two pitch black blades sat on his back which faced us. He had heavy armour on and was facing towards something further in the room. Looking deeper, I saw a swirling pool of dark liquid with at least twenty people surrounding it. 

“So, you’ve arrived.” Speaking while he turns towards us, his eyes narrow at the sight of us. Looking at Alice, his frown deepens. “Why does one so soaked in darkness oppose us? Come, join us and we will show you true darkness.”

“NO!” Yelling like her childlike self, Alice turns her head away from the man making me chuckle.

‘Oh? You, the one that is Blessed by Celestia that comes from another era, tell me, how did it feel to strangle your own child?”

My smile disappeared as the guilt within me ate at me once again. Seeing him smile suddenly, I knew this was his plan. I felt my emotions stir, guilt and anger at myself once again filling my heart and mind. Suddenly I felt clear, and turning to Alice, I saw her hand on my head. 

“Mummy ok?” Cutely asking me this, Alice tilted her head. I see, I had no resistance to Dark Magic, yet Alice could absorb it. Nodding to her, I faced the large man as my eyes narrowed. 

“Interesting, to think my magic could be absorbed so easily, no wonder why you managed to purify the Flames of Light and Hope. Pity, you two would’ve made such wonderful slaves.” Drawing the blades on his back, I prepare myself as Alice switches from being held by me and onto my back with her hands around my neck. We hadn’t fought together like this, but I knew from when she was a Dark Raven she could easily hold on.




	
Level 50 Guardian of the Dark Depths, Terror Lord

Servant of the Embodiment of Fear

Health: ???/???








Gulping slightly, I knew this would be a difficult fight, if he was level 50 it was likely he had ‘evolved’, if dungeon Guardians could do that. Taking a step forward, I felt my body's condition. It was in peak condition, and it must’ve been night outside as I felt much stronger.

“Domain, Fear Incarnate”

A powerful Domain spreads from Terror Lord and very quickly I found myself…normal. Frowning, I look around and find nothing there. Quickly snapping my head to Terror Lord, I see a message from the System.




	You are susceptible to fear.






Fear of what? Moving in quick, I nimbly dodge a sword strike from him while moving as little as possible and use Flowing Strikes. Striking his armour quickly, I continue to dodge attacks, stepping back in and continue to strike. After twenty seconds, I found the right amount of strength to leave big dents in his armour, about 70% of my total strength. 

Dodging another attack, I leap backwards as he looks at me in rage. “How?! Why are the visions not affecting you?!”


Suddenly realising what his Domain was meant to do, I quickly glance at the warding charm around my neck. It shone brightly, however I could see darkness encroaching on it, which meant it would stop working soon. My recently strengthened eyes wouldn’t work on illusions created by him, so the charm was the only reason.

Raising a sword at me, he focused his eyes on me. “Fear.” At that moment I felt an overwhelming fear grip my heart, making me want to run away. I needed to get out of here! As soon as those thoughts appeared, they disappeared and I knew Alice had absorbed the spell, but it had given Terror Lord enough time to move in and swing.

Quickly reacting, I deflected one sword as I stepped back slightly to dodge the other one, however it cut my shoulder lightly. Feeling an energy swiftly infiltrate my body from the wound, my mind suddenly swirled in terror and a deep sense of loneliness. Once again, I felt the magic disappear but I was now on the back foot as I saw his swords coming for me once again.

Dodging several strikes while a few scraped me, I finally found a chance as he stabbed one sword towards my chest while swinging one downwards. Dodging the stab, I use the back of my gauntlets to deflect the overhead swing, slamming my other fist into his chest in a counterattack. As he stumbles off balance for a moment, I use my deflecting arm to grab his wrist, the other to grab the hilt of his sword and twist both hands, disarming him.

Not done yet, I stab the newly acquired sword into a hole in his armour that I had created with all the strength I could. The sword stabs deeply into his chest as I release it and dodge an attack from him. Facing him once again, I saw his eyes space out as fear crawled onto his face. Looking at the sword, I realised that they worked on him…was this really a Guardian?

I felt the power of his Domain falter, and taking that chance, I spread mine.

“Domain, Mystical Lunar Starfield.”

As it spread, I noticed how much more powerful it felt, and I also felt something within it, something that was just out of reach. Ignoring this, I used Lunar Blessing as I saw clarity returning to Terror Lord’s eyes.

“Sleep well, and don’t you fear.”

As my voice sings out, clarity returns to his eyes as he rips the sword out of his chest. His eyes then start to glaze over again.

“For the moon will always be near; guiding you through the darkest of nights.”

Dodging an attack, I saw Terror Lord struggling with his movements as anger and fear filled his eyes.

“Close your eyes and drift away; into a land of make-believe; where all your dreams shall be received.”

Dodging back as I avoid the last attack, Terror Lord slumps forward, his eyes completely glazed over. Not wanting to let this chance up, I surround my fists with gauntlets and with my gauntlets, I lay into Terror Lord’s head, which was completely unguarded.

Throwing dozens of punches within ten seconds, I pummelled his face as his jaw and nose broke, but I couldn’t pierce through his skin, it was like thick leather. Seeing his eyes slowly regaining clarity, I throw a Lashing Fire Kick at his neck, sending him crashing into the ground. Picking up both swords, I stabbed down towards his eyes as they regained clarity with some confusion.

Dodging the swords, he dodged one sword, while moving into the other. The sword sinks into his eye as a scream of pain and fear comes from him. Drawing the sword out, I leap backwards while throwing the swords into a dimensional bag quickly.

He crawls to his feet as he looks at me, fear in his eyes…or rather, eye. “W-what the hell are you?!” Yelling with panic he took a step away from me. Frowning a bit, was he talking to me or the illusions that he was still seeing with Lunar Lullaby? He’d still see some remnant illusions due to the after-effects of the spell.. 

Taking a step towards him, he cowered once again which then made me realise. This person’s sword skills were basic, and everything else he had thrown at me had simply not worked. The charm on my neck had darkness covered up to about a tenth of it, and most spells were dispelled by Alice. I understood now why he was scared. 

Without caring, I dashed forward while summoning a dozen Astral Ice Spikes behind me, aiming them at his eyes. Raising his hands in a panic to block them, I start unleashing strikes at the damaged armour around his chest. Within seconds I had smashed holes through it and using Flowing Strikes, I once again tuned my strength and started piercing it with about 90% of my strength. Knowing if I went for too long at that level of strength I’d end up getting tired, I used Wind magic around my fists and continued my assault, maintaining Astral Ice Spikes while punching holes into his body.

After less than a minute, Terror Lord collapses, barely breathing as I look down feeling disappointed. I had considered taking the Charm off and asking Alice to stop dispelling, but I didn’t want to face that darkness again. I didn’t want to hurt Alice.

This however…it was boring. I hadn’t exerted myself, except for using Night’s Fury. Perhaps if all of this Terror Lord’s magic hadn’t been completely negated by both the Charm and Alice then I would’ve had a more fun fight. No, I would’ve been at risk of becoming a Fallen. Shivering at the thought, I stopped myself from becoming overconfident. I’m fighting to survive, become stronger and return to Crater, not to have fun.

Stepping on the Terror Lord's exposed heart, I stepped down as he stopped breathing. Panting for breath myself, I felt fatigue creeping into my muscles. His Toughness had been ridiculous, his skin had absorbed everything I threw at him until I increased my overall strength to using roughly 90%. Flowing Strikes helped me find the right amount of strength to finish something off, but the more strength and energy I used, the more tired I would become. 




	You have defeated Terror Lord. Gained 750,000xp.









	
You have levelled to 46!

Gained the following Stats:

Strength: +105

Agility: +150

Intelligence: +75

Toughness: +6

You gain 10% more Stats due to Aspiring Hero, you gain the following:

Strength: +10

Agility: +15

Intelligence: +7

Toughness: +0

Health increased to 6,500.

Celestial Eclipse Mana Increased to 105,000.








Looking at my mana, I smiled with a bit of stiffness. I barely paid attention to these numbers since I had been relying on sensing how much mana I had, but the number that showed up was a bit high. Sighing, I saw the next message.




	Current Dungeon Performance: A -> S+






Tilting my head slightly, I saw nothing else come up. Had the quest not finished, or did I need to leave now. Looking towards the pool of darkness, I watched the figures surrounding it…jumped in? Blinking in a bit of surprise at this scene, the hairs on the back of my neck suddenly stood as my instincts shouted at me to escape. 

Just as I’m about to reach for the stone in my pocket, my body froze. I felt an overwhelming fear grip at my heart, the Charm on my neck completely broke as I felt all hope drain from me. Darkness filled the room, my Star Gaze unable to penetrate it at all. I heard voices, thousands of them, coming from all directions as the fear within me continued to grip me.

I felt Alice grip my neck harder, she was trembling behind me. I wanted to hold her, tell her everything would be fine but I couldn’t even lift a finger. 




	His presence is Fear. All hope is lost in True Darkness. The Manifestation of Fear is arriving, bow your head in fear, mortal.






Whimpering, I nearly fell to my knees while hugging myself. I felt scared, scared of the voices, scared of losing Alice, scared of becoming weak again, scared of becoming a slave once more. I knew, somehow I knew, if I fell to my knees now, I would be forever lost. Feeling tears run down my face, I felt the fear getting stronger and stronger. 

I didn’t know what to do. Other than standing here, I didn’t know what to do. My body refused to listen to me, the stone had fallen to the ground and I knew something was coming. I knew that once it arrived, I would be truly dead. No, I would be a Fallen.

“Abandon Her, become mine. I can give you strength.” A voice stood out from the rest. It kept repeating those words, over and over. Abandon Her? “She can not help you. She has abandoned you.” T-the Moon Goddess? Trembling, I knew I was alone, truly alone in this darkness. And She had yet to help me, even once.

Feeling the darkness slowly enter my mind, it didn’t try to rush through me like before, but it slowly and surely started to shift my emotions. Holding onto the clarity of my mind, as if it was the only hope I had left, I came to a realisation. She hasn’t helped me…because I never asked for it.

Knowing I had no other hope, no other chance, I closed my eyes and did the one thing I had refused to do. I had wanted to go through this with my own strength, with my own power, but this wasn’t something I could do, I knew that, this power wasn’t something I could face. Knowing this, I opened my mouth and prayed.

“Oh, Mother Moon, hear my plea,

In this hour of darkness, I beseech thee,

Shine your gentle light upon me,

Guide me through this fear and uncertainty.”

As my voice comes out as a whisper, I wait as I hold on as best as I can. Nothing changed as seconds passed. Nearly a minute passed as the voices got louder as my hope held. It was the only thing I could hold onto, that maybe, just maybe something would happen.

As time slowly crawled towards another minute, my hope started to fade. The voices were right, I’m all alone down here. She had abandoned me too. No, She had never really been there, had she? Sending Her Church to kill me should’ve been enough for me to know that. 

Feeling my knees tremble, my mind slowly became cloudy as the voices reached their peak. Knowing that I was about to become a Fallen, I kept my eyes closed and hoped I wouldn’t kill Alice. The blue gem within me hadn’t responded at all.

In that moment, a hand grasps my shoulder as a wave of soothing energy spreads through my body, ridding it of all the Darkness energy. Opening my eyes, I looked at a pair of eyes that resembled mine.

“Yo, long time no see. Snack?” Holding a pouch up to me, Flannery gave me a wink. 

“F-Flannery?!” Baffled, I watched as she giggled.

“Tessa. Tessa Moonflow.” Tilting my head, I realised what she meant as she told me. “It’s my name, my actual name. Sorry I’m late, turns out breaking into a Locked Dimensional Dungeon and locating you was a bit tricky even for Selenia. Now, we don’t have much time, so hold your questions till later.” Giving me a soft smile, she looked at Alice who was now peaking her head over my shoulder.

“Flan-Tessa, why ar-” Shaking her head, she looked behind her shoulder.

“Later, later. Now, do you see that big ol’ chunk of rock?” Looking in her direction I saw nothing as the Darkness obstructed my vision. Telling her this, she nods. “I see, so your Star Gaze isn’t that powerful yet. Close your left eye.” Doing as she said, she smiled and pointed her finger at my right eye. “Synchronise.”

My vision suddenly shifted and I was looking at myself. “Huh?” As I mutter, I saw myself mutter as my mind spun. I’m seeing what Tessa is seeing?

“Good. Now, pay attention.” As the vision turned, I could clearly see through the darkness once more. In the middle of the swirling pool of darkness I could see a massive black rock. “See it now?” Nodding before realising we couldn’t see me, I told her I could.

“Good. I can only do this much. That rock is the source of the summoning. Strike it with the strongest Lunar magic that you can.”

Breathing in, I looked at this massive rock. It was the size of a house at least. Feeling an anger build up within me, I let my fury build as I placed the blame on this rock for nearly making me Fall. Feeling myself raise a hand, all of my mana syphon into the spell.

“Night’s Fury.” Whispering with an angry voice, a massive magic circle appeared above the rock as a moon of Celestial Eclipse magic fell directly onto the rock. This was far more powerful than Lunar magic, the power contained in it made me wince slightly.

“Celestial Eclipse Magic? Too early, far too early. You’re not even at the Crossroads.” Hearing Tessa mutter with disbelief, Night’s Fury imploded, shaking the cave as Celestial Eclipse energy swirled, eating into the rock, destroying it. The feeling of darkness around us completely stopped and feeling my vision return to myself I saw that the darkness had disappeared.

Seeing the swirling pool of darkness, I knew it hadn’t ended just yet. Looking at Tessa, I saw her smiling at me. Cupping my cheek with her hand, she giggled.

“You’re strong, Alisha.” Removing her hand, she smiles once again towards Alice. “Is that the Dark Raven? My, you’ve gotten beautiful, haven’t you?” Looking at me, Tessa said “I know you’re filled with questions, and I have answers. But not now, my time here is up. On the next Waning Moon wait somewhere with no other people. I’ll come find you.”

Before I could say anything, Tessa disappeared completely as I heard noises behind me. Alice climbs over my shoulder as I hold her, and turning, I see dozens of people appearing from the hole we had entered from. Wearing golden armour with weapons on their hips was the army that had attempted to invade. One of them held a basin with the Flame of Hope and Light. 

As our eyes met, they seemed to be in disbelief, but before anything could be said, I noticed I had started fading. The System also gave me a message.




	Current Dungeon Performance: S+ -> SS+






I found myself in a white void as another message came up.




	
Quest: Defeat the Unknown completed. Rewards Available.

The Manifestation of Fear has been pushed back, for now. Due to your actions, history has been rewritten. The Manifestation of Fear in the past failed to be summoned, failing at the last moment, however it had succeeded in corrupting the Army of Light. Without the Flame of Hope and Light, the Army could not resist the corruption and had become Fallen.

The Fallen then marched onto the city of Andres, where after a long siege, the Fallen failed to take the city and were quickly vanquished. 

Due to your actions, history has been rewritten and the Army of Light has rid the city of Hale of the Darkness that laid below. They hail you as a hero, a statue of your appearance erected in their halls for all to see.

These changes to history actions do not affect your era, though there may be records or tales of the events that took place on this day.








Looking at the story that the System told me, I knew that Alice and I had done something drastic. This experience hadn’t been difficult, Alice had solved a lot of the problems we faced and we had been saved by Tessa at the last moment. I hadn’t been pushed to my limits, and it didn’t feel like I personally had achieved anything. 

Feeling Alice hug me tightly, I looked at her. “Are you okay?” 

“Alice ok!” Chuckling, I could tell she had been scared. Even though she had managed to negate a lot of our problems because of her unique ability to absorb darkness, it seemed whatever that Manifestation of Fear was, she had been affected by it heavily as well. Looking forward, I saw a single set of double doors in front of us, the only thing in this white void.

“Let’s get out of here, Alice. I’m hungry.”

“Mm! Alice love Mummy!”

Pursing my lips, I still felt guilty for what I had done to her before. Rubbing her hair lightly, I told her that I loved her as I walked towards the doors. Feeling disappointed that I hadn’t done much in this dungeon, I also knew that I had become a lot stronger than before. Pushing the doors open, I stepped out into the building that held the Battlefield of Eternity.

My sight was met with an empty building, five people stood there looking at me, all of whom had astonished looks on their faces. Behind them, I saw another three people, one of which was Elise. Identifying one of the five in front of us, I knew him as Xander, and looking at the other four I noticed they all wore Ruby Grade necklaces. Executives of the Guild?

Stepping forward, Xander gave me a deep look before glancing at the doors we had just come out of. Looking back myself, I saw the doors close as the inscription, a battlefield that matched what one would see when entering, slowly fading as blank doors sat there.




	This Dimensional Dungeon has been completed and will be changed into a new Dungeon. Currently inaccessible.






“Young adventurer.” Turning to face Xander, he frowned. “At this time, you will be brought to the Guild to be questioned. What you have accomplished here is unfathomable, that much is undeniable. Understandably you must be exhausted, however this is something that can not be delayed. Come with us.”

Frowning slightly, I looked at Elise, who had an unusually stern face on as she nodded. Deciding it would be best to comply, I followed the executives along the path out of the building and towards the Guild building.

            

    
        Chapter 99 - Level 50

    
    
    
    
                Looking up at the sky, I saw the full moon out, lighting up the otherwise dark night. Closing my eyes and looking forward, I was walking behind three executives, while two were to my left and right. Behind me were the three, including Elise, who had been standing behind the executives. 

I had seen they were Guild attendants, and after looking back I had wanted to ask Elise what was going on, but she had a stern face that only looked forward, not once looking at me. A feeling of unease spread through my stomach as we continued to walk through the nearly empty streets, catching the attention of adventurers and shopkeepers that were still out.

The streets became busier the closer we got to the Adventurer’s Guild as more attention came towards Alice and I. Alice hid her face away from all the staring, which I found a bit strange considering she hadn’t been bothered before, and I also started feeling frustrated by the staring. Doing my best to ignore it, I sigh as I saw we had arrived at the Guild.

Following the executives in, we caught the attention of everyone right away. Unlike when I had been brought here in chains, the room was silent as every person in here stared in our direction. It was so silent that the only sounds were the footsteps of the executives, myself and the attendants behind me. We walked through the crowd that parted way on a familiar path, and in the next moment, after opening a door, I found that we had arrived in the trial room Hillock had brought us to before.

As my stomach dropped, I felt myself panicking. So Alice and I had done something wrong and we were about to be trialled for it. As Xander moved towards the table at the back of the room, an annoyed sigh came from my side, the source being a young woman with blonde curly hair, an executive.

“Really, Xander? We’re questioning the young girl, not interrogating her. And why this trial room specifically? You should’ve been debriefed on what that idiot Hillock did.”

Turning to face her, Xander looked confused. “This is fine. It’s easier if she’s familiar with the room.”

As he was about to turn around, the female executive spoke again. “It’s not fine, just look at her. She’s obviously afraid that she’s about to be trialled!” Xander looks me up and down and frowns.

“She seems fine, so does the child.” Alice was still hiding her face in my shoulder, trying to make herself small. “It does not matter where we question her, does it, Amanda?”

Amanda sighs. “Clueless as usual, Xander. The girls are exhausted, one looks scared while the other is trying her best to hide and now you’re bringing them into a trial room where not long ago they were falsely accused of crimes that they didn’t even commit. Come, let's head to the executive lounge. Record it with a Memory Stone if you must.”

Leading us out of the trial room, we went down a passageway before we arrived before a large door. Placing a hand on the door, Amanda waited for a few seconds before pushing it open. Entering the room, I looked around and found it…luxurious to say the least. The first thing I noticed was the dense mana in here. I had never really sensed mana in my surroundings before, but it had become very obvious in this room.

The room itself was pristine, the couches alone looked expensive. The executives all sit down, leaving a single couch for Alice and I to sit down. Sitting down while Alice sits next to me, I nervously look at the executives. I wasn’t used to being in front of powerful people who were looking at me with stern expressions.

Amanda looks behind me, towards the attendants. “Go prepare.”

“Yes, Ma’am.” 

Hearing the three leave, the doors closed behind them. A tense silence fills the room as I wonder what is going to happen. As minutes passed, Xander spoke up.

“What did you do in the-”

“Damnit Xander.” Cutting him off was once more Amanda. “You really need to know how to talk to people.” Smiling towards me, she smiled. “Sorry, he’s a bit dense. He doesn’t understand how to speak to others, though for someone with one tone of voice he does okay sometimes.”

Amanda smiles softly at me while I return it a bit nervously, still wondering what was happening. Xander takes out a familiar blue gem and places it on the table as it starts giving off a small pulse of mana. 

“Alisha, can you tell us in full detail about what happened in Battlefield of Eternity? Completing the True Route is truly a fantastic achievement, and to potentially assist others in doing so we’d like to hear your experiences. Of course, if you’d like to withhold that information we won’t share it, we do however need to know what happened.” Speaking while still smiling at me, Amanda looked at me intently. 

Breathing in, I explained everything that had occurred from when Alice and I entered the dungeon. From Alice pointing out where the Darkness was, finding the entrance as well as what occurred. Each of the executives interrupted to ask various questions, and I also explained the quest I was given, the updates as well as my lack of actually doing anything as Alice had resolved most of our problems. 

The only thing I left out was about Tessa coming to my aid, opting to instead tell them I had used Night’s Fury at the pool, ending the situation. I could tell they knew I was lying about the situation at the end, however oddly they chose to ignore it. Afterwards, they sat there pondering about what I had said, just as the doors to the room opened once again. 

One of the attendants had arrived with food and drinks, and judging by the smell it was very high quality, even though none of it was infused with mana. Not feeling very hungry, I stuck with a cup of tea and before long, Xander clears his throat.

“Young adventurer, are you aware of how dungeons work?” Speaking once the attendant left, Xander leant forward. Shaking my head, I honestly did not know anything about dungeons, I just knew they were there. Telling Xander this he grunts and taps the table with his fist. “Some Dimensional Dungeons are believed to be snippets of the past, of minor and major events that have taken place.

“There are many types of dungeons and multiple ways one may complete them. Dimensional Dungeons have four potential paths. The first path is a normal path of killing your way to the Guardian. This path has no secrets, sometimes a puzzle or trial, no True Routes or anything and is the most common type. It was believed the Battlefield of Eternity was like this, though many believed that due to low performance ratings there might’ve been an alternative way. Until today.

“The second path is the normal route but there is a True Route available. The third is the True Route. The last is when there is a True Route and what you have just accomplished, the Path of Rewriting History. The fourth route is extremely difficult from the accounts we’ve heard and from what you have informed us of, not all dungeons have them.

“True Routes are when you follow the history of what happened and the Path of Rewriting History is when you interfere with the history on such a massive level that you alter the course of what happens. There are very few cases, most minor like yours, and only one recorded big change, but that at most was destroying a city. You have to perform specific actions to start down the Path of Rewriting History, it’s not as simple as destroying a building. No one knows what actions to take however, since any dungeon that has had its True Route completed or history rewritten disappear.”

As my head spun, I thought over everything that he had said. A lot of it was rather confusing, the rest I got. Not sure what to say about all of this, Amanda saved me.

“Basically, you’ve become a part of history in a minor way. You may think you did not contribute, but you did directly influence the outcome of a moment in time. From your retelling, you defeated a level 50 Guardian and though you hid a lot of aspects about the Manifestation of Fear, in the end you did disrupt its summoning. You can stand tall and proud of that, don’t belittle yourself. Both you and Alice accomplished something that barely anyone in history has accomplished.”

Nodding at her words, I felt at a loss of what to say. I had thought it was just the System telling me about what happened in the dungeon, not that I had changed history itself. Feeling overwhelmed by that fact, I kept thinking it over as Xander spoke once more.

“The only problem now is that a very popular dungeon has disappeared, with it being unknown what will take its place. This will generate some animosity among a few adventurers who relied on that dungeon for money and experience. We will handle those who hold any hatred for you, however it is imperative that you remain on guard as some adventurers can be a bit heated over such a thing.”

Understanding what he meant, I leaned back while I took everything in. Alice and I had done something amazing according to everyone here, and at the same time we may have created hate for ourselves. I had very little care for those that would be hostile towards me, I’ll simply kill those who tried anything. And if they dared to touch Alice…

Glancing at Alice, who had been petting my tail for the last hour since she didn’t hold any interest in talking, I smiled slightly while feeling a bit guilty about what had happened in the dungeon. 

“Young girl.” Turning to an executive named James who had just spoken, he tapped his chin before asking “Have you claimed the reward from the quest yet?” Shaking my head, he nods and says “Do it now. Right now you’re in the most secure room with the most powerful people here, if there is anything of value you have no risk of it being stolen or of you being killed for it.”

Hesitating for a moment, I looked around and decided to do so. Afterall, these executives were far more powerful than I was, meaning they shouldn’t hold any value for anything I receive…right?




	
Quest: Defeat the Unknown completed.

Dungeon Performance: SS+

Rewards:

2,000,000 experience

1x Tome of Ancient Magic: Gravity

1x Tome of Ancient Magic: Dark Corruption

Memory Stone of a History Rewritten: Battlefield of Eternity

1x Armour of the Star-filled Night

10x High Grade Celestial Eclipse Mana Cores

10x Pure Cores of Darkness

New Talent: Historian











	A Hidden Condition has been met.









	
You have levelled to 50!

You will not receive any excess experience.

Gained the following Stats:

Strength: +140

Agility: +200

Intelligence: +100

Toughness: +8

You gain 10% more Stats due to Aspiring Hero, you gain the following:

Strength: +14

Agility: +20

Intelligence: +10

Toughness: +0

Health increased to 8,000.

Celestial Eclipse Mana Increased to 125,000.











	Evolution is available. You can not gain anymore experience until evolution is complete.









	
Talent: Historian: As one who has experienced and influenced history, you have gained a unique understanding of a past long lost. 

Gain 10% more experience from all sources.








As a pile of items landed at my feet, I gritted my teeth as some pain worked its way through my body. Breathing out once the pain ended, I looked up to see the executives talking.

“Quite the haul you have there, Young Alisha.” Giggling slightly, Amanda smiled while nodding at the two books. “Don’t let anyone, and I mean anyone, know you have those books. Wars have been fought for less.” Looking around, the executives nodded at the same time before looking at me. They then all swore an oath at the same time, all stating the same thing; they would never speak a word of the items I had obtained, else they would lose their lives, with their souls to be tortured for eternity.

Shocked at how seriously they took the oath, I saw five oaths show on the System. Before looking at what I had received, I glanced at my Stats.





	
Stats

Elite Aspiring Hero, Alisha





	Strength:
	D+
	1,165 (+233)*



	Agility:
	C+
	1,777 (+355)*



	Intelligence:
	D-
	844 (+168)*



	Toughness
	F-
	139 (+28)*








Current Bonuses: Monster Title










“For now, store everything except those Mana Cores. You’re ready for evolution, correct?” Nodding at Amanda’s words, she looked at me seriously. “We have prepared the top floor for you. This is our reward to you for your accomplishment. It’s a reward we only do for those who accomplish something extraordinary. You’ll be the 5th person in the last decade to receive this reward.” 

“The top floor is a room that is dense with mana in the purest form we can achieve. We use this room for one purpose, evolution. It has been prepared for you now, and we wish for you to do it at this moment. As you are the disciple of Alexander, we will also ensure your safety, so you need not worry about any sudden attacks from the Church of the Moon Goddess. In fact, if they were to attempt anything, I’d wipe them out.” Speaking after Amanda, Xander explained it to me.

Blinking for a moment, I wasn’t sure what to do. Things were moving a bit too quickly for me, in fact I had thought I was about to be punished, but yet here they were offering me such a reward.

“Mummy!” Turning to Alice, she pets my head. “Alice ok!” Alice hugs me as I chuckled. She must’ve felt more worry through our link and was comforting me. Turning to Xander, I nod.

“Good. Before we lead you up there, have you got any items that may be for evolution?” Nodding, I told Xander they were at my house.

“I’ll go fetch them for you. Where do you live? Where are they stored?” Speaking while leaning forward, Amanda gave me a soft smile. Deciding to trust her, I gave her the key to the house and told her where they were. With a nod of her head and a snap of her fingers, she disappeared, leaving a white flame that burnt out quickly.

“Let us head up. The room will have been prepared by now.” Getting up while I pick up Alice, I follow Xander and the other three executives.

***

After walking up several flights of stairs that went from the executive lounge, we arrived before a set of doors. Taking his Ruby Grade plate off, Xander placed it into a grove on the door and with a flash, the doors started opening. Following him in, I looked around. We were in a large room, a heavy blue mist floating around. If the executive room was dense with mana, this made it pale in comparison. The mana in here made me feel a bit overwhelmed. Amanda suddenly reappeared by my side as she turned to Elise.

“The blue mist here is condensed mana. Elise.” Elise, who was standing at attention by the doors along with the other attendants, bowed when her name was spoken. “Look after Alice.”

“Yes, Ma’am.” Stepping forward, Elise arrived before me, still with the stern face on. Understanding now wasn’t the time to speak to her casually, I looked at Alice. 

“El El!” Jumping from my arms onto the ground, she gave Elise a hug as Elise led her out of the room. The doors closed behind them. 

“Right, Alisha, follow me.” Following Amanda, I looked at the ground and could make out strange engravings on it. Quickly realising it was a massive magic circle, I found myself surprised to see one this big. We arrived at the centre of the room, where several lines from the magic circle lead to.

“Sit here.” As I did, I saw the other executives sitting in a circle around me. Handing me a bag, I looked at the contents to find the Shard of a Dying Star and Vial of Mystical Moon Energy. Pulling them out, Amanda nodded.

“Drink that before you start.” Pointing at the Vial, she then points to the Shard of a Dying Star. “Put that on your lap. Those mana stones, place them around you.” Nodding, I set the Vial aside as I placed the Celestial Eclipse Mana Stones around me as Amanda joined the others sitting down. “Begin when you’re ready. Take your time.”

Closing my eyes, I tried to relax but felt tense from the suddenness of everything. I had thought I was in trouble, only to be asked to retell my story, followed by them assisting me in my evolution, even though I had just levelled to 50. Clearing my mind the best I can, I open them, open the Vial and drink it before closing my eyes again, accepting the evolution.




	Evolution has begun.









	
Confirming potential evolution paths:

Race Lunar Mystic Fox is unrestricted.

Detected Shard of a Dying Star.

Detected Mystical Moon Energy.

Detected High Grade Celestial Eclipse Mana Stones

Multiple Hidden Conditions have been met.

Alisha is the Chosen of the Moon Goddess.

Current Race is unique and S+.

Mutated Mana Realm and Veins Aligned to Celestial Eclipse Mana.

Alisha is a human and monster Hybrid.











	
Only one evolution path is available:

Celestial Nightweaver Fox, SS+ Race, unique race.











	Alert, body reconstruction required for new Race.









	Warning! Deep slumber is required due to overwhelming changes to the body. Beginning reconstruction, 0.001% complete.









	Warning! Insufficient energy for reconstruction. Evolution may mutate.









	Update: Energy will be provided by Celestia. Sufficient energy has been provided.






Feeling a heavy sleepiness hit me, I didn’t resist as I fell into a deep sleep. Seconds later, my eyes snap open. Blinking, I found myself in a familiar garden as my eyes met Selenia, who looked at me with a soft smile on her face. Gesturing to a seat opposite her, she said "Come and sit. I wish to answer a question that you wish to know. The question that has lingered on your mind ever since you first became level 20."


            

    
        Chapter 100 - Celestial Nightweaver Fox

    
    
    
    
                Looking at Selenia, I sat down. I knew I wasn’t physically here. Like last time, I am in my Astral Body, though I don’t remember seeing the System say I would be arriving here. Selenia taps the table as the usual snacks and teas appear. Pouring me a cup of tea, she handed it to me.

“Now, I won’t keep you long, after all your body is currently undergoing reconstruction and it won’t be long till your Astral body is required. Now, Alisha.” Leaning forward a bit, Selenia waited for a few seconds before talking again. “Do you know the difference between being a Blessed of Celestia or a Chosen of Celestia?”

Thinking for a moment, I hadn’t really known what either term had meant. Saying so, Selenia nodded. “As expected. Well, let me explain. A Blessed is one that has been acknowledged by a God or Goddess, they are those that have potential within Their realm. For example one may have potential in Fire magic, thus they may become a Blessed of the God of Fire. 

“To become a Blessed however, you must have unwavering faith and loyalty towards that God or Goddess. There are also exceptions where one may be a Blessed and have potential in a realm of magic that isn’t related to that God or Goddess, though this is rare. Alisha, you are not a Blessed.”

Tilting my head, I felt confused. I’ve been labelled as a Blessed since I first met Tessa, yet now I’m being told I wasn’t one?

“A Chosen is one who a God or Goddess has chosen because of their immense potential. A Chosen however is far more different in that their fate will be tied to what their potential is, and to the God that chose them. You, Alisha, were Chosen the moment you awoke your True Magic Nature in Zalus. Did you not find it strange that you received that item from completing the True Route shortly afterwards that mutated your evolution?”

Frowning as I recalled, I remembered obtaining the Crystallised Tear of the Moon Goddess as a quest reward from back then. Looking at Selenia, something clicked in my mind. “The Moon Goddess gave it to me?”

“Correct. Your True Magic Nature isn’t something as simple as showing what magic you have affinity for, it shows the magic that is true to you, something that you can easily comprehend. Your Lunar magic was also born from this, the same goes for your Wind magic. You’ve never had trouble with either, have you? Astral Ice magic is one you have good potential for while Lightning magic is something you need to learn more of.”

Frowning, I cross my arms. This was indeed something I had wanted to know for the longest time. “So why am I this so-called Chosen?” Selenia…hesitates. It was only for a second, but I’ve never seen her hesitate.

“I can only tell you one of the reasons. As for the other reasons…I’m sorry, you’re not ready yet.” As I’m about to speak out against that, she put a hand up. “I will tell you in the future. It might not be for a long time, but I promise you I will tell you once you’re ready.” After a few seconds, I hold back a sigh before nodding my head, deciding to trust her for now.

“One of the reasons is purely because of what you are, not what you think you are. You, rightfully, believe yourself to be a human and monster hybrid, and while that is true on the surface, on a deeper level it is not true. I can not tell you what exactly you are, you must do that yourself.”

My mind goes blank at her words. At a deeper level I wasn’t a human and monster hybrid? “But…I have a monster form? I was born and raised as a slave in Crater, I remember the cages, how I was forced to bury bodies of my own kind, of the times of cutting wood and being forced into dungeons. I know how they created us…”

“And it’s all true, you were indeed born and raised in Crater. Your origins however are not the same as those you were with. Alisha, you have wondered why you show monster traits like your ears and tail whilst your two friends did not, correct?”

As I frowned in thought, Selenia continued. “You gained your ears upon awakening your mana lake the first time, when you consumed the Pure Mana Crystal, correct?” Looking at Selenia, I nod. “Then you gained your tail upon evolution while also growing taller.” 

“So I’ll gain something else after this evolution?” Tilting my head, Selenia chuckled.

“Likely not. Alisha, when you get the chance in Crater Hell, search that town. Find your mother, and then you’ll learn of your true origins.” As my vision started going dark suddenly, I still felt confused over what she talked about. 

Suddenly, Selenia had a pained expression on her face as her nose started bleeding slightly. “Tell Alexander about the Blessed Orb of Salus in Crater!” Feeling a tug, I felt my mind overcome with sleep once more.

***




	Body Reconstruction Complete. Beginning Mana Realm and Veins Reconstruction.









	Detected Mana Spirit Pearl. Growth is estimated to be at 80% complete, is not ready to be born. Will not interfere in Reconstruction.









	
Current Magic and Magic Ranks:

Celestial Eclipse: Tier 3

Astral Ice: Tier 1

Wind: Tier 2

Lightning: Tier 0

Mana Realm and Veins Reconstruction has begun. 1% Complete.











	Warning! Mana Realm and Veins are mutating.









	This is expected due to Mana Realm and Vein mutating in the past, proceeding.









	
25% Complete.

…

50% Complete.











	Warning! Insufficient mana.









	Detecting Mana Gathering Magic Circle activation. Mana is being provided.









	
75% Complete.

…

90% Complete.











	Warning! Insufficient mana.









	New mana source detected. Proceeding.









	Mana Realm and Vein Reconstruction and Mutation Complete.









	
Preparation complete. Evolution has begun.

Evolution Path: Celestial Nightweaver Fox

Grade: SS+

This is a unique race and will be partially restricted. A Chosen of Celestia, Alisha is a unique being that walks the path of the Night Sky, weaving it to her command. 

Your Stats have tripled.

Your Stat growth has increased.

+3 Stat Ranks to Strength, Agility and Intelligence

+1 Stat Rank to Toughness

The stars are for you to command and most will respond to you.

During the night, those at or below your level that you consider to be an enemy will be weakened in your presence, while those up to ten levels above you are more vulnerable to your magic.

Your Mana Realm and Veins reflect the true night sky, producing pure Celestial Eclipse Energy. Your spells will use this energy if there is no night sky.

While under the night sky, your mana and energy will recover much faster and you no longer require sleep. 

Your lifespan has increased by 250 years.

Due to being reinforced, your Mana Realm and Veins now naturally heal if damaged.

You will start receiving Class Experience from all sources, the amount will be determined on the action.











	Your link with Alice has opened more. You may now gaze through her eyes.









	
The following talents have been combined:

Aspiring Hero + Historian -> Hero of History: You now gain 15% additional Stats and Experience from all sources, and 5% additional experience from Dungeons.

Starcaller + Supremacy of the Moon -> Fox of the Night Sky: You are immune to all forms of Lunar magic. Your Lunar or above magic will now cause certain effects, depending on the spell.

Reinvigorated Blood + Monster Regeneration II -> Toughened Skin I: Your regeneration is heightened, recovering from minor wounds instantly and severe wounds within minutes. Use your body’s stamina and energy, the less you have the more slowly your wounds will heal. +2 Stat Rank to Toughness.












	

Status

Elite Hero of History, Alisha




	Race:
	Celestial Nightweaver Fox



	Level:
	50



	Experience:
	0/500,000



	Class: 
	Lunar Fist of the Wind



	Class Level:
	2



	Class Exp: 
	6,000/150,000






Occupations:




	Adventurer



	Grade: Bronze



	Rank: A

















	
Stats

Elite Hero of History, Alisha




	Strength:
	C+
	3,495 (+699)*



	Agility:
	B+
	5,331 (+1,066)*



	Intelligence:
	C-
	2,532 (+506)*



	Toughness
	E-
	417 (+83)*






Current Bonuses: Monster Title












	
Skills and Talents

Elite Hero of History, Alisha




	Skills:
	Talents:



	Lashing Fire Kick
	Hero of History



	Flowing Strikes
	Fox of the Night Sky



	Drunken Brawler
	Toughened Skin I



	True Monster Release
	Celestial Eclipse Mana

















	Evolution Complete. Awakening Alisha.






***

Third Person Narrative.

A normal night for Vale, light clouds covering the night sky, various shopkeepers pushing their wares to adventurers while those same adventurers came to and from the Guild. It was a normal, every day sight for Vale at such a late hour.

Suddenly, the clouds parted over the city, as if a hand swept them away. The night sky brightened while the top of the Guild shone with the same colour of the night sky, a beautiful, calming silver. Catching the attention of those who were awake, most looked at the sight then looked away. While not a common sight in Vale, there were those that had seen many phenomena before.

A particular shopkeeper chuckled softly while a new adventurer took in this sight. “Kiddo, you’ve never seen such a sight before? It occurs when a genius evolves! I’ve seen many, one even blanketed the skies in a fiery fire before! We had thought the end had come then, haha!” Laughing while the new adventurer looked amazed, he turned his sight to witness this new phenomenon.

On a rooftop of a particular building sat a pair of hooded adventurers. Twins, both elves. They, like others, were admiring the sight, however their conversation was different.

“She’s evolved. Level 50, right?”

“That’s right, Brother. Perhaps she could help us, shall we seek her out?”

“Dear Sister, I doubt she’d be interested in a pair of broken elves like us.”

“Oh Brother. For the right price, anyone can be moved. We’ve saved up in the hopes one like her will come along.”

“You’re right, Sister. Shall we seek her out soon?”

“Mm!” Both nod at the same time before jumping off the building, back into the busy streets of the adventurer’s section of the city.

***

Alisha’s PoV

“Mm.” Stirring awake, I heard a cracking around me as I tried to stand. My body felt exhausted and opening my eyes, I looked around me. The entire room was now void of the blue mist and a light silver glow spread through the room which was slowly disappearing.

Looking down, my body had become a bit taller and certain parts of my body had gotten slimmer and stronger. My shirt was uncomfortably tighter due to my chest growing a bit more while my pants were not covering half of my shins. However, the clothing started expanding, becoming comfortable once more. Looking at the Extraordinary clothing, it was amazing that it could adjust like that.

“How do you feel?” Turning to Amanda, I could tell she seemed rather tired. Perhaps noticing my gaze, she smiled. “Don’t worry, we just needed to supply some additional mana for your evolution. It’s fairly common for those that use this room, so I’m used to it. So how do you feel? You’ve changed quite a bit.”

Tilting my head while wondering what she meant, she smiled softly before handing me a mirror the size of my hand. Accepting it, I looked at the mirror. My hair had gotten much longer and was now pure white instead of silver and it had a soft glow to it. My eyes were a tranquil blue, a shade lighter than before while my ears on top of my head matched the colour of my hair. 

My face had changed slightly, and if I had to describe it, it had become more mature. Handing back the mirror, I moved my body slightly. It felt completely different, my arms and legs were slightly longer increasing my reach.

“Want to throw some moves my way?” Amanda gives me a wink. Nodding, I do so while she very easily brushes my punches aside with a finger. The power behind these blows surprised me greatly as I got used to the strength. Knowing I’d have to train for a while to get used to everything, I stopped and thanked her. “Very good. I’d say your strength is about level 60. Once you get used to your body I wouldn’t be surprised if it matched around level 65.

Flowing my mana through my body, I had no issues with using any of the spells I tried. In fact, the speed of casting had increased to where I only needed to visualise the spell and it was invoked. 

“One of the stronger evolutions I’ve seen. Very good.” Nodding in approval, Amanda gestured to the doors. “The other executives left already, they passed their well wishes. They like to keep themselves busy. Elise and Alice are waiting down in the lounge.” 

As we walked down the stairs in silence, we quickly arrived at the door to the executive lounge. “I’ll be going my own way now. Go get some rest, then return here. Now you’ve levelled to 50 and evolved, Bronze and Silver Grade requests are simply useless to you. Take the test for Gold Grade as soon as you can.”

Thanking her, she waved before disappearing into flames. Opening the doors, I found an exhausted looking Elise and an excited looking Alice on her lap, playing with a strange tiled cube, with different colours on each tile. 

Alice’s head snaps to me before throwing the cube away and running over to me. “Mummy!” Leaping at me, I caught her while chuckling.

“Well, you’ve certainly changed. Congratulations.” Speaking while sounding tired, Elise came up and looked me up and down. “I believe you’ll need some new clothing as well, though your current clothing fits you well the others won’t.”

I smile at her comment. “Thanks for looking after Alice. How long has it been?”

“Three days. I take it your Race has evolved to SS+?”

“Yes, I’m not used to my body yet either.” I was gently holding Alice, making sure to control my strength as much as possible so as to not hurt her.

“As expected. As your advisor, I must tell you now. Do not get overconfident. You’re not the only one who is wandering around with a SS+ class, nor will you be the last. Be vigilant, monsters from here on out will also be more dangerous, it’s not uncommon for a level 50 monster to have the strength of a level 80.” Looking stern at first, her face then relaxed into a smile before patting me on the shoulder. “I’m glad you’re okay though. Remember to come and see me if you need any help, okay?”

Thanking her once again, Elise walked with me towards the exit of the Guild. Perhaps due to the changes I had experienced, no one seemed to recognise me, though some saw Alice and seemed confused. A few had a look of realisation before nodding to me. They were Gold and Platinum Grade adventurers, while the Bronze and Silver Grades were the ones who mostly ignored me.

“I need rest as do you Alisha. Take care of yourself.” Elise parts with us as Alice and I walk in the direction to my house. Alice played with my hair along the way while giggling to herself, seemingly not bothered by my new look.

Arriving at our house, it was still rather quiet. I had thought Xia, Elizabeth or Aubrey would be waiting for me, but I recalled that I never once mentioned where I was going or what was happening. Planning to tell them all later, I climbed upstairs, deal with Alice screaming about hating baths before laying down with her running around playing as I fell asleep.

***

Hearing a knocking coming from my door, I stirred awake. At some point Alice had jumped into the bed and fallen asleep while resting her head on my stomach. I stood up after gently placing her head onto a pillow and pulled the bedroom door…off its hinges, only to reveal Xia standing there, looking at the door that was now being held up by me before looking towards me.

Placing the door to the side, Xia spoke. “I’ll request the courthouse to send someone to repair that, Madam.”

“I told you not to call me that, Xia.” Yawning a bit, I walked with Xia downstairs and into the kitchen. I felt extremely hungry and could only think of making breakfast.

“My apologies, Alisha. I’ve come to report that I have not succeeded in finding any information about what Madam Alice may be.”

Quickly preparing food, I cut a slice of meat and cut the bench in half. Looking at my hands, I was having trouble adjusting my strength.

“I have also successfully joined the Adventurer’s Guild to make it easier for myself to follow you. I was graded at Gold Grade, C Rank. Do you require assistance, Alisha?”

Frowning at the counter that I had cut twice more, I turned to Xia and shook my head. “No, I’m fine. Xia.” 

“Yes, Alisha?”

“Why have you not reacted to anything, like me being unable to control my strength or the changes to my body?”

Xia raises an eyebrow before setting it down again. “Once my level was unrestricted to 50, I figured you would undergo evolution and thanks to the phenomenon last night I had already expected these changes.”

“Phenomenon?” Tilting my head while throwing whatever monster meat remained into the oven, I heard Xia explain what had happened. Feeling shocked, Xia simply finished the story.

“It’s not a sight seen often, and is quite rare, however the citizens of Vale have seen them in the past so it’s not a huge deal.”

Serving her the mess of breakfast I had attempted while sitting down with mine, I asked her what she thought.

“Well, Alisha. I believe your long hair opens you to attacks. If someone were to grab your hair, it wouldn’t be easy to get them to let go, it's a rather dangerous weakness. Your breasts have also grown slightly and may get in the way of fighting, though getting used to your body will help resolve that problem it is important to remember. Your legs being longer also means your step has gotten bigger, meaning you can close distance easily.”

Nodding along with her words, she had a point about my hair. I ran down to the middle of my back, and when I asked her how short I should have it, she pointed to her own hair, which was about shoulder length.

“Can you cut mine now then? I plan to go take the test for Gold Grade this morning.”

“Certainly, Alisha.” After finishing her breakfast, Xia used my rapier to cut my hair to shoulder length, about the same length as hers. “Do you wish to tie it up? It’ll make it harder to grab.”

“Sure. Thank you, Xia.”

“I’m always at your service, Alisha.” 

As she ties my hair back into a ponytail, Xia spoke once again. “Alisha, I believe it would be best to get used to your newly acquired strength before heading to the Guild, so they may correctly identify your Rank.”

Thinking over those words, I nodded in agreement. Hearing Alice run downstairs, she entered the kitchen and looked at Xia.

“Xi Xi!” Jumping at Xia, who caught who, Alice looked up at Xia. “Alice hungry!”

For a second I could’ve sworn I saw fear in Xia’s eyes when Alice said those words. Believing myself to have mistakenly seen something, I dug out a bag of monster cores as Alice smiled. “Yay!” 

“Have you seen Elizabeth, Xia?”

“No. I did check in with the Guild and according to an attendant named Claire she has been doing requests and is currently out on one. Clair believes Elizabeth will be back in a matter of days.”

“Thanks for checking. Alright, let's head to Flowing River. I’ll be able to train better there and I need to let Halone and Tael know about my evolution.”

As we head out, I look at the last message the System had given me after my evolution. A message that made me motivated to continue to get stronger.




	The Blood God now sees you as a threat.







            

    
        Chapter 101 - Alisha vs Elise

    
    
    
    
                Making my way through the snowy roads while holding Alice’s hand, I saw the Guild just ahead of us. It’s been two weeks, and all I’ve been doing is training in the underground cave of Flowing River. It was the same exercises I had been doing before, except much more intense. Halone had been away, so Tael had assisted me while I got used to my new strength. He hadn’t had much of a reaction towards my changes, and from the sparring we had done he seemed impressed by how much stronger I had gotten.

Alice had spent the time with Ken and learnt a new spell, Darkness of the Heart. It was the same spell I had been influenced by in the Dungeon, a spell that swayed the negative emotions within the target, causing them to become enraged, easily controlling them. Sighing, I looked at the sky, a bright blue with some cloud covering. It would be a waning moon tonight, meaning I could meet Tessa.

Entering the Guild, I felt hostile stares glaring at me before they turned away. Looking at those who had glared at me, I found a group of Silver Grades pretending that I didn’t exist. Knowing this was likely due to them knowing what happened in the Battlefield of Eternity, I ignored them as well as the curious glances others threw my way. Walking up to the counter, I asked an attendant for Elise, and after a wait, she came out.

“You’re finally here. Now, before we begin, I want Alice to take the test to become an adventurer. Do you mind, Alisha?”

Looking at Alice, I smiled and told Elise I was fine with it. Turning to another attendant, they quickly introduced themselves.

“I am Barry. I’ll handle young Alice’s test and registration. We’ll also provide her with an identification necklace as well. Don’t worry about the fees, we’ll handle that.”

“Thank you. Alice, go on with Barry. Do as he says, ok?”

“Alice ok!” Giving me a bright smile, Alice quickly followed behind Barry. Some adventurers and attendants must’ve found the sight strange, and looking at it I knew why. Alice seemed like a normal child, if you ignored the wings and talons, and having a child apply to the Guild would seem strange, especially as she is level 1.

 

“Right, now we should get started. I’ll tell you once everything is sorted, but we need to get this done quickly. I have some important information for you.” Tilting my head at Elise, she turns and leads me down another hallway. After a few minutes of walking, we arrived once again in a large room, where Xander sat, waiting.

“Xander will be elevating you today. Usually it’ll be a Platinum Grade, but Xander seemed eager to see you again.” Hearing a voice behind me, I turn and see Amanda leaning against the wall, smiling slightly.

“Incorrect, I merely wished to ensure the Branch Masters disciple is assessed correctly.” With a snort, Xander stood with his arms crossed, facing the arena in the middle of the room.

“Ah, a perfect excuse! Then I’m also here for that reason.” Chuckling, Amanda walked over and stood besides Xander as Elise leads me towards the arena.

Facing me, Elise looked at me as the atmosphere around here turned serious. Before I could say anything, a pressure radiated out from here…killing intent.

With a word, Elise waved a hand. A domain spread around quickly, and quickly getting on guard, I knew the assessment had already started. The domain finished expanding, leaving us in a rocky terrain, the land was dry, cracks ran along the ground and the shrubs that were scattered around were browning. I could tell, this domain was powerful. Looking around for Elise, I heard a voice boom out.

“Foolish. You came here during the day. Without your domain nor the night sky, you can not produce energy for your Lunar magic. Now, die.” Frowning at her words, I sensed an attack coming from behind and dodged. However, the moment I moved hundreds of vines shot from the ground, wrapping around an arm and leg. In the next second, a large earthen spike shot out of seemingly nowhere, heading right towards my head.

Turning with the vines, I dodge the attack as more vines erupted out of the ground, wrapping themselves around my other arm and leg, holding me firmly. They pulled, as if trying to drag me to the ground. Suddenly, I could smell water…below me? Realising what Elise was trying to do, I stopped trying to gauge her strength and used all of mine.

Snapping the vines easily, I dash forward quickly as an eruption of boiling water shot up from where I had been a second ago. Turning my head around, I tried to locate Elise, but couldn’t. I couldn’t even pick up her unique smell, everything here smelled like dirt.

“I know every detail about you. Instead of sight, your smell is your most threatening sense. Your countermeasures are lacking.”

Wondering what she meant, suddenly an overwhelmingly disgusting smell entered my nose. As I immediately started working on tuning the smell out, I found I couldn’t. No, I could, but the smell was changing every few seconds! The smell overwhelmed me as I tried to think of what to do before the smell immobilised me, and quickly I thought of a way to get rid of the smell.

Visualising a huge swirl of wind around me, I created a tornado that quickly drove the smell away and kept it maintained. The wind kicked up the dust, creating a smokescreen around me as I realised quickly that I had blinded myself. Knowing it was either this or to deal with the smell, I opted to expand the tornado so I had ten metres of space around myself.

“Clever. You’re still full of openings and a glaring weakness.”

Sensing a presence nearby, I quickly look towards it. At the same time, I heard a sound behind me as something gripped my tail, hard. Hissing in pain, I turn my head to see a large hand made of earth gripping my tail as I once again become ensnared. Smelling water once again, I quickly thought of what to do. 

Reaching behind me without looking, I grab the earthen hand and crush it, leaping back at the last second as boiling water shoots out once again. Gritting my teeth, I knew this couldn’t go on, I had to find Elise and end this quickly.

“Entrapping and blinding yourself, unable to find an escape. You’ve made yourself an easy target.” Hearing her voice ring out, I now knew why Elise was an advisor. She’s strong, picking me apart, not giving me a single second to breathe. Rock bullets fly through the tornado, and as I dodge them I also deal with vines, rock hands and water. 

Suddenly, I sensed a weakness within the domain, and as I’m about to take advantage of it, my instincts screamed out danger. Holding the impulse to spread my domain, the weakness I felt disappeared. Was that a trap? Biting my lip, I kept calm while thinking, going through anything I could do, but my magic was either close range or used my entire mana pool. 

Lullaby wouldn’t work, the sound of the wind and level difference would prevent it working. Astral Ice Spikes could only work if I knew where she was. My eyes weren’t working, either she wasn’t using an illusion or it was too high level. 

Frowning, something clicked in my mind. My eyes…Going through constellations, I remembered Artemis, who I used for Starfall. What if I use the first portion of the spell, using moonlight energy to tag my enemy, and use my eyes to track them? Artemis represented Hunting, in addition to the Bow and Arrow, which included tracking.

Visualising the constellation of Artemis, I spread moonlight energy within me as far as I could while keeping a clear image of Elise in my mind, keeping the amount of energy used low. Keeping the constellation in mind, I pushed a small amount of Celestial Eclipse mana into my eyes. Looking around, I quickly saw a blue outline, some distance from me, about two seconds with my speed. Pretending I hadn’t noticed, I kept looking around.

“A weak and feeble magic like that won’t do you any good now. I'm bored of this, you’re not ready, it’s time to end it.”

Two large hands emerged from the ground either side of me as vines once again bound me. Taking a steady breath, I put my plan into action, it was now or never. Holding my breath, I snapped my neck onto the blue outline, tensed my legs and shot right towards it, shooting right out of the tornado while tearing the vines off my arms. 

Tael had taught me something. A domain didn’t require the user to mentally focus to maintain, however a sudden blow to the user can disrupt it completely for all but a second. 

Bursting through a bush, I saw Elise who looked at me in shock, and before she could react, I threw a punch, striking her in the jaw, hard. And in that moment, her domain shook. I knew this wasn’t a trap, and I took advantage of it.

“Domain!” It expands, shattering hers quickly as she recovers and looks at me in shock. Applying Lunar Blessing to myself as my body became strengthened, I didn’t give her a chance and used Flowing Strikes. She however invoked earth all around her body, protecting herself, but I did not give her a chance to make any distance as my voice rang out cleanly while punching.

“Sleep well, and don’t you fear.”

“Shit!” Hearing panic in Elise’s voice, she quickly took a step back as a thick wall of earth appeared between us. Using my full strength, I smashed through the wall quickly as I saw her moving her hands up to her ears. Wordlessly, I used Wind Explosion at her with as much strength as I could, knocking her off balance and preventing her from plugging her ears.

“For the moon will always be near; guiding you through the darkest of nights.”

Her eyes started to glaze and without hesitation she made a spike of earth and stabbed it into her leg in an attempt to escape the Lullaby. But I knew it was too late as I continued to strike her, destroying her earthen armour.

“Close your eyes and drift away; into a land of make-believe; where all your dreams shall be received.”

Elise’s eyes glazed over, but they very quickly started regaining their clarity, but it was enough. Lightly grabbing her throat, I held it as the clarity returned to them. Looking at me then my hand, Elise held her hands up.

“You got me. Congratulations.” Smiling softly at me, I knew that it had ended as my domain collapsed and I let go of her. “So that energy you released was used to find me? Clever, I’d thought you were trapped, but it turns out you had everything handled.” Lightly ruffling my hair, Elise giggled. “Your punches hurt a bit you know? Either way, you handled yourself exceptionally.” As she says that, she looked towards Xander and Amanda.

“D Rank, Gold Grade of course.” Speaking firmly, Amanda gave me a small nod.

“No. C Rank, tentatively B rank.” Xander spoke next as he looked at Amanda. “I’d agree on D Rank if she fell for the domain trap, but she didn’t. I believe C Rank is acceptable.”

“Ah, no, she trapped herself too easily. If it wasn’t for creating a new spell so quickly to find Elise, she’d not been able to escape. D Rank.”

“She created a new spell and adapted to the situation instantly. She handled everything thrown at her with exceptional skill. C Rank.”

As Xander and Amanda argue back and forth, Elise sighed. Giving me a stiff smile, she pats me on the back. “Good work. Keep getting stronger. You’re so much more powerful than you were before.”

“Fine. C Rank, but she isn’t tentatively B Rank.” Amanda sighs and looks towards me, giving me a nod before disappearing into flames. Xander frowned, looked at Elise and said “You know what to do.” before leaving.

Leading me out of the room, we entered a smaller one. “Wait here, I need to arrange a few things.” Leaving with a smile, Elise closed the door as I sat back. Recalling the fight, I knew that I had been tested to see if I could handle certain situations. Strangely I hadn’t seen a System notification about the spell I had thought I had created. Was it a part of Star Gaze, or was it not complete enough?

Hearing the door open ten minutes later, Elise sat down with a notepad and a Gold metal plate. “Hand me your Bronze Grade plate.” Doing so, Elise smiled and took it. Placing it to the side, she handed me the Gold Grade plate. “Everything is sorted. Congratulations.” Placing it on, the System updated my adventurer information.




	
New Adventurer Grade: Gold. 

Rank: C








“It looks good on you. Skipping Silver entirely, look at you go.” Smiling at me for a moment, Elise’s face turned serious. “Now, the Guild has a job for you. You are forbidden to leave before fulfilling certain requirements, and if you attempt to do so Amanda will bring you back. I also need you to remain calm.”

Tilting my head, I wondered what this request was meant to do. Pulling out a large parchment, and unravelling it I saw a map. Drawn on one side was a city, written on it was “Vale”. From there, there were no other locations marked on it. It showed the levels of monsters in certain areas and the one that caught my attention was a strip of land marked with “GOLD GRADES AND ABOVE ONLY, WITH APPROVAL BY GUILD!” 

“We’ve received an emergency quest from a small town about five months walk from here, Gency. Five adventurers, Bronze and Silver, left their town to come here to Vale about a month ago and have not been heard of since. Their lives have been confirmed. The Guild has reason to believe the group attempted to cross here.” Pointing at the strip of land, I frown and look at her.

“This zone is a forbidden zone. Crossing it is the fastest way to get to Vale, the correct way would usually take five to six months, this path however takes three months. As you can see, you can not cross it unless permitted by the Guild, though most don’t know this unless they take a request near it. The group is made up of mostly new adventurers, led by one who is only slightly experienced.

“The Guild does not abandon anyone, regardless of the situation. Because of this, you’ve been selected to lead a team to this location, retrieve the adventurers or their identification plates and return here. You will be assigned five Gold Grade adventurers…well, two. Alice has passed the assessment and is Gold Grade E rank and Xia passed a while ago, they will be assigned to you. As for the other two, you’ll meet them shortly. The Guild will absorb any cost for this expedition, and knowing your status as a Chef we’ve prepared high quality meat and ingredients for you.”

Failing to see why I had to remain calm, Elise gave me the reason.

“We received this request yesterday. Alisha, remain calm. Your friend, Olivia, is one of those adventurers.”

Standing, I found myself shocked as I impulsively wanted to run out of the room. Gritting my teeth, I look at Elise, finding her to have a worried look in her eyes.

“When did you know she was there?” 

“When the request came back. I had submitted a request but hadn’t heard back, of the description provided by Gency of all the adventurers involved, one matches exactly what you gave me.”

Holding myself back from charging through the door, I sat down as Elise smiled softly. “Thank you. I know you want to rush out now, but I can’t let you. The trip is going to take two months on foot, but with a team of Gold Grades who need very little to no sleep it will take a month instead. You’ll be able to leave tomorrow evening, once we have everything arranged for you. Take the time today, tonight and tomorrow to prepare. Those ration cubes of yours will be essential for food, cutting down time to stop and hunt for food.”

Nodding at her words, I looked at the map as Elise drew a finger along it. “This is the fastest route you can take without encountering any danger.” The highest level on the path Elise had shown was only level 40. “Of course, there is the possibility of running into a mutation or wondering Elite, Champion or Guardian, but it’s minimal, and with five Gold Grades you’ll make short work of it. And before you ask, no, Aubrey can not go with you guys. She does not have the level 50 evolution to help her.”

Leaning forward, I calmed down a bit. “Can they survive for long there?”

“If they hide they’ll be fine for a while. I’d estimate two to three months if they aren’t reckless, but if they are indeed trapped in there then sooner or later they will die. Which is why I need you to go and prepare and ensure that you don’t become trapped as well. The Guild will provide a reward regardless of if they live or not, just bring them back to Vale, okay?”

Smiling softly, Elise gets up and gives me a light hug. “Don’t worry, from what you told me your friend is strong, she’ll be okay.” Glancing at Elise, I nod slightly. “Good, go grab Alice and head home. We’ll deliver the food to you so get prepared. We’ll also deliver healing potions as well.”

“Thanks, Elise.”

“It’s what I do. Get going and come back here tomorrow at exactly noon. We’ll get you guys sorted and sent out quickly.”

Closing my eyes, I took a breath as Olivia’s image came up in my mind. It’s been a while since I’d seen her, and to hear that she was in trouble made my heart drop. Breathing out, I calmed myself down completely and planned to prepare as much as possible to ensure we could rescue her. Getting up from the table, I walk with Elise into the main room of the Guild.

            

    
        Chapter 102 - Twins

    
    
    
    
                Meeting with Alice in the lobby of the Guild, who had been playing with some sort of strange toy, I saw a Gold adventurer’s plate around her neck with a new necklace. Upon seeing me, she gave me a worried look and I knew it was because of the mix of emotions within me right now. Knowing Olivia was alive and well made me feel happy, but knowing she may be in danger right now scared me and made me feel worried. 

Alice comes over and as I pick her up she hugs me. “Alice ok!” Smiling at her comment, I pat her back as I turn to Elise.

“Get going. I’ll have someone deliver everything tonight. Tell Xia her weapon is ready, she can come and pick it up from her advisor or any attendant here. Get some rest too. Don’t worry, we’re monitoring their lives through their adventurer plates, they’re all alive.” Patting me on the shoulder, Elise smiles softly. “Noon tomorrow. I’ll go through our battle and give you a proper assessment then we’ll meet up with the other two you’ll be going with and give you all a debrief.”

Frowning a bit, I asked a question I had at the back of my mind. “Why don’t you send people from Platinum or Ruby?”

“Ah. It’ll be explained tomorrow, but there is a reason why only Gold Grades can go in there. Now, go rest.” Thanking Elise, Alice and I walk out of the building while dealing with people looking at us. No one approached us, but I still felt glares of hatred, curiosity and excitement. 

Arriving home while walking slowly, I entered to find Xia looking at the newly installed benches in the kitchen, something I had asked her to get arranged before leaving. Upon seeing me, Xia frowned for a moment before giving me a small bow.

“Is there a problem, Alisha?”

Knowing I must’ve had a complicated expression, I explained the full situation to Xia while making some tea for the both of us.

“I understand. What do you need me to do?” 

“Mm, I need you to tell Tael I may not be back for two months. I can’t go, I need to wait for these ingredients. Can you also get Alice about two months worth of monster cores? Get the higher level ones, they fill her up a lot more.”

“Yummy!” Alice giggles as I once again could’ve sworn I saw fear in Xia’s eyes for a moment. Is there something about Alice and food that terrified Xia?

“Make sure to pick up your weapon. Oh, and while you’re there, sell off these items. Maybe do this first.” Handing her a bag that I had forgotten about, it had the two swords, Darkness gem and materials from Ruel. 

“Certainly. Do you want me to request a new room from the courthouse for Olivia, as well as medical kits in case we require them after requesting Olivia and her team?” 

Blinking in surprise at her thoughtfulness at the first suggestion, I nod. “Ask about the cost and if it’s reasonable go for it. We don’t have much left after all. The medical kits will take priority, so go to the courthouse last. If anything, Olivia can just sleep in my bed since I don’t exactly require sleep.”

“I see, an advantage to your evolution. Anything else?” Thinking about it, I look at Alice. 

“Want to go with Xia?”

“Xi Xi!” Jumping into Xia’s arms from mine, Alice giggled. 

“I’ll leave her with you.” Xia nods and with Alice she leaves. Taking a breath, I close the door behind them and enter the lounge room. Sitting down, I take a few minutes to organise my thoughts. For the time being, I couldn’t do much. I also needed to arrange for someone to take care of the garden, thanks to the magic circles it mostly looked after itself, but in the next two months about a quarter will be ready for harvesting. Perhaps Aubrey can do it. Planning to leave a message with Elise or ask Aubrey if she came over tonight, I turned my attention to my bag.

Taking out a certain tome, I looked at it as I felt a bit excited, which distracted me from the mix of emotions I felt. It had yellowing pages with some creases and tiny tears. It’s the tome about Ancient Magic, Gravity. 

As I’m about to open it, I first heard a knock on the door followed by the sound of a chime throughout the house a second later. Frowning a bit, I put the tome away as I moved towards the doors. I had expected the delivery to be much later, though since it was an emergency they must’ve moved quick.

Opening the door, I found it wasn’t a Guild attendant but two elves, who looked nearly identical. One had black hair while the other had white hair. The black-haired elf had soft, feminine features and wore a white robe while the white-haired elf had a certain maturity to his face and wore a black robe. Around their necks they wore Bronze Grade medallions. They were gazing at me with curiosity. 

“Oh, Sister. She does live here.”

“Yes, Brother, you were right. Hello, the one they call the hero of the slums, it’s an honour to meet you.”

Resisting the temptation to tilt my head, I wonder for a moment then ask “Are you here to deliver the ingredients?” 

Both of them look at each other with a questioning gaze before looking at me. “Brother, I believe she has been waiting for someone else.”

“Indeed Sister. Hero of the slums, we are not here to deliver anything, we have come to ask for your help.”

A bit surprised, I recalled having seen these twins in the past. Something had been bothering me when I had seen them and as I recall, I remember I had seen them when I first entered the Guild, after my assessment to join. Looking at them, I sensed the strange energy they had, and as I remember it seemed…broken.

“Ah! Brother, you forgot to mention that we can pay. Hero, we have saved up two Gold coins and can pay you.”

“Oh, I forgot about that, thank you, Sister.”

Still rather confused about all of this, I cross my arms with a frown. I didn’t have the time right now to help them, I needed to prepare. And I didn’t know about helping them out of the blue, I didn’t know them after all. Thinking about it, I found myself rather curious about the energy that seemed odd within them. It was like a river between the two had been blocked, or broken off, but when I had first seen them, it had felt unstable.

“I’m very sorry, but I don’t have the time right now.”

“Oh…” Muttering at the same time, the two seemed dejected. For some reason I felt a bit guilty at this sight.

“I can hear you out, but you see I’ve got an emergency request so I can’t really help right now.”

“Oh! I see, so it’s her circumstances, Sister.”

“Indeed Brother! It is good she is not unwilling.”

Seeing the two of them look excited, the sister gives me a smile. “If you are able to help, we would be forever grateful. We do understand your circumstances, when will you be back?”

“Mm, in about two months.”

Seeing the two look a bit dejected, I decided to ask them a direct question. “Is this about the energy between the two of you?”

I had sensed it before as well, and seeing their looks of shock I knew that they had indeed come to ask for help about it, but I didn’t expect their response.

“Y-you can sense it?” The boy asked me and as I nod their expressions go from shock to slight excitement. 

“What do you sense?” The girl looked hopeful as she asked me. 

“Mm, it’s like a river of energy between the two of you is broken. I can’t tell what type of energy it is, but merely you two seem to have it travelling between yourselves.”

I hadn’t ever sensed anything like this nor do I understand what it is, but for some reason I felt very curious about it. 

“She can help us, Sister! She can truly help us!”

“Yes, Brother! How wonderful!”

Smiling a bit at their excited expressions, they turned to me. 

“We will come and see you once you’ve returned. Thank you, hero of the slums.” Without another word, the two turned and walked away. Watching them as they disappeared down the street, I realised I hadn't asked for their names. I had a feeling they would return here in two months, so with that in mind I returned inside and picked up the tome once again, planning to read through it to see if I could understand it.

***

Setting the tome aside, I rubbed the bridge of my nose. I had read about Gravity magic and one spell, and I had felt overwhelmed by it. Gravity magic used all sorts of different methods. The spell I had read was very complicated. It required all sorts of strange mana movement, a hand gesture and you had to keep focused on the spell. It also used three magic circles to maintain, but the results would be devastating if I could use it.

The understanding I had received from the book about Gravity was that it kept out feet on the ground and was a natural force. This natural force could be woven and used. The spell I had just learnt, or rather read about, used mana and this natural force to either increase or decrease it around someone, meaning you could increase the weight one felt by several times, or remove one's weight. It was possible to use it to float in the sky as well.

I liked the idea of that, it would certainly increase my dodging capabilities. Using it to increase one’s weight, or rather increase the gravity around them, would also really help with enemies who were fast. Feeling excited to try it, I picked up the tome and reread the spell. 

***

Sitting back in a chair, I felt exhausted. After rereading the gravity spell, an attendant had arrived and I had started working immediately. Overall, I had made about 300 ration cubes, created a mess in the kitchen and drained half my mana. Xia and Alice had returned at some point, Xia helped me while Alice played. Currently it was midnight and Xia was serving me tea while Alice was asleep upstairs. Unlike Xia and I, Alice required sleep and while I didn’t need sleep, I did if I exhausted my stamina. 

“Xia, stop being so formal. Come and sit down.” Xia, as usual, stood at attention to my side once she’d served me tea. “And pour yourself some tea.” I knew she hesitated at the suggestion of being less formal around me, but I didn’t like it. Watching as she sat down with some hesitation and poured herself a drink, we sat in silence with the only sound being the fireplace which we had activated.

As I’m thinking over what was coming tomorrow, I suddenly felt a surge of mana and a presence in front of me. Looking at the figure that had just appeared, I was about to stand up to face them before the smell of them hit me. Calming down and smiling at her, I watched as Tessa removed her hood. I had completely forgotten about her coming to find me, even though it was on my mind in the morning.

Before either of us could say anything, Xia shot up and kneeled on the ground, trembling. At first I had felt confused at her reaction before I remembered. Tessa is also a Blessed, and looking at Tessa, she seemed to realise this as well.

“Rise, Guardian. I am not your Blessed, do not bend your knee to me. I am merely visiting, attend your Blessed.”

Without a word, Xia stood and kept her head low as she bowed before walking to my side, standing once again at attention. Sitting down on the couch opposite me, Tessa poured herself some tea before reaching into a pocket and handing me a pouch.

“Snack?”

Tessa had almost always offered me snacks, in fact Selenia was similar. Was there a link between the Moon Goddess and snacks? Smiling at my own thoughts, I accepted as Tessa pulled out another pouch.

“The snacks here in Vale are truly unique. I must make a trip back here in the future.” 

“Tessa, why are you here? What happened to the you inside of my mana realm?”

Sitting in silence for a few seconds, Tessa smiled. “The seed of consciousness inside of you that I placed had a failsafe in case anything happened to me. It breaking and fading is due to my imprisonment by the Sisterhood.”

“You were imprisoned?”

“Yup! In fact, I can’t be here long, so I’ll keep it short. I had been imprisoned because it was deemed that I had helped you too much, thus they sealed me and threw me into isolation to, as they say, think of the consequences of my actions. Those miserable old fools and their tradition. Did you know that the Moon Goddess never made that tradition, the old foggies just didn’t like the idea of anyone being a Blessed, even though She selected them.”

Listening to her rant, I felt a bit confused. The Moon Goddess never imposed such a thing, so why did they continue to follow it? “Is it because those old foggies only want strong people?”

“Exactly! They refuse to acknowledge any potential Sisters unless they pass the Crossroads, and even if one does they won’t accept them unless they ‘have the potential to be useful to Her’. A load of rubbish if you ask me. We should be accepting all Blessed unconditionally.”

Smiling as Tessa grumbled, I never thought of her to be one that complained like this. “Well, after I was imprisoned, and after a lot of time, you went ahead and prayed to Her on a full moon for help. As soon as you did, Selenia took me from my prison, brought me here and working with her we broke into that dungeon. You know the rest.”

I had a lot of questions, but Tessa gave me a tight smile. “I know I said I could answer your questions, but as I understand both of us don’t have the time right now. I would offer to plant another seed of consciousness within your mana realm, but you wouldn’t have the time to communicate through it. I wanted to just see you again. I had never thought the little fox in that hellhole would turn out to be a Chosen and not a Blessed.”

Pursing my lips at her comment, I watched as Tessa finished her tea. “I came here to give you both a warning and advice. The warning is that the Church is preparing to eliminate you, and they’re no longer bothering to hide it. The good news is that due to their precious spell, Starfall, has gone missing. They are delayed as they believe it to be a trump card to you. The bad news is that they’re not holding back. Thankfully they do not have one who has passed the Crossroads.”

“Crossroads?” I had heard this term coming up more recently. Smiling, Tessa breaths out before looking at me.

“Check my Status.”

Raising an eyebrow, I did and saw a very strange sight.




	
The One Who Shines Brightly, Tessa Moonflow.

Level 89 ⭐⭐⭐

Embodiment of the Stars, Pseudo-Demigod

Those who invoke her rage will join the stars.








Looking at the very strange Status, Tessa explained. “The Crossroads, otherwise known as passing level 100. It is unique to all, and ‘levelling’ becomes a vague term. It is called the Crossroads because in addition to being the last evolution for most, it is also where one walks their own path. No paths are the same, except for extremely rare situations, and others may not even have levels.

“My path is fairly straightforward. Each of those stars represents one hundred levels, so if we were to look at in terms of numbers I would be level 389. Though it's not as simple as that, there are many different factors to my path, but you will learn more about it when you reach the Crossroads. After all, your path will be yours, not mine.”

Looking at her in surprise, I had not expected to learn about this at all. Many had told me before level 20 that I would have to wait and see what laid beyond level 20, and while I did have to do that here it was for a completely different reason. Tessa hands me a hairpin.

“A gift from me. Don’t worry, it won’t bond to you or anything. It contains one high level spell that will trigger if your life is on the brink of death. It will whisk you and those you consider allies away back to this house. It will only trigger if there is absolutely no hope for you however, so don’t go around thinking you’re safe, if a child ran up to you and stabbed you it won’t work.”

Thanking Tessa, I watched as she stood. “Be careful in the Canyon of Ruth’s Rest. If you detect any Lunar magic, *do not approach it!* No matter how tempting it is, you will suffer a fate worse than death. Guardian, whack sense into her if she tries.” 

“Y-yes, M-madam!” 

“Now that I’m no longer attached to the Sisterhood I’m more free to help you, though I am kind of hiding from them so I can’t help often. I originally wanted to wipe the Church out, but seeing as you’re become so strong I figured I’ll let you handle them since you’d have some frustrations that you’d want to vent.”

Chuckling at her words, Tessa and I shared a smile.

“We’ll meet again, Alisha.” Tessa fades into a silver light. Looking at the hairpin she gave me, it was of course themed on the night sky. A nice black base, it had small silver dots running along the pin and a crescent moon at the end. Putting it into my hair, I looked back and smiled at Xia, who looked like she had escaped great danger.

“Come and sit down Xia, let's have some tea.”

***

Standing outside of the Guild, Alice, Xia and I were as prepared as we could be. Bundled in thick clothing and coats, Xia and Alice were on either side of me. Ensuring we had left nothing unprepared, we entered the Guild, preparing ourselves once again but this time for a month-long trip.

            

    
        Chapter 103 - Canyon of Ruth's Rest

    
    
    
    
                Entering the Guild, it as usual was very busy, making it rather difficult to squeeze through. Managing to find Elise fairly quickly, since she had been looking for us as well, she led us into a private room.

“Alright. I want to assess our battle first, Alisha, then we’ll proceed to the brief. It’s important to do this brief as there are various things you need to know and improve on from our fight. Now, to let you know now we’ve finished, I am a control mage. I am absolutely terrible at close combat, however I am also the worst nightmare for those who rely on close combat, like yourself.”

Placing a blue gem on the table, a Memory Stone, Elise tapped it once as the scenes from yesterday played from her point of view. Tapping once again, it paused on the moment the fight started. 

“You were not prepared for the assessment to start. I don’t blame you since you would’ve been waiting for the signal to start. You got on guard quickly which is good, but remember Alisha an enemy looking to ambush you isn’t going to simply wait for you to be ready. In that second where you were not on guard I could’ve bound you completely.”

Tapping it once again, Elise paused it on the part where I had first been bound. “You adapted to the situation fast but you held back, intending to judge the right amount of strength to use against me. End fights fast. In this situation, the expectation was for you to run around the domain, searching for me, yet you stood still. This made it incredibly easy for me to keep binding you.”

Seeing what she meant, I watched as I dodged being bound several times. It paused once again when I made the tornado.

“This was most likely the worst decision you made. In fact I had thought you failed the assessment at this point. The idea was good, to push away the scent that was overwhelming you away with wind magic. However you failed to consider the environment. Dirt and dust covered the domain, and in the moment you made the tornado you blinded yourself. Your eyes aren't able to look through physical obstacles. 

“On the upside, you avoided the domain trap perfectly. I could tell you sensed the weakness, but didn’t take it. If you had taken it, you’d have been struck with a torrent of pure mana. It would’ve overwhelmed you for a moment, but I would’ve been able to end your life several times by the time you recovered.”

So it was a trap. Well, Xander had confirmed that yesterday, but knowing that she could make a trap in her domain made me want to know how to do it as well.

“At this point I sensed an incredibly weak burst of mana from you. I had thought it was a clumsy attempt at Mana Sense, trying to locate me through the use of a pulse of mana. Never would I have thought it was a spell to actually mark me, I didn't even notice the mark until this moment.” Pausing the Memory Stone on a scene, it was the second I had snapped my head and body in Elise’s direction.

“You scared me a bit here. I had absolutely no clue that you had found me, I had thought I made a mistake and revealed where I was. It was only then that I realised there were strands of mana surrounding me lightly. From there, you performed beautifully.”

The Memory Stone ends as she puts it away. “We had only intended to test your adaptability, see how you react to each situation and assess you from there. You exceeded our expectations by not only finding me, but disrupting my domain with a heavy blow and taking that chance to expand your own. You didn’t even give me a chance and used that damn Lullaby. That’s a deadly spell, Alisha. Even I couldn’t escape the illusions and my willpower and resistance to illusions has a solid foundation.

“Now, I’m finished with doing the assessment. Shall we proceed to the briefing? I’d imagine you’ll be eager to set off.” Nodding to Elise, she smiled and led us out of the room and up the stairs to the Gold Grade floor.

Similar to the Bronze room, it had many adventurers here, though they looked a lot stronger. It was very busy here, and we had to once again squeeze through the crowd before walking down a corridor and into a large room. Sitting down at a long table, Elise smiled and left the room.

After a few minutes, Elise returned and sat opposite of me. “The others will be here shortly. In the meantime, is there anything that you may need done while you’re away?” Explaining the garden to her, she took out a notepad and started writing everything I told her down, about how to harvest certain plants or what colour they needed to be and so on. 

After about ten minutes, Elise smiled stiffly and said “There is a lot isn’t there? Alright, give me your house key and I’ll arrange for someone to look after your garden.” Handing her the key, the door opened at the same time and four people entered. Leading them is a Platinum Grade, one was an attendant and the other two were Gold Grades.

The first Gold Grade was a rather bulky, bald man with a beard, a large shield on his back along with a giant axe. The second, a female with red hair, had a slim figure with a pair of daggers on her side. Both of them glance at us before sitting down. The attendant followed while the Platinum Grade stood in front of us and the others sat.

“Good, everyone is here. I am Lin, and I will be briefing you all on your mission today. Firstly, introduce yourselves.”

“Xeno. Tank.” The large man raised a hand before putting it down.

“Summer. Scout.” Giving all of a light nod, Summer glanced at us with a serious face.

“Alisha. Fighter and spellcaster. This is Alice, a spellcaster.” Introducing myself and gesturing to Alice who was on my lap, consuming monster cores once again, the two nod at me.

“The hero of the slums and the one who conquered that stubborn dungeon. A pleasure.” Speaking formally, Summer kept her serious face on.

“Xia. Arcane Mage.” Introducing herself last, Xia also returned the nods of the others.

“Good. You five will be joining together for a mission to either rescue adventurers or return their identity plates. Summer, you will be leading this expedition. Alisha, you will be her backup.” Both of us nod.

Picking up a roll of paper, Lin threw it at the wall to the side, where it spread out and stuck. It showed the same map Elise had yesterday, except there were redlines going towards the strip of land and red circles.

“Now, you five will be travelling to the Canyon of Ruth’s Rest. It’s a pain in the arse zone that new adventurer’s think they can just sneak through. It currently has shifted so only those below level 60 can enter, anyone else who enters will disappear, to who knows where, we just know they’ll never be heard from again.

“We expect the next shift to occur in six months, so you will have plenty of time. This place is filled with danger that you all must be aware of. This isn’t some trip into a dungeon, the monsters here are far more terrifying and dangerous. Mimics are the worst of the lot, unlike those that reside in the Tomb of Lilith, these bastards can form themselves into a perfect replica. There are various other dangers, but you’re not going sightseeing, you’re to get in, rescue the adventurers and get the fuck out.

“The idiots that ran into the Canyon thinking they could shortcut it over to the Guild consisted of five, one Silver Grade and four Bronze Grade. As you know, Gency does not have any above Silver Grade, any potential Gold Grades will come here, and this Silver Grade is one of them. We received confirmation of their names today and had an artist draw their descriptions.”

Throwing more papers at the wall, they stuck and my eyes locked onto one in particular. If there were any doubts before, they are gone now. Olivia, it was her.

“We do not leave any adventurer behind, this is an ironclad rule. It doesn’t matter if you killed one by your hands because they were foolish enough to attempt to take your life, you are to return their corpse or adventurer’s plate to us. For your success in this mission, each of you will be awarded two Mithril coins, and one for each person or identity that you bring back.”

“Shit.” Xeno mutters under his breath and I know why he did so. I wasn’t accustomed to money, but I knew that the reward for this was steep, which meant that it was very dangerous.

“We put this group together while considering your strengths and weaknesses. Xeno, you will be the one who protects the party. Xia, you will support him with your magic. Alisha, you will be responsible for dispatching anything you need to kill, while Alice backs you up. Lastly, Summer you will be responsible for scouting, ensuring the parties overall health and finishing anything off Alisha has failed to do so.”

Looking over all of us, he spoke again. “Any questions?” No one spoke while Lin looked around. “Good. You all have supplies and Alisha here has food for you all, you will all be moving with as much speed as possible. The route we have provided is the safest route, you will not encounter any obstacles along the way unless you have a freak accident. Now, final chance for questions.”

Xeno grunts as he sticks a thumb towards Alice. “We’re bringing a level 1 child along?”

“It's a bit rude to pry.” Xia mutters as she looks at Xeno with a raised brow. A bit surprised she spoke out like that, Xeno grunts again.

“If we’re going somewhere dangerous, I want to ensure those I go with won’t hold me down. A level 1 being dragged along will do that.”

Summer looked at us seriously before glancing at Alice. Folding her arms, she leaned back while looking at Lin.

“You’re doubting the Guild’s decision?” Lin looks at Xeno with an unhappy expression.

“Not at all, but I don’t want any slack.” Xeno matches Lin’s look as I sigh.

Looking at Alice, who looked a bit upset that she had become the centre of attention, she met my eyes and I gave her a small smile and nod. Whispering in her ear, I told her a way to resolve this, or piss off the Guild, or both. “Sweety, go easy on him.”

Looking at me with an excited smile, Alice looked at Xeno and raised a finger. I had learnt very quickly that while Alice wasn’t good with her words and had a very childish nature, she was fast to learn and quite smart. I knew those words I had said wouldn’t lead to any problems.

As Xeno looks at Alice, she quietly says the name of a spell I hoped to never experience. “Emotional Upheaval.”

Caught off guard, Xeno looked shocked one moment, then in the next his face changed several times before it settled on an extremely sad expression. I knew Alice had avoided making him angry or enraged as I witnessed Xeno break down crying before he started sobbing into his hands. The room went silent before a sound rang out over his sobbing.

“Pff.”

Looking at Summer, she started laughing. “You dumb big oaf! That’s what you get for doubting!” Laughing more, she suddenly stopped as her face turned angry. “Ah! Idiot, why’d you do that?! Now I don’t look like the cool, mysterious leader!” She starts shaking the crying Xeno as I watch, dumbfounded. 

The male attendant lets out a sigh. Tilting my head in his direction, he looks at me with a tired expression and gestures to Summer. “Summer is rather eccentric. She is a very joyful person, filled with laughter and happiness, never failing to smile. She does suffer from wanting to be seen as the cool, serious and hardworking elder sister to those that are new or have just reached Gold Grade. When she heard that you were coming along she demanded Xeno and I to not utter her true side. Alas, she didn’t even last till the end of the end of the meeting.”

“HEY! Don’t tell them! I’m not eccentric, you old fart!” Shaking her fist at the attendant, she turned to Xeno, who was still crying his heart out. “Ahhh! It’s all your fault you big oaf!” This time she punched him, but I could tell the blows were weak, it was like a toddler throwing a tantrum.

“Well, as the saying goes, the proof is in the pudding. Alice, please dispel the spell.” Lin finally spoke up, looking rather amused by the situation. What had once been a serious, delicate atmosphere had very quickly turned into a noisy, amusing one. Alice drops her hand as Xeno slowly stops crying and returns to eating her monster cores. Reaching for one myself, I too decided to eat as I watched Xeno from the corner of my eye. I had nothing to worry about though.

Xeno looked at Alice with a bit of fear as Summer started laughing again. “You fucked around and found out, Z! Don’t blame her for your stupidity. Look, the hero of the slums is ready to pulverise you if you try!”

“Stupid woman! I wouldn’t dare!”

“Huhh?! What did you call me, you big oaf?!”

“You two, can it. Let Lin finish the brief.”

“Oh, I’m pretty much done, I’m just finding all of this rather amusing so I’m holding off sending them out until they finish their arguing.”

“Ah! Madam Alice, you shouldn’t eat so much! It needs to last two months!”

“NO! Alice hungry! Xi Xi smelly!”

Listening to the ruckus around me, my eyes met with Elise's, who gave me a tired smile. Is it like this with every adventurer meeting?

“Alright, everyone quieten down. Given everyone appears to be full of energy, we will send you through the short range teleport now. It’ll take you two days out from Vale, the guards on the other end are already waiting for you. From there, follow the map and make haste.” Lin throws each of us a rolled up map. 

As we stood, Xeno approached us quickly and knelt. “I apologise for my earlier words. I have no doubt that young Alice is worthy of standing with us.”

Looking at Alice, she was glancing down at Xeno before looking at me. Giving her a soft nod, she turned back and said “Alice ok!” I really had to take the time to teach her new words…wait, did she call Xia smelly earlier? Raising an eyebrow, I glanced at Xia who quickly stood at attention before I looked back at Xeno. Nooo, I simply heard Summer instead of Alice…right?

“What Alice means to say is she forgives you. She isn’t good with her words yet, but she carries no hard feelings.” Relaying the meaning of ‘Alice ok!’ to Xeno, he got up and gave me a nod.

“Thank you. I look forward to working with the one they call the hero of the slums. Xeno.” He held his hand out, and quickly realising that he was reintroducing himself as a sign of respect, I did the same thing and shook his hand.

“Alisha.” We gave each other a nod and we both followed Summer, who had turned around.

“I’m Summer!”

“She knows, you dullard.” 

“Huh?! You’re one to speak, big and stupid oaf!”

The male attendant sighs, looks at me and pats my back. “It’s going to be a long trip, I apologise.”

For once I wanted to pray to Celestia that he wasn’t implying they would be like this the entire trip. Hearing the two of them argue on our way to what Lin called the teleport hall, I worked on tuning their arguing out.

***

We had been travelling for about two weeks now, and during this time I had gotten to know Summer and Xeno. I really enjoyed their company…when they weren’t yelling at each other. 

Xeno is something that other adventurers called a Drifter. Summer had explained that the term was used as an insult, yet Xeno said he had no shame in it. A Drifter is one who never stays in one party, always moving to other parties. According to him, he detested those parties he left because they had very little honour, always aiming for profit over accomplishing anything. 

In fact, he only agreed to joining the expedition because of me and the accomplishments I have achieved. In addition to this, he only saw value in those that fought for the betterment of those around them, and he had an interest in me due to saving the orphanage from the bear attack. Xeno had very little to say, but would never refuse a conversation.

Summer on the other hand was a very bright person, as I had been told she was always filled with joy, doing her best to make everyone smile, even Xeno whom she’d argue with constantly. She’d always offer to help look after Alice, who needed to be carried and required sleep, and got along very well with Xia of all people. 

Of course, they had gotten to know us as well, though I had avoided telling them the truth about Xia and I, merely stating that we were friends. Xia had picked up on what I was hinting at and went along with the story. It’s possible that Xeno or Summer had seen her level being restricted, but they never questioned the story.

And like that, we continued for another two weeks, and very soon a grand canyon laid itself out. A month of walking nonstop hadn’t exactly tired us, but we set down for half a day break while Summer scouted the way ahead of us. It would take two to three days to travel through this canyon, with the only way down being either the rock face or steep stairs that led down. A strange energy ran through this place, I couldn’t tell what it was but I knew it wouldn’t harm us.

Standing there looking over the canyon, I heard the roaring of monsters, the rushing of a river and the wind that blew through the canyon and I hoped that Olivia was safe.

            

    
        Chapter 104 - Weakened and Afraid

    
    
    
    
                Olivia’s PoV

Screaming as I wake up, I clutch my head and sit up. Breathing heavily, I look around, terrified. I’m in a room, naked on a bed…it was a dream, the same dream I’ve had every night since that day. Holding my knees to my chest, I continued sobbing. I didn’t want to leave this bed, I’m terrified of being outside. If I leave I might be betrayed and hurt again, I just wanted to see my parents again.

The door to the room opens and looking up with lingering fear, I saw an old granny at the door, giving me a soft smile. Martha walked over, sat down next to me and simply hugged me as I cried. Every night since I ended up in Gency I’ve had the same nightmare over and over. The scene of those of my own kind ambushing Alisha and I, the faces of my parents crying and the scenes of when I first had been dropped into Crater Hell. I had failed to get decent sleep ever since I ended up here and as a result I had become lethargic and exhausted everyday.

After I stop crying, Martha simply brushes my hair. “I have breakfast ready, dear. Get dressed, you’ve got a big day today.” Nodding weakly to her as she left the room, I got up and slowly got dressed. I was leaving Gency today and heading to a big city called Vale. According to what the Guild said, it was the best place to get stronger and earn more money. It also could search for information, maybe just maybe Alisha might be alive…but I knew the truth.

I had led her to her death. One of the first people, along with Sally, Gray and Elizabeth, that I could call a friend. They were the first to never judge me because I happened to be a Deviant, yet I had led two of them to their deaths. The elves wouldn’t help Elizabeth, they would kill her and toss her out. Alisha and Alice, that pet raven of hers had been teleported as well, but the likelihood of them dying is high, too high. 

Trembling as I bite my lip, I try not to cry. Every morning started like this, always on the verge of breaking down, terrified to even leave the room, in fear that I’ll end up betrayed once again. In fact, it had taken me several months to even gain the courage to leave Gency, I had tried to find a party but at each interval I had become terrified and ran. I needed to do this, I needed to try and get back to my parents, even if it will take me twenty years. 

Picking up my bow, I tried to calm myself as I put it on my back along with my quiver. Flashes of my nightmare still lingered as I looked around the room once more. It would be the last time I would see it. Moving from the room, I went to the dining room and sat down with Martha. As usual, I didn’t eat much since I had no appetite. 

Giving Martha a tight smile, I remembered how I first arrived in Gency. The random teleport had brought me directly into this small town, slightly above the ground. I had crashed into Martha’s stalls, causing a commotion. After the guards questioned me and found that I had been telling the truth of the random teleportation, they had provided me with an identity chain, unlike the identity plates other cities used, and Martha had been kind enough to allow me a room.

She had never asked for anything back and had only ever been there for me. I had tried to give her money from the few requests I had barely done for the Guild and she had declined it all, telling me to save so that I may go to Vale. I had told Martha everything after a few weeks of staying with her, since I had woken up screaming every night and woken her up as well. She never once asked me why, only ever comforted me.

“Be sure to eat more dear. You need your energy, it’s a long trip to Vale.” Smiling warmly at me, Martha pushed more food onto my plate. Martha was one of those that never levelled, only ever staying at level 1. Previously she’d lived in Vale, but came to Gency to live a quieter life. I had asked her many times why she looked after me, but she never did give me an answer, only ever giving me a smile.

After I finished as much as I could eat, I got up as I gave Martha a small smile. “T-thank you…for everything…” 

“Oh dear, don’t worry. If you ever find yourself in Gency, my room is always open to you.” As she says this, she hands me an envelope.

“When you arrive at the Guild in Vale, give that to an attendant and ask them to pass it to an adventurer named Elise. She's a Silver Grade, or at least once was, and told me if I ever needed help to find her in Vale. She said she wanted to repay a favour to me for treating her wounds, and was quite insistent on it. I’ve asked her to find you a room in Vale and to look after you until you’re used to city life.”

Panicking a bit, I tried to hand her the letter back. “N-no, you’ve done t-too much for me, I can’t take s-such a favour!”

Smiling, Martha shook her head. “Dear, I will likely never return to Vale, and that young girl is probably some powerful mage by now, she has no need to come here. It’s the least I can do, perhaps you’ll get an opportunity from her as well. It’s the least I can do dear, don’t reject it. I’ve also packed you some snacks and seasoning, just put a bit on monster meat so it isn’t bland and tasteless.” She handed me a pouch, and with tears welling up, I accepted them. I could never repay the kindness that Martha had shown me in these last few months.

Walking out of her little house along with Martha, she gave me a final hug. “You’re always welcome here dear. My door will always be opened to you. I will pray to the Seven that you find your parents and friends, just take care dear.” 

“Thank you.” Speaking softly, I hugged Martha back weakly. I start walking down the road, turning back to see a smiling Martha, waving me off. 

I arrived at the gates out of Gency, the meeting point that we had arranged beforehand. Three had arrived already, and looking at them they were fellow Bronze Grades, just like me. I had barely levelled in my time here, I even nearly failed the test to become an adventurer, only passing because the assessor had taken some pity on me. Looking at my Status, it had barely changed from when I had left Crater Hell.
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The three, two boys and a girl, turned and gave me a nod before returning to their conversation. I avoided connecting with anyone, except for Martha, out of fear of dragging them into my misfortune. I didn’t want anyone to be hurt anymore because of me. Because of that, others didn’t bother with me and I was treated as an outcast. 

After several minutes of waiting, the one who will lead our group arrived, a Silver Grade named Frank. He had a big grin on his face as he approached the other three, never bothering to glance my way at all.

“Good news! I discovered a fast route to Vale, we’ll be there in about three months instead of six or seven.”

“Oh, as expected of the genius of Gency!” The other three start praising him without pause. It made my stomach turn at how they acted. In Gency existed a lack of strong adventurers, most choosing to go to Vale over staying in such a small town. This caused those with any potential to grow an ego, with some deciding to stay in Gency or return here after struggling in Vale, and instead loaf around pretending they’re worth something.

“We’ll be cutting through some canyon to get there faster. Don’t worry, I’ll protect you all if anything goes wrong!” Crossing his arms, he smiled with an overflowing confidence but my stomach turned again. Some canyon? Matha had told me about a canyon between us and Vale, and told me to never set foot there as it was filled with danger.

“Amazing Frank! Even the likes of the Canyon of Ruth’s Rest isn’t a problem for you then?” The three laughed excitedly while I felt worried. I had heard that the canyon could shift, becoming less dangerous than usual but was still very dangerous. Frank looked at me along with the other three and I could see some annoyance in their eyes.

“Ah, I forgot you were here. Well, a healer will help us, just don’t slow us down.” With some annoyance in his voice, Frank turned to the rest and told them of the path we were to take. It had very little to no danger to our party, and since he was level 36 he could easily deal with any threats. And with everything organised, we left Gency, and turning my head one last time, I bid farewell to Martha.

***

After about a month, we arrived before a large canyon. We had barely rested, seemingly rushing here though thankfully we had little to no problems. I hadn’t slept much at all, in fear of waking up screaming, annoying the others more. Over the last month they had become increasingly devout to Frank who handled any threats easily, and perhaps because I didn’t join them in their worship they had slowly found me to be a nuisance. It hadn’t reached any type of physical or verbal abuse, but I could tell they would have left me behind if it wasn’t for my healing.

That’s right, the only reason they had brought me along was to save coins on healing potions, as they were rather expensive due to supply only coming from a single dungeon near Gency. It had been the only thing they demanded of me during this trip, and I knew once we reached Vale I would be abandoned…I’ve overheard them planning it before but I didn’t mind, I already expected it.

Finding it hard to focus, I simply looked over the edge of the canyon, my elven eyes unable to focus clearly. I could hear the sounds of monsters roaring as well as a river. 

“Are you sure about this, Frank? It’s a long way down, I don’t think the elf can handle it.”

“Hmph, we’ll drag her down there if we must. We need her healing, it's her way of being thankful that I’m taking her to Vale.”

I had become numb to the way they spoke in front of me, like I wasn’t here. Trying to blink the tiredness from my eyes, I knew I had become weak. I’ve barely eaten during this trip, my appetite only getting worse the longer we travelled. I had lost weight that I shouldn’t have, in addition to my lack of rest it had become harder to do more than just walk and heal.

“There it is! Come on, the stairs that lead down are over here. A quick few day walk and we’ll be on the other side, we’ll just avoid any monsters and we’ll be fine.”

Trembling in fear a bit, I gulp it down. I had over the course of this trip, wanted to turn and run back to Gency, back to Martha. I felt terrified, I had lost my confidence long ago and all I wanted to do was stay inside that room where it was safe. I had to do this, I had to try and get back to my parents, this was the only way forward.

Forcing my fatigued body to follow behind the three, we began descending into the canyon with Frank taking the lead. Gripping my bow and bag, I tried my best to smother the creeping fear building in me. We arrived at the bottom of the canyon and looking around, it felt dangerous. A light forest surrounded us, the smell of damp soil could be smelt throughout the place. I should’ve felt at home in this forest, yet I felt nothing but fear. 

Frank begins moving forward with a confident stride, while the others follow behind, leaving me to take up the rear as usual. Normally a party would have me in the centre, as to protect the one who could heal them, but they had long forgotten about me. We ran into a pack of wolves quickly, however they were only level 32. As Frank engaged them, I noticed their behaviour was strange.

They seemed desperate. As if they had been running from something, desperate to get past us, yet the others hadn’t noticed, simply only cheering Frank on. I wanted to say something, but just as Frank finished the last wolf, it was too late. From behind the wolves, which had been to the right of our path, a loud stomping could be heard.

“Ah, another one once to face me.” Frank faces the direction of the stomping and the three behind him laughed. 

“Go get em Frank!”

The source of the stomping slowly came into view from in between the trees. A large black furred bear stomped its heavy legs and looked at us, angry and a hunger in its eyes. As I try to check its level, I’m hit with backlash as I feel my nose start bleeding.




	
Level ??? ???

Health: ???/???








It was at least 30 levels higher than me! Seeing the others, including Frank, suffer from forms of backlash, I knew we had come across something dangerous. The bear was covered in wounds that were slowly healing, but it only increased its anger. Frank and the others trembled in fear before turning and running. I quickly follow them as the bear chases us slowly, its stomping reaching our ears. 

We kept ahead of it, its injuries must’ve slowed it slightly, but it kept behind us. I knew with the sounds it was letting off it would attract more monsters, and thankfully Frank seemed to realise this too as we came across a cave.

“Get in!” As he yells this and runs into the cave ahead of everyone, I fumbled with my bag, pulling two pouches off. Piercing a hole in one, I threw it into the distance, away from us and the bear I could hear getting closer. As it flew off, a trial of dust came from it. I tip the other pouch, a powder comes out as I spread it in front of the cave and enter myself. 

It was a small, damp cave. Frank was huddled against the wall while the three others stood near him, trembling slightly. We all remained quiet as we heard the bear stomped past. It passed just outside the cave, before roaring and stomping away, following the path of the thrown pouch. I was glad I had prepared those pouches, a bag of scent remover and a pouch of dust that let off a distinct human smell. 

As we waited, seconds turned into minutes that turned into hours. After about three hours, Frank seemed to regain his confidence.

“Seems we just got unlucky! A mutated beast just happened to find us, thankfully thanks to my quick thinking we’re safe!” As if on queue, the other three began praising him, but at the same time loud roars of monsters sounded out, reverberating throughout the cave, silencing them all. 

“P-perhaps we should wait a bit longer, right Frank?” Hearing the boy speak, Frank looked at him.

“Do you doubt me?”

“N-no! I just thought it would be best to have lunch now, haha.” Nervously laughing, the boy added some praise on top of his comment. Frank nods.

“Good idea!”

***

Hours turned into days as we stayed in this cave. Thankfully nothing had come, mainly since I had at times spread monster repelling powder at the mouth of the cave. The other four never once acknowledged me doing this, and had at this point pretty much ignored my presence. Several times we had attempted to leave, only to see more high level monsters not far from the cave, including the bear, forcing us to stay here.

Days turned into weeks, and soon a month passed since we had hid in this cave. We had run out of food, at least according to the others. I knew though, they had plenty of rations left and had left me with very little. They demanded the snacks I had from Martha and they had distributed them amongst themselves, leaving me with very little.

At first, they had tried to be sneaky about it, hiding the fact they were eating rations. But now they seemingly had no care and openly ate while not offering me any. I had become weaker, no longer feeling hunger. At first the water I had would help, but I had ran out of water yesterday, and without a crumb my energy was at an all time low.

“Alright, listen up.” Speaking quietly, Frank spoke just loud enough so I could hear him. “We’re going to go at night and this time we’re going to make a break for it. It should be a full moon tonight meaning we’ll have light. I’ve figured out where we need to run towards and we only need to run for a few days and we should be able to make it.”

“What a fantastic idea, Frank! It’s quieter at night so there will be less monsters!” Ass kissers. I held disdain towards those three, always kissing Frank’s arse. It became obvious why as well, they held hope that Frank would make it big in Vale and they could benefit from being in his shadow. I knew this plan of moving at night was dangerous, it became silent not because there were less monsters, but because the predators of night came out!

I wanted to speak out, but knew if I did they would simply ignore me. At this point, I could only follow them and pray that we made it out alive. I wasn’t strong, and after two months of little sleep, high tensions and now hunger and thirst, I simply wanted to escape and reach Vale. I didn’t want to die without seeing my parents again. I wanted to find Sally and Gray too, and apologise to them for getting Alisha, Alice and Elizabeth killed. I would accept death by their hands.

Nightly slowly crept in and after waiting for an hour Frank gave the signal to leave. Getting up weakly, I followed the other four out of the cave as we stuck to the shadows and moved slowly. I had thought we were planning to run, but it seemed Frank wanted to try staying in the shadows, but it wouldn’t work. And after an hour of slowly creeping through the forest, we heard a roar behind us, clearly directed at us.

Turning my head, I saw the bear, the very same one that hunted us a month ago, looking at us in anger. I knew it recognised us by that look.

“Run!” Shouting too loudly, Frank and the others took off without giving me a second glance. I moved quickly as well, keeping pace with the other four as the roaring of monsters sounded out all around us. I knew this was our end, there was no way we could last a few days running from these monsters.

A strange sound entered my ears. From far ahead of us, the roars of monsters seemed different, instead of being roars of excitement or anger they were roars of…pain? Were the monsters hunting each other? But it’s usually quiet at night time, why would monsters hunt each other now.

Turning my head, I saw the bear slowly catching us now. We had at least thirty or fourty metres on it, but it was slowly gaining. Turning my head, I saw Frank had glanced back as well before looking forward. A few seconds later, he tsked and turned to me.

“I told you not to slow us down.” Without warning, Frank threw out a punch, connecting with my jaw. I felt my jaw break, along with a few of my back teeth becoming dislodged as I hit the floor, hard.

Ah. It happened again. Once again, I had been betrayed. I landed on my side, facing the bear. I knew I had become a distraction, they had hoped the bear would go for me, leaving them a way to escape, and seeing the bear look at me, I knew their plan had worked. I didn’t move, and it wasn’t because I couldn’t but because I didn’t want to. What was the point of living if all that happened was me being betrayed as those I trusted were led to their deaths because of me.

I gave up at that point. I was afraid of death, afraid of never seeing my parents again, but I knew my death would be for the betterment of everyone. As I watched, the bear came closer, twenty metres then fifteen. It lets out a raging roar as it reaches ten metres, but at that moment, someone appeared in front of the bear.

A large, bulky man raises a mighty shield in front of himself and the bear slams into it, seemingly not knowing this man would appear. The bear let out a loud, angry roar as it stared at the man with hatred in its eyes.

“NOW!” The man roars, swinging his shield, slamming it into the bear's head. A shadow passed over me, and a figure appeared next to the man before stepping in front of him. My heart skipped a beat. The figure…that figure reminded me of her. That white tail, short white hair and fox ears, reminded me of one of my only friends. Tears welled up as my mind reminded me that I had let that friend die. It was fitting that someone who resembled her would appear now.

I watched as the woman laid into the bear with her fists. At first, her strikes had been weak and I had thought she would die as the bear clawed at her as well. But she moved so beautifully, dodging its attacks with so little movement and that was when I saw it. Her blows had become stronger, faster and deadlier. I could see wounds appearing all over the bear, and before I knew it she struck out, caving its head in, killing the monster. It had been less than five seconds.

The man turns towards the sounds of more roaring as the woman turns to look in another direction and I saw her side profile. My heart fluttered as my mind went blank. I must’ve been seeing a hallucination moments before my death, this couldn’t be real…she looked like an older Alisha. 

Feeling a pair of hands wrap around my shoulders and behind my knees, I felt myself picking up and looking at the face I saw a blue haired girl looking at me with curiosity.

“Are you perhaps Madam Olivia?”

Weakly nodding, the blue haired girl gave me a small smile. Without a word, she put a weird cube into my mouth while handing me a bottle of water. Eating the cube, I suddenly felt something I hadn’t in months. My stomach slowly became full as energy slowly released into my body. The blue haired girl handed me a pill.

“This will give you more energy, Madam Olivia. Take it.” Doing as she said without question, in fear she would get angry if I didn’t, I took the pill and swallowed it with some water, choking slightly as my throat hadn’t been used for a day.

“Xeno! We have to move, they’re surrounding us! Something strong is headed this way!” I heard the yell of another person. “I’ve got these four safe, they’re in the Darkness cocoon, but it won’t last against an assault of this level!”

“Got it!” The pill took effect, but instead of making me full of energy, I felt tiredness overcome me. Had I been poisoned? Had I once again been betrayed? My mind wondered as I resisted the sleepiness, and before it could take over, I heard the man speak once again.

“Alright, let's retreat, we have the adventurers. Alisha, use it.”

As a massive magic circle lit up above us and dozens of beams of silver striked down, my mind could only process one word from that sentence as my mind drifted into a deep sleep…

Alisha?

            

    
        Chapter 105 - Bloodbath

    
    
    
    
                Alisha’s PoV

The sounds of monster roars rang clearly throughout the night sky as we ran as quickly as we could. Alice had returned to hanging off my back as we kept the four adventurers in the middle. Xeno led the party, while I brought up the rear, with Summer and Xia to either side. This canyon was beyond dangerous, the bear I had killed earlier had been level 60, and if it wasn’t for the fact I had been furious and received an increase to strength from the gauntlets, it would’ve taken longer to kill it. 

The monsters in here were not to be underestimated. They didn’t back off, they showed no fear as they tried to kill us. Summer turns to me and throws me three pouches. Without saying anything, I caught them, piercing two of them with a finger and threw them into the distance to either side of me while spreading the powder from the other. We had done this several times already and it was quite effective in leading monsters away from us as we ran.

Soon, we arrived at a large cave, a spot we had set up while making our way through this canyon as a place to rest. Summer quickly set up two magic tools at the entrance while handing me two more pouches. I spread them both quickly, scent removers and monster repellent. The magic tools buzzed to life as a barrier formed at the mouth of the cave.

This wasn’t guaranteed to keep us safe, but it mitigated a lot of the danger. Summer and I quickly moved to another location, a second entrance to the cave on the opposite end and repeated our actions. This is the reason we set up here, as the worst case scenario would be having a pathway blocked by monsters, forcing us to never be able to move. The second entrance meant we had another path to retreat down, ensuring a level of safety.

As we finished, my mind finally turned to the sight I had seen moments before we arrived to save the group. Balling my hands into fists, Summer looked at me.

“Be quick about it, Xeno is only holding back because that girl is your friend.” 

We had all seen it, very clearly as well. The Silver Grade that led the party had struck Olivia, leaving her behind for the bear as a distraction. In fact, my first thought was to crush his head, but I had to save Olivia. Taking off my gauntlets, I handed them to Summer as we walked back to the main room, as my glare landed on the Silver Grade, who was speaking to Xeno.

“I’m very grateful you saved me! I will ensure I repay you for this once I become a Gold Grade and become famous. I knew the Guild wouldn’t abandon a potential like me, sending five Gold Grades to rescue me shows how much importance they have for me.”

“It just goes to show how amazing you are, Frank!” One of the boys that we rescued kissed Frank’s arse and the other two followed quickly. I wanted to kill them all, but I knew they had not done any wrong, only ever sucking up to this Frank.

“I’m surprised their noses aren’t brown.” Not sure what Summer meant, I started releasing my monster form. I didn’t understand what these fools were thinking either, Xeno’s expression was sheer anger as he stared down Frank.

As I approached them, my hands became claws as Frank and his posse turned towards me, at first looking happy before looking scared. Before they could utter another word, I grabbed Frank’s neck and ripped out his throat, then tore through his head with my other claw. He dropped, dead before his corpse even hit the ground.

A silence rang out before the three screamed in fear. “WHY DID YOU KILL HIM?!” One of the fools apparently had more guts than the other two as my eyes stared daggers at them. They shrunk as I released my monster form, and I continued to stare at them before kicking the body towards their feet.

“Clean this filth off.” Leaving them with those words, I turn and walk towards Olivia.

“We’ll tell the Guild! You killed an important member!” The three, likely knowing I wasn’t going to kill them, started yelling at me.

With a grunt that shut the three up, Xeno spoke with an anger in his voice. “Just because you lost the shadow to stay under you kicked up a fuss. Trash.”

“Just because Frank had more potential than you all! I bet you saw him as a threat!” The girl screeched out and a silence followed her before Summer started laughing.

“That fool? The one who led you all to this place that even Platinum and Ruby Grades avoid, has more potential? The one who punched a weak and frail girl to save his own arse has more potential than us? How delusional are you all?” Summer sounded angry, a tone I had never thought she was capable of as I turned and looked at her. She too was glaring at the three Bronze Grades.

“All four of you, well three now, look well fed and rested. Must’ve had it easy starving a young girl.” Xeno walked away from the group as they looked angry.

“She slowed us down! We should’ve le-”

“You finish that sentence and you’ll die.” Summer spoke while sticking her thumb at me. “The one you’re talking about is her best friend. You know what will happen, right?”

The three paled as their gaze turned towards me. I stood there, wordlessly staring at them before turning away and walking towards Olivia, Xia and Alice once again. Behind me, I heard the other three whispering. I couldn’t care what they said, the only reason they lived was because they held some value in the form of coins.

Kneeling on the ground before Xia, I looked at Olivia who was sleeping on Xia’s lap. Alice was looking over Xia’s shoulder with worry as she met my eyes.

“Vi Vi ok?”

Ruffling Alice’s hair slightly, I looked down at Olivia with worry. I could see her bones through her skin, bags under her eyes while her hair was a mess. She looked weak, I could tell she had barely eaten anything, her figure reminded me all too much of the malnourished children in Crater. 

“We leave in half a day. Eat and rest, the journey back to Vale will take a month and we still have to scale the canyon to get back up.”

“W-we don’t have any food left.” Turning my head, I saw the three looking at Summer, speaking a bit timidly. “We only went out today because we r-ran out yesterday.”

Summer glares at them, then turns and looks at Olivia before looking at me. I shrug as Summer turns to the three again, pointing at the body of Frank. “Perfectly good food right there.”

The three turned angry as the girl stomped her foot down. “You don’t plan to feed us?! So what if we didn’t feed some weakling who held us back!”

Summer shakes her head as she puts away the dagger she had been playing with. “Should’ve thought of that earlier. Best hope you can hunt some monsters once we leave.” Summer turns from the three before moving towards me.

Summer sits down beside me and looks over Olivia. “She’s not in a good state. It might take a bit longer, she’s too weak for us to move quickly, we’ll have to rest for those idiots too.” Olivia’s face twists into one of fear as Summer and I watch. “Seems she’s having nightmares, poor girl.”

She pulls out a small harp. I had learnt from our talks along the way here that Summer had a subclass like I did called Musician. She could play music for either entertainment or to soothe people. She sighs as she puts her hands to the harp. “I can only help this much.” As she plays it, a soothing tune plays throughout the cave, it even helped soothe my anger, helping me calm down.

I watch as Olivia’s expression turns from fear to calm before a small smile appears on it. “I’ve led her into a nicer dream. Hopefully it’ll last, she needs rest as it is.” After playing for about ten minutes, Summer put her harp away as she spoke. Thanking her, I moved to sit beside Xia. Xia had fed Olivia a sleeping pill earlier, which I was grateful for. And like that, with Alice sitting on my lap, we waited for half a day to pass while watching over Olivia.

***

Stepping out of the canyon, I sighed out of relief while looking back down at the canyon. I was glad we were out, that place was dangerous. The monsters by far were stronger than any I’ve met, even that bear I had fought hadn’t actually died, even though I caved its head in, I never received any experience and after checking with Xeno he hadn’t either.

Looking at Olivia who was being carefully carried by Xia, I felt sadness sink into my stomach at the sight of her. The once proud, slightly arrogant, smart and beautiful elf now looked weak and sick like a child and this sight of my friend being like this caused my heart to tighten.

Summer came over to us and looked at Olivia as well. Pursing her lips, she shook her head. “Still not awake? Her condition has barely improved, we’re going to need to take our time getting back to Vale, thankfully it will add only about a week.”

I felt worried in addition to angry about this entire situation, and the Trio of Idiots, as we had labelled them, still felt the need to complain. I could hear their complaints about Summer’s words just now.

“Tsk, still slowing us down.”

A glare from anyone but Alice would shut them up very quickly. They had become more fearless as they realised we wouldn’t kill them. I had wanted to, the only one I cared about was Olivia, but Summer had told me that it would be best if they were left alive. We had killed the one who turned on his fellow adventurer so the Guild wouldn’t care, in fact they reward punishing people like that. 

If we killed these three now, the Guild would likely overlook it, but it would likely affect our treatment in the future. I just had to hold back the anger I felt, and I wasn’t the only one. Xia, Xeno and Summer were all equally as angered as I was and I could at some points see Summer and Xeno have a hand on their weapons.

After another half a day of walking, we had to stop to rest. The Trio of Idiots were exhausted and considering they had not eaten for the last two days they were starting to feel the effects of starvation. They didn’t eat Frank, merely abandoned his body in the cave. We had retrieved his necklace and plate before leaving which is all we cared for.

After setting up tents that Xeno and Summer had bought, we left the Trio of Idiots to their own tent, the only thing we provided, as we shared one. Xeno took first watch as Summer, Xia and I checked on Olivia’s condition. After a few hours of rest, Olivia finally started to stir awake and her eyes opened. Feeling relief building in me, I noticed Olivia seemed to be very strange, and I found the reason why quickly.

Her normally bright, green eyes were dull, vacant. She had sat up, but she wasn’t responding to any of us, causing me to feel scared and worried. I tried to call out to her softly but she didn’t respond.

“I’ve seen this too many times.” Speaking with a sigh, Summer put a hand on my shoulder. “It’ll be okay, Olivia has lost her spirit, her will, but she’ll recover.”

My heart drops at her comment as I cup my hands on Olivia’s face and look her in the eyes. “Olivia, it’s me, Alisha. You’re okay now, everything will be fine.”

For a moment, I saw something stir in her eyes before it faded. Feeling like my heart was being torn apart, my bottom lip trembled as tears started falling. It pained me so much to see her like this.

“It’ll be okay, she has a spark in her eyes when you speak to her. From here on, you carry her and just talk to her, it’ll help her a lot. Tell her stories. Most likely she’s lost her spirit because of that moron and the Trio of Idiots.” Nodding, I wiped the tears away and with Xia’s help, we took care of Olivia. When asked if she was hungry, she would nod but when handed food she wouldn’t respond.

The ration cubes would only fill her up, it wouldn’t do much but slowly release nutrients, but she needed a full, healthy meal constantly, which we couldn’t provide until Vale. 

Soon, we started making our way through the snow once again, over the next three weeks Olivia slightly improved. I could see some life in her eyes, even though it wasn’t much, and she had started being able to walk by herself.

The other three proved themselves worthy of their new found name. The Trio of Idiots continued to loudly complain that Olivia was slowing them down, speaking in what they thought were whispers while making plans on an elaborate tale to tell the Guild that we had murdered Frank because we were jealous of his potential and kept throwing Olivia death stares. Xeno and Xia both stood near the group as we continued to slowly make our way to Vale, our trip having gained another three weeks.

***

About two days out from the little hut that had the teleport back to the Guild, we slowly made our way through the snow. Olivia clung to my arm and walked alongside us. She had yet to speak and her eyes were still dull, but they had some life to them. She started being able to eat for herself and drink water, though we still needed to encourage her to do so.

Suddenly, we stopped as I frowned. “The problems keep coming, don’t they? How many?” Hearing Summer speak, Xeno answered her.

“Nearly forty.” I could feel about the same amount. We had somehow become surrounded by people, and I could feel a slight shock as dozens of System messages came up.




	A lower level has checked your Status.






Beneath us, a huge surge of light pulsed out as silver chains shot out, wrapping around everyone, including the Trio of Idiots and Olivia, binding us tightly. They bound me too, but the magic radiating from them didn’t affect me at all. As I started wondering what these chains were meant to do, I saw everyone around me become weaker, struggling against the chains as they fell to the ground. 

It affected everyone, and I quickly followed along, acting like it was affecting me as well as I pretended to do my best to look around. The chains didn’t affect me…because it was Lunar magic. Nearly forty people popped out from the ground, and looking at them I found an anger building within me. There were Silver Grade adventurers surrounding us, and mixed with them were those in the dressings of the Church of the Moon Goddess.

“Kill all of them but the silver haired monster! She is to be sacrificed in the name of the Moon Goddess!”

‘Painfully’ turning my head towards the voice, I saw one who had the level of 49, and by his robes he was a Bishop. I felt something snap in my mind. The worries I had for Olivia, the anger I had towards the Trio of Idiots and now the fury I felt at the fools who had ambushed us. Glancing at Olivia, her face was twisted in pain, the same went for Alice who had been standing next to her. 

I felt a feeling I hadn’t felt in a long time stir within me, along with a new power that called out to me, telling me to accept it. I grabbed hold of it, ready to use it as the ambushers slowly encircled us, making sure none of us could move.

I grabbed a chain with my hand and I felt Lunar magic pulsing from it. I knew if I sent a pulse of Celestial Eclipse Magic through this chain, I could destroy whatever spell the circle was performing. As the ambushers got closer, they drew their weapons, some were laughing and most were sending me hateful glares. Soon, they were within ten metres of the group when I released a strong pulse of mana through the chain. 

I heard a yelp, followed by the sound of a pop as the chains wrapped around everyone shattered. Standing, those that surrounded us went from laughter to silence, and before they could do anything I grinned as my bloodthirst rose within me. I wanted to slaughter all of them. Grabbing that power within me, I released it as an aura erupts from me as my monster form released.

“Domain. Fury of Celestia’s Chosen.”

A thick power spread, and unlike my normal Domain, this one didn’t change our surroundings, instead the moon above us changed from its usual silver white to a bright, furious red as I stood up, grinning ear to ear. Those around us fell to their knees, weakened by me seeing them as enemies.

I moved, ignoring the cries of these morons that had attempted to ambush us as I ripped them apart. Adventurer or worshipper, it didn’t matter who, I ripped them apart as I sank deeper into my monster form, laughing loudly as I did. Ripping heads off, tearing them in half, stomping them to death. I felt amazing as I vented the last two months of stress, anger and worry on these fools. I couldn’t hear any of their voices, but I knew they were begging for their lives, and I didn’t care. 

Grabbing the head of one of the last fools, I pop his head with a squeeze as I turn to the last one, the Bishop. Walking slowly towards the trembling, foolish old man, he kept muttering the same sentence.

“It can’t be, s-she is a Blessed!” “T-the Archbishop lied!” Still with the grin on my face, I laughed as I picked him up by his neck as he started pleading for his life. Tearing his head off, I laughed and laughed. The fury within me hadn’t settled, a thick aura surrounded me as I looked towards Vale. I wanted to kill the Archbishop, I’ve had enough of these idiots. I want her dead, now. Just as I take a step towards the city, Xia appears in front of me.

“Madam, can you hear me?”

Staring at Xia, I wanted to tear her apart for standing in front of me, getting in my way at this time agitated me. Before I could move towards her, she smiled slightly.

“I’ll join you and slaughter the Church once we return. For now, please focus on Olivia, she needs you.” Xia stood there, still blocking my way as her words resounded through my head. Deep within I knew she was right. With a tsk, I released my domain and monster form as my bloodlust faded. Staring deeply at Xia, I gave her a slight nod as I turned towards the group.

What had once been a white landscape of snow was now covered in bodies, blood and organs. My face, arms and legs were covered in blood, clothing as usual clean and the Trio of Idiots looked terrified out of their minds. Not giving them a second glance, I looked at Summer who came up to me with a smile.

“Don’t worry, I recorded all of that with a Memory Stone. I have to say though, your monster form is quite something.” Giving me a wink and a pat on the shoulder, she turned as Xeno approached me. 

“When we get back, let's make an official party. Don’t worry, if the Guild is upset about this, we’ll back you up.” Xeno gives me a nod before joining Summer.

I walked over to Olivia, who hadn’t really changed her expression at all, but I could see something in her eyes…for some reason I saw amusement before it disappeared. I didn’t confuse that with fear, did I?

“Mummy ok?” Alice jumps into my hands and I ruffle her hair.

“Of course, it was just some weaklings dear. Wanna come with mummy to kill more of these fools?”

“Alice yes!” Chuckling from her excitement, I look at our surroundings once again without a care. Summer, Xia and Xeno were collecting identity chains and plates from all of the corpses while I walked towards the source of the yelp and pop. The remains of someone were there, their upper body had exploded, obviously due to my magic overloading them. Picking up their identity, I moved back towards the group as I glared towards the city.

I didn’t care if the Guild tried to stop me, the moment we returned the Church will turn into a bloodbath, and none of them will survive.


            

    
        Chapter 106 - Debrief and Planning

    
    
    
    
                Over the course of the next two days, I calmed down a lot. After a lot of discussion between the four of us, I decided to delay my plan for massacring the Church. We had discussed various things about it, with Summer and Xeno even offering to join me in wiping them out, but I declined. It wasn’t their problem but mine.

Xeno however expanded on his offer to form an official party through the Guild. I asked him why he wanted to form a party and he explained his reason. He was fond of my previous achievements, and now coupled with my ruthlessness, strength and the care I had shown for Olivia, he believed I was worthy of forming a party with. He invited Xia, Alice and Summer as well, with all of us deciding to accept once the problem with the Church had been resolved.

As for the Church, the others convinced me to inform an executive of the Guild, and with the Memory Stone of the incident, they believed the Guild would be able to turn a blind eye and assist with the Royal Guard if any problems arose. Next, Xia had brought up her family, and in doing so we informed Summer and Xeno about our relationship, in which they didn’t seem surprised about.

Xia’s family wasn’t directly connected to the Church, instead they were what Xia described as a detached branch family. Their purpose, which I knew, was to wait for a Blessed and raise children that would be able to serve a Blessed if they were to ever come to Vale. There were many families like this spread across the world, and when I asked if they would believe me over the Church, Xia said they would side with me without question. So we made plans to enlist their assistance, on the condition they would follow me. Xia even said if they chose to put the Church over me, then she would consider them dead to her.

We arrived at the small guarded building, and after an inspection they allowed us through. Xeno went through, followed by the Trio of Idiots, who had out of fear completely stopped talking, refusing to meet our eyes. The slaughter I had performed had finally drilled it into their heads that I wasn’t to be pushed it seems.

I had honestly felt refreshed since that bloodbath. All of the stress and frustrations I had accumulated during this trip had been used to fuel it, and the new Domain I had used had come from those bottled feelings. I couldn’t use that Domain at the moment, though I knew if I had that same bloodlust, it would answer my call again. I had no idea what it did either. I had a feeling that it enhanced my bloodlust to an extreme while setting fear into those I deemed as enemies, though that might’ve happened because of my presence weakening those below my level.

Summer followed the Trio of Idiots, then Xia went through with Alice. With Olivia holding onto my arm tightly, we stepped through as well. We arrived in the room with the teleport to see the others waiting for Lin. It didn’t take long for him to arrive and lead us to a private meeting room. The Trio of Idiots were led to another room, and they offered for Olivia to be taken care of, but her only reaction was to cling to my arm harder. 

When we arrived in the private meeting room, Elise and the other male attendant were already waiting for us. Sitting down, Lin nods to us. 

“Good work, we’ve confirmed the identity plate of Frank as well, you’ll all receive seven Mithril coins, in addition you’ll be getting another three as compensation for the danger. Now, Summer, please debrief everyone present here and present the Memory Stone you have as proof of completion.”

Summer stood and handed him the stone. As it plays out, she narrates everything that happens as if retelling a story. The moment of Frank’s death came up and the Memory Stone was paused. Lin and Elise turn to me.

“Good job, and thank you for holding back on killing those three morons. We’ll provide an additional one Mithril coin to you and three to Olivia as form of compensation for what occurred.” The Memory Stone had shown what Frank had done to Olivia, so even if the Trio of Idiots tried to tell their elaborate story it would fall on deaf ears.

As the Memory Stone continued, Lin, Elise and Marty, the male attendant, became more frustrated as the voices of the Trio of Idiots reached their ears. The moment of the massacre soon arrived, and I saw from another point of view just how ruthless I had been. Watching as I laughed, swiftly moving between different, weakened people and tearing them all apart, I smiled slightly at the scene. 

Lin sighed and looked at another pouch to the side. “So that’s where they came from.” Turning to look at me once again, he sighed again. “What are your plans?”

“I’m going to massacre the Church, regardless of what the Guild says.”

“And if we forbid it?”

I simply shrug and sit back. I had grown tired of being on the backfoot, always being on guard in case the Church tried something. I wanted nothing more than to remove this problem from my side and no longer cared of the repercussions. 

“Please wait here for a few minutes, I will be back.” Lin spoke as if he had aged several times before leaving. Elise got up and moved over to me while Marty spoke to Summar and Xeno.

I had expected her to reproach me, or yell but she simply hugged me. “I’m sorry. I want to tell you that I’ll join you and help you, but I can’t, I’m tied to the Guild.”

Knowing she meant best, I simply patted her back as she released me. Looking at Olivia, she showed a tight smile as she knew about her condition. She brushed Olivia’s hair as the door opened once again, this time Xander walked in as Lin followed.

Lin shows the scene of the massacre to Xander, who watches patiently before raising an eyebrow and turning to Lin as the massacre finishes. “What’s the point of showing me a bunch of fools being killed?”

“Sir, Madam Alisha intends to follow through and launch an assault on the Church of the Moon Goddess directly. I believe this will impact the Guild.”

Looking towards me, Xander asked in a low voice. “Is this true?” I nod once to him as he grunts and turns back to Lin.

“The disciple of the Branch Master wishes to purge a threat to not only herself, but now the Guild. You telling me this either means you want me to stop it, or provide a cover for it. Fine.” Xander looks at every Gold Grade in the room before nodding.

“Adventurers! The Guild hereby declares an emergency request, the reward will be five Mithril coins. The Church of the Moon Goddess has corrupted those of the Guild to do their bidding and launched an attack on you all. Your task is to remove this corruption that is the Archbishop of the Church, as well as all those that support her. The Guild will cover all expenses.” Turning to me, he asks in a low voice “How long do you need to prepare?”

“Two days.”

“In two days time you will begin your assault on the Church of the Moon Goddess. The Guild will not provide any additional adventurers to support you, as we believe you all are fully capable of eliminating a small branch. I will inform the Captain of the Royal Guard, Roland, and coordinate with him and a select task force to ensure the safety of innocents. We will provide information that we have and a plan on the eve of the assault. If you have any questions, say them now.”

A silence fills the air as I raise a hand. As if predicting my question, which is why the Guild was assisting us, Xander answered me.

“The Guild has determined that the Church of the Moon Goddess is guilty of leading adventurers astray and led them to attack you. This is not only a rule of the Guild but also of the City of Vale, which means we are authorised to do this.”


Surprised, and thankful that the others had convinced me to inform the Guild, I sighed out of relief as the tension within me disappeared. I had been worried that going down this path would mean no longer being a part of the Guild, which was essential to returning to Crater, but that no longer seemed to be the case.

Xeno raised his hand as Xander looked at him. “Sir! I wish to request the formation of a party with those present here, sir!”

“You don’t need me for that Xeno, your advisor can set that up. Anything else?” Marty, Elise and Lin all showed a surprise look at Xeno’s request as Xander answered him, all three looking between the five of us. They hadn’t heard the discussions we had during the journey, it had only shown what had occurred as Lin controlled the Memory Stone.

“Good, I’ll leave it with you two.” Glancing at the attendants, they quickly stood at attention and bowed. Looking at Lin, he mutters “Get their payment to them before they leave the building.” before walking out.

Lin also quickly left as Marty looked at Xeno in surprise. “You’re sure?” 

“Absolutely.” 

“About bloody time, Xeno. I’ll arrange the paperwork, in the meantime, you five go and prepare. I’ll have everything ready for after the request is completed. Consider this your request to complete to form a party.”

Marty leads Summer and Xeno from the room, leaving Elise, Xia, Alice, Olivia and I behind. I felt Olivia squeeze my arm slightly, and looking at her she still had that slightly vacant gaze, but I could see a glimmer of worry in them.

“Don’t worry, I’ll be okay.” 

“Alright, well this entire thing is surprising. Alisha, we’re going to talk about your next steps. Do you have anyone you can ask for support?”

Turning to Elise, Xia and I explained about Xia’s family as well as our plans to recruit them. Elise nods and pulls out a notepad, writing everything down.

“Okay, good start. Bloom, Amelia and Leon are available, Elizabeth should also be returning. All of them have since levelled to 50, do you want to enlist them?”

Biting my lip slightly, I thought about it before nodding. “I’ll talk with them, I don’t want to drag them in without them knowing why.”

“I wouldn’t expect anything less. I’ll inform the attendants to block their requests until they’ve spoken to me, and I’ll send them to your house. Next, you should speak to Floof.”

Raising an eyebrow, Elise smiled. “Floof had a friend within the Church of the Moon Goddess, a Bishop by the name of Bud. Bud went missing a while ago and has not been seen since, and Floof has since found that the Church had him killed for hiding your location. Don’t blame yourself for this, Bud truly believed you were a Blessed of the Moon Goddess. I doubt that Floof will directly help you, but he won’t refuse a request for some help.”

Frowning, I didn’t dislike the idea of asking Floof for help, but I didn’t want to pull too many people into this. Though, if his friend had indeed been killed by the Archbishop, then I should at the very least let him know. 

“What are your plans from here?”

Thinking over it, I told Elise my plans. “First, I need to take Olivia home and get a proper meal for her, then find someone to care for her.” Feeling a squeeze coming from Olivia, I looked down and hesitated. From that squeeze, I knew she didn’t want to leave my side. As I’m hesitating, Elise suggested something.

“Take her with you for now, I’ll look after her once the assault begins. She can’t be involved in that, but if she’s by your side, her safety is guaranteed.” 

“That…yea, I’ll keep her by my side.” I felt Olivia’s grip loosen a bit so I continued. “Once that’s done, I plan to go to Xia’s family first, then make my way to the Lily Pond Inn, then look at preparing everything else. About Bloom’s team and Elizabeth…”

“I’ll send them up to your place, Elizabeth has been teaming up with them so she’ll be able to get them into the house. By the way, your garden has been harvested and a new room was built. Here is your key.” Thanking her, Lin entered shortly afterwards and handed me a bag of coins.

“Thirty three Mithril coins. Don’t think you can spend without worry, the stronger you get the more money everything costs.” Thanking Lin, he nodded and left the room.

“Alisha, if you have that money, you should buy some high-grade monster meat, it should meet the requirements for you to cook it as a Chef. If you go to Grandma’s she can provide it to you. I believe a weeks worth of that meat will equal about one Mithril coin.”

Looking at Elise, she smiled softly. “Trust me, the meat that gets you is some of the best the city has. Now, leave everything else with me. Go see Grandma, then Northern Hawk for some clothes for dear Olivia here and head home. I don’t want to see you here until the eve of the assault.”

***

Opening the door to my house, I sighed as I walked in with Olivia clinging to my arm and Alice around my back. We had spent two Mithril coins in total, one on meat as suggested and another one clothing for all of us. Xia had suggested relaxing for the time being and doing some shopping, which I had to admit I found enjoyable. Northern Hawk had shown us what he called his ‘best quality goods’ which had some very good clothing. 

“Madam Olivia, allow me to assist you.” Xia gently gets Olivia to follow her down the hall towards the bath. Olivia turned back and looked at me with those vacant eyes all the way down the hall, as if unwilling to let me out of her sight. Smiling at the sight of this, my smile soon disappears as its replaced by one of anger, aimed at the Church.

Sighing while calming myself, I had Alice go and play while I started making food. I found the various fruits and vegetables that had grown in the kitchen and was very happy with the results. They were very bountiful, had a lot of pure mana laced into them and from trying one had a lot of flavour to it. Using them as well as the newly bought meat, I started working on cooking up a big feast for everyone.

***

Sitting at the table, I helped Olivia eat, though the sight of the mountain of food before her must’ve had an effect as she started showing more signs of life and started eating more herself. Or perhaps it was due to the fact I had infused everything including the tea and coffee with mana, providing various effects, such as effects that calmed one's mind, gave more energy, improved ones sight for a short while and even one that had surprised me slightly and that was one that gave an increase of 200 to Agility.

It didn’t affect me, and I knew why. The Chef didn’t receive anything from their own creations, so for me to gain anything like that I would have to eat something another Chef cooked. I would still gain effects of everything else, but increases to Stats simply would not occur for the Chef that prepared the food.

Alice also ate without complaint. She wouldn’t eat anything but monster cores or something I had made. Xia had been hesitant, but after a stern look from me she also joined in. Overall, the atmosphere quickly turned from gloomy to joyful, and Olivia started looking a lot better. 

After we finished most of the food, with the food that increases one's stats being one of those that I had saved for Bloom and his team as well as Elizabeth, Olivia fell asleep at her chair with a small smile on her face. Feeling relieved that I didn’t have to find Summer to play her harp, I refused Xia’s offer and gently took Olivia to my bed. It was something Summer had suggested, that it would be best if I was nearby and in the same room in case Olivia had a nightmare.

Sitting at my desk watching Olivia, I still felt worried. She hadn’t spoken a word at all, and one of my fears was that she might think this was all a dream, something Summer said could be possible as Olivia had basically been at death’s door. Of course, this would pass but it would take time. Xia was currently out with Alice, shopping for supplies we needed. 

As I’m practising Gravity on a small monster core, attempting to make it float, I heard the front door open and voices in the lobby. I recognized the sounds right away, it was Elizabeth and Bloom’s team. Not wanting to leave Olivia by herself, I released a sliver of mana as a pulse towards them, harmless but would tell them I was here.

I very quickly heard running up the stairs as the door burst open, and a panicked looking Elizabeth entered the room, looking at the bed before meeting my gaze. She did a double take before walking over and pulling me into a one armed hug.

“I’m so sorry! I got too wrapped up in everything and failed to be with you.”

“Elizabeth, it’s okay. I’m fine, I’m not the one you should be worried about.” Patting her on the back, she pulled before looking at the bed. 

“I can’t believe it, you found her. Even after so long.” Elizabeth walked over and sat next to the sleeping Olivia. “She looks horrible, like she hasn’t eaten for so long.”

“It’s alright, I’ve made sure she had a good amount of food. Can you let Bloom know I’ll be downstairs soon? I don’t want to leave her side.”

Elizabeth looks at me and gives me a soft smile. “Of course. Come down when you’re ready.”

“Oh, and there are some meals in the cold box for everyone. It’ll give you all a small boost to Agility.”

“You made one?! Oh my, that work is finally paying off!” Giving me one last hug, Elizabeth moved downstairs. Her Status hadn’t escaped my eyes.
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Turning my attention back to Olivia, I continued to sit there, practising Gravity as I waited for her to wake up. After about six hours, Olivia opened her eyes and sat up, looking afraid for a moment before her eyes saw me, and a relief washed over them for a moment. There was more life to her eyes now, but they still looked vacant. She got out of the bed and walked to me, grabbing my arm again.

Brushing her hair slightly, I helped her change her clothing into the new set, though she seemed to manage most of it herself surprisingly, before we went down stairs to have a serious discussion with everyone.

            

    
        Chapter 107 - A Beat Down

    
    
    
    
                Arriving in the living room, I found everyone sitting there chatting and as I entered, they turned their attention to me. Everyone glanced at Olivia before looking at me, but Olivia suddenly cried out a little and hid herself behind me, her gaze on Amelia. Looking at Amelia, I understood the reason for her sudden fear and why she hid herself.

Turning to Olivia, I brushed her hair as I said “Don’t worry, Amelia is a friend, one I can trust and have fought with. Like you, she’s a Deviant as well, and I’m here, you don’t need to be afraid.” Slowly, Olivia peeks around me and looks at Amelia again as Amelia gives her a small wave. I hated seeing Olivia like this, it pained me to see that prideful elf trembling in fear.

Turning to face everyone, I sat down while Olivia sat right next to me, as if afraid I would suddenly disappear. Amelia gave her another glance with a sad smile before looking at me.

“You said Deviant, right?” I nod as Amelia frowned slightly. “Does your friend have a last name?” Though I couldn’t recall it, I nodded as Amelia shook her head. “As I thought, she’s from a noble tribe. Those bastards…”

I wanted to ask more, but I knew now wasn’t the time. I figured I’d ask later. 

“Missy, ye gave us a right scare, ye did. Imagine our surprise when we rock up to tha Guild and get told ‘Yer not allowed to do requests.’ Scared me outta my wits.”

“Ah, sorry about that. I wanted to ask you guys for help.”

“We’re in.” Amelia smiled at me as Bloom and Leon nodded. Tilting my head, confused, Amelia chuckled. “We told you, remember? We’d be there to help you, even if it’s to kill the King of Vale. We’ll help you do the action and hide the body!”

Smiling at her words and Bloom and Leon nodded, I sighed and looked at them. I explained everything to them, about what we were doing, the request it had turned into and about my identity.

“Ah, yer a Chosen of some God, are ye?” As I nod, Bloom laughed. “Well, ye and Amelia are alike!”

Turning my head to Amelia, she nodded. “Ares, the God of War and many other things. I gained His notice some time ago, before I reached level 20.”

I really should learn more about the Gods of this world. Perhaps after this was all over, I could finally head to the Academy to learn more, the only reason I hadn’t done so is because I’ve been doing a lot of other things recently. With the Church eliminated, that would relieve some pressure to get stronger quickly, meaning I could focus on some other things in the meantime.

I heard the door open once again and by smell I knew it was Xia and Alice and they soon joined us. I had nearly forgotten, but Elizabeth had not yet met the new Alice, and her reaction to Alice was to pick her up and call Alice adorable.

“Ugh, El El!” Smiling at Alice and Elizabeth, I spoke with Bloom and Amelia, while Alice chatted away to Leon, pointing every now and then. I wonder if they could communicate somehow? Soon, they left to go and prepare themselves as I turned to Xia. We both nodded at the same time as I turned to Elizabeth.

“Alice, stay with Elizabeth for now.”

“El El ok!”

“Olivia.” Olivia looks at me as I give her a smile. “Can you stay here with Elizabeth?” After a few seconds, Olivia shook her head slightly. I cup her face as I smile more. “Don’t worry, I won’t be gone for long. I’m only going to go talk to a few people and I’m sure Elizabeth would like to spend some time with you.”

Olivia slowly turns her head to Elizabeth, who smiles softly. Olivia turns her head back to me and after a few seconds, she nods. “Thank you. I’ll be right back okay, and I’ll make you some more food.” Softly patting her head, I smiled at Elizabeth and threw her a bag of monster cores for Alice as Elizabeth sat next to Olivia and wrapped her only arm around Olivia’s shoulders.

***

“Xia, tell me about your family.” As we walked along the snowy path with Xia guiding me, I asked her in preparation.

“They, like I, are believers in the Moon Goddess. While we attend the Church of the Moon Goddess, we do not follow the Archbishop. We are not attached to the Church but are instead an addition to it, as I described we’re more like a detached branch family. Our mission has always been to serve a Blessed, or in your case a Chosen. My family will not listen to the orders of the Archbishop, so there will be no worries of them choosing to side with her.”

“And if they do?”

“Then it’s a simple matter to eliminate them as a threat. We do not have anyone in the family go over level 60.”

“Why do they not level?”

“Tradition, mainly. The other reason is because we do not want to be too high level, as the level restriction from making a vow to a Blessed can be harmful if the Blessed’s level is too low. We could become too weakened or unable to adjust to the lower Stats causing us to fail in our duties to protect our Blessed.”

I understood what she meant, though I had yet to experience it. I'd imagine after being used to more strength and losing it quickly would be difficult to get used to. Xia’s family lived far from the Church, so we had no issues with being seen going to them, though we didn’t know if there were spies or not. Even if there were, we didn’t plan to hide our faces, I didn’t care if they knew we were coming, the Church will still become a bloodbath, whether or not they were ready.

We soon approached a large estate, surrounded by a wall. I had learnt from Xia this was actually a very small estate in Vale, even though there was enough room for a huge, two story house and the land could fit 10 of my gardens easily. Then again, with how big Vale is, I wasn’t too surprised that people considered this small.

We arrive at the gates that led in, and the guards turn to look at us. Four of them stood, armour covering their bodies with weapons on their hips. They saw me, then looked at Xia as realisation came to their eyes. One of them turned and ran into the estate while the other three kneeled. I hadn’t been expecting this reaction as they said at the same time “We welcome the Blessed of Celestia.” 

One of the guards spoke up. “The head of the family awaits you, Blessed. We are at your command.”

Glancing at Xia, who had taken up walking behind me and stood at attention, gave me a slight nod. I suddenly felt nervous, I wasn’t used to this sort of attention. Breathing in I decided the best way was to simply acknowledge them and walk in.

“Good. I’ll be entering.”

“Yes, Madam!”

As we entered the estate, I could see people rushing around as people peeked out the windows. Children who had been training in the yard stopped and watched me pass. No one kneeled however, and glancing back at Xia, she had a frown on her face while some concern showed. Silently preparing myself as well, Xia guided us into the house, which was void of any person and she continued guiding us until we reached a large door with two guards on either side.

Both looked at me and nodded. They opened the door behind them as they said “The head of the family awaits.”

As we entered, two cubes hit me, with another two hitting Xia. Chains sprung forth from them and soon my body had become chained as the chains released a pulse of familiar energy which then stopped, not invading me. Xia on the other hand fell to her knees, struggling against the chains while looking horrified.

“Father! What’s the meaning of this?!”

Looking up the hall, a flight of stairs led to a man who sat on a large chair, to his left and right stood six people, all young with blue hair and I could see some features of Xia in them. That man had short blonde hair with golden eyes as he looked down on us with a snort.

“The False Blessed has entered our home, and my foolish daughter brought her here.”

“You believe the lies of the Archbishop?!”

“I believe in our Goddess, who has spoken through our Archbishop. Daughter of mine, you will be executed for swearing a vow to a False Blessed, though that is unnecessary, as when the False Blessed is executed, you will die.”

The man turned to me, ignoring Xia’s continued question and he snorted once again. “The False Blessed. A monster, prancing around spreading the falsehood that you’re a Sister. You’ll be handed to the Church of the Moon Goddess, they will ensure you are sacrificed and we will be rewarded.” Hearing footsteps behind me as the doors closed, I understood now that they were never going to hear me out, nor would they be willing.

I stood there, looking at this man that Xia had called father. I was bound but I never bothered pretending that I was weakened, though it did not seem he cared. 

“Father! Where is Mother and the others?!”

“That does not concern you. Guards, escort the False Blessed to a cell, I will inform the Archbishop. Kill Xia and toss her corpse onto the street.”

Breathing out, I shook my head and sent a command to the chains that had bound me. They fell off and without looking at the crowd that surrounded me, I turned and placed a hand on the chains that bound Xia and they too fell off.

“Seems it’ll be an early bloodbath, Xia.”

“I-impossible.”

“Father, she might very well be-”

“Silence! You are to listen to me! Do not question me, the king of this household!”

Looking at the man, the six around him suddenly looked confused, as if unsure what to do. It didn’t matter, everyone here would die.

“Domain. Mystical Lunar Starfield.”

My Domain spreads fast, covering the entire hall within seconds as the guards around me pulled out their weapons but hesitated. Looking around, I scoff. They weren’t a threat, none of them were close to level 50, what is the point of having them here when the seven up there were higher level? The six that resembled Xia were all between level 53 and 55.

Raising a hand as I used Lunar Blessing on myself, I threw it down as a weakened Starfall using about 20% of my mana fell, killing the guards around me. My eyes remained on Xia’s father the entire time.

“YOU! You stole my Starfall! How dare you! It was my reward!”

As I took a step towards him, the six that stood behind him threw down their weapons and kneeled. Xia’s father stuck a hand out in front of him as a powerful surge of mana erupted from him.

“Moonblast!”

An orb in the shape of the moon launched from him, half the size of me. It hits me, but doesn’t do anything as I continue walking towards him. His eyes widen as he draws his sword.

“IDIOTS, GET OFF YOUR KNEES AND HELP!” Yelling as he steps forward, he swings his sword as I dodge. The six behind him stood and looked at each other before picking up their weapons. I had thought that if they remained kneeled, I might’ve left them alive. Sighing, I knew this fight was about to turn ugly for me, but instead the opposite happens. 

Avoiding another strike by Xia’s father, two of the six appeared behind him and as I’m about to react, the swung their weapons, a mace and scythe…at their father, striking him in the back, drawing blood.

As he let out a scream of pain, two others moved in front of me as they lined their weapons, nunchucks and a sword with spikes on it, with magic, the same type that Xia used and Lunar magic. The four proceeded to continuously attack their father as I stepped back and watched, speechless. Very quickly, they backed off as he let an eruption of Lunar magic explode around him, looking both angered to his limits and afraid.

“You children dare betray me?! The king of this house? You shame the Moon Goddess! I wi-”

Before he could finish, Xia appeared behind him and pierced his neck with her rapier that glowed purple. I saw purple cracks running up the man's neck as his eyes widened in fear.

As she drew the sword out of his throat, the last two joined in and I simply stood back as I watched the seven of them absolutely slash, cut, bash and saw into their father. Within ten seconds, he was no longer recognizable as I heard a soft “Why?” come from him.

“We helped. The Blessed.” One of the six, a boy about the age of 17, who had previously stood behind him simply said as they swung their sword, decapitating whatever remained of his head. As my domain collapsed, I blinked as I wondered what had just occurred before I heard loud shouts coming from outside.

Xia returned to my side, her rapier still drawn as she stared down the six, alongside me. At this moment though, I didn’t know what to do, I had not expected this turn of events. Looking at those that bowed, I turned to Xia and whispered.

“Help.”

Xia tilts her head, causing me to purse my lips since she’d picked this habit up from me, and whispers back “What is it, Madam?”

“I don’t know what to do!” Whispering back with urgency, Xia nodded.

“Should we kill them?”

“How can we after that?!”

“Pretty simple, stab them, right?”

“No no, they just killed the arsehole you called father, I can’t just kill them now!”

Realisation dawned on Xia’s face and as I’m about to sigh in relief she whispered back “Then we just go with torture, right?”

Slapping my palm into my face, I groan. I knew why Xia was saying this, she thought I was simply wondering how to kill them. Wrapping an arm around her shoulders, I pull her in closer.

“Look, let's forget killing them. Or torturing them. Or punishing them, before you say anything.” Keeping my voice low still, I continued speaking. “I was going to kill them, but they kneeled when I removed my chains and used my domain. They weren’t even sure!”

“Then we just find out why father was acting like that.”

“I’m pretty sure I know it’s because of greed, he said I stole Starfall from him, remember?!”

As we whispered, the sounds of yelling and footsteps grew closer. The six remained quiet while Xia and I whispered to each other, trying to find out what to do with them.

“Argh, what if they just swear an oath to me and we can be done with it?” Feeling exhausted just from these whispers, I just wanted to leave this place already.

“That is not possible, Madam.”

“Alisha, Xia, Alisha. Is it because of tradition again?”

“No, Mada-Alisha. You can only have two people that have sworn their lives to you, and since I am one of them…”

“So I can only have one more? I don’t like people swearing their lives to me, so thank Celestia that isn’t an option then.” I had suggested it mainly out of frustration of the situation, and because right now the room we were in was being surrounded by unknown people.

“It’s a great honour for us, though I understand your feelings.”

Sighing, I let go of Xia as we both faced the six, who remained still. I cross my arms and think it over before I ask a question Xia had from earlier.

“Where is her mother?” Sticking my thumb at Xia, all of them rushed to answer before I pointed at one in particular, the boy who had decapitated his father.

“Father had Mother locked in the prison a month ago, saying she had betrayed the family. Mother had believed that your Grace is a Blessed and denied the Archbishops words.”

“I had been told your family doesn’t listen to the Archbishop?”

“We don’t. We listen to Father, who had met with the Archbishop about seven months ago, when your Grace first arrived in Vale. After he and Mother met with the Archbishop, they told us that the Archbishop had been spreading falsehoods in an attempt to gain more control over the Church. The Archbishop had only just taken the position due to the previous one mysteriously leaving.”

Loud bangs came from the door, and looking towards them, I sighed before looking at the other six.

“Anyone else with your Mother?”

“Two brothers, one sister and her guards, they stuck with her and her beliefs.”

“And you lot?

“We believed our Father and followed his side. The truth has been revealed today and our loyalty is with you now, your Grace.”

Looking at this boy, I had to applaud how brave he was to outright admit that they had followed their father.

“Do you have a problem with me being part human, part monster?”

“No, we do not. We simply followed our Father as he was the head of the family and believed him over our Mother. This was our mistake, and we will accept any punishment from it, your Grace.”

Being bothered over them calling me ‘Grace’, mainly because I didn’t know what it meant, a bang rang out as cracks ran along the doors. Looking at Xia, she nods before turning to the six.

“Take us to Mother.”

Getting up, the six led us behind the throne, and pushing aside a marble cube, a passageway revealed itself as the siblings led Xia and I down it. Feeling glad I had left Olivia behind with Elizabeth and Alice, we continued down the passageway which branched into several paths at certain points. Wondering how on earth a house could have this many passageways, we started to go down a flight of stairs.

Upon reaching the bottom, a large pair of doors stood there, a light silver colour radiating off it. I could tell right away it was Lunar magic, and the boy that I had spoken to during this time once again spoke.

“It’s a seal, a high level one, that Father got from the Archbishop. It’s too complex for us to figure out. It seals everything in a sphere, the door is for show.” Explaining to me, the boy once again kneeled, I looked at the seal and felt the same type of mana signature that had come from the one used during the ambush. Would someone yelp and pop from this one?

Placing my hand against the seal, I pushed my Celestial Eclipse mana into it and with a loud crack, the silver glow faded. I didn’t know how high level the Lunar magic was, I just knew Celestial Eclipse mana was far stronger than it.

“As expected of Her Blessed, praise the Moon Goddess.” The siblings made a gesture over their left chest, forming a full moon with their hands. Pursing my lips, I turned my attention to the doors and pushed them open.

***

Olivia’s PoV

This dream was wonderful. I sat next to Elizabeth, clinging to her arm as I watched Alice who looked like an evolved monster run around playing. I felt sad knowing this dream would have to end, but I wanted it to keep going. Sitting here in this warm house, with Alice, Elizabeth and Alisha around made me feel so happy. 

Alice suddenly came over and climbed onto my lap and offered me a monster core. “Vi Vi hungry?” 

“Now now Alice, Olivia can’t eat monster cores. She’s an Elf.” I heard Elizabeth’s voice as she spoke with some amusement. Alice looked at me and tilted her head then looked down at the monster core before eating it. Alice leaned her head back on my chest before looking up at me with child-like curiosity.

“Vi Vi ok?”

“She’s okay, Alice. Don’t worry, she’ll recover soon.” 

Recover? I wonder what Elizabeth meant, did I look sick in this dream? I didn’t feel sick.

Alice continues to look at me before looking at Elizabeth and back at me. She sat up and turned, her black eyes looking into mine, still filled with curiosity. She raised a small hand and patted my head.

“Vi Vi ok!”

As Alice jumped off my lap, she turned and gave me a big smile before running off out of my vision. Before long, she return and stuck her hand out. She had one of those strange cubes.


"Vi Vi hungry?"


Seeing her smile while she tried to hand me the cube, I moved my arms away from Elizabeth and stood up as I heard Elizabeth gasp. I walk towards Alice as she tilts her head, reminding me so much of Alisha. I kneeled before her and pulled her into a hug.


"So cute!"

            

    
        Chapter 108 - Eve of the Attack

    
    
    
    
                As I open the doors, before me is revealed not a prison like I had expected, but a rather small, cramped dirt room, with dozens of people crammed into it, sitting shoulder to shoulder. Four people stood out to me thanks to the colour of their hair, blue exactly like Xia and the siblings behind me. 

Everyone looked up and a younger woman blinked in surprise before saying “It appears we’ve been saved. Praise the Moon.” She stands with some difficulty as everyone else does. They began moving to exit the room as I stood to the side to let them out. 

The young woman who spoke approached Xia and the siblings, and gave them a look. “Why have you betrayed your Father? You all stood by his side while turning your backs on him.”

The siblings, except for Xia who moved to my side, which didn’t escape the young woman’s notice, kneeled. “Mother, we were wrong. We have seen the truth.”

“The truth, eh?” The young woman, who I now knew to be their Mother, turned to me with a brow raised. Before she could say anything, yells could be heard echoing from the stairs, not far from where we were but were drawing closer. “Well, we’ll figure everything out soon, first we’ll deal with the mess coming towards us. Can you six fight? I’ve become weakened thanks to the imprisonment.”

Glancing at her, she didn’t appear weakened, in fact I couldn’t even tell she had been locked away for a month, though the others including the three blue haired people did appear tired and weak. Looking at the stairs that led to the tunnels, I sighed.

“Don’t worry, I’ll handle them. Want them all dead?” I turn and ask Xia’s Mother.

“Preferably. They all sided with that bastard after all.”

Nodding to her comment, I walked up the stairs and into the tunnels.

***

Walking back down the stairs as I wiped the blood off my face, I saw the others still waiting and upon seeing me some looked amazed while others paled a bit. My eyes landed on Xia who gave me a slight nod as I walked back to her. 

“I’m done.” Giving Xia’s Mother a simple nod, she smiles.

“As expected, the guards here were more for show than anything. Alright, you lot, go clean up the remains. You three, go rest. Young girl and Xia, I’d like to speak to you, privately.”

Following her through the tunnels as we make our way past the numerous bodies that littered the ground, Xia’s mother chuckles slightly.

“You’re quite ruthless, I had been worried you might be too kind.”

I sighed. “There is no use being kind.”

She simply nodded as we exited a tunnel into a simple room, a bed at the back and a small table with four chairs. Gesturing to one of the chairs, she sat down and smiled.

“Well, I’ve heard the details. It’s a shame that my husband has died, but I am glad that my children did it with their hands after seeing the truth. I pray to Celestia that you’re well, Blessed.”

“Please, just call me Alisha. None of this Blessed, Grace or any of that please.” A bit desperate, I spoke up as Xia’s Mother giggled.

“Of course, I’d heard from Xia you’re rather kind when it came to her. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Alisha. I am Matilda, the Mother of Xia as well as the many children you see out there. I believe you have come for more than to greet us, correct?”

I nod and lean forward, I explain everything to Matilda, about the Church of the Moon Goddess and the Archbishops attacks on me and how I was now planning to attack the Church and kill the Archbishop.

Matilda’s face slowly turned complicated the more I explained and as I finished she began tapping the table with a finger. Shaking her head, she looks at me.

“You understand what you’re asking us to do, right?” A bit confused, I tilt my head and she explains. “You’re asking my family to attack the Church of our faith. Not only is that blasphemy against the Moon Goddess, but also a crime the Sisterhood won’t take lightly. This will mean you will be punished as well, exilement from the Sisterhood is possible.”

I shrug at that comment. “I don’t belong to the Sisterhood, nor do I plan to join them anyway. They don’t get to decide my fate.”

Matilda blinked in confusion. “Y-you’re a Blessed, are you not?”

Looking at Xia, she shakes her head as I turn back to Matilda. “Yes. However I don’t want to walk a path laid down by others, nor will I be forced onto it. If this Sisterhood intends to force me onto a path, then I’ll refuse it. Same goes for the Moon Goddess, if she forces me onto that path then I’ll refuse.”

Bewilderment covered Matilda’s face before she narrowed her eyes. “Can I ask why?”

“Because I was a slave. My fate decided for me before I was even born. I was to serve as a shield for humans, so they could remain safe while killing and hunting monsters in a dungeon. If it wasn’t for the whims of one stupid man I wouldn’t be here today. I fought with two others of my kind, that being hybrids of man and monster, so we wouldn’t have to have our fates decided for us. Yet the moment I freed myself I learnt this Sisterhood wanted to do the same to me. I don’t want that to happen so I simply refuse to let it happen, and if that means I become alone because of that, so be it.”

A silence followed my words as Matilda looked shocked at my words. I had only given her the shortened version, but it seemed like it had enough as Matilda sighed.

“I see. I understand why then. We had always been taught that a Blessed is wholly faithful to the Moon Goddess and that joining the Sisterhood is the highest form of honour. Alright, I won’t question you anymore. Now, about your request. I refuse. My family will not offer you assistance and this is not in relation to what you just told me.

“You are not my Blessed, nor are you any of my children’s Blessed, excluding Xia of course. While we can become your Guardian, I can not allow it knowing your current plans. Though, if a child of mine really wants to then that is of their own choice. I can not support you in your endeavour as attacking the Church of our Goddess goes against our families beliefs. Do not worry, from the moment she swore her oath Xia stopped being a part of our family, though she does remain my daughter she will not be bound by our oaths to the Church.”

I understood her reasoning though I was also disappointed by them. As I’m about to get up to leave, Matilda spoke once more.

“I suppose we can’t forget our own traditions though. After all, one of our children becoming a Guardian to a Blessed is what our family lives for. Come with me, you two.”

Glancing at Xia, she gives me a faint smile as we both get up and follow Matilda further into the house. There was a lot of running around and a few kids could be seen out the windows, once again training. 

“Though the Father is dead, we still continue our training. I do apologise for his actions. Originally we both had rejected the Archbishop’s words that a False Blessed had arrived. She had said you were a monster that had stolen a bracelet from a true Blessed and had received the word of the Moon Goddess to have you killed. We did not trust her word, as the bracelet a Blessed wears does not leave them, even in death. 

“My husband however…I do not know exactly what happened when it came to him. He slowly became more secretive, visiting the Archbishop and even approving a training plan where we send our children to be trained by the Church. One such ‘training session’ led Xia to you, which means my husband knew exactly what happened yet did not say anything. 

“A month ago, he suddenly had the guards and six of our children turn on us, who had believed the so-called False Blessed, being you, was in fact truly a Blessed since Xia had formed a vow with you. It coincides with your massacre outside of Vale meaning the Archbishop must now see you as a true threat. See, before we were imprisoned she saw you as nothing but a lowly monster, yet somehow even after the spectacular sight your evolution gave, she did not take you seriously. It’s the reason why she’s only ever sent low level members after you. As for why they sent Xia, I suspect my husband either did not plan for it to happen or knew it would happen and hoped that Xia would kill you.”

As she finished speaking, we arrived at an odd circular door. Placing her hand to it, Matilda softly chanted. I couldn’t understand what she was saying, but with a click, the door slowly started rolling to the side as Matilda turned.

“Beyond this door is our family's treasury. Weapons, tomes on magic or knowledge, clothing and so on lay beyond it. It contains everything our family has received or claimed in the two thousand years of its history. Xia, you may take three items from it, choose what you want. Beloved Blessed, you may take what you want, do not concern yourself with how much you take. This is the least we can do for you two, and I apologise once again that we can not offer our assistance to you.”

Telling Matilda that I was fine with it, Xia and I entered the treasury. Before us on either side were shelves filled with books, magic tools, clothing and so on. At the far end on a wall were dozens of weapons, but after a quick glance I didn’t see any fist based weapons. Xia however had walked towards a certain rapier and was looking at it with admiration. Smiling at the sight of this, I started to look through the shelves.

***

Walking towards the door of the treasury, I had found six books that I had an interest in. Three were spell books, and three contained knowledge I desperately needed. The first book was a Wind spell. I had been sorely lacking in Wind magic and had been neglecting it and while there had been plenty of Lunar spells, I decided to ignore those.

The Wind spell is called ‘Vortex Blast’, it creates a powerful tunnel of wind that could be invoked from below a target or from myself, launching a focused tunnel of wind at someone, dealing damage to them. If used underneath them, it can send them flying upwards, removing them from a fight or allowing me breathing room to reset tempo.

Out of the next two, one was for Elizabeth and Olivia. The one for Elizabeth was a Summoning spell called “Guardian of the Ancients”, and looking at the contents made my head spin, but I figured she’d understand it.

The one I had gotten for Olivia was titled ‘Light of Dawn’. It’s a healing spell that could mark two people, and one was healed the other received half the healing. Like Elizabeth’s spell, I couldn’t understand anything in it. I had grabbed this in the hopes that perhaps reading and learning could help her.

As for the knowledge books, one was about writing. It only taught me how to write, something I really needed to learn. It was a rather colourful book, with some cute drawings on it. As for the last one, it contained knowledge about the Gods of this world, another thing I knew nothing about. Along with it, I grabbed a book with knowledge about the Moon Goddess. As one who had been labelled as Her Chosen, I knew very little about Her.

Meeting up with Xia at the door, she gave me a slight bow as she handed me a rapier back. It was the one I had given her, and looking at her waist I could see the rapier she had been looking at before. Accepting my rapier back, I put it at my waist. It seems as if she had only taken the rapier. As we exited, Matilda met with us.

“I had thought you would take more, are you sure you only want that much?” Nodding my head to her question, she smiled slightly. “I understand. I must inform you however that I am obliged to inform the Church of what occurred today as well as what you have told me.”

For a moment, countless thoughts ran through my mind, including killing her. Judging by Xia’s face, the same thought came to her mind. 

“I figure that after some bed rest, sorting out affairs here and ensuring the family stabilises I will be able to inform them in about two weeks.” Matilda smiles and turns as she leads us once again.

I understood what she was implying. She had an obligation, but did not plan to inform the Church for two weeks, and since we’d be launching the assault the next day she wouldn’t say anything. I knew she told me of her obligation simply to reassure us.

As we arrived at the gates that led out of the estate, she turned to Xia. “Xia, though you may no longer be a part of our family, you are still very much my daughter. You are always welcome here, and the same goes for you, Alisha. I pray that you both remain healthy and shine brightly.”

Thanking Matilda, Xia and I both left the estate as we started to make our way towards Lily Pond Inn, both staying quiet.

***

As we both walked in silence, we soon arrived outside of the Lily Pond Inn, however before we could enter, a familiar face came out to meet us. Jessica walked out, two blades on her back and instead of the usual uniform of the Lily Pond Inn, she wore leather armour, blue-green in colour. She looked at me and gave me a nod.

“Master has asked me to accompany you during this mission. He has already been informed of the details and while he too wishes to join you, he believes this is a good opportunity for you to grow, thus he will simply watch from the sidelines. I will be joining you, I specialise in dual wielding swords and utilise a mutated source of power simply known as Anti-Magic. My current level is 62.”

Blinking a bit in surprise at everything, I had actually looked forward to seeing Floof once again. Instead, I looked towards Jessica and gave her a nod. “I appreciate it, thank you for helping.”

“Master simply wishes to avenge his friend and this is the best way to achieve it, there is no need to thank me.”

“I take it you are ready to go? We’ve still got a day left to prepare.”

“Yes, I will be staying with you until we begin. If there is anything you wish to prepare, I can assist or if you wish to train I can do that as well. Be aware my power is not suitable to assist you in magic training, I can only assist with physical training.”

“Got it. I want to practise a magic known as Gravity anyway, since it could be useful.”

We started walking towards my house once more, as I started to think of what to cook and hoped I could create more stat increasing food in preparation.

***

As Xia, Jessica and I arrived home, I entered the living room and a surprising sight entered my eyes. Alice was sitting on Olivia’s lap, playing with a monster core while Olivia watched, a smile on her face. Elizabeth stood at the back of the room, watching the two. Tilting my head at the sight, Alice turns to me.

“Mummy! Vi Vi ok!”

Alice hops off Olivia’s lap and comes over before looking at Jessica. A big grin appeared on her face as she rushed up to Jessica. 

“Jess Jess!” Alice offers a confused Jessica a monster core before tilting her head, eating the monster core then pulling out a ration cube from a pouch instead, offering it to Jessica. 

“T-this is that raven?” Jessica mutters in some surprise, her normally expressionless face coloured with some astonishment. 

“Mm, she evolved some time ago. Seems she remembers you.” I watch as Jessica bends over and accepts the cube and eats it. Alice grabs her hand and pulls her over to a couch. 

“Alice ok!”

Remembering back to our days at the inn, Alice and Jessica had gotten on surprisingly well, and Jessica had even looked after Alice for some time after the incident at the orphanage. Speaking of which, I should go and check on how they’re going.

Olivia stands and walks over to me slowly. Expecting her to grab my arm, she instead hugs me.

“Hello.”

Widening my eyes in surprise, it was the first time Olivia had spoken and hearing her voice nearly brought tears to my eyes. Just as I’m about to hug her back, she lets go and walks back to the couch and sits down, looking at the fireplace with a smile on her face. I could see more life in her eyes, yet there still remained a bit of a glazed over look.

Elizabeth walked over to me and gestured to the other room. Leading her to the kitchen, she started speaking as I prepared to make food for everyone.

“Earlier Olivia stood up while letting go of my arm, walked over to Alice and hugged her. She then spoke and called Alice cute. Alice had tried to give her food, a monster core at first then a ration cube. I’m not sure what caused Olivia, at first I thought Alice might’ve done something like magic but I hadn’t sensed anything. Ever since then, Olivia has sat away from me while smiling and occasionally saying different things.”

Frowning and turning to Elizabeth, I twirled a knife in my hand and asked “What has she been saying?” 

“You look quite scary with that knife.” Chuckling, Elizabeth came over and leaned against the bench next to me. “Small things. Nothing of real structure, things like ‘with’ or ‘friends’ but just the words, even stringing them into a sentence doesn’t make sense. So far she has said, in order: ‘friends’, ‘be’, ‘I’ twice, ‘dream’, ‘don’t’, ‘want’ twice, ‘this’, ‘end’, ‘to’ twice, ‘with’ and finally ‘my’. This only thing I can think of them making in a sentence is-”

“I don’t want this dream to end. I want to be with my friends.” Looking up at Xia, who had at some point entered, she walked up to us. “I believe that is what she is trying to say. I believe Summer hit the mark about Madam Olivia’s condition, Alisha.”

Placing the knife on the bench for a moment, I cross my arms with some concern. “So she believes this to be a dream?” Scratching an ear, I pursed my lips before looking at Xia. “Can you go find Summer and ask her for some advice? She told us before just to make sure Olivia stayed near someone she knows, but nothing about what could happen. I want to make sure she is okay.”

Xia bows and leaves the house quickly. Elizabeth helps me while I’m cooking, but for some reason she starts looking a bit scared and by the time we had finished, Elizabeth had nearly ran from the kitchen while saying “I’m sure you don’t need me anymore!”

I felt a bit confused, Aubrey hadn’t acted like that and I simply was telling Elizabeth to hurry with certain things. As I sigh and wonder what happened, I heard someone enter and saw Xia standing there.

Xia walks up to me, and keeping her voice low says “Summer said that Olivia’s current state is a good thing, however we need to make sure Olivia starts to understand this isn’t a dream. Telling her outright will cause her to deny your words as that may lead her to believe the dream is ending. It’ll take some time, but giving her something to do or focus on will help tremendously.”

“So something like learning a new spell?”

“Yes. Summer recommended something like that. Also other activities, like gardening which is something you have access to, walking around the city and so on. As long as Olivia is not just sitting around the house doing nothing, it’ll be good for her. Just do not overwhelm her, give her something to do, and wait a few days then give her something else to do.”

Closing my eyes, I felt glad I had found the spellbook for Olivia. Serving up dinner for everyone, this time having made food that gave +300 Toughness, the only food I’ve felt sad about making, everyone enjoyed the food. After that was done, Olivia returned to the same couch as earlier. Sitting down next to her, I put the spellbook on her lap.

“I hope this helps you, Olivia. I think it suits you.”

Olivia turns her gaze from the fireplace to the book in her lap. Her hand slowly caresses the book before opening it. I could see her eyes moving and knew she was slowly reading it and with a smile, I got up and moved to the other couch, and using Alice, I practised my Gravity magic as she giggled. Xia and Elizabeth went to the basement with Jessica and had taken up sparring.

After a day of this, with Olivia and Alice sleeping during the night, and me joining the other three for some sparring before returning to practise Gravity, we soon left the house, along with Olivia who was still reading the book as we made our way to the Guild, where we would meet up with everyone, plan out our attack, and then head to the Church.

            

    
        Chapter 109 - Attacking the Church, Part 1

    
    
    
    
                Upon entering the Guild, an attendant very quickly came towards us and asked us to follow him. Leading us through a door to the side, we went down a corridor before arriving in front of a heavy stone door. The attendant placed a token into a groove on the door and it opened. As it opened, the attendant grabbed the token back and gestured for us to enter.

Entering the room, I saw everyone who would be participating in attacking the Church. Bloom’s team sat with Xeno, while Lin, Bloom and Summer stood around a separate table that was covered in papers, seemingly discussing something. Elise and Marty stood to the side while Xander and Roland stood at the front. My eyes met with Roland’s and he gave me a small nod. 

Sitting down with Xeno, he gave me a small nod while glancing at Elizabeth and Jessica. “Seems you found some more help.” He then glances at Olivia, who had her nose in the book I had given her. “Is she doing okay?”

“Better. She spoke yesterday.” As I responded, I settled next to Xeno as the others found somewhere to sit. 

“Our team will be official after this mission. For the life of me I can’t think of a name, so I decided to leave it to Summer. She’ll be our leader, if you have no qualms about that.”

I agreed with that. I didn’t know how to lead others, so having Summer who had experience in leading would be the best option. Making small talk with Xeno who had invited me to dinner with his Husband, about twenty minutes had passed as Roland stood forward.

“Adventurers, by now you should know who I am, for those that do not know then allow me to introduce myself. I am Roland, Captain of the Royal Guards. Tonight we will be working with you adventurers to launch an assault on the Church of the Moon Goddess. There is sufficient proof to show they are guilty of hoodwinking fellow adventurers and using them to attack fellow adventurers.”


Roland looks at Lin and gives him a nod. Lin picks up one of the many papers on the map and throws it onto the wall, where it sticks. The map showed a birds eye view of a cluster of buildings, with a large one in the middle. There were red circles around the roads leading into the area with the buildings.

“The Royal Guard will be setting up and blocking the roads an hour after this meeting has concluded. Five minutes after we have set up we will erect a barrier, preventing any interference, magical or otherwise, with what occurs inside. This is the extent that the Royal Guard will do to assist as this is seen as a Guild matter. We will however detain any who may try to flee the scene, but they will be turned over to the Guild.”

Roland stands back as Xander steps forward.

“You will be moving into the main church and separating into two teams, one led by Summer while the other is led by Bloom. One team will stand outside of the Church’s doors, their mission is to ensure no one enters or leaves the Church, while also detaining any innocents that may reside in the Church or those that surrender themselves. This team will be led by Bloom, and those that join him will be Xeno, Alice, Xia, Elizabeth and Leon. 

“The second team will be led by Summer. Your mission is to clear through the Church and apprehend or kill the Archbishop of the Church, who we have confirmed to be hoodwinking our adventurers and plotting the death of those connected to the Church. You have permission to kill your way through the Church if deemed necessary, any excessive force used on those that surrender themselves or are innocents is not permitted and will be met with punishment.

“This team, led by Summer, will be joined by Alisha, Amelia and Jessica. We have information on the Church as well. Currently there have been movements within the Church and it appears they are readying themselves to attack, rather than defend, and we believe they are planning to go on the offensive in the next few days, so our timing is good. Currently there are numerous individuals who have crossed level 50 within the Church and the Archbishop, Elanor, is level 64. 

“The Church of the Moon Goddess is one of the smaller Churches in Vale, meaning there will not be many worshippers tonight. There are no defensive barriers within the Church. While waiting for the Royal Guard, you will be on standby in a small house here.” Xander points to a small dot near the big building. “You will enter the alleyways in pairs and will wear hoods to prevent your identities being known early. If you are stopped and questioned, you are simply meeting with others to pray and nothing more. I will be personally overseeing this operation in place of the Branch Master, everything else will be handled by all of you.

”The completion of this request has changed. You will receive ten Mithril coins and in addition to this you will be awarded with the opportunity to have a hunting zone for yourselves, as a group, temporarily. Any materials from that hunting zone will belong entirely to you.”

As Xander finished speaking, he stepped back as Summer pointed to me, Jessica, and Amelia. “Come with me, we’ll discuss our plan before we move out.”

***

Leaning against a wall, we were all waiting in the house that had been pointed to us. According to Summer, the Royal Guard would begin their operation in five minutes, meaning we needed to wait ten more minutes before we moved. I had convinced Olivia to wait with Elise, who had been happy to sit with her. Olivia had only been reading the book I gave her and had been slowly reading it. I told Elise about her condition and knew I could trust Olivia to her.

No one here had been stopped on the way to the house, with all of us safely making it here. There were many people on the streets and alleyways, none seemed to be concerned or preparing for an attack which was relieving news for all of us. As we waited in silence, ten minutes passed quickly. A surge of mana could be felt in our surroundings, and looking out the window a green light lit up the sky, indicating that everything had been prepared.

“It’s go time. We’ll move as one and separate at the Church’s doors. Remember the plans for each of your teams, do not deviate unless the leader says so.” Summer jumps off a bench and looking at us all, she nods. “Don’t underestimate the opponent, even if they’re just a bunch of church goers they can still be dangerous. Don’t die.” 

Following Summer out of the building, the streets in front of us had gone from organised and calm to panic filled. As we walked, without our hoods on, people parted for us as their eyes looked us over, mutters happening around with a few seemingly having connected the dots.

“They’re here for the Church!”

“By Celestia’s name! They mean to attack the Church! Stop them!”

Though they screamed that out, no one moved to block or stop us as we continued to walk straight towards the doors to the Church. The citizens continued to part for us and as we approached the already open doors, we walked in. Rows of seats ran down either side of a narrow path that led up to a lectern, where a Deacon, from the robes he wore, stood, preaching to those who sat in the seats. We parted with Bloom’s team before entering, and with the Deacon seeing the four of us, he smiled warmly.

“Welcome, we are in the middle of a sermon if you wish to joi-”

“Sorry, but we’re not here for that. By the order of the Guild, this Church is now under detainment and all of those within her will be detained. We are here to arrest the Archbishop of the Church, please comply with us.”

The Deacon looked confused as those that sat in the pews began whispering to each other. The Deacon looks over Summer carefully, then Jessica, Amelia and then me. Once he saw me his eyes narrowed.

“I see, you have brought the False Blessed, a monster, into our divine church.” The Deacon looked at us with hostility as he stamped down a foot.

“Lunar Imprisonment.”

Chains sprang forth from the ground as those that had been praying either fled or stood, preparing to attack. They moved in quickly, without giving us time…or so they thought. The moment the chains wrapped around us, I destroyed the magic circle with Celestial Eclipse mana as Amelia created a dozen magic weapons around us. Quickly checking everyone here, no one was above the level of 50 and thus were easily killed by Amelia. Looking at the Deacon, he had the level of 51 but he seemed to fear his current position.

“Why are you here?! Are you not satisfied at stealing a Sister’s bracelet and thus want more?!” The Deacon, in rage, points at me and screams. I sigh and shake my head as I walk towards him, my anger and bloodlust rising. I had been holding back the last few days, many times I had a thought of just coming here and massacring this place.

“I’ll ask you this once. Where is the Archbishop?”

Instead of answering, the Deacon spits. Dodging the spit, I smile as I stare him down. 

Stepping quickly, I arrived before the Deacon as silver orbs surrounded him, as if guarding him. Letting the orbs hit me, they did nothing to me as they had been made by Lunar magic. The Deacon had a panicked look on his face as I began using Flowing Strikes on him. I wanted to kill him so badly, but I held my punches.

We didn’t need him to tell us where the Archbishop was, we simply wanted to shorten the time this would take so getting the location would make things easier. Otherwise we would simply massacre our way through. In a futile attempt to fight me, mostly due to only ever using Lunar spells, the Deacon very quickly laid at my feet.

“Where is she?” Looking down at the Deacon, I watched as he raised his head and spat at my feet. With a smile, I smashed my fist down on his head, killing him easily.




	
You killed Kyle.

Gained 200,000 Experience.

Gained 5,000 Class Experience.








Turning to the other three, we nodded as we looked towards the doors here. Three doors, four people. 

“Can you sense anything that might help us, Alisha?” Amelia turns to me as I shake my head.

“The entire place just feels like Lunar magic to me, I can only sense stronger magic coming from down there.” I point towards a door at the back. Summer nods.

“We’ll go down there first, I refuse to have us separate. This place is locked down so no one is escaping, plus it appears we’ve been noticed by those deeper within.” I could hear and smell people coming from a passageway to our left. “Let's head in now, perhaps with the stronger Lunar magic from there it will lead us down to the Archbishop.”

We moved through the door and down the stairs behind it as the sound of fighting came from behind us. Guessing that those that had come out went outside first and encountered Bloom’s team. I knew they would be fine, considering how many of Bloom’s team focused on defence there would be very little they could do, and with Bloom’s firepower along with Leon and Alice being a menace with their Darkness magic there would be very little others could do against them.

Arriving at the bottom of the stairs, we go through into a room with a dozen people there, all of them kneeling towards us. Frowning slightly at this sight, one of those that knelt spoke.

“Welcome, Blessed of Celestia. The Archbishop is further within.” Checking all of them here, I found most were level 1, not having levelled at all. Two of them were level 10 but they too were kneeling.

At first I doubted, then Summer spoke. “They’re not lying.” Tilting my head towards her, she sent a confused look back. “You can’t tell?”

I shook my head. “I’ll teach you later.” Turning back to the kneeling group, Summer crossed her arms. “Is she expecting us?”

“No. In fact, you’ve caught her completely off guard. She has recently been preparing most of those at higher levels to hunt the Blessed that stands with you. They are not here in the Church, though they would have reacted and would be attempting to enter.”

“Is she alone?” I step forward to ask. The man trembles slightly.

“Y-your Grace, she is not alone. Four others are currently with her. As for their levels, I do not know, I only know they are above level 50. The Archbishop is over level 60.”

Looking at the door on the opposite side of the room, I look around at those who were kneeling, the sounds of people coming from the stairs we had just come down. Jessica unsheathes her swords and faces the doors. “I’ll handle them, you guys go on.”

“Y-your Grace.” Looking at the man, he trembled once again. “May this fool ask of you a single request?”

“What?”

“Please, spare those that fight against you, they have simply been misled.”

“No.” Giving him a single word, I looked at Jessica. “Kill them all.” Jessica gives me a nod as I turn and walk with Amelia and Summer down the passageway. Jessica would be fine, though I still worried as she still had to face an unknown amount of enemies.

As we continued walking down the passageway, the Lunar magic coming from down it became stronger all of a sudden, but there was something mixed in it. Something sinister, a presence of sorts. I couldn’t figure out exactly what the presence was, but my instincts told me it was dangerous. Looking at Amelia and Summer, they too had serious expressions on their faces.

We continued walking down the passageway and soon, screams entered our ears. They were blood curdling screams, as if one was screaming for their life. The smell of blood entered my nose and my heart started beating faster. Whatever was happening in the next room was bad news.

Following the screams that had grown by one, then two, we quickly entered a large room. In the back, a statue of the Moon Goddess sat, holding a moon to its chest that had a dull glow to it. My eyes moved to the middle, where a hooded figure stood with its back to us. On the walls to the left and right were four people, two to each wall. They had been pinned to the wall, crucified as they bled to the ground. 

An altar stood before the hooded figure who I assumed to be the Archbishop. The altar radiated with a strong power, the same power we had been feeling on our way here. Lunar magic with a sinister feeling to it. As we entered, the hooded figure spoke without turning.

“So, the False Blessed has arrived at long last. Come, lay on this altar and be sacrificed to Her. She will reward me for your death.”

A strange magic infiltrated my eyes but quickly stopped as I identified it as Lunar magic. Frowning, I knew she had attempted to seize my mind, attempting to lure me to the altar. Wordlessly raising a hand as Summer and Amelia prepared, a sigh came from the Archbishop.

“A shame, it appears Lunar magic has no effect on you. Did you know, False Blessed? Her words have reached me, telling me I am to be Her Blessed once you have been sacrificed. It’s rather amazing what I have learnt from Her words. Her true nature is not the night sky, but rather the divinity of all creatures of the night. That divinity is found in the blood of all creatures, and by using it I can obtain even more power.”

The Archbishop turns to face as and removes her hood. I felt horrified at the sight. She had no eyes, her hair looked dead and her face filled with scratch marks. She flung her hands outwards as she shouted. “The Moon Goddess has made me powerful, False Blessed! You will be sacrificed in Her name, an offering that will give me more power! I alone will conquer you as all others have failed! Praise Her true name, False Blessed! Praise Karnage, the Goddess of the Moon!”

As those words left her lips, a powerful surge of mana erupted from the altar behind her. The blood of those pinned to the walls raced to the altar, coming from them directly. I could sense the sinister power from that blood as it mixed with the Lunar magic…no, it was no longer Lunar magic, but something far more sinister. That power visibly entered the Archbishop from the altar.

Not being a fan of waiting for my enemy to become stronger in front of me, I summoned a hundred Astral Ice Spikes and sent them flying all at once, aiming at the Archbishops head but they shattered before hitting her, meaning there was a protective barrier.

“Hammer.” A simple command from Amelia came as a massive magical hammer appeared above the Archbishop and the altar, but it too shattered as Summer threw a bottle of liquid towards the Archbishop. I knew the liquid was a potent poison to magic, but it too shattered with the contents evaporating. Before I could move in myself, the ground started shaking as the strange power got stronger.




	Warning! Warning! World Class Magic Detected! Warning!









	Alert! World Class Magic Failing!









	Danger! High level Mutation is occurring to Elanor!






Laughter came from Elanor as the power only grew stronger. “Yes! This is what I want! All I need now is you, False Blessed and I will become even more powerful!” Soon, a cocoon of rose-red covered her and within seconds it grew. Once again attempting to attack, we were blocked by the barrier.




	Danger! Elenor has Mutated into ???. Attempting to identify!






“Even the System doesn’t know?!” Summer yells as we fall back. The cocoon cracks as it falls apart, revealing what could only be described as something from a nightmare. A large monster stood there, broken wings coming from its back, two pairs of arms from either side, its flesh covered in a sticky red liquid that I could only assume to be blood and a gaping maw where its eyes and mouth should be. It released a roar that nearly deafened me.




	Failed to identify! Traces of Blood Magic that originate from the Blood God mixed with Lunar Magic that originate from the Moon Goddess. Naming the being ‘Failed Monstrosity of the Gods’. Level unknown.






            

    
        Chapter 110 - Attacking the Church, Part 2

    
    
    
    
                “She tried to forcibly evolve herself?!” Hearing a horrified Amelia speak, I ignored her as I stared at the monstrosity in front of me. What did the Blood God have to do with this?! Why would the Archbishop worship Him but also worship the Moon Goddess?! Why does the Blood God have to be such a pest! As I watched, the monstrosity suddenly rushed us, at a speed that I barely could keep up with. Using a Wind Explosion on myself, I moved away quickly as Amelia and Summer separated from me.

Elanor’s head snapped onto me as it roared again. Is it aiming for me?! It quickly moved straight towards me once again, throwing out two of its arms in an effort to crush me. In a hurry, I used Wind Explosion again and flew away from it, but it caught me off guard in the next second. From the wings, sharp tube-like tentacles struck out, too fast for me to react in time.

Two of them pierce into me and as I’m about to remove the tubes I froze as something spreads from the tubes. Whatever it was caused me to freeze, unable to move as I felt the tubes start to ‘drink’. It wasn’t absorbing blood from me, nor was it mana. It was absorbing something from deep within me, very slowly but it caused my body to only scream one thing to me. Escape!

A light flashed and the tubes were cut. A hand pulled the two out of me as I gasped for air. The monstrosity sent more tubes at me as I reacted quickly this time and used a technique that I hadn’t finished practising yet. Gritting my teeth while preparing for pain, I used Flash Step to move back instantly. My legs scream in pain at using this technique, I hadn’t mastered it yet, it required precise muscle control and though I could use it like this, the consequence was nearly tearing the muscles from my bones.

Gasping in pain, I saw the monster once again lock onto me, refusing to let me out of its sight. Suddenly, dozens of magic weapons appeared in front of it as Summer arrived at my side and handed me a vial. Drowning it quickly, I fell to my knees, feeling strangely weakened, like I had lost something within me. Frowning, I saw nothing from the System as I stood back up.

“Are you good?” Summer holds my arm as I shake my head.

“I need a minute for my legs to heal.” 

“Amelia can’t hold it for long, it’s only going for you. Once you’ve recovered, use your Domain and Lunar Blessing on yourself, focus on only dodging. It’ll collapse on itself because of its mutation, we only need to buy time.”

Nodding, I watched Amelia very carefully as I saw her pale by the second. The monster only ever looked at me as it madly tried to get past the barricade of weapons that were slicing into it. Its regeneration was insane, healing from deep wounds instantly. Even an arm had been cut off only to reattach itself before it could even begin falling.

My mind sat on the thought of what had been drained from me, but for the life of me I couldn’t tell. Gritting my teeth, I impatiently watched as my legs healed quickly and before long, they were done. Giving Summer a glance she nodded and threw a pouch right at the monster's face. “Amelia!”

Pointing at the pouch, Summer shot out a fireball, and quickly turning my head and covering my eyes, a white flash still came through. Turning to the monster as the flash disappeared I used my Domain as Amelia arrived at my side. Spreading quickly, the monster recovered far too quickly as it shot towards us. Applying Lunar Blessing on myself again, I quickly moved away but once again those tentacles shot out at me. Dodging most, one hit me and started draining right away, but within a second Amelia cut it and I pulled it out. Again, something seemed to go missing, but I didn’t know what it was!

This kept happening, and I started getting more frustrated as the only thing we could do was dodge. Every now and then it would stab into me with those tentacles, or try to grab me but we handled it. Summer wasn’t suited for this sort of fight, but she provided assistance. Using various vials and powders, she created openings by making the ground incredibly sticky, causing Elanor to slow down or using the same flash of light. After nearly thirty minutes of this, my Domain started trembling, but it had worked. 

The monster had become weaker, the tentacles could no longer hit me as they had become slower, but the monster was still coming and right towards me. As I dodged another attack, my Domain finally collapsed. Dodging its tentacles once again, I prepared myself to finally go on the offence and created dozens of thick Astral Ice Spikes behind me. Amelia also joins in and we send both spikes and weapons at the monster as we continue to dodge.

I baited the monster into a certain area, near the altar. As it arrived, a massive pillar of fire sprang out, entrapping the monster as the smell of burnt blood nearly overwhelmed me.

“Alisha, now!”

Pushing my arm towards the monstrosity, I let the fury of everything towards the Archbishop surge from deep within. The nonstop attacks, the ambushes, the hatred that I felt for her, all of it came deep from within as I used it.

“Night’s Fury!”

A massive ball of Celestial Eclipse energy emerged from the giant magic circle above it, devouring the monster as it screamed out in pain and as the energy disappeared, so did the monstrosity.




	
You have killed the Failed Monstrosity of the Gods. 

Calculating rewards.








Taking a breath, I looked around and frowned. This had been rather anti-climatic, hadn’t it? As I’m about to walk over to Summer, the System surprisingly came up right away.




	
The Failed Monstrosity of the Gods was born due to a failed attempt at a World-Class Magic, a failed forced evolution that involved the powers of both the Moon Goddess and the Blood God. This monster had mutated to level 70. Providing rewards equally to all involved.

3,000,000 experience.

1x Note from: The Blade

1x Core of Failed Monstrosity of the Gods

1x Expert Cooking Book: ‘The True Way of the Chef’












	
You have levelled to 56!

Gained the following Stats:

Strength: +1,800

Agility: +3,000

Intelligence: +1,200

Toughness: +300

You gain 15% more Stats due to Hero of History, you gain the following:

Strength: +270

Agility: +450

Intelligence: +180

Toughness: +45

Health increased to 15,000.

Celestial Eclipse Mana Increased to 220,000.








Tilting my head, I blinked in a bit of surprise at the rewards as they appeared before me. I didn’t feel any effect of Overlevel either, is it due to my reconstructed body? Looking firstly at the book, I raised an eyebrow and thought outloud “Why the fuck did I get this?” Storing the book away, I looked at the core and felt the hairs on the back of my neck stand.




	
Failed Monstrosity of the Gods Core.

Contains a unique power that mixes Lunar and Blood magics. Unstable and unusable, it is best to dispose of this completely.








So why did the System give this to me? This entire thing had been strange. I stored the core in a pouch and threw it at the altar. I would let the Guild know, I didn’t want anything to do with it.

I turned to the folded note, on it was neat handwriting.

'Good work, you’re growing well, little fox. I can not wait for the day we fight.'

Raising an eyebrow again, I wondered why this had been sent to me and it suddenly hit me as I remembered. The Blade worshipped the Blood God, did he not?! Turning my attention to where the monstrosity had turned into nothing, a thought came to mind. Did The Blade do this, or had the Blood God? I didn’t know which one was worse. Speaking of the Blood God, the last message from the System confused me slightly.




	The Blood God no longer considers you a threat and has chosen to ignore your existence.






What exactly is the meaning of this message? I had been considered a threat before, yet now he is ignoring my presence. Doesn’t this mean I would be free of the worry that this Blood God would come after me? I had no idea.


The most important thing on my mind was concerning what exactly had been drained from me, but I couldn’t tell exactly what it was. Deciding I’d get myself checked once we left, I was about to turn to Summer and Amelia who had just arrived by my side when suddenly a heavy pressure descended upon me, forcing not only me but all three of us to our knees as I looked up.

Standing there, a familiar face glared at me in sheer anger. Wasn’t this…Luna? Connecting the face to the one who had dragged the previous Archbishop away, I knew right away why she glared at me as such, but why is she here?

“You. You dare not only attack a Church of our Goddess, but slay its Archbishop?! You are to be punished for your insolence! I hereby sent-”

“Oh? Luna, since when could you determine a sentence for a Blessed?”

The pressure disappeared immediately as someone appeared to my side. Looking up, I saw Tessa standing there, a serious look on her face as she looked at Luna. I could see some sadness in her eyes.

“The escaped prisoner. Indeed, the last time we met I could only gain authority to give out punishment. It’s different now.”

“Luna, you watched this fight, you know what has occurred here today. In fact, the Sisterhood has been watching Alisha this entire time, you know of the Archbishop’s crimes yet you all failed to act and this is the consequence. An Archbishop fell to the whispers that offered her what she wanted, Alisha felt forced to take action to ensure her own life and we ended up where we are now. If the Sist-”

“We can not interfere, it is a rule! You, who has forsaken the Sisterhood and the Moon Goddess, have no right to lecture me.”

“So what? I’m meant to sit there, allow myself to be ambushed constantly and possibly end up being kill-” As I spoke, Luna’s fierce gaze locked onto me.

“SILENCE! You are not to speak, scum. You defile the name of Celestia, you dare attack Her place of worship and kill its Archbishop, you will be sent-”

“Yea yea, just expel me from your Sisterhood. I never had intentions on joining it anyway.” I shrugged but felt strange as well. Why didn’t I want to join them in the first place anyway? Huh, wasn’t there a reason before?

Luna looked at me, dumbfounded for a moment before laughing. A low, amused laughed as it echoed through the room. She looked at me once again, like I had just told her the joke of the century.

“You think you have a choice?!” Luna continues laughing, this time leaving not only I, but Tessa, Amelia and Summer speechless. “You, the idiot who defiled Her Church, a monster, believe that you have a choice?!” Laughing more, Luna stood and stopped laughing and glared at me.

“Imbecile. The Sisterhood would’ve never accepted you after this. Exilement? Don’t make me laugh. Your fate has never been yours to decide. A Blessed like you has committed a sin that will never be forgiven.”

“Luna, what has gotten into you?” Tessa stepped in front of me, as if protecting me. “You know of the crimes committed by this branch, you know of the truth of what has happened today. The Sisterho-”

Suddenly an aura that I couldn’t describe descended on us, forcing all of us including Tessa to the ground.




	
You are in the presence of a Demigod.

You are restricted to Level 1 and can not move.








Struggling to move, regardless of what the System said, my eyes could only see Luna as she pulled out a large, silver stake.

“LUNA STOP!” Tessa yells out in fear, the first time I’ve ever heard her panicked like this. “You can’t use that on her, she isn’t a Bles-”

“SILENCE! Your punishment will be the same, you both will have your Blessings taken from you for your crimes! Furthermore, you will be sealed, forever unable to use magic ever again.” As Luna takes a step towards us, her eyes soften for a moment while looking at Tessa, before they harden again. “For the crimes against our Godd-”

“Alright, I believe that is enough.” A soft voice resounded throughout the room. A clap could be heard as the overwhelming aura disappeared. Remaining still for a moment, I tried to figure out who the voice I just heard was. “Luna, stand down. No one here will be punished.”

Luna stares to the side, a tremble going through her body as she knelt. Footsteps could be heard as a figure appeared before Luna, curly teal hair ran down her head as she stared at Luna with piercing red eyes. She holds out her hand.

“Give me the Blessing Extractor, Luna. That is not an item you are meant to wield.” 

“Y-yes, Lady Astraea.” Using both hands, Luna held the stake before the teal haired woman. Accepting the stake, she looked at it and flicked her wrist as it disappeared. She looked up and smiled.

“Demigod of Vale, I permit you to witness this situation under oath that you do not speak a word of it.”

Another figure appeared, standing straight. A man with brown hair and green eyes, light clothing and a necklace that all others in Vale wore. Placing a hand over his heart, he knelt.

“I thank you, Angel. I swear upon my Divinity to not speak a word of today’s events.”

“Mm, that’ll do. Luna, next time you wish to unleash your Divinity, don’t do it so publicly.”

“I am at fault, Lady Astraea, I will accept any punishment.”

“Mm, we’ll discuss that later. Chosen, please stand, you do not belong on your knees in front of me.”

I saw her looking directly at me. Even though I wasn’t exactly on my knees, I slowly got up as Luna’s eyes widened.

“Chosen, do you understand the severity of today’s events?” Unsure on what to say, I tilted my head to think of what to say.

“I came here to protect not only my life, but those with me. The actions of the Archbishop and others in the Church gave me no other option but to kill them. I don’t have any regrets.”

“I see. The most logical choice to make, and the correct one. Luna, you are aware of what Archbishop Elanor had been planning, correct?”

Luna remained silent for a few seconds. “Y-yes, Lady Astraea, but that does not excu-”

“Luna, who do you serve?”

Luna trembled. A silence fell upon the area, only me and this Lady Astraea stood while Summer, Amelia and Tessa were still on the ground. Luna and the unknown man had knelt.

“Her Holiness, forever and more.”

“Mm. Remember that. You do not take commands from those you believe above you in the Sisterhood. Your punishment will be decided later.” Lady Astraea turned to me with a faint smile.

“Chosen, though your actions today were correct, I can not overlook the actions you took. You will be punished, but before I tell you of your punishment, I will command you of one thing.” Walking to me, she raises a hand and cups my face.

“On the next full moon, you are to pray to Her. No excuses, no running away. She has been waiting all this time for you to pray to Her and meet with you. Your time in the darkness does not count. This is not a punishment, you need to do this and accept who you are. Your fate is yours alone to determine, you will not be bound to no one, and She will accept this. Do not be afraid.”

She kisses my forehead lightly before stepping back.

“As for your punishment. You will no longer walk the path of becoming a Sister, that is not your fate as a Chosen. You will no longer be considered a Sister to those in the Sisterhood, nor will you be able to ask for their help.”

She places a hand on my wrist and a clang sounds out as the bracelet that I had worn since...huh, when did I get that bracelet anyway? I’ve always had it, haven’t I?

Smiling, she turned to Tessa. “Tessa, this punishment also applies to you. Although your circumstances are different, as you were released from prison to assist the Chosen, your earlier crimes must still be answered.”

Tessa’s bracelet also falls off as Tessa herself seemed overwhelmed for a moment, when suddenly a whisper of realisation passed her eyes. 

“Yes, Lady Astraea.”

“Good. Chosen, you seem confused?”

Looking at the bracelet on the ground, I couldn’t remember when I had actually gotten it. Strange, I thought I would remember being given it at some point. Looking at Lady Astraea, I thought for a moment before I went to bow.

“Stop, Chosen. You do not bow to me, nor to any others.” 

Stopping myself, I look into her red eyes and open my mouth. “Why did any of this happen?”

Softly smiling, Lady Astraea looked around the room. “Do you refer to the Archbishop? Other than her hatred for monster-kind, she had started to listen to the whispers of a powerful being, one who is not a Demigod nor Pseudo-God. It is also impossible for it to have been a God. I will leave it to you to learn the truth of this matter, Chosen. Perhaps in due time you will understand.”

Turning away from me, she walks back to Luna. “Demigod of Vale, you may take your leave. I will also be leaving. Remember your vow.”

“Yes, Angel.” The Demigod disappears before our eyes. Lady Astraea turned to me once more.

“Chosen, go and find your origins. You will understand everything when you do.” As she spoke, she placed a hand on Luna’s shoulder as the two faded. “You look just like she did, Chosen.” Hearing her final words, I tilt my head in confusion. That’s right, Selenia had said something like that before, to go to a far off place and find my origins.

A silence filled the air, broken by Tessa. “Well, not the worst outcome. At least you won’t have the Sisterhood to worry about, at least for now.” Tessa stood weakly, like she had fought a battle, which confused me further. “Oh, you would have been excluded by her presence. Don’t worry, it’s a bit of shakiness for me for a while, I’ll be okay. I’ll come and visit you during the next waxing moon, Alisha. We have much to speak about.”

Tessa starts to fade as well. My brain felt overwhelmed by everything that happened, even though it had been a short moment, everything that had happened left me feeling mentally exhausted. Looking at Summer and Amelia, who also slowly stood, they looked at me with a smile.

“A rather scary conclusion to what should’ve been a simple raid. Are you ok?” I nodded at her while my mind still felt confused. So many questions flooded my mind, but the biggest one still remained on the bracelet. Looking towards where it should’ve been, I saw it had disappeared. What did that bracelet signify again?

“Are we all under the agreement not to speak of what happened here?” Summer spoke with some nervousness while glancing at me, causing Amelia to giggle.

“If we raid the Temple of Ares, I wonder if I would get the same treatment?” Summer looked at her with some confusion. “Oh, like Alisha, I’m also a Chosen of a God. In this case, Ares.”

“Oh…well, I doubt it? Uh, I didn’t even know that Chosens of Gods existed till now. What does it mean?” Summer tilted her head as Amelia and I looked at each other. We both shrug as we chuckle. Summer shakes her head.

“Well, the less I know the better. No, wait, I’ll be your leader from now on, so maybe the more I know the better? Argh, whatever, let's just go. I want to eat food, bathe, sleep and forget about tonight.”

As we slowly walked through the corridors, we met with Jessica, who had killed everyone and was slightly injured herself, and slowly made our way to the exit. Upon leaving the Church, we saw those who we had left to guard this place looking bored.

“Oh, all done then? What happened down there?” Xeno stood up from the snow, brushing himself down.

“Let’s…not discuss it. The Archbishop is dead so we’re done here. We still need to meet up with Xander and give our report, though most of it can’t be shown. Ah, too complicated…” Looking tired, Summer sighed. 

Elizabeth walked over to me and nudged me with her elbow as Alice jumped into my arms. “All done then?”

“Mm, I want to make sure Olivia is fine then head home.” Ruffling Alice’s hair as she giggled, Elizabeth laughed.

“She’ll be fine, but look at you eh? Storming into a Church, killing an Archbishop, dealing with whatever power that was and coming out of it only slightly tired. I can’t wait to see Sally and Grey’s faces when we tell them this story!”

Turning to Elizabeth, I frowned slightly as I asked her a question. “Who are Sally and Grey?”

            

    
        Chapter 111 - Memories

    
    
    
    
                “Argh, Elise, I’m fine!”

“No you’re not! You’re obviously not, Alisha!”

“So what if I’ve forgotten some stuff? It’s not a big deal.”

“Alisha, you’ve forgotten your entire past, what do you mean it’s not a big deal?!

Letting out an annoyed sigh, I shot a glare at Elise who let out a sigh herself. 

“At least get rid of these chains.” Lifting an arm up, I tugged on a golden chair that had been anchored to the floor.

“Considering how you ran off last time, I refuse. The staff here will give us the all clear then and only then will we remove the chain.”

“Come on, Elise. I got things to do, I can’t be worrying about a few missing memories.”

Currently, Elise and I were alone in a medical building, awaiting a doctor of sorts who had already checked me over. From what I understood, I had lost most of my memories of my past life. Apparently I had grown up as a slave in some country or town called Crater Hell, where I had two friends, Sally and Grey. Apparently I was working on getting back there, and I had a feeling that was true, but I don’t remember any of it.

“Try again, maybe you’ll remember, look at these portraits.”

“Elise, I’ve looked at them at least fifty times at this point. I don’t recognize them.” Elise pushed two pictures towards me, something Elizabeth had arranged earlier. A portrait of a silver haired and silver eyed girl and a violet haired boy had been drawn. Looking at them, I found them familiar but I couldn’t recall anything about them at all.

“Then what about Elizabeth and Olivia? Do you remember meeting them?” Annoyed by Elise’s question, which had been asked several times by her and the doctor, I shake my head. “No, I don’t. I don’t remember anything from this Crater Hell you all talk about.”

“Then what do you think about them now?”

“I trust them completely, and care for them dearly. I do remember going to that Elven village with Olivia and Elizabeth to treat Elizabeth, then being ambushed and brought to Vale.”

“And do you remember why you became an adventurer?”

“Yes, Elise. I wanted to become Black Grade so I can go back to this place.”

“And do you still want to?”

Shrugging, I sighed. “Why would I want to go to a place I don’t remember? Maybe I will if I want to remember my memories, but surely they’re not that important, right?”

Slamming the table, Elise stared at me with some anger. “They are! Why are you acting so uncaring?! It’s your past, Alisha, your friends! Meeting Olivia, Elizabeth and all of those painful memories make you, you! Even when Alice hatched, do you not remember that?”

Sighing, I looked away from Elise and pondered over her words. Nothing about me has changed so why is she getting so angry? I still care deeply for those three, I would never hurt them, so why do I need to remember when I met them?

Before Elise could go on again, the door opened and the doctor who had been talking to me walked in. Smiling at me, he sat down. 

“Alisha, cases like this are not rare, in fact we’ve dealt with a lot of cases like yours. While it’s unique because a human mutated, there have been times where a monster failed to evolve and mutated. There have been a handful of cases where those mutated monsters gain the ability to ‘steal’ memories, and in this case we believe the desire the Archbishop held for your ‘power’ caused the mutated monster to want to ‘steal you’, in the sense of stealing your memories or identity, most likely the identity of being a ‘Blessed’.

“Regarding getting those memories back…I’m sorry, but magic isn’t omnipotent. There is no way to recover them with magic, it will depend on your efforts. Perhaps going to this place and wandering around will help you recall your memories? We don’t quite understand how the soul or brain work, but it is worth a shot.”

“A problem with that, Doc. Crater Hell is about thirteen years away from here on foot. Even with teleport gates it would still take up to five years, and it's not possible to use those teleport gates. Alisha won’t be able to just go for a walk there.”

“Then I can only suggest listening to stories of others who may have been there, though it does seem you’ve already heard plenty. Otherwise Miss Alisha’s health is in perfect condition, there is nothing wrong with her soul, her body is immaculate for a Gold Grade adventurer and her reflexes are fine. Other than her memories, there are absolutely no problems.”

Looking at Elise, I held the chain up. She sighed and flicked her wrist. As the chain unbound from my arm, I stood and walked out, already annoyed at her for her insistence. Exiting out of the building, I saw Summer waiting for me.

“All good?”

“Eh, missing memories, but I’m fine.”

“Well, you should get them back eventually, they don’t disappear for long. The soul remembers, it just needs to recover. Alright, let's head to Xander and the Branch Master. Apparently he rushed back to hear about this story, only the Seven know where he went.”

As we walked through the snow, I couldn’t help but feel slightly worried. I hadn’t meant to walk out on Elise like that, I know she only cared for me, but I had just felt annoyed about being questioned over and over about things I don’t remember. It had taken many hours just for the Doctor to tell me that I had lost my memories, like we hadn’t reached that conclusion already.

Perhaps sensing my annoyance, Summer simply talked about different topics on the way to the Guild. She excitedly asked about the Stat increasing food that I could make, something she’d heard about from Amelia. Smiling slightly, I talked to her while we made our way to the Guild.

***

“That concludes my report, sir.” Giving a slight bow, Summer sat back down. Alexander and Xander both sat there, thinking. We had told them everything up to when the Demigod of Vale had appeared, leaving out everything that had followed. Since the Demigod of Vale had sworn an oath, we had decided it would be best to not inform them of anything until after Lady Astraea had left.

“So overall, the mission found success, my disciple lost memories of her past and has been exiled from the Moon Goddess’s Sisterhood? To think that even the Demigod of Vale had appeared, meaning an Angel must’ve descended. Judging from the aftermath, I take it all parties made it out safely.” Alexander mutters before looking at me.

“It’s good you’re okay. Well done.”

Nodding to him, Alexander got up. “I don’t see any need to remain here, so I’ll head back to my own mission.”

“Ah!” At that moment, I recalled what Selenia had said. I had been meaning to tell Alexander for a while now. “I was told to tell you something, Master.”

Alexander nods. “Go on.”

“There is a Blessed Orb of Salus in Crater.”

Alexander raises an eyebrow before he frowns. “Did you place it down?”

I shrugged. “Don’t know, I was just informed that I should tell you, I don’t know why.”

Tapping his chin, Alexander looked up for a moment and shook his head. “I won’t ask who told you to tell me. Alright, I will meet with you in six months to reward you for your previous task. I’ll assign you a new task then, so get yourself prepared. Finish your training with Flowing River to the best of your abilities while also levelling.” Turning to Xander, he says “The Hunting Zone that you prepare for them will be provided until further notice. You should know which one to give them.”

“Are you sure sir? The nobles won’t be happy.”

“Fuck the nobles. Xander, you know my hatred for those bastards who need to pay others to protect their arses.” Alexander turns to me. “I expect you to have risen to at least level 80 by the time I come back. From then, I will formally begin training you and I will not be as kind as Tael and Halone have been.” Alexander pats me on the shoulder. “Truly, good work. Rest well, train well and eat well.”

After Alexander leaves the room, Xander and Summer sighed, both looking older at that moment. “Come and see me in three months with your team. Inform Bloom as well, we’ll make the arrangements for the hunting zone. For now, leave the clean up to the Royal Guard, you two rest.”

Thanking Xander, Summer and I headed out and separated in the lobby. Sighing, I stepped out of the Guild, planning to just walk for a while to clear my head. As I walk, I ignore the presence following me as it poorly attempts to stay hidden. Walking under the night sky, I look up and see the new moon high above the city. It would take about two or three weeks for the full moon to appear, sighing I wondered what to do.

Although I had been ‘commanded’, I knew from the tone Lady Astraea had used it wasn’t strictly a command but a request. Meet the Moon Goddess on the next full moon? What is so special about me that I am being told to meet a Goddess? I had become rather eager to know the answer to this question, so if I met Her, would I know? Not only had Selenia told me to discover my origins, but so had Lady Astraea now. Just what is so special about me? I can’t remember my past now, is it something I’ve forgotten? No, otherwise why would Selenia tell me back when I did have my past memories? This is too confusing.

I knew in the past I had been on guard constantly, not trusting anyone but those I had gotten to know, but right now I don’t know why I acted as such. Is it because like Elise said I had been a slave in the past? I don’t remember those times, perhaps because of that I don’t have that feeling of mistrust anymore. Sure, Her Church had been hunting me, but now that I knew the Archbishop had purely wanted my status as Her Blessed, I knew it hadn’t been Her wanting me dead. Then that leaves the question as to why it reached the point where I had no choice but to attack the Church. Yet when I did, the Sisterhood sent Luna to punish me, even though I had no choice, and I had to be saved from that situation.

Honestly I wanted to turn my back on all of this. I didn’t care about the Moon Goddess, nor would I be willing to ‘serve’ her like the Sisterhood does. It’s strange, why me? That is perhaps the biggest question in my mind right now. Why am I a Chosen? Does it have something to do with my origins? Then how are my origins so special? The most I know is I was born in some town called Crater, a hybrid between man and monster, yet now I’m being told by these powerful beings that I am a Chosen of a Goddess I knew nothing about. I have doubts, questions and a thirst to find the answers. I can’t make a decision on the future without knowing, and now that I had no need to get stronger any time soon, I lacked the motivation to find the answers to move forward.

I soon found myself at a large lake, with no one here. It was rather late at night, and sitting on a bench, I sighed. After a few minutes in silence, I called out without turning around. “Instead of standing there, come and sit down, Aubrey.”

The sound of footsteps approached the bench before Aubrey sat down next to me. We sat in silence for some time before I spoke. “What do you know?”

“Elise told me everything.”

“Mm, I see.”

Looking at the night sky, I felt truly lost on what to do. My main goal, to launch an assault on the Church and cause a bloodbath, didn’t exactly go to plan, but everything had been resolved anyway. I had lost memories of my past, something I knew drove me before but I couldn’t remember anymore. I had been freed of being forced into the Sisterhood and even the Blood God no longer acknowledged my existence. For what purpose did I need to get stronger if I no longer had a desire for strength? So I started talking to Aubrey, telling her all of my thoughts and feelings, telling her I felt lost.

As I finished, I leaned my head against the shoulder of the very first friend I had made in Vale as silence once again returned. After a few minutes, I asked her “What should I do, Aubrey?”

Aubrey remained quiet for a moment before speaking. “Whatever you want to do, Alisha. You might’ve lost sight of your past, but what about now? You have Alice, Olivia and Elizabeth. Don’t you have feelings of wanting to protect them? This world is filled with danger, a monster tide could arrive at this very moment and wipe everyone out. Perhaps you should gain the strength to fight against what this world throws at you. Or just enjoy whatever you want to. How about cooking? You could start a high-class restaurant with the food you make. When you can start making stat increasing food that you told me about before you’ll make a lot of money.

“I’ll stand with you, whichever direction you go, Alisha. I’ll help you no matter the path you walk down. Perhaps speaking to the Moon Goddess will give you a direction? Though, you’ve always kind’ve wanted to move down your own path, haven’t you?”

I knew Aubrey was right. Perhaps the best thing I can do right now is continue what I have always been doing. Getting stronger never hurts, and I couldn’t stand the thought of facing something without the strength to at least use my own power to overcome it. If I could get stronger but didn’t, causing Alice, Elizabeth or Olivia to die, wouldn’t that be my fault? Feeling motivation build within me, I close my eyes and start to feel more determined than I had been feeling.

“Thanks, Aubrey.”

“Sorry, I’m not really good at helping others.” Hearing her nervousness, I smiled imagining her usual nervous expression. It had surprised me that she followed me here, especially since I hadn’t seen her for some time. When I asked, she told me she had decided to slowly try to learn and fight herself, and made a bit of progress.

“I can use a shield now, and I can fight with some magic tools. I can’t use any weapons, my hands are too clumsy.” Laughing nervously, Aubrey sighed. “I just hate sitting there, watching you all fight while I can’t do anything. I’ve been doing my best to level as well, and thankfully I reached 49, so I only need one more level to evolve.”

“Want me to help?” Her words resounded with me, it’s a reason why I had started getting stronger here in Vale as well. I didn’t want to fight by and let others like Lenny or Floof protect me, like they had done at the inn.

“No. I’m okay, I’m taking it slowly, don’t worry about me. How about this? In three months, we’ll meet up again and go on an adventure outside of Vale. Oh, you’ve got the hunting zone! We can explore more of those and show each other our new strength.”

Chuckling myself, I smiled a bit more. “Sure. Just the two of us?” 

“Well, Alice can come. Though we might need a mountain of monster cores.” With both of us laughing, we continued chatting for a while by the lake.

***

“Three months. You will not be able to leave here for three months. Our gates will be locked, no one allowed in or out for those months.” Halone stood before me with her arms crossed, a serious expression on her face. “In those three months, Tael and I will hammer everything we know into you. If you give up or become unmotivated, we will throw you out of those gates. I will find you a teacher to teach you how to use a rapier as well, but most of your time will be spent working on our techniques, skills and spells. Do you understand?”

“Yes.”

“You will not falter, no matter how hard it is. I will warn you once more, we will not be easy on you. We have shown you the building blocks to Flowing River and now we will hammer everything into you. You currently only know the tip of the iceberg when it comes to Flowing River, these next three months will be the most exhausting, terrifying and demanding months of your life. I will ask you again, do you understand?”

“Yes!” Giving Halone a firm nod, she nodded back. 

“Good. We will leave you alone come the full moon and waxing moon as you’ve requested, but only for the ones coming up. Now, undress and put these on.” Handing me a new outfit that was light blue in colour, it had a small symbol on its chest, a symbol of a river. The shirt was a sleeveless shirt while the pants were short. Changing my clothing, Halone nodded. 

“Good. That will be your clothing for the next three months and will assist you in your training. Now, follow me.”

As I follow Halone, I close my eyes and breathe out. I had left Aubrey to tell Elizabeth of my plan to come and train here. I was worried about Olivia and Alice and I knew leaving them without talking to them first was wrong, but right now I needed to regain my motivation and train before I faced them. I don’t know why, but I felt scared to face them right now since I truly had forgotten our time together in the past. I still cared for them deeply, and that is why I wanted to start training right away.

I had also instructed Xia through Aubrey to keep Olivia safe, and that if anything were to happen to her, she was to tell Halone or Tael and they would either assist or tell me if the situation was truly dire. They had both agreed to this and after telling the two I wanted to train for the next three months, Halone had led me to the underground training field. So as I followed Halone, I kept myself motivated, wanting to get stronger now to protect those around me.

            

    
        Chapter 112 - The God of...Cooking?

    
    
    
    
                Hitting the ground with a yelp, I roll and avoid a foot stomp. Using my momentum, I punch off the ground, twirl my body and get back on my feet, blocking a blow from Tael. At the same time, I very quickly look for an opening to counterstrike and in less than a second send a blow of my own at his chin. Knocking my fist aside easily, Tael sweeps his leg out, knocking me on my back again.

“Slow! Why are you looking where to attack?! You’re telling your enemy where you’re planning to attack. When you counter attack, counter attack, don’t sit there looking for an opening!”

Flipping myself off my back onto my legs, I threw myself at Tael again, once again attempting to land a blow on him.

“You’re not controlling your muscles! Feel each and every one of them in your body! Once you can control every muscle in your body you’ll become faster, your reflexes will rise to another level and you can use Flash Step correctly! Don’t think I don’t know you tried using it and failing! Your legs still have some of the damage from your miserable attempts!”

Dodging an attack, I threw a punch blindly at his side. Tael grabbed my wrist and tossed me onto the ground, hard.

“Where is the strength and speed?! That counter attack was nothing but a weak punch thrown out randomly. Strike hard, strike fast! Stop hesitating, you’re leaving yourself open.”

Bouncing off my hands, I strike out with a kick as I continue to spar with Tael. It’s been a little over two weeks, and I’ve had no rest at all. Currently I am focusing on three techniques at once. Counterflow, to counter attacks and disrupt the opponents flow. Refined Muscle Control, where one can control each individual muscle within their body, down to the smallest tendon, allowing finer control over my strength and enhancing my reflexes. Surprisingly the System actually started tracking my progress when it came to this.




	Refined Muscle Control: 24.1%






When I had asked Tael, he said that the amount showed what I could control, the aim was to control about 80% of all muscles in my body. Some were extremely difficult to control, requiring decades to even raise a percent, but it is said if one can control 90% they would be nigh unstoppable when it came to fighting. 

The last isn’t strictly a technique and more analysing every single aspect of my opponent, so I knew when one would attack, how they would attack and at what strength, before they could even launch an attack. This is by far the hardest thing for me to learn, I hadn’t even had any success yet.

Pushing my blow away, a sudden strike from Tael strikes me in the nose, breaking it as I grunt in pain and stumble back.

“Stop getting distracted! You need to remain focused, calm and collected at all times, don’t let your thoughts wonder, always watch every slight movement! And move accordingly! Again!”

Gritting my teeth, I wipe the blood from my nose and keep going.

***

Looking at the night sky, I felt nervous. The full moon could be seen and underneath me laid a complex magic circle that Halone had set up. Its purpose is to protect my physical body, it had been set by Tael and Halone in case anything happened, though it was very unlikely. 

I wasn’t hesitating about this, but rather trying to calm my nerves. I didn’t really understand what it would mean to meet with a Goddess, I didn’t really understand what those types of beings do after all. As I sat there, I wondered what to say, how does one pray anyway? Back in the Battlefield of Eternity I had sort of just asked for help, I hadn’t really had time to think at that moment. 

Laying down on my back, I looked at the sky for a bit, wondering if I should just wait for the next time a full moon came out. I knew though that when that next time came up, it would just be a repeat and I would just wait for the next time after that. I found the night sky beautiful, though I didn’t know why. I could see all sorts of constellations from here, and instinctively knew if I called upon most of those they would answer me.

Closing my eyes, I opened my mouth and said the first thing that came to my mind.

“Oh Mother Moon, I…er, wish to meet you?” Tilting my head, I wondered if that was right? As I’m about to open my eyes, I feel sleepiness overcome me, causing me to fall into a sleep, but very quickly wake up. Opening my eyes, a sight appeared that blew me away.

I found myself standing on a silver white ground, the voice of any plant life, but this wasn’t the sight that captivated me. No, the sight I had locked onto was the planet before me, something I had only ever seen in drawings from Selenia. I had not really paid attention back then, and it never prepared me for this sight.

It was massive, I had to turn my head to see all of it. I could see land and water, clouds and mountains. The sheer size of it all left me speechless, unable to fully comprehend what exactly I was seeing. 

“It’s quite the sight, isn’t it, Chosen?”

Tearing my sight off the world before me, I turn and see Lady Astraea standing there, smiling gently towards me.

“Come, Chosen.” She turns and starts walking. Looking back at the world once again, I turn and start following Lady Astraea. We walked in silence and soon, we stopped walking. Before me sat the start of some stairs, but it ended only after four steps. Tilting my head slightly, I turned to look at Lady Astraea but could no longer see her. Blinking in surprise, I wondered if I had to climb these stairs?

Taking a step, followed by another, I saw more appear above the fourth. As I walked up these stairs, my surroundings slowly changed, looking around a shocking sight entered my eyes as my feet found solid ground. A path laid before me, and to either side sat a bountiful flowerfield, with trees, hedges and more. I could hear the running of a river and the crashing of a waterfall. I couldn’t see an end to it either, and the same went with the path, it continued onwards.

As I’m wondering what I should do, I saw spectres walking down the path, male and female in shape, and some of them weren’t even humanoid. There were at least a dozen and a half of these spectres, all of them taking in the sight around them as they walked down the path. Were these ghosts of those who had been here before? Looking behind me, I no longer saw the stairs, meaning my only way forward is to go down the path.

Hadn’t I come to meet this Moon Goddess? Is this path some sort of trial? Looking up, I could see the vast night sky, illuminating everything underneath it. Closing my eyes and breathing, I started walking down the path. As I looked, I couldn’t believe the sights I was seeing, is this not another world? Looking at the spectres who walked the path as well, I couldn’t make out any of their facial features, as if there was a veil that blocked my view. 

As I continued down this path, some of the spectres stopped, looking deeply into the fields before walking off the path. If this is a trial, does that mean they failed? I found the sights strange, and after walking for several hours, all of the spectres had at some point done the same. As I continued down the path, my head snapped towards a location off the path.

I felt a call, every fibre of my being told me to go to it. I found myself conflicted, do I continue down the neverending path or head towards whatever is calling me? I wanted to turn back to the path, I had believed this to be a test after all, yet I found myself unable to. Turning, I take a step off the path and start walking towards whatever is calling me.

Slowly walking, I found myself walking next to a river, calm as a stone. It was rather peaceful here, and the surroundings were just as beautiful as it had always been. Soon, I walked away from the river as I headed into a beautiful field of flowers, silver and blue intertwined. Being careful as not to step on any of them, I kept walking slowly as I approached a clearing.

There, an egg the size of my hand sat, in the centre of the clearing. A silver colour with strange, black symbols and drawings on it. I knew this was what had been calling out to me, and as I approached it I tried to use the System on it, but found nothing came. Similar to Selenia’s Realm, the System did not show up here. I knew the egg had been what was calling out to me, and as I gently knelt beside it, I could tell something was wrong with it.

It seemed to lack energy, like it had laid here, dormant for a very long time. I wanted to help this egg, and whatever was inside. As if on instinct, I reached out and caressed the egg, an action I found oddly familiar, like I had done it in the past.

Picking it up gently, I closed my eyes and on instinct once again I slowly let my Celestial Eclipse mana run through my body and poured it into the egg. I didn’t understand why I was acting like this, however my instincts all told me to help it. As I poured my Celestial Eclipse mana into the egg, I could tell it was devouring it. I motivated the Celestial Eclipse energy in my Mana Realm and fed it to the egg as well. 

I could tell the more I gave it, the healthier it became, and as my Mana Realm was on the verge of emptiness, I felt it stop as a crack rang out. I stopped as the egg in front of my eyes shook. Crack ran down the sides and I found myself surprised it was hatching this quickly. Had it simply been dominant, just requiring my mana and energy to awaken it?

A head pops up out of the egg, a small wolf-like head appears. It looks at me as I look at it.

“Woof!”

I felt my heart melt at the sight of this wolf. It had soft, brown fur and a small black nose. It slowly climbs out of the egg as I place it down on the ground. It starts sniffing my hands before nuzzling its head against them. I wanted to hug it as it cried out again.

“Woof!”

Smiling, it reminded me of Alice in a way when she was a Raven. I might not remember when Alice had hatched, did it feel like this as well? At first I had thought it would run off, but it didn’t and sat down, looking at me, panting with its tongue hanging out of its mouth. Slowly reaching a hand out, I scratched its ear, like I would scratch mine. 

“Woof!”

“Have you decided on a name, Chosen?”

Nearly jumping out of my skin, I yelp and turn my head around to see Lady Astraea sitting there. Looking around, we were no longer in the clearing and I was now sitting on a path. Steadying my breathing, I turn to Lady Astraea once again.

“W-where are we?”

“We are just outside of Her Kingdom. The path you walked is known as the Path of the Chosen. Those who have become Chosen in the past have also walked this path. Along this path, the call of a Spirit Beast will call out to you. This will be a companion that will serve you for life. Once you have met your companion, you will be brought here. Chosen of other Gods have similar paths from my knowledge, though they tend to lean towards weapons or armour. 

“So Chosen, have you decided on a name? If you can not decide, you can name him later.”

Looking back at the wolf-like creature, I turned back to Lady Astraea.

“What is a Spirit Beast?”

“Ah, my apologies. A Spirit Beast will grow with you and will never leave your side. It can enter your Mana Realm to rest and if there is a time you separate from him, he will return to your side, no matter where you are. You do not need to worry about experience, he will simply level along with you. You can check for yourself.”

Turning my head to the little wolf, I tilted my head before looking back at Lady Astraea.

“I can’t see the System.”

“Ah, I tend to forget that mortals can not see it.”

Looking back, I thought of what to name the little wolf as it looked at me, like it was expecting a name itself. Looking at its fair brown fur, I was reminded of…

“It’s the same colour as coffee…” Patting his fur, the wolf suddenly barked with excitement.

“Woof!”

A bright mark suddenly appeared on my hand, in the shape of a paw. Suddenly, the wolf turned into a silver light and shot towards my chest. Blinking in surprise, I scratched my ear as Lady Astraea giggled.

“Seems he likes the name.”

“Name?” When did I name him?

“Coffee. It appears he likes the name and accepted it.”

“B-but I…I didn’t name him that?” Feeling rather confused, I heard Lady Astraea giggle.

“Spirit Beasts tend to like odd names, perhaps being named Coffee suited him because you said his fur looked like coffee? Well, shall we proceed?”

“Am I going down another path?”

Smiling, Lady Astraea held out a hand. “No, Chosen. Now you will meet Her. Come, I will lead you to Her. Though we do have an unexpected visitor, He is also eager to meet you, regardless of how annoyed She has become.”

I look around for the wolf…Coffee. As I was about to ask, I heard Lady Astraea speak again.

“I forgot to say, Coffee will be in your Mana Realm. He will need a few hours to rest before he is able to come out again.”

Taking her hand, she helps me up before leading me.

“As you may be aware, you are not the only Chosen, nor will you be the last. Currently there are four Chosen in the world. Selenia and I are two, while the last is one I can not tell you of, but I am certain you will meet him soon.”

As we walked, the path was similar to the one I had walked down before.

“L-lady Astraea? Could you call me Alisha?”

“As long as you call me Astraea, you have no need to call me Lady, Alisha.” She smiles at me as we walk. “Do you not like being called Chosen?”

Giving her a stiff smile, I shake my head. “I just don’t like people not calling me my name.”

“I see, that is understandable.” We continued to walk in silence, the nervousness within me kept growing, preventing me from talking as my thoughts were in chaos. An unexpected sight entered my eyes though.

Just ahead of us I saw a rather fat man with long red hair and what seemed to be clothing of a chef on him. He stood there, looking at me. Astraea stopped and moved slightly in front of me.

“God of Cooking, I believe She asked you to wait.”

“Hmph! Indeed Celly did say that earlier, but she said as long as I’m quick I can speak to the young genius there!”

‘Celly?’ I tilt my head while looking at this man. He walks over as Astraea steps aside. Without a word, he held out a hand.

“Hands girl!” After a moment of silence, in which I had been confused, I raised both my hands which he grabbed. Closely looking over them, back and front, while nodding.

“Hmph! You use your hands to fight, yes?” Nodding, he grunts. “When you cook, what do you feel?”

Tilting my hand, I thought about it. “Excited? Eager, I guess. I always want to try new things and I’m excited when I make something good. Oh, I felt over the moon when I made the stat increasing food! I wanted to make more food like that, food that everyone could enjoy. Gardening too, it felt great being able to harvest plants and use them for my own food! The knives I have are also really good! They let me cut and prepare…huh?”

Frowning, I stop talking and tilt my head. Why did I suddenly start talking so much?

“Oh? That is rare, you noticed quite quickly, do you not talk much little chef?” The God of Cooking let go of my hands and crossed his arms once again. “I’ve decided. You have talent for the knife and I shall hone it! Little chef, do you wish to become my Blessed? And do not concern yourself, Astraea, Celly has already approved of it.”

Blinking, I felt confused once again. What just happened? Turning to Astraea, she shook her head.

“It is your decision, Alisha. Sir Gastron, I believe you should explain a bit more, Alisha here lacks knowledge about Gods such as yourself.”

“Oh, so that is how it is! Well, you know how Celly is a Greater God, yes?” I shook my head. “Ah?” Turning to Astraea, who looked away, Gastron grunts. “Hmph, it’s that bad.”

“I-I lost my memories…”

“Ah! As expected, Celly’s Angel’s would’ve told you then, the loss of memory is unfortunate. Well, let me explain quickly. There are countless Gods, amongst those Gods you have Lesser Gods. I am one of those Lesser Gods, and Astraea will become one when she steps into Godhood. You then have Greater Gods, like Celly. Lastly you have Primordial Gods, though my knowledge on them is non-existent.

“I believe Celly said you’re her Chosen, right? Well, if you were to become my Blessed, that will not have an effect between the two of you since I am a Lesser God. In fact, it is not rare for a mortal to be Blessed by a Greater God and a Lesser God, or for a Chosen to be Blessed by another Greater God! If you become my Blessed, I will guide your knife and give you quests every now and then to keep your skills sharp!”

Feeling a bit overwhelmed, I had to wonder if this man was really a God? Though, my image of Gods wasn’t really set, perhaps they were all like this? I didn’t oppose being a Blessed of his for some reason, I did very much enjoy cooking.

“Why me?”

I wasn’t expecting him to answer. “Good question! First, while you were under my charm, you started to rattle on about cooking and how much you enjoyed it. You showed that you found joy in others enjoying your cooking, that is all I need! Second, you have shown great potential. When you first made that meal that gave those who ate it Agility, I knew you could flourish with some guidance! Do not worry, if you feel cooking is not for you later on the track, you can tell me and I will no longer consider you a Blessed if that is the path you wish to go. So, little chef, do you wish to become my Blessed?”

A bit surprised he had told me, and a bit appreciative that he had told me, I nodded. If I could get guidance, would that not be good?

“Very good! When you return to the mortal realm your subclass will change to reflect your new status as my Blessed. Here, a gift for becoming my Blessed.” He hands me a thin sheet of metal. “You’re in Vale, correct?” I nod. “I have two Blessed and a Chosen there. Seek out my Chosen and give him that metal sheet, he will know what to do. If you have questions you can always seek him out. His name is Roland, I think he is some kind of captain or something. I don’t really care for armies or fighting so I never really listen to him when he talks about it.”

Tilting my head, could he mean that Roland? Gastron pats me on the shoulder and nods to Astraea.

“Good luck, little chef. Celly has been waiting for you for some time. I won’t keep you any longer.” 

Suddenly he disappeared and looking around I couldn’t see him anymore.

“That was our unexpected guest. Chosen, do not take Him lightly. He only ever Blesses those with the best potential and he will work you hard. Now, let us proceed, She is waiting.”

Putting the sheet of metal in a pocket, I continued following Astraea, my previous nervous state returned very quickly as we neared the end of the path. In the distance, I could see the path open up to a wide garden with a table sitting in the middle. No one sat there. Astraea stops and turns to me.

“This is as far as I go. Continue past the table, you will be taken to Her Realm where She will be waiting.”

I nod and start walking towards the table as my stomach starts twisting due to my nerves. Just as I took a step past the table, I felt a heavy sleepiness overcome me and just as I fell, I felt a pair of hands embrace me as I fell asleep.

            

    
        Chapter 113 - Alisha ‘Starcaller’ Nocturne

    
    
    
    
                I slowly stir awake. I felt…comfortable, warm and safe. Like I could lay here forever and never have to fear anything ever again. I felt a hand slowly stroke my hair and I found a comfort in that hand that I have never felt before. Opening my eyes, I saw a scene that took my breath away. Before me I saw a grand sea of stars, most glowing warmly, as if welcoming me. A silver mist rolled through the stars slowly, one that I knew held power untold. Swimming amongst the stars were creatures of all different types, silently moving through the stars and mist.

I laid there, letting the hand silently and gently stroke my hair. I knew who it was that currently had me on their lap, and though part of me had wanted to confront Her and ask Her all sorts of questions, for now, I simply felt at peace. I didn’t know what to say, what does one say to a Goddess? I mean, I did speak to Gastron pretty normally, would it be like that?

“Child, speak freely, for I will not reject your words.”

A voice rang out. It reverberated throughout my mind, calming my nerves. Why did I feel this calm?

“I know you have many doubts, Child. Speak your mind, while I may not be able to answer all that you ask, I will give you guidance.”

Closing my eyes as I enjoyed the warmth, I thought of what to ask.

“Why me?” A question that I had been yearning to know.

“I can not tell you much, you must find the answer yourself. I will tell you this much. I made a promise. A promise to your mother.”

Feeling a shock go through my body, I didn’t know what to say for a moment as we sat there in silence once more.

“Who is my mother? An Angel?”

“No, Child. She was not a Divine being, nor are you a Divine being. I can not tell you anymore. Crater holds the answers you seek.”

I opened my eyes to see the sight once again. I had heard this answer before, and I had found I wasn’t as shocked about the words she spoke. I don’t remember Crater, so why was I born there to be a slave? I didn’t understand.

“I’m a Chosen because of my mother?”

“No. I can not tell you of my promise with her. You are a Chosen because you hold such potential within you. I have not provided you with any power, you have earned everything by your own strength. I am sorry, Child, I can not tell you more yet. When you have discovered your origins, you will know more.”

Didn’t She tell me my origins? I see, so there is more to it. Just who is my mother? I have never really thought of her, at least since arriving in Vale. Did that mean I wasn’t attached to her? I had asked Her because I didn’t remember, but did I not know before I lost my memories?

“My memories…”

“I can not recover them. Do not fear, they will return to you in time. They are not lost to you. Though it may take time, you need only to focus on those you love."

“Why did you want to see me?”

She didn’t answer and simply continued to slowly stroke my hair. I understood though. She has simply wanted to see me, there was no other reason but that. 

“We do not have much time, Child.”

Closing my eyes once again, I enjoyed the feeling once again. I didn’t understand why I felt this way.

“What happens now?”

“Your path is yours to walk, Child. I will guide you, if you so seek it. I do not expect you to worship me, nor do I expect you to follow me. If you choose to walk another path then you may, I will not hold you. Do you wish to continue being my Chosen, Alisha?”

I hadn’t expected Her to ask me this. I didn’t know the answer, but as I thought about it I considered the past, of course of what I remembered. She had come to my rescue in that dungeon, sending Tessa to free me from the Darkness. She had helped me during my evolution too. Her Angels had helped me at times as well. I could only think of why those of the Church had hunted me while the Sisterhood did not help…

“Why did that Archbishop attack me, and why didn’t the Sisterhood help me?”

“I can not interfere in the affairs of mortals. I can only give them my guidance. The Sisterhood you speak of are powerful individuals who are not under my command, yet they worship me. I can only ever guide them so often, they have their own rules, I do not control them. I do not know why you were attacked, only that the one who attacked you had been misguided by another. Tread carefully, Child. There are those who want to bring you harm. Only you can protect yourself and those you love. Do not rely on Selenia, Astraea or I, we can not help you so freely.”

I felt like I had more questions than answers. I knew I had to find the answers myself.

Opening my eyes again, I wanted to turn to look at her but found I couldn’t. “I’m sorry, I can not allow you to see my face. Mortal eyes can not comprehend Greater Gods like I. One day you’ll become powerful enough that we may see each other face to face. Child, do you accept being my Chosen? Though I may not be able to help you directly, I will always answer your call, though there may be times I can not.”

Closing my eyes, I thought about it. I didn’t oppose it, only on one condition.

“As long as I’m not forced down a path that I do not wish to go.”

“Do not fear, you will never be forced against your will. While I will ask you to do tasks for me in the mortal realm, I will never force you. I will reward you for those tasks.”

“What are those tasks?”

“You will know when the time comes.”

“What if the Sisterhood or Church comes after me again?”

“Child, what have you done to all of your enemies you have crossed paths with? By my authority, you can continue to crush your enemies, regardless of their identities. If the Sisterhood attempts to interfere, you may crush them as well. I can not send Astraea to help again, we Gods are restricted by the System, I can only help you so much before I can no longer help.”

Are Gods restricted by the System as well? “What is the System?”

“We do not know. Though we have some understanding of it, I can not tell you until you have awakened your Divinity. Now, Child, we don’t have any time left. I will not force you to continue down this path if it is against your will. I am sorry for the troubles I have brought you before now, I had been too cautious and made you my Blessed and Chosen in a hurry to protect you, even though that only brought more trouble. Truly, I am sorry, my Child. Do you wish to become my Chosen? I understand if you do not.”

Opening my eyes, I smiled softly. I had hesitated before, and I knew She had been trying Her best to answer my questions. There appeared to be a reason why she could not tell me more, I just did not understand why. She did tell me partly why She had been watching me and why I had become a Chosen. I made a decision, a decision to keep walking this path. While I may not ask for the guidance She offered often, and while I may not worship Her, I would continue being her Chosen.

“Okay.”

“Then, my Chosen, I will bestow upon you a gift. Henceforth, you shall be known as Alisha ‘Starcaller’ Nocturne. Those you know will know this as your true name, and those you deem enemies will know this as the last name they hear. I, Celestia, hereby declare your name with the night sky as my witness!”

Although soft, I could tell there was a power behind Her words. The stars before me shone brightly, as if celebrating Her words. A sleepiness came over me and as I closed my eyes, I heard Her words once more.

“Child, sleep well. Though we can not meet for a long time, know that I will always be watching. I will not be able to help you, nor can I interfere anymore. Please, stay safe. I will forever love you, Alisha ‘Starcaller’ Nocturne.”

***

Opening my eyes, I looked around. I was standing in the yard in Flowing River. I had been laying down before I fell asleep. Blinking, I turned my head and saw Tessa standing there, smiling at me.

“All done? How was it? Isn’t she nice?”

Blinking, confused on why Tessa was here, I simply just tilted my head.

“Ah. Confused. Never change that habit. Well, simply put, your physical body left the world. I should’ve told you that, sorry.”

“My…physical body? Wait, I was there in my physical body?”

“An Astral Body would collapse in the presence of a God or Goddess. Don’t worry, I’ve told Halone and Tael everything. So, how was it? Don’t worry, no one can hear us here.”

Sitting down, I felt my head and sure enough I could feel where I had my hair stroked. I looked up at Tessa and started telling her everything as she sat down, offering me snacks.

“I see. I didn’t get my hair patted when I met Her.” Smiling while eating from a pouch of snacks, Tessa looked up.

“You’ve met her?” Taking some snacks from my own pouch, I had become fond of eating snacks recently. Perhaps I should try making some myself?

“Of course. All Blessed will, at some point, meet Her. Though some are only through dreams, some like I have met her in person. Though, we just talked to Her, none of this Path of the Chosen for us. So, where is Coffee?!”

Frowning a bit, I wondered how to bring him out. With a thought, something shot out in front of me. Coffee looked around and upon seeing me ran over. 

“Woof!”

“Oh my! He is cute!” Tessa smiled and picked Coffee up and offered him one of her snacks. Coffee at first looked at it before eating it.

“Ah, I’ll have to deal with Alice and Coffee when he evolves…” Feeling some dread, I wondered if I should just fill the basement at home with monster cores.

“Oh, Spirit Beasts don’t evolve like that. You have nothing to worry about. No need to prepare a mountain of monster cores, he’ll eat just about anything.”

“He doesn’t evolve?” 

“Oh, he will. But not like Alice, nor your friend Aubrey. Spirit Beasts are different, they are not monsters. I don’t know the difference myself, only a small amount, but you don’t have anything to worry about.”

Putting Coffee down, Tessa looks at me and smiles softly.

“‘Starcaller’, it’s got quite the ring to it.” Tessa chuckles softly. “A last name as well. They don’t have an effect, before you ask. Some Blessed receive a last name by their God or Goddess as a formality. If you receive a name of power, like ‘Starcaller’, it usually will mean your strongest potential or just a really fancy name. How do you feel now? I know you’ve had doubts before…”

“Better. I don’t plan on worshipping Her, but I will keep going down this path.”

“Mm, that’s good. I will get going now. But Alisha, I want to give you a warning. She should’ve told you, but other than guidance they will not interfere unless it involves another God or Angel. From here, you’ll be on your own, which is why I must give you this warning. There is war coming to Vale.”

My eyes widen and I look at her serious expression. “When?”

“No idea. I’ve just been observing recently and noticed movement in the army of Vale. More patrols, more practising and weaponsmiths have started making a lot of orders. Telltale signs that a city is getting ready to defend itself. It could be in a year, it could be in ten. It might not even happen. Just be ready for the sound of that bell. Get stronger, have a plan of escape. I won’t be here for much longer, after our talk tonight I will be leaving Vale.”

“Thank you, Tessa.” As I stand, Tessa walks over and gently hugs me.

“You’ve grown so much, Alisha. I remember seeing you for the first time, the little girl who seemed so scared has become so beautiful and strong.” Releasing me, she smiled. “I’ll see you. Train well.”

Tessa disappears in a silver glow as I look at Coffee, who sat there panting with his tongue out. Sitting down while petting him, I looked at the System.




	Celestia has given you a name of power and last name. Your name is now Alisha ‘Starcaller’ Nocturne.









	You have become the Blessed of Gastron, the God of Cooking.









	
Subclass upgrade: Apprentice Chef -> Blessed Chef.

Your knives are sharper and your knowledge more refined. You may be rewarded with new recipes upon completing difficult tasks. The God of Cooking, Gastron, may provide you with additional quests or tasks and He will reward you.











	You have bonded with Coffee, a Celestial Spirit Beast. He will grow with you, protect you and fight with you. Your level and experience are linked.






Pulling the sheet of metal out, there wasn’t anything special with it, nor did the System say anything. Is it like the golden ticket? Putting it back in my pocket, I heard footsteps and looking up I saw Tael.

“All done?”

“Mm, sorry for the confusion.”

“That is fine. I see you brought someone back.” Tael smiles gently while looking at Coffee. “Do you need some more time? You have only been gone for ten minutes.”

I see, so no time had passed here. Looking at the night sky, I thought about Olivia, Xia, Elizabeth and Alice. I knew that I shouldn’t have left without saying something to them, and now I felt guilt for doing so. 

“Alisha, for tonight, our doors will be open. Go, speak to them, clear your mind. You can not be distracted during our training. Do not worry, we may be strict but we will allow you time to see those you care for if you’re this worried.”

Looking at Tael, I wondered why he knew what I had been thinking. As I blinked, I felt the tears in my eyes. Had I been crying? Smiling, I look at Tael and thank him. Picking up Coffee, I gently held him to my chest as Tael guided me out of Flowing River.

***

Standing in front of my house, I felt nervous once again. Perhaps a bit more nervous than I had been before meeting Her. Feeling Coffee nudge my hands, I smiled slightly as I moved to the door. I didn’t have a key since I gave mine to Aubrey, so I placed my hand on the magic circle and injected a bit of mana. I heard a chime ring through the house and footsteps.

The door opens, revealing Olivia who looked at me with eyes that only had a bit of a glaze to them. Upon seeing me, she smiled and hugged me. 

“Alisha!”

Unable to hold back my smile, I let her hug me, my hands preoccupied with holding Coffee. I hadn’t expected her to answer the door and I felt happy she had hugged me like this. I could tell there was more life in her eyes and as she released me, she walked back inside. I followed her as she went into the lounge room. 

In the lounge room, I saw everyone sitting around, a bit of gloominess filled the air. Xia stood in the corner, looking depressed. Elizabeth was looking at the fireplace, seemingly pondering something and Alice…she was playing, seemingly unaffected by the atmosphere. As soon as I entered the room, they turned to me.

“Mummy!” Alice jumped up and just before she leaped into me, she stopped and looked at Coffee, tilting her head. 

“Woof!”

“Kraa!” Alice’s wings twitch slightly, her tone a bit confused. I hadn’t heard her raven cry for a while, and hearing it now made me slightly happy. 

“Alice, this is Coffee. Want to play with him?”

“Alice ok!”

“Woof!”

Alice takes Coffee gently and starts playing with him as Xia and Elizabeth walk over. Xia looked relieved while Elizabeth looked furious. Before I could say anything, Elizabeth wordlessly pulled me into a hug. 

“Idiot. Why didn’t you come back sooner? Do you have any idea how worried we’ve been?!” Feeling guilt at her words, I could only say sorry to her. 

“I’m sorry, Elizabeth. I needed time, I didn’t know what to do.”

“I know, I know okay? Just let me be angry at you!” Hearing her voice, I knew she wasn’t angry, I had just caused her to worry. Elizabeth released me before leaving the lounge room. “I’ll make us some tea, you better tell us everything!”

Xia approached me next and dropped to her knees. “I have failed you, Madam. I should’ve gone with you to fight the Archbishop no matter what. You lost your memories because of me. Please, punish me.”

Kneeling down, I pulled Xia into a hug myself. “Mm, you’re not to blame, Xia. No one could’ve predicted what happened. I won’t punish you, so stop saying things like that, okay?” I helped Xia to her feet. “Besides, I’m healthy and good now.”

“I’m glad to hear you’re in good health.” Smiling at her, I went and sat down beside Olivia, who was currently weaving cloth together. I looked at this and was a bit amazed, she seemed to be naturally stitching the cloth together. I wasn’t sure what she was making, but looking at the floor near her, I could see a blanket there.

“Madam, tea is ready. Madam Elizabeth wishes to talk out the back.” Getting up, I left Coffee with Alice, who seemed to very quickly become friendly with each other as they played.

Heading to the back yard, I sat next to Elizabeth who had prepared tea. Xia stood nearby until I told her to sit down. 

“So, tell us what happened.” Elizabeth looked at me with a face that held only concern, a face that resounded within me. I felt something within my mind, as if something that had been dormant for the last three weeks crack through. 

It was a few images. Elizabeth, with her back to us, stood with both arms holding a sword, a monstrosity before her that had four arms coming from its back. The new image was her, sitting next to me, in a dark cave with a lake nearby. We both had a bottle of some amber liquid, seemingly drinking it. Her face at that time was exactly like it was now, concern filled her face, seemingly not knowing what to do, but refusing not to look at me.

Wincing slightly, my head hurt for a moment as those images passed by. I could remember it clearly. I wasn’t alone when Elizabeth faced that monstrosity, but I couldn’t see who was beside me. Holding my head it took a few seconds for the pain to pass.

“-sha. Alisha!” Looking at Elizabeth, she looked at me in worry. “What happened? Are you okay?” 

Nodding, I took a breath and told Elizabeth of what I had just seen. 

“You remembered something?!” Elizabeth stood and placed her hands on my shoulders. “What about Sally and Grey?! Do you remember them?”

I shook my head. “I know two others were there, but I don’t know who they were, I couldn’t see them, only you.”

“Well, Grey had been knocked away by that thing, I only just saved you at that time. But I’m happy you actually remembered something.” Elizabeth pulled me into another hug. I didn’t know why I remembered, is it because of her face? As she released me and sat down, I told Xia and Elizabeth everything, including what happened tonight.

***

After I finished, a few hours had passed and dawn wasn’t too far away. Elizabeth and Xia had heard everything, with Xia seemingly filled with happiness that I had accepted being Celestia’s Chosen. Elizabeth had told me off for running off like I had. I felt guilty over doing so, and after we talked, I spent some time sitting with Alice on my lap and Olivia next to me.

As I watched Olivia, I saw a smile on her face. Every now and then she’d turn to face me then look back at the cloth she had been stitching. Elizabeth had told me Aubrey had been coming here every now and then and telling Olivia stories about me, and that Olivia had started opening the door whenever someone used the magic circle, seemingly in the hope of seeing me. Elizabeth had told me of a time when Olivia had opened the door and two Elf twins had been there. Olivia had been frightened, hiding behind the door, causing Elizabeth to calm her down while the twins seemed saddened that they had caused Olivia to be frightened. When I asked about the twins, Elizabeth had told me they were looking for me, and she had told them I was behind closed door training. They happily accepted that and Elizabeth told them I would let the Guild know when I had finished. I thanked Elizabeth, I had forgotten about them due to everything happening. Planning to see them once my training finished, I asked Xia to tell me once the time came.

Olivia turned to me, her eyes filled with excitement with a happy smile on her face, and when I saw that I saw more images flash in my mind.

Olivia sat before a campfire, under a night sky, seemingly listening to someone speak, an excited look in her eyes as she smiled. Another image flashed by, I could see her looking into the distance, seemingly yearning for something…her parents? I remember her home village, Ithil, where she had been so happy to see her parents. I hissed as the pain in my mind faded, with Elizabeth asking me in concern if I was alright. Nodding, I told her what I saw.

“I see, perhaps spending time with all of us might bring your memories back? You’re only getting flashes though, so I don’t know.” Nodding with uncertainty, I continued to sit with Olivia before getting up to leave.

“How long do you need?”

“About two or three more months then my training will be done. Xia, help Alice and Olivia pack and come to Flowing River. I’ll ask Halone and Tael to prepare a room for you all. I want you guys close by.”

“Hmph, what about me?” Elizabeth spoke with a smile. I giggle and put an arm around her.

“You want to head out and get back to requests right? I’ve held you up, sorry about that.”

“Don’t apologise for such a thing, I’ll be happy to do it anytime. And you’re right you know, I’ve got some cabin fever. Don’t worry, I’ll be here when you come out of training, we’ll head to the hunting zone together.”

“Mm, thank you, Elizabeth.”

Leaving ahead of Xia while she prepared Olivia and Alice, Coffee and I walked back to Flowing River where I asked Tael about letting everyone stay for a few days.

“We can do that, no problem. You can only see them once a fortnight for a few hours though. We want to ensure your foundation training is complete along with teaching you our techniques.”

“That’s ok, I don’t want to leave them behind.”

“Good! Very well, I will let Halone know and she’ll take care of the rest. Come, let us get back to our training.”

Nodding, I felt motivation well up in me strongly, more determined to get stronger as to protect everyone, and fight alongside them all. I wanted to go to Crater to find my origins, and to see if I could get my memories back as well. Taking a breath, I prepared myself for the next three months.

            

    
        Chapter 114 - Training Finished

    
    
    
    
                Four months have passed since that night that I met Celestia, the Moon Goddess. Nearly five months have passed since I began my closed door training with Halone and Tael, and now they stood before me as we prepared for a final spar. 

Over these months not much has changed. Xia, Olivia and Alice had been given rooms to stay within Flowing River. Ken had come to teach Alice, and for some reason she had been oddly motivated to grow stronger. Perhaps the link between us caused my motivation to impact her? She, like I, had been training with Ken for this entire time, and from what I had heard from Tael she has gotten a lot stronger, even though she still preferred playing over training.

Olivia had become a lot more lively. Halone had taken it upon herself to teach Olivia the ways of a weaver, as she put it and said Olivia soaked up everything. She still seemed to be in a dream-like state, but sometimes I could see clarity return to her eyes whenever I spent time with her. There had been once where she stopped, blinked while clarity returned to her eyes and looked around with some confusion. When she saw me, she muttered ‘Alisha?’. I tried to speak to her but she soon went back to the dream-like state. Halone said the signs were good, and it wouldn’t be long for her to come out of her current state of mind, but I had to be prepared since she would be confused and panicked when it did happen.

Xia had returned to her family, only returning once a fortnight, to continue her studies and training. Although her family didn’t assist her, her mother had been the one to help train her. According to Xia, her Arcane magic is derived from an ancient school of magic so finding those to teach her were vastly limited, Vale did not hold any who could teach it.

Elizabeth passed a message saying that for now she would be joining Bloom’s team and that everyone would wait for me to finish training before heading to the hunting zone. According to the message, the hunting zone laid in a bountiful area where two dungeons laid, one a dimensional and another an exterior labyrinth. The average monster level sat at 65 and the materials from the monsters were in high demand, meaning we would earn a lot of money for the material. I could already see Aubrey jumping in joy over the news. 

The plan was to take seven carts with us, and the Guild would come by to take the carts and replace them. There are lodgings there, with a fresh water source nearby, meaning we could be out there for months. Elizabeth had also mentioned in the message that Alexander had been delayed and she had been asked to pass the message on. I knew that meant the possibility of war coming was high if Alexander was out for this long. Though it is possible that he was simply busy.

Summer and Xeno had stopped by, and while they could not enter, they too had passed on messages, eager to let me know they had decided on a name. They planned to tell me once my training had ended, with Xeno saying he and his husband were preparing meat and ingredients of the highest quality so that we could host a party together. He had asked if I could cook for the party, and I had accepted. After so many months of nothing but training I had grown eager to focus on cooking and fighting.

I hadn’t heard from or about Elise. I still felt a bit guilty for storming out on her that night, and wanted to make amends. I planned to talk to her before we left for the hunting zone, along with seeking out the elf twins, whom I wanted to sit down with and help them with their problem, since I had made a promise.

Finally, Coffee. He had grown and fast. Once a small pup that I could easily lift with two hands had grown to be just above my knees. He had taken up living down here with me during my training and had loved playing with me, though our idea of playing had been fighting. I found he was rather speedy and powerful, sometimes overwhelming even me with my full strength. Of course, we both always stopped short, never hurting each other. It helped doing this with Coffee as his actions reminded me of a monster, but he was far smarter than a monster when it came to fighting, and even though he was a wolf I could tell he learnt very quickly.




	
Level 56 Coffee Nocturne

Celestial Wolf Spirit Beast

Health: 30,000/30,000

He who howls at the full moon. Forever by the side of his lifelong companion, Alisha ‘Starcaller’ Nocturne.








According to Halone, I had a similar Status to Coffee, which also reminded me of Tessa’s. 




	
Level 56 Alisha ‘Starcaller’ Nocturne, Hero of History.

Celestial Nightweaver Fox

Lunar Fist of the Wind

Health: ???/???

Chosen of Celestia. Starcaller is her name, one with the night sky. Those who dare face her will feel the full force of the night sky as she rains her fists upon them. Those who run from her will never escape the call of the stars.








Rather surprised that my Status to others had become so long winded, Halone told me it was normal for those who passed the Crossroads to have a Status as such, or those that had become Chosen by a God or Goddess.

I hadn’t had time to train with the rapier. According to Tael, I have been progressing a lot faster than they had thought, and wanted to fully focus on my training, which I accepted.

“Alisha, today your closed door training ends. Though we have yet to teach you fully, you are, as of this moment, on a whole different level than four months ago. After this, we will continue to train you when you come by, and while you still have much to learn, you have now officially become our student. Today, we will give you a final test to ensure you are worthy of our secret techniques. Even if you fail, you still have mastered most of Flowing River’s techniques and can develop your own. You will face the two of us, and you must land two blows to each myself and Tael. Are you ready?”

Not falling for her question, I flash step right in front of Tael, dodging a strike from Halone as I flash step to her side and throw a punch on reflex at her temple. Pivoting as my blow is blocked, I block a blow from Tael before flash stepping away. Halone flash steps behind me and I barely move as I avoid her fist and grab her wrist. Throwing an elbow back, I hit her jaw as I let go and flash stepped away. Feeling the strain on my legs, I knew I was quickly reaching my limit. I could only use flash step eight times before needing to rest, but I had gotten myself into a good position.

Droplets of water drip off my hand as I prepare myself. Tael flash stepped next to me. I threw a hand up as a shield of water appeared, softening Tael’s kick. Surrounding one hand with water and the other with wind, I used the water to parry his blows and the fist with wind to attack. Sharp wind surrounded my fists, leaving cuts wherever they passed.

Smelling Halone directly behind me, I searched and found a path to flash step through, narrowly avoiding a kick. Both flash stepped, one before me and the other behind. Focusing on the one behind, I used my sense of smell and moved my body with the smallest of movements to avoid blows. Tael, in front of me, threw a fist towards where I would be moving. Smiling lightly, I moved my head to meet the blow and at the last second created a water shield as I moved my head slightly. His fist slows as it passes the water and moving past his arm, I unleashed Flowing Strikes, striking him dozens of times. 

Knowing he was now out of the fight, I pivoted on my foot while bending my backwards, dodging a kick from Halone. Straightening up, I swept my leg underneath her quickly, and followed with a blow to her chest as she jumped, striking her.

Lowering my fists, I sigh in relief. “Good! You have passed. Alisha, from this day onwards, you are truly a student of ours and you will always be welcome here.”

Smiling, I felt fatigue in my body. Even though it had only been about twenty seconds, we had fought at a speed that had been hard for Xia, who was watching to keep up with. We only fought like this because the three of us had spared a lot recently, and I knew the faster the fight finished the better as Flowing River got stronger the longer a fight went for.

“Thank you, Teacher Halone, Teacher Tael.” Xia had told me what to say at this point, it was a tradition of all dojos and their students. The word Teacher resounded within me, possibly to do with my memories, but I couldn’t grasp exactly why.

“And thank you, Student Alisha. You have given us hope that we will gain another student just like you. Though you still have more to learn, for now you are a fully fledged user of Flowing River. We don’t have anything special to give you at this moment, but when you come by next time we will provide you with an item to signify your mastery of Flowing River.”

Smiling as we talked, we left the basement to see Alice and Olivia waiting. Olivia got up and hugged me before walking beside me. We were leaving today. The sun had just risen and I had already planned out the day. Bidding farewell to Tael and Halone, we first stopped by my house. Aubrey had taken it upon herself to harvest my garden and store it correctly. I had planned to buy her something today and found myself eager to find out how strong she had gotten.

Nearly three months ago, a phenomenon occurred. The trees, flowers and grass in the underground had suddenly flourished, growing quickly and becoming a wilderness of sorts. After flash stepping out of the underground in a hurry, I found myself astonished to see a giant tree had grown on top of the Guild. I sensed the magic in that tree and knew it had been Aubrey. Halone told me it was similar to the phenomenon I had caused, and I couldn’t help but marvel at it.

The harvests that she had done for me seemed much more bountiful than before, and while I was slightly worried she was using her lifeforce, I also had a feeling that she could naturally empower plants of all kinds. You only had to look at the forest that had been made in the underground area.

Storing all of the fruits and vegetables away, we left as we continued to our next destination, the office of the Royal Guard. Xia led us there, and after thirty minutes of walking, we soon arrived. Walking into the building that had guards by the doors, we met with a receptionist.

“Hello. Are you here to lodge a problem?”

“Ah, I’m looking to speak with Roland.”

The receptionist raised his eyebrow. “Can I ask for your name?”

“Alisha. I know it’s a bit sudden, but I want to speak to him.”

“Alisha…” Frowning, the receptionist looked up. “The hero of the slums?”

Giving him a stiff smile, I nodded. “Yes. I wanted to have a quick word with Roland.”

“Certainly. Are you here to join the Royal Guard? You are still the talk of the barracks, many believe with you within the ranks it would make the Guard a wonderful place.”

“No, I don’t hold such desires, at least not at this time.” I wasn’t against the idea personally, but something within told me not to as it would mean I would be tied to Vale. “It’s regarding something I can not easily speak to others about.”

“I see. Please wait a moment, I will see if he is within the city.” The receptionist left and after about ten minutes, he returned.

“Sir Roland will meet you in his office, please come with me.”

“Xia, can you wait here with the others?” Xia nods. I, along with Coffee, followed the receptionist who led me through the building and up the stairs. Leaving me at a door, I knocked.

“Enter.”

Hearing Roland’s voice, I enter and see him looking out the window. He turns to me and nods. “Alisha, it’s been a while. Have you recovered?”

“Except for my memories, I’m fine. I’ve just finished my training so I’m looking to head out soon.”

“I’m glad to hear. How can I help you today?”

Roland sat at the desk as I hesitated for a moment and looked behind me.

“Don’t worry, no one can hear us here.” 

I turn back to Roland and pull out the sheet of metal I had received from Gastron. Roland looks at it and stands up.

“That…I see, so you’re a Chef, Alisha?”

“Yes. I met with Gastron a few months ago and became his Blessed. He said to give this to you and you’d know what to do.”

“Ah, that bastard. I told him not to tell anyone I was his Chosen. Well, what is done is done. What you hold there is a metal used to create a soulbound weapon. Though, in this case, it is less a weapon and more a knife for cooking.” Walking around his desk, Roland held a hand out and I gave him the metal.

“I can have this forged for you. I need a vial of your blood, some soul energy and two strands of hair.” He walks to his desk and pulls out a box, from which he retrieves a vial and a dull stone.

I make a cut on my hand and force my body to stop its regeneration, letting the blood flow into the vial. Letting the wound heal, which happened instantly, I took the stone. 

“Pour your mana into it, it’ll filter out your mana and extract some of your soul energy.” Nodding, I do as he says and after ten minutes, the stone has a black glow to it, with some silver dots in it. I pluck two hairs from my head as well.

“I’ll get this sorted for you. As for the price, it is five Mithril coins, but don’t concern yourself about that. I do ask that you keep my status as a Chosen of Gastron from others.”

Giving him a smile, I nod. “I’ll do that. I’m the Chosen of Celestia, something I don’t want others to know.”

Chuckling, Roland put the vial, stone and hair into the box along with the sheet of metal. “I see. Gastron can be a bit…eccentric when it comes to his tasks. Do you create mana-infused food?”

“Mm, I made stat-giving food a few months ago, that is why Gastron wanted me as his Blessed.”

“You made food that gives stats? Impressive, it took me years to achieve that. If you ever need help, feel free to ask. I’ve been told I’m a nightmare in the kitchen when I cook though, so be prepared.”

I chuckled at his comment. “I’ve had two friends too terrified to help me after I’ve made food.” We shared a knowing laugh.

“I didn’t expect you to become His Blessed, I had thought you to be a fighter. You should look at opening a restaurant, it will provide a good source of income. As you grow stronger, the cost of everything will go up. I can make some arrangements to get you a business licence and a plot of land.”

“I’ll take you up on that.” I had always been told I should start a business, and figuring without the Church chasing me I could have time to rest and do those types of things. “Oh, I also grow my own fruits and vegetables, would you like to try some?”

“Why not?” Handing him some, he nodded. “Very high quality. The energy in these are already evenly spread meaning the flavour is enhanced no matter what part you use. Are you growing these on a large scale?”

“No, just in my backyard.”

“Well, if you do go with opening a restaurant I can always enquire into getting a large plot of land for you to grow more of these fruits and vegetables. While I also do wish to continue our chat, I am rather…busy with something. We should meet up at some point to share pointers in cooking. I’ll also deliver everything needed to start a business to Elise for you.”

“Thank you, Roland.”

“Anytime. If you see that bastard before me, do give him a telling off. I do not mind you knowing, but I do wish he wouldn’t tell everyone.”

Chuckling, I bid farewell to Roland and left his office. Linking back up with everyone, we left and headed towards the Guild. I had a few things I wanted to do at the Guild, one of which was to talk to Elise, the other was to give her a letter Olivia had given to me. During one of her moments where she had clarity in her eyes, Olivia had dug through her bag and handed me a letter. It was addressed to Elise and sealed. 

I also needed to speak to an executive about the underground “spell merging” chamber so I could merge Wind and Lightning. I also now knew Water magic, a school of magic that had taken me two weeks to get a grasp on, that allowed me to use Water Shield, a spell that placed a dense shield of water up, slowing direct attacks. 

Entering the Guild, I quickly found a guild attendant and asked for Elise.

“Ah, Elise is free at the moment. I will ask her to meet with you, I will take you to a private room.”

Following the attendant, he led us to a private room in which we waited. Looking at Olivia who had sat on the ground to pet Coffee, I felt happy she had become more lively. It had hurt to see her so timid that she couldn’t leave my side, and now seeing her be more active made me happy. I could not wait for her to regain her clarity fully.

Alice sat on my lap and ate cores as usual and Xia stood to my side until I told her to sit by my side. I felt tempted sometimes to give her an order to never stand at attention like that, but I didn’t want to force someone to do as I ordered, deep within I felt guilty at even thinking of it.

The door opens and Amanda walks in, followed by Elise, who looked…exhausted, like she hadn’t slept for weeks. Well, I hadn’t slept for months, but I knew I was well off compared to how Elise looked. Amanda gives me a smile before leaning against the wall while Elise looks at me and walks over, sitting down opposite me.

“I take it you’ve finished your training? I’ll let the others know you’re ready to leave, it’ll take three days for all the equipment to be ready.” Elise spoke formally while also sounding exhausted. Moving Alice off my lap, I lean forward.


“I’m sorry for walking out the other night, Elise. I know you were only worried.”

Elise smiles slightly and waves her hand. “Don’t be. I’m not mad at you or anything, I understand why you were annoyed that night. If I had been in your position, I would’ve been the same. I’m just exhausted right now Alisha, otherwise I would have hugged you. Are you doing okay? Have you recovered your memories?”

“A few images of Elizabeth and Olivia, but that is it. That was a few months ago.”

Elise smiles, her eyes looking happy. “I’m glad to hear it. Have you noticed any changes in your behaviour? I’ve been worried that by forgetting your past you might be more willing to do something like join the Royal Guard or give up going to Crater.”

I knew she had been worrying about me for some time. “No, nothing like that. I don’t oppose joining the Guard, but something is telling me not to.”

“Good. It seems your instincts are top notch as always. As I said, joining them is likely the best thing anyone could do, but you will be tied to this city until the day it is destroyed. Don’t tie yourself down, Alisha. Your future isn’t here.” Elise gets up and ruffles my hair. “I’m going to go rest, come and talk to me some time, ok?”

I smiled and told her I will. Elise excused herself and left, with Amanda taking her place on the couch. 

As I’m about to speak, Amanda looked at me seriously. “Please forgive Elise today. She has for the last five months been working non-stop while also trying to find a way to help you recover your memories. Seeing you today should give her enough peace of mind to finally rest. Don’t feel guilty either, she goes to this length for any of her adventurers, it’s a bad habit. She once researched for a year to find a way to resolve a crippling poison for one of her adventurers.”

Looking at the door Elise had left through, I smiled softly. I wanted to thank her somehow, and planning to find something to buy for her when I went to buy something for Aubrey, I wondered what Elise would like.

“Now, I want to talk to you, Alisha ‘Starcaller’ Nocturne. This concerns not only you, but everyone here.”

Looking at Amanda, she leaned forward and said. “War is coming for Vale.”

            

    
        Chapter 115 - Celestial Seekers

    
    
    
    
                Looking at Amanda, I nodded. “I know.”

Amanda raised an eyebrow. “You know? How?”

Realising I had spoken without thinking, I tried to find a reason before Amanda just shook her head. “I guess you were told by that ‘powerful woman’ that had been seen wandering around. I'll chalk it up to the Branch Master telling you instead. What do you know?”

“Just that the army looked like it had been preparing to defend the city.”

“Ah, well that is still the case. It’s not likely to happen within the next year or two, we do expect it within the next three or four though. As you may have guessed, Alexander is currently occupied. Although he is the Branch Master, he also cares for this city so he is working with the King’s diplomats to persuade the country of Harrington, though it does not appear to be working.

“See, Vale is a lone city, it is not connected to any countries. You can also think of Vale as its own country. Now, I am warning you of this impending war because you are an adventurer. Adventurers are neutral to any wars, however they can undertake requests on behalf of the participating countries. The other option is you ignore the war and let it happen and you yourself will not be affected. Of course, if the city is lost then so is your place of residence, most likely.

“Vale is being targeted because it is very rich in resources. With seven dungeons within the city and massive amounts of land surrounding it, it is very profitable. Thankfully the Royal Family has for generations kept the peace with the surrounding Kingdoms and Countries, ensuring equal trade. However, Harrington two years ago elected a new government that seeks to expand their land, and they have their eyes set on Vale. They command a very powerful army that has many who have passed the Crossroads. 

“In light of this news, we are slowly informing what we refer to as ‘High-Value Adventurers’ and informing them first. We anticipate that these adventurers will in some way either participate or influence the outcome of the war and we are gauging their response. You, along with several dozen more, are a High-Value Adventurer because of your latent potential. This applies to you as well, Xia. 

“You need not make a decision right now. If you wish to make arrangements to leave Vale so as to not be caught up in this war, you need only seek out the Guild and they will assist in the best way possible. The unfortunate part is that the amount of time to travel to another city with a Guild is large, about four years on foot. This is also why the teleportation gates have been shut down.

“The nearest town that won’t be caught in the crossfire is about six months from here. I don’t recommend this, you’ll be left stranded. What do you think? I know your ultimate goal is to reach Crater and your best bet is to achieve Black Grade and gain possible access to the teleportation gates, though I think you’d be better off aiming for Sapphire Grade. You can achieve Sapphire Grade even as a Platinum Grade, though the requirements to do so are ridiculously impossible, but with Sapphire you’d be able to travel wherever you please with teleportation gates.”

Leaning back, I frowned slightly while sharing a glance with Xia. I could see her face slightly pale at the mention of the war, and I knew why. Vale is her home after all, and to hear that it might be destroyed would be devastating to hear. I made my decision from that.

“I’ll stay, probably end up fighting for Vale as well.”

Amanda looked surprised. “Are you sure? You don’t need to make a decision now, but if you do you can always change your mind.”

“I’m sure. I live here too, you know. I don’t have any other home, at least from what I remember. If I do remember my past, I’ll work on trying to get my friends to Vale instead, I’m sure it’ll be best for everyone.”

“I understand. I’ll let the others know.”

“Oh, and I wanted to talk to you about…Xia, can you take everyone and wait outside?” Xia nods and leads Alice and Olivia out.

“Is this regarding the underground lake? Don’t utter a word for a moment. I, Amanda the Firespinner, hereby request the System to amend the Oath sworn by Alisha ‘Starcaller’ Nocturne and declare that I hold knowledge of the Oath and she is free to speak of it with me.”




	Amendment Accepted. You may share the information granted by Elise through your Oath with Amanda the Firespinner.






“Did the System accept?” I nod. “Good. We refer to Oaths given by attendants here as ‘Branch Oaths’ and we can request for them to be amended as long as the person requesting it also holds an Oath for that information.”

“Oh…That’s helpful.” I was a bit surprised that Oaths were that flexible. “I wanted to know when I would be able to access the lake.”

“Anytime, but if you’re heading out in three days, I would say to wait till you come back. You’ll be out for a few months and it’ll take about a week in the lake to do whatever you want to do.”

“Thanks, I’ll do that then.”

“Oh, and go buy some big dimensional bags, preferably about the size of a house. The others have bought some as well, you guys will make a lot of money as long as you fill them all up. The monsters in those hunting zones don’t provide a lot of experience, but a few months out there and you’ll reach level 80 with no problems.”

“Oh, another thing. I forgot to ask Elise, but I’ve promised two twin elves that I would help them with a problem.”

“Ah, those two. Alright, I’ll let them know. I’ll send them to your house, do you have anything else to do today?” Shaking my head, Amanda smiles. “They’ll be over before midday then.”

Standing, Amanda gave me a look over. “It’s good to see you’re still as determined as ever. We had been worried when we heard you went into closed door training. A lot of adventurers fail to pick themselves up after an incident like that. Good luck out there.” With a final smile, Amanda disappeared into flames as I walked out of the room. Meeting up with Xia and the others, we left the Guild and returned home. As soon as we got home, I remembered I hadn’t given Elise the letter and sighed. I figured I’d give it to her later.

Brushing Coffees fur, I wanted to snuggle into his fur. It was just too soft. I had sent Xia out to purchase six house-sized dimensional bags as well as to the courthouse to inquire about a large plot of land to build a large farm on. I heard a chime from the door, and getting up, I left Coffee with Alice and Olivia and opened the door. As expected, I saw the twins.

“Ah, Sister, she is home!”

“Yes, Brother, this is wonderful news!”

“Ah, sorry. A few things happened.”

“Elise told us, hero of the slums. It is okay, we knew you would keep your promise.”

Frowning, I could sense the energy they shared had become worse. They too looked in poor condition, like they had become weakened. 

“Come inside, I’ll make you guys some food while I hear you two out. Oh, and please call me Alisha.”

“Thank you, Miss Alisha. I am Yin, and this is my Brother, Yang. We are honoured to meet you.”

Leading them inside to the kitchen, I worked on making them some easy to prepare food while Yin told me about them.

“Miss Alisha, my brother and I were born with a unique magic. The elders of our village exiled our family, calling us Deviants. Our names are based on the magic, Yin and Yang magic. We do not know what this magic is, nor have we ever managed to figure it out. Because of that, we have yet to exceed level 20. As you may have noticed, we have slowly become weaker, our link slowly disappearing. We do not seek you to help us understand our magic, we just want to live to return to our village and kill the elders who exiled us.”

Raising an eyebrow, I smiled slightly at her words. I could understand what she meant, after all I had done the same with the Church. Serving them a meal that contained just fruit and vegetables, they both gladly ate. This time, Yang spoke.

“My Sister and I don’t have much money. Our parents passed away some time ago, so we have done what we can to save up in the hopes someone can help us. We saw you at the Guild nearly a year ago and could sense a unique magic that was similar to ours and we thought you could help us.”

Smiling, I shook my head. “I don’t need money. Do you guys know anything about why the energy between the two of you is stopping?”

Both Yin and Yang hang their heads sadly. It seemed like they didn’t. Coffee came in and sat next to me, looking at me with expectation. Handing him a fruit, he gobbled it up before laying down.

“We have tried, even a nice man named Alexander tried to help, but he couldn’t even sense the energy. We were joyful when you told us you could sense it.”

Leaning back, I wondered about what I could do. I had no expertise in this matter, and folding my arms I fell into deep thought. I didn’t know much about magic, most of the magic I used had either been taught to me by Selenia or when I used it on instinct. I could tell the magic between the two was familiar though, and a feeling within me wanted to explore it. Looking at the two carefully, I found the energy familiar, yet unfamiliar. Is it connected to Celestial Eclipse or Astral Ice? 

Thinking about it, perhaps the energy is something connected to either one, but I simply didn’t understand magic enough to know what the problem was.

“How long do you two have till the link gets worse?”

“About a year.” Yang answered me as I closed my eyes. Thinking about it, I wanted to help them both, but I wanted to be sure first. Opening my eyes, I smile and say “Give me some time. Come and find me in about six months, I’ll try and improve my understanding of my magic. The energy between the two of you is familiar, perhaps it is something I can understand but I need some time. I’m sorry I can’t do anything now, but I’ll search for an answer.”

The two smiled with a bit of sadness. It seems they had been told this several times before, but there wasn’t anything I could do right now. I tried to think of something I could do and at that moment, a familiar message came up from the System. Telling the two to wait a minute, I went into the dining room and shook my head.




	
Quest Received!

Clap three times: Clap your hands happily three times!

Rewards are determined based on your performance.








“Selenia…” Smiling, I clap three times.




	
Quest completed!

Clap three times completed. Rewards available:

2x Strange Energy Stones

1x Written Note








‘Alisha, 

These stones will not solve their problem, but it will help them for the time being, extending their life. I am only giving you assistance because helping them will be a fantastic learning opportunity thus a chance to grant you guidance. Have them hold these stones for a day then swap it between the two. It will act as a bridge for them. 

In the meantime, search for the answer to their problem. I believe in you.

-Selenia’

Looking at the stones, the System said they stored the energy of those that held them and released the energy when given to another person. 

“Thank you, Selenia.” I understood she had only done this to give me time to find the answer. Returning to the kitchen, I handed the two a stone each and explained to both of them the use of the stones. Both looked happy.

“Alisha, thank you! We will wait for you to find the solution to our problem. Brother, isn’t this wonderful?”

“Thank you, Miss Alisha. It is indeed wonderful, Sister!”

Taking out two Mithril coins, I handed one to each of them as well. “Take this. Buy a house if you don’t have one and get some healthy food, okay? Look after yourselves.”

“W-we can’t!” Yin looked panicked, while Yang had stars in his eyes. 

“Mm, it’s fine. I said I would help you two so I will. Come and find me in six months.”

Leading the two out while they thanked me, I told them once again to find me in six months while also telling them if I found anything I would seek them out. Seeing the two off, I went back to the lounge room and sat in deep thought. I couldn’t place the familiarity of that energy, but it reminded me of the time I had used Midnight. Speaking of which, if I got stronger, I could use that magic again. Is it linked to the energy I had used at that time?

As I was thinking, I heard a clutter next to me, and looking at Olivia with Coffee’s head on her lap, I saw her with clarity in her eyes, and fear.

She stood quickly, looking around. “W-where am I?!” She looked around as if in a panic before she screamed and crawled into a ball.

“No! I don’t want to die!” Screaming at the top of her lungs, she held her knees while trembling. Getting up quickly, I knelt beside her.

“Olivia! Olivia! It’s okay, it’s okay, you’re safe!”

Olivia looked up at me, tears in her eyes, lip trembling. “W-who are…” Slowly, she looked around again before looking at me, reaching a hand up to my face. Touching it, she looked shocked. “Y-you’re real…Alisha, you’re r-real?!”

“I am. You’re safe, Olivia. We saved you.” Olivia looked confused as she put a hand to her own face. 

“I was dreaming…”

Coffee barks and nudges Olivia’s head. I pull Olivia into a hug. “What was the dream about?” Being careful with my words, I followed Summer and Halone’s advice. I needed to calm her down first and ease her into the idea that the ‘dream’ was real.

“I-I dreamt that you saved me…that a nice girl with blue hair gave me food and gave me a strange pill. Then I dreamed that you killed a lot of people in your monster form…that happened, didn’t it?”

Not saying anything, I continued to hold her and pushed her to keep talking. I couldn’t let her panic so I focused on keeping her calm while avoiding speaking too much so as to not agitate her. Alice came over and tried to offer Olivia a ration cube. I had to wonder where the hell Alice pulled it from, I hadn’t made any in months! I knew Alice was only trying to help though, so I didn’t disencourage her.

As Olivia spoke, she relaxed slowly as I continued to hug her. She now sat on my lap with Coffee’s head resting on her knee. Over a few hours she spoke of her ‘dream’, which had been the events of the last half year. Slowly she stopped speaking before turning her head to me.

‘It wasn’t a dream, was it? I remember parts of it, like I had woken up, but it was only for a few seconds…”

“Mm, it wasn’t. You’re safe now, Olivia. You’re safe.”

“What happened to him?”

I knew who she meant. “I killed him.”

“I wanted to kill him. I’m sorry, Alisha, I need time.” Olivia stood unsteadily. Looking at Coffee, he barked and followed Olivia to her room. I felt relieved. I knew that if she had been this aware for so long, she had snapped out of her dream-like state. I planned to give her the time she needed to fully adjust and left it to Coffee to keep her company. 

“Mummy, Vi Vi ok?”

“Mm, she is. Are you worried, Alice?”

Alice nodded as she laid on my lap. Looking at the sky, it was turning to late afternoon. We had planned to head to Xeno’s house in a few hours, but I didn’t want to leave Olivia alone. Xia had come home some time ago, but had purposefully stayed out of the room. As I stroked Alice’s hair while Xia sat on another couch, I heard a door open and turned to see Olivia walk in, her eyes red and puffy.

Sitting next to me, she leaned her head against my shoulder. “I’ll never see my parents again, will I?”

“One day, Olivia. We’ll get you home to see them again. It’ll take time, but you’ll see them again. We just need to get stronger.”

“I’m scared, Alisha. I’ll be betrayed again if I join others.”

“Then don’t. I’ll help you, but you need to do a lot of work yourself, I can’t just kill monsters for you.” Olivia trembled as she moved closer.

“Thank you for saving me.”

***

Standing just outside of the gates of Vale, I looked around. Originally Bloom’s team had been waiting for us, but they had decided to go to another hunting zone. Bloom had gotten impatient and headed out, but they would be joining us later. We had six carts, with each one of us pushing one each. Olivia and Alice sat on the cart that I would be pushing and as I grabbed the bars, I lifted it as I felt a familiarity in the movement, causing me to pause in hope of memories coming back, which they didn’t.

Olivia and I had gone to Elise and Olivia had given her the letter she had. Elise had read the letter with a lot of fondness in her eyes and thanked Olivia for bringing it to her. Elise had also become Olivia’s advisor, and thankfully Elise had looked a lot better after a day's rest.

Turning to my left, I smiled at Aubrey who returned the smile. She hadn’t changed much, but I could feel a tranquil feeling radiating from her. Even I could tell she was full of lifeforce. While she hadn’t gained any new magic, she had a whip on her belt, along with several magic tools and a shield on her back. She also had a lot of confidence, something that was new to her aura. 

The trip would take about a month and a half for us, a month if we pushed it which we planned to as Alice and Olivia were comfortable. Coffee stood by my side, seemingly excited for the trip as well. Summer spoke up.

“Everyone all set? We won’t be returning for a while.” Smiling, I gave her a nod. “Good. Alright, let's set forth, Celestial Seekers!”


Third Person PoV

Looking into the night sky, The Blade smiled.

“Finally. Let me see how much you’ve grown. Show me you’re worthy of facing me.”

Behind him, thousands of monsters and cultists awaited his order. He would wait patiently until the time was right, he knew she had been delayed and he had grown slightly impatient, but he would wait. After all, he wanted only one thing. A good fight. He continued to wait until she came, at which point he would send the army that awaited his order to meet her.

            

    
        Chapter 116 - Hunting Valley

    
    
    
    
                Looking over at the valley that stood before us, I couldn’t help but marvel at the sight. Blanketed in snow, the valley ran out of our sight with beautiful plants and flowers growing along the sides. Half a dozen buildings sat just before the entrance and acted as a safe zone. According to Summer, there is also an underground hot spring which helps rejuvenate and alleviate fatigue.

We made it in three weeks. Olivia and Alice had rested well and the monsters on the way were no problem, in fact we had found a small area and allowed Olivia to get used to using her bow again, allowing her to gain some levels. She now sat at level 24.




	
Level 24 Olivia the Aspiring Hero

Dawnlight Elf

Beginner Elven Archer








Though she couldn’t exactly join us to hunt monsters, Olivia didn’t mind. She wanted time to adjust to her surroundings and slowly figure out what parts of the last six months had been a dream or real. The only strange ‘dream’ she had told us about is when a kind, gentleman with bright blonde hair would sit down with her and only ever listened to her talk while smiling. He had red eyes and wore golden armour, his description did not match anyone we knew. After talking to the party about it, Olivia only ever said he was very gentle, and she missed talking to him.

Summer believed Olivia may have spoken to an Angel or God, but when we asked Olivia she said the man never said if he had been either nor had he ever said if Olivia is a Blessed or Chosen. We came to the conclusion that either she had just dreamed it or the person she saw was a Divine being of sorts. Olivia said if she ever saw him again she would ask.

Pulling our carts to the houses, we stopped and entered. Planning to rest for a while, I started making food for everyone while they unpacked. We would be staying here for a few months. Olivia herself had brought a sewing kit, and a lot of different cloth and equipment. She had been given some knowledge books about making clothing and light armour and so far she had thoroughly enjoyed it. According to Halone with some more practice Olivia could make enchanted gear that provided an increase to strength, like the gloves I wore or the armour I had left in my bags, which I hadn’t used yet as I wanted to get used to Flowing River.

Pulling out the knives I had brought with me, I began cooking with some of the meat we harvested before arriving and the ingredients I had bought along. After we ate and talked, we all went to rest. Currently I had Alice hugging me and Coffee snuggled up on the other side. Laying in the bed, I smiled lightly as I drifted off to sleep.

Waking up, and making sure not to disturb Alice, Coffee and I walked from the room and headed to a balcony. Looking over the valley under the night sky, I smiled lightly while remembering Summer telling us about the hunting zone we had arrived at.

***

“It’s a very famous zone, rich in materials and monsters. Usually nobles hog it while pretending to be adventurers, but thankfully the Guild holds control over it so they can tell the nobles to leave. Last I heard they were pretty upset, but who cares about that. About a day's walk into the valley is a Dimensional Dungeon at level 65. It is a good dungeon, but the real price is what lies at the end of the valley, an external labyrinth. The ruins of a city lay there, though the name has been lost to time it holds a lot of good items. Since it’s mainly nobles here, the labyrinth isn’t really well explored.”

“Does it have a True Route? What is its name?”

Summer had smiled and laughed. “Is one not good enough for you? External labyrinths don’t have anything like True Routes or Path of Rewriting History. It’s basically a place to explore the history of a place, the name isn’t revealed unless one discovers the name within the labyrinth itself.”

“That sounds like the Depth of Crater Hell you explored before, Alisha.” Turning to Olivia, I tilted my head in confusion as she facepalmed. “Sorry, I forgot you forgot. You told me a story once where you fell into a hole and ended up in an External Labyrinth called Depths of Crater Hell and met Teacher Lee. After you trained with him, it took you a few weeks to get out.”

I had heard the name ‘Lee’ before, but I had no idea who it was nor what he trained me on. Eager to know more, I asked Olivia for more. Apparently Alice had hatched from her egg in there and gave me company while trying to find a way out. I felt her story to be familiar, but I couldn’t remember anything about it, but I smiled at the thought of it. 

“A rather scary story, being lost underground for that long.” Xeno chips in. “I had gotten lost in a dungeon once, but only for a week. Never again will I get lost like that, can’t imagine how it must’ve felt.”

***

Sighing, I looked up at the moon. The plan we had discussed would be us separating into pairs. Aubrey and I, along with Coffee, Alice and Xia, Xeno and Summer and finally Olivia who will stay at the house. At first I had been worried, but Summer reassured me that the houses were defended with various defensive enchantments, meaning Olivia would be completely safe even if we were out for a few days. I planned to make her plenty of food before we left.

Hearing footsteps behind me, I didn't turn around as Aubrey leaned against the railing next to me. We stood there in silence as we looked out at the valley. Turning to look at her, I couldn’t help but admire how beautiful she looked. She had an air of confidence around her that made her seem like someone else when compared to how she was when we first met. Making sure to remember how she looked at this moment, I turned back to the valley.

“Excited?” Aubrey asked.

“Mm. It’ll be nice to relax while hunting monsters here.”

“Well, other than the danger of being swarmed by monsters, I agree, it’ll be nice to relax. I can’t wait to see how much we get!”

Smiling at her comment, silence returns as Aubrey starts humming softly. Closing my eyes, I enjoyed the humming as we stood there under the moonlight.

***

“Right, we’ll have three carts here, here and here. Once we fill up all three, we’ll call it for the day and head back. We’ll get to work sorting everything we get and putting them into the dimensional bags. We have about twenty three house-sized dimensional bags. The Guild will have people come and collect our carts in two months, replacing the carts and bags. Don’t get reckless, a monster swarm can happen at any time, if it does just retreat. 

“Xeno and I will head to the mines and focus on that today. We’ll switch pairs to go to the mines, they will give us quite a bit. Xia and Alice will be exempt since Alice can’t do mining yet. Olivia, in addition to you practising your weaving, please ensure you prepare the ration packs for us. We’ll try and hunt monsters around your level to help you level, but because of the high level of monsters it’s unlikely we’ll run into anything that low level.”

“Yes!”

“Good. And no soloing dungeons.” Summer looked at me as I giggled. “We’ll ignore the Dimension Dungeon and once we’re level 70 we’ll head to the end of the valley. It’ll take us some time to explore it and hopefully we get a large score. I wouldn't be surprised if we walked away from all of this with a few Diamond coins.” Summer giggles as she looks around. “Once Bloom’s team arrives, we’ll take a fourth cart out. Any questions?” 

We remained silent as Summer nodded. “Good, let's head out now.”

As we left the building, I took one of the carts along with Xeno and Xia. We walked together before separating, the carts would be about a ten minute walk from each other. They had enchantments that prevented smells from leaking out and the locations we were heading are clearings that had little to no monster activity. Arriving at outs with little trouble, I put the cart down. Coffee jumps off the cart and sniffs around, his tail wagging happily.

“Right, shall we get started?” Turning to Aubrey, she gave me a nod. 

Diving deeper into the valley and trees, we quickly found monsters around level 63. The first one we approached was a large purple skinned snake, poison that melted the ground dropped from its fangs. We had antidotes for this monster but we didn’t want to get poisoned by it. Aubrey grabbed her whip and shield, and lashing the monster she raised her shield to block its blows with a bit of a struggle. She was thirteen levels lower after all, but she kept it up. The whip itself did no damage, but it had an enchantment that caused anything struck by it to feel a slight sting of pain, annoying monsters.

Coffee runs off, his job is to find another monster and bring it over to us while we deal with the one here. We would kill four monsters, harvest them and then repeat until our normal bags were full. We would then empty the contents into the cart before returning. If we ran out of monsters we would move to another spot. Due to Aubrey’s need to absorb lifeforce, we would take it in turns on killing a monster then entrapping one. Aubrey had certain magic tools that could bind monsters for a short time, and while she absorbed lifeforce I would defend her.

Killing the snake quickly, since its large body makes it easy for me to strike, we take a moment to breathe while waiting for Coffee.




	
You killed an Acid Poison Coiler.

Gained 57,500 experience

Gained 100 Class experience.








“Huh, lower than I had thought.”

“Mm, the experience is low here, but the main point is the materials we get. It’s why we’re here for a few months after all.” Hearing a bark, we turn and see Coffee leading a monster back to us. Aubrey had finished her trap and with Coffee leading it there, the monster became bound and as I distracted it Aubrey sank her vine hand into the monster as she slowly drained its experience.

***




	
You have levelled to 58!

Gained the following Stats:

Strength: +600

Agility: +1,000

Intelligence: +400

Toughness: +100

You gain 15% more Stats due to Hero of History, you gain the following:

Strength: +90

Agility: +150

Intelligence: +60

Toughness: +15

Health increased to 17,000.

Celestial Eclipse Mana Increased to 230,000.
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 Alisha the Hero of History




	Stats
	Rank
	Base Stat
	Stat Total



	Strength:
	C+
	6,255
	7,506



	Agility:
	B+
	9,931
	11,917



	Intelligence:
	C-
	4,372
	5,246



	Toughness
	D-
	877
	1,052






Current Bonuses: Monster Title, +20%








“Gravity!”

Surrounding a monster were three large magic circles. A heavy force descends on the monster, forcing it to the ground as Aubrey plunged her hand in and absorbed its lifeforce. After a few minutes she pulls it out, a blush on her face.




	
Level 54 Aubrey

Daughter of the Forest









I had asked her earlier about herself and why she needed lifeforce. She had smiled and told me that her constitution differed greatly because of the type of power she had. She had a mutated Mana Realm like I did, but it combined her lifeforce with her Mana Realm, giving her a unique source of power. It wasn’t exactly mana but it wasn’t lifeforce either. The spell she knew, Gaia’s Blessing, was the only one she knew, and she only knew this spell due to a vision she had during her evolution from monster to evolved monster. Her Race was similar to mine, it was an SS+.

“Why don’t you have a Class? I’ve noticed some others don’t either.”

“Shrine Masters aren’t cheap you know? You need two Diamond coins to even apply to see one! Then if the Shrine Master you choose belongs to some noble, they demand another Diamond coin as a ‘service fee’!”

“What is a Shrine Master?”

“A Shrine Master is one who has vast knowledge about certain topics. They have shrines dedicated to them that you can approach and gain an opportunity to learn from as long as you have some potential of the knowledge they provide. Vale has a lot of different Shrine Masters, which is probably another reason why Harrington wants to conquer Vale.”

“Oh, you know about that too?”

“Yup. I got told the night of my evolution. I’ll follow what you do, Alisha.”

“Why?”

“Cause you’re my friend.” Giggling, Aubrey grabs my hand. “Let's get going. The cart is full and it’s midnight. Come Coffee.” 

“Woof!” Coffee gets up and runs over with his tail wagging. We walk back to the cart, empty our bags and with me taking the cart, we make our way back to the houses. The cart was loaded and required a bit of strength to push through the snow, but it didn’t take much effort. Getting back, we see others who were about half done with their carts. Thanks to Aubrey though, we knew exactly what to harvest. Thanks to her perfect memory, she had memorised exactly what was valuable and what we could leave behind so we didn’t have to worry about sorting everything out, instead we just had to make sure we put the cores into the core bag, skin into the skin bag and so on. 

Aubrey had warned me not to feed Alice any of the monster cores we found, unless they did not contain any type of elemental power. For example, the Acid Poison Coiler’s core contained potent Poison-based magic, and while it didn’t contain much, it was enough to make one sick if they did not know how to use that school of magic. If we found cores that came from a monster that knew Water magic though, I could eat it and it would help me. Same went with Darkness cores. This only ever applied to monsters above level 50.

“Mummy!”

Speaking of Alice, I turn to her as she jumps and hugs me. 

“Did you have fun, Alice!”

“Yes!”

“Good good. Make sure to help Xia, okay?”

“Alice ok!”

Alice jumps down and runs back over to Xia, who gave me an exhausted smile. I knew she was likely tired of taking care of Alice and I was nothing but thankful for it. Originally Xia had wanted to come along with me, but I told her that we should take it easy here. She had convinced me to allow her to mark me with an Arcane spell, that way she could teleport to my side in case anything happened. After learning she could bring Alice with her, I agreed.

Xeno comes over and hands us two pickaxes and two shovels, as well as some other tools. “The mine is quite deep. There are some monsters, but they’re easy pickings. Good luck.” Patting Aubrey and I on the shoulder, Xeno headed inside as we put the equipment into our own bags. Heading inside, we turned in for the night.

***

Heading into the mines with Aubrey and Coffee, I kept a touch in front of me. While I didn’t need a light source, Aubrey did and we had more torches for when we found a good place to mine. A lot of what we were gathering was used in weapon crafting and the demand had gone up recently. There were other valuable materials that we planned to get if we could. 

As we head deeper, we finally arrive where Xeno and Summer had left off. We had encountered a few monsters on the way, but they weren’t even above level 50. The monsters got stronger the deeper we got but we were only looking to get certain metals and materials so we weren’t planning to venture deeper in. As I swung the pickaxe, I felt a strange familiarity with it making me believe I might’ve done this in the past. Shrugging the feeling off, Aubrey and I continued on.

***

Over the next week we slowly made our way through the valley, taking time to kill monsters, explore caves, harvest herbs and fruits, some of which I took as I wanted to grow them, and slowly we continued to level. As I finish off another monster, I wipe the sweat off my face.




	
You killed a Hungry Hungry Hippo.

Gained 36,000 experience

Gained 50 Class Experience












	
You levelled to 62!

Gained the following Stats:

Strength: +1,200

Agility: +2,000

Intelligence: +800

Toughness: +200

You gain 15% more Stats due to Hero of History, you gain the following:

Strength: +180

Agility: +300

Intelligence: +120

Toughness: +30

Health increased to 21,000.

Celestial Eclipse Mana Increased to 250,000.








Breathing out while stretching, I walked out of the river while dragging the monster behind me. Aubrey sat nearby yawning. 

“The experience is getting lower.” Dropping the corpse of the hippo, I took the knife from Aubrey and with practised cuts I took all the good meat from the hippo. Handing the knife back to Aubrey, she handled the rest of the monster. I stood on the lookout for monsters. Monsters could appear from thin air, something that had caught me off guard yet Aubrey took as something natural. I had asked her why it happened and she had shrugged, saying it was rather normal. I hadn’t stepped out of Vale since teleporting and travelling to rescue Olivia and had not seen this phenomenon happen.

According to Aubrey, outside of Vale it’s very common to see it happen when too many monsters die in an area. According to her, it's like the world ensured there were monsters no matter what. It’s also how monster swarms happen, a large group of monsters would suddenly appear out of nowhere which could lead to us being overwhelmed, so it is best to retreat if it happens.

“Well, the experience is lower in general here. In return though, we get a lot of valuable materials. Plus even though the monsters here are a pain to kill, it's kind of relaxing, isn’t it?”

Smiling while looking around, I knew from our previous talks that the most one would get is 15,000 to 20,000 experience once we caught up with the levels of the monsters here. Right now the ones we were hunting were level 63 and 64, so it wouldn’t be long. The deeper we explore the higher level they become, and since we planned to explore the external labyrinth at the end of the valley we would eventually be level 70 or so once we got there.

As we walked back to our now full cart, we returned back and once again sorted everything. We had half filled one cart with our dimensional bags and I had to wonder just how on earth one could bring that back to Vale from here. Xeno said the Guild had certain ‘strongmen’ who had retired from the life of an adventurer and would come for the carts. They were under an oath to never steal from the carts and their strength was aided by certain, strictly used magic tools. When I asked about those magic tools, Aubrey had mentioned they were useless in combat as they were only really used for pushing the carts, otherwise no one knew anything about them.

Heading inside, I sat down at a table, took out the book that taught one how to write and got to practising. Alice also joined me, though she ended up just randomly drawing. Xia would help me from time to time, and I had made some headway. I could write my name with ease as well as some basic sentences. I planned to take the time between going out to hunt to learn about things I didn’t know. I planned to read the book about Gods next as well as the one about the Moon Goddess.

Looking out the window, I frowned. For the last few days I had an uncomfortable feeling about all of this, like something was coming. I couldn’t place my finger on it and after sharing my feelings with Xia she said it’s likely because I had gone from one dangerous situation to another. I hadn’t had to exert myself yet against the monsters here and due to that Xia said it’s likely I had been slowly lowering my guard as if I was safe. I hadn’t lowered my guard and told Xia that, she smiled and said that recently I hadn’t been as on guard as I was before losing my memories. Not sure on what she meant, I asked her what she was saying and she said before I was constantly on guard, as if ready for an attack at any moment, but since that night I hadn’t been.

Thinking it’s because I had dealt with the Church and had thought I wouldn’t be randomly attacked, I thought her to be right. But I still felt uncomfortable, but as I looked out the window, I could only see the peaceful valley outside. Thinking that I might be imagining things or that Xia was right that I had simply expected a dangerous situation since I’ve constantly had them happen, I relaxed a bit as I went back to practising my writing.

            

    
        Chapter 117 - The Higher They Are...

    
    
    
    
                After two months, I had managed to level to 68 while Aubrey was close behind at level 67. After today we would head towards the external labyrinth and once we finished exploring it we would head back to Vale. Bloom’s team had arrived about a month ago and they had bought three more carts with them. We had filled seven of the nine carts and just the other day members of the Guild had come by to replace the filled ones and replaced them. All in all, we had made a lot of money from what we had gotten. 

Sitting in a tree, I watched over Aubrey as she fought with a monster. I had known about Aubrey’s pure physical strength, but watching it in use was another story. Slamming her shield into the giant boar's head, she crushed it easily. Even with my full strength I couldn’t manage that sort of damage, and I had tried. The head, or what remained of it, had become a pile of powdered bone and squashed meat. 

Jumping down from the tree with Coffee, I made my way to her. Without a word, she handed me her knife and as usual I took the meat from it. I would take the meat from the last monster we killed to prepare our meals for the next day. Once done, I handed the knife back to Aubrey and she took the rest of the materials from it. 

“Ah, it’s over now isn’t it?” Aubrey mutters as she stores the materials. “Well, we still have that labyrinth to explore, we should get a lot out of it. We’re travelling outside of the valley to get there aren’t we?”

“Yea, Summer wants to take three carts. We have a large group meaning we may end up with a lot of loot depending on where we explore. Summer did say only about ten percent of it has been explored since the nobles avoided the place. Apparently there are some dangerous monsters and traps there.”

“Thankfully Summer is here. As a Scout, she handles a lot of traps easily. Just remember to listen to her at all times.”

Aubrey got up and grabbed my arm as usual, we walked back to the cart with Coffee by my side and we unloaded everything we had gathered. As we pushed the cart back, we continued our conversation.

“You’re leaving Alice here, right?”

“Mm, I want her to keep Olivia company since we’ll be gone for a week or two.”

This was partly true. The other reason is because of the feeling of worry that had been building up. I’d spoken to Xia and Elizabeth about it but they said it’s likely my imagination. Bloom and Summer however took it seriously. When I had asked, they told me why.

“Cause it means yer sensing something is amiss.”

“Yes, it’s as Bloom says. Do you find anything familiar?”

I had told them I didn’t. From then on they had checked in on me to see if I found anything familiar. Bloom had asked if I remembered anything and after telling him I had lost my memories he simply patted me on the shoulder. 

Shaking those past thoughts from my mind, I focused on pushing the cart as we arrived back at the houses. Over the last two months I had gotten very good at writing and other than some words I was now writing a lot more. I’ve also managed to get a lot of fruit and vegetable seeds from here that were in high demand in Vale, especially a few fruits that were popular with the nobles. I had spent a lot of time experimenting with these ingredients and had made some great food that I shared with everyone. My greatest accomplishment had been a soup that increased everyones stats by 10% for six hours, and a stuffed egg that was relatively easy to make that gave those who ate it 3% increased experience for twelve hours.

I had once again been told I should start a business, especially because of the eggs I had made. They were called ‘Heartily Stuffed Eggs’ and while the recipe had been rather easy, the infusion of mana and ensuring it didn’t fall apart had been the hardest part. The eggs belong to a bird-type monster and were about the size of my head. Summer and Bloom said they had never heard of food that gave a boost to experience, meaning I could sell them for a lot.

I truly did wonder what the point of a lot of money was, but according to Summer as we got stronger, materials became harder to get and required more money. By the time we reached level 100 we would need Diamond coins and past the crossroads we would start needing Jade coins. It was very difficult to earn that amount without constantly going out and fighting in dungeons or hunting zones. The hunting zone we currently occupy is one of the richest ones around Vale.

Entering the house, I met up with Olivia. She had been using materials we brought back to practise her weaving and had found high success, though she hadn’t successfully crafted anything enchanted, she had been able to fashion some clothing, though it had been rather basic. She had enjoyed it though, which made me happy. Olivia had also gotten a lot happier and had been able to fully accept what had happened and her goal was the same as mine, to earn Black Grade and return home.

After a night spent with Olivia and Aubrey, with Alice playing with Coffee, I got some sleep in and woke up, with Alice and Coffee once again snuggled on either side, I slowly got up and headed to the kitchen with Coffee to start making breakfast. I didn’t need sleep, but I still enjoyed it.

Pursing my lips while I cooked, I looked out the window in worry. That feeling still bubbled in my stomach and I didn’t know why. Elizabeth and Olivia had told me of the one time we had been outside of Crater Hell, to a city named Zalus. Since the terrain around here was snowy they believed it might’ve been causing me to recall Zalus and when I asked if we were in Zalus they said it was impossible since it was just a part of a Dungeon.

Throwing some hippo meat onto the pan, I sigh lightly. I guess it is just my imagination, probably because I was used to dangerous situations. Summer and Bloom however still took it seriously and had planned to take it seriously. As I started to prepare everything, I made breakfast and the Heartily Stuffed Eggs and Monster Mash Soup, so that everyone could get additional stats and experience. Once made, I could store it all into a box Summer had brought that would freeze the food, we would only have to heat it up later.

After everyone woke up and ate breakfast, we bid farewell to Alice and Olivia. Olivia had been concerned, but after learning that the labyrinth was more about exploring and didn’t have many monsters, plus the fact we had nine, ten including Coffee, people going, with all of us around level 68 or 69, Olivia had her worries alleviated. Instead, she gave us a patch. A hand reaching up to the stars, something that symbolises our party with Xeno, Summer, myself, Xia, Alice and now Aubrey, the Celestial Seekers. 

“Missy, this is fantastic! I need to ask my husband to stitch it onto my armour!” Xeno looked very happy with it while Summer hugged Olivia. She had also made one for Bloom’s team, a fist punching into darkness surrounded by magic weapons and a tiny fire spirit on it. Bloom had jumped for joy upon seeing it and his party including Elizabeth, who had decided to join Bloom’s team permanently, which I encouraged her to do when she told me she wanted to, all thanked Olivia. While we couldn’t stitch them on anything due to a lack of time, most put them in their pockets.

“Alright, let's go. It’ll take us two days of walking to get there with the carts. Remember, unless we say otherwise, we’ll be taking turns on who fights what. We do not separate unless we’re looking for loot around a safe location and we must have people set up to watch over the party.” Summer and Bloom stood in front of all of us with serious expressions on their faces. “We are not aiming to fully explore the labyrinth, we’re simply going for two weeks and then coming back. We want to aim for the centre of the labyrinth where we believe the city's academic tower sat, that will be a goldmine, well Diamond mine, for this trip. Alright, let’s get going.”

The team I was a part of contained myself, Xia, Amelia and Leon. Amelia and I were the main fighters while Leon acted as support and Xia ensured our survival with her Arcane magic. We started making our way out of the valley and started walking on the cliff above it as we kept up our spirits as the others looked forward to seeing how much we would earn from our expedition out here.

***

After a day and a half of walking with no rest, instead relying on ration cubes and bottles of water, we finally see a giant wall that had eroded over time, a large hole could be seen from where we were, as if it had been smashed wide open while the rest of the wall had been slowly falling apart. As we got closer, we soon stepped into the boundary of the labyrinth.




	Level 70 External Labyrinth, The City Lost to Time.










	
Quest Received: Lost to Time.

You have returned to a city lost in time and as the Aspiring Hero who experienced its fall shall now explore its ruins, the ruins of a city whose name the world has forgotten.

Explore 35% of the ruins.








“I got…a quest?” Turning to Elizabeth, she too looked confused and we looked towards Summer and Bloom. After a few seconds, we found that only us two had received a quest, no one else had. We came to a conclusion, the city before us is Zalus, a city that Elizabeth and I had apparently explored in a dungeon before. According to Summer and Bloom, we may have been here in the far past due to exploring the True Route of a dungeon.

Elizabeth explained to everyone of what had happened that day, saying that an army that worshipped the Blood God had invaded, destroying the city within a night. Aubrey mentioned she had read accounts of cities falling overnight and it was quite common for weaker cities to experience such a fall and as Elizabeth mentioned the Hero Party had in turn destroyed the army, everyone but Elizabeth and I smiled and said that it was to be expected.

Reminding myself to research this Hero Party when we got back to Vale, we proceeded towards the hole in the wall, where we would start exploring the city. We were aiming for the centre of the city but would take our time to explore it. Entering through the hole, we found nothing waiting for us. A Guardian should’ve been here, waiting for any to enter.

“That’s not right. Is there another group here?” Amelia looks around as if expecting another group to show up as she speaks. Looking around myself, I saw Bloom and Summer speaking to each other while the rest of us waited. We had been told a Guardian would be here, a level 72 months, and planned to fight it as a group. 

Hearing a sigh, I turned to see Summer shrug her shoulders and look at us. “Well, an unexpected situation but good for us. Alisha, your group is to be ready to fight at a moment's notice.”

Nodding, I took up following Summer who scouted ahead of the group. She left blue stakes in the ground to indicate the path she was exploring while I followed them. A yellow stake meant possible danger and if the stake was red, it meant we were to stop until Summer returned. It meant there was danger in the form of monsters or a trap.

As we moved slowly through the streets, we soon reached the end of the explored zone. The buildings had nearly faded, buried mostly in snow. When I asked about why the buildings hadn’t simply eroded away or been buried in snow, Aubrey told me why. Cities had hundreds to thousands of enchantments that were laid down when a city was built to protect them against the elements of the weather, and the materials used in the construction of houses were of high quality, meaning it would take several thousands of years for a city to be truly considered gone. From the state of the ruins in Zalus, it would take a few more hundred years before most of it was gone.

As we stopped, my group spread out to watch over those that started looking through the ruins for anything of value. As they continued, Summer came over to me, concerned on her face.

“Alisha, do you find any of this familiar?”

Shaking my head, I looked around. “The worry is still there, if anything it’s getting worse.”

Sighing, Summer looked around while crossing her arms. “I thought so. There are no monsters, no traps, nothing. I’ve checked ahead as well. There should’ve been traps, there had been a lot when others explored, yet there are none.”

“Why does a city have traps?” Summer shrugs.

“I don’t know, we just know they exist. Or at least did. At this rate we’ll reach the centre of the city tomorrow morning, afternoon if we take our time to explore everything, which I intend. Listen, if that feeling gets worse, tell me, okay? I’m also starting to get a bad feeling, something about this doesn’t sit right, but considering there is no immediate danger we’ll keep going. The first sign of danger we can’t handle we’ll leave.”

Agreeing with Summer, I turned to watch our surroundings as the others worked. Looking towards the city I frown slightly. I don’t know if it's my imagination, but I could sense something there. It was very faint, but it felt like…me? A pulse of mana possibly. Returning to watching over the party, I planned to search for it once we got there.

We slowly made our way through the ruins of the city and after exploring about 10%, at least according to the quest, we set up camp. We had found a lot of different oddities and gems, with the biggest find so far being an old magic book that was in good condition. The contents taught a fire spell called Backblast, and because of its age Bloom had been certain it would be worth a lot. A lot of spells from thousands of years ago were apparently more complex and sometimes far more developed, and were excellent research material.

I had found a motherlode of my own. In the basement of an old building I found seeds of all types that had been stored in a chest. A weakened seal had prevented me from opening it, and after getting Summer’s help, we managed to safely open it. There were about twenty pouches of different seeds, all with a scroll that explained that they were. Majority were fruit plants and some vegetable plants, causing me to feel excited. We had a rule in place that if it benefited someone they could keep loot that we found, if it didn’t it would be added to the carts and anything we sold would be distributed.

For example the fire spell, no one focused on fire magic and while Bloom had some understanding on fire, the description that it gave meant it would be useless for his style of fighting, so it was added to the pile of loot to share. Most ended up here, since a lot of what we found had broken or had their seals worn away, but each of us had found something to claim, including Coffee who now wore a nice leather and golden collar. It made him look more intimidating to enemies and more cute to friends.

After another day of exploring, we set up camp and relaxed for the night. Our biggest find for the day had been a box of rings, and while the enchantments on them had weakened they would sell very well for study. They had various effects, like making one more charming or giving a slight boost to stats, though it was rather small. After a night's rest, with Summer scouting ahead and returning, we headed to the centre of the city. We had yet to run into any danger, causing the others to feel relaxed. Summer, Bloom and I however remained on guard, all three of us agreeing that while it may be our imaginations it would be best to remain vigilant. 

The centre of the city had various buildings, the main attraction being the collapsed tower that had several buildings surrounding it. I had told Summer about the faint feeling I had from the tower, and explained it wasn’t dangerous but it felt like my own mana. She couldn’t sense anything but agreed to help me explore where it was coming from, within the tower itself.

We set up camp here since we wanted to take our time to explore it carefully. According to everyone, most cities from the past had their academies or royal palaces in the centre, meaning there was potential that it would contain a lot of good loot.

I had asked why the city had remained unexplored for so long and Summer told me the reason is due to a general disinterest in exploration as well as the nobles mainly using this hunting zone. The nobles only ever kept themselves safe, not putting themselves in danger in the slightest and would hire others to weaken monsters so they could kill them safely. For some reason this resounded within me briefly but I couldn’t quite put my finger on why.

The biggest reason however is that most cities that lay in ruins were simply dangerous, many had ancient traps and deadly monsters. But we hadn’t seen a single one, and there had been no signs of others exploring this deeply in. We had originally planned to explore as much as we could, but now we decided to explore the centre of the city and get out once done.

Summer and I slowly climbed what remained of the tower before arriving at a collapsed room. Summer checked for any traps and then we dug out where I had the feeling. A chest laid under the rubble and we worked on digging it out safely. It was heavy and large, and pulling it out, we set it down. It had a seal on it, but instinctively I reached out and touched the seal and watched as the magic circle unravelled. 

“Ah, excuse me?” Summer looked confused as did I. “Was it that weakened, or…” We shared a glance at each other. She didn’t need to finish that sentence, I knew what she was implying. The seal opened because of me, for some reason I could open it.

Opening the chest slowly, I found an assortment of books, clothing, a pair of gloves and a blue gem that I recognized as a memory stone. Summer sat next to me and looked over the contents, not taking anything but slowly looking at everything as I picked up the memory stone. Everything in here hadn’t been damaged at all, it had a bit of wear to it but otherwise everything in the chest was in mint condition.

“The seal used on this is incredible. Whoever made it knew exactly what they were doing. Do I sense Earth magic? Incredible…” Summer muttered to herself while examining the chest itself, her interest in how the seal had kept everything in good condition. Looking at the memory stone I held, she nodded. “Use it. Maybe it holds some ancient knowledge?”

Nodding, I crushed the stone as an image slowly appeared. A young girl sat there, with flaming red hair and matching eyes. 

“Master, are you ready?”

A male voice replies “Yes, hurry it up, she will wake up soon.”

With a nod, the girl smiled and ‘looked’ at me.

“Hello Alisha. I hope you remember me, but in case it has been a long time, I am Ash Cinders, the Fire magician and if you’re watching this it either means one of two reasons. Firstly, you found this chest by sensing your presence on it after getting stronger while training with Anita, in which case I would’ve tried to snatch this memory stone away from you out of embarrassment. The second reason…”

Ash leaned in, her smile fading as a serious expression replaced it. “I’m dead and so is Zalus, meaning you would have returned to your era and discovered this chest in the far future. Master Jin, the man you encountered earlier today, or rather in the far past, had sensed that you were not from our time and he concluded that either you had simply been rewarded by the System to explore our city, or worst case to witness its final moments, which means you have explored the True Route of a dungeon connected to our city and its fall. While we hope that this isn’t the case, we also know it is likely that this is the case, especially with the Blood God’s army sweeping nations. As for proof that you’ve been here, well.”

Ash looked towards her right, and the images we were watching followed. A bed entered the frame, and in that bed laid a young girl with long black hair, sleeping peacefully. A raven sat on her chest, also sleeping, as if protecting the young girl. I felt my mind light up in pain as all sorts of images exploded, memories coming back to me in a flood. Biting my lip painfully, I looked at the image. I knew the raven, it was Alice. The young girl on the bed didn’t have fox ears but her face…it’s like I was looking at a younger me.

“That’s…!” I ignored Summer’s gaze as I took in the young girl's appearance, my mind peaking in pain. I remember…I remember Ash. I had first seen her sitting on a wall, curiously watching me as I faced a certain man. I saw another memory of her as we sat in an empty courtyard, it was no longer an image, where she taught me magic…Stardust Fist? Moon Glow? Did I forget those spells too? Another memory played, Ash’s back faced me as she fought with desperation against a hooded figure that held a large scythe. She tried to hold back, to avoid harming those that stood behind her. Suddenly the scythe wielder swung and decapitated Ash…and those behind her, including me.

Someone had been at my side during this moment, but I didn’t know who it was, I couldn’t see them, I only knew someone had been there. I tried to remember more of my memories, tried to push this feeling, not caring for the pain I felt, but it was like I'm being stopped from remembering more, as if a wall prevented me from doing so, furthering the pain in my head. Blood rushes out of my nose as I gasped in pain, I heard Summer’s worried voice.

“Alisha! It’s okay, you’re here!” 

“I-I’m okay…” Wiping the blood off my face, I looked back at the memory stone as it returned to looking at Ash.

“In the case we have perished and Zalus has fallen, I have included about thirty books containing knowledge of our city, research on spellcasting, spellcasting itself and several other types of knowledge. Use it all if you want, but please do not sell it in greed. Share it equally. We leave this with you in the hopes that you spread the knowledge and let those in your era know of what Zalus was. It might seem strange that we’re entrusting you with this even though we do not know who you are, but if you are connected to this city then fate may bring you here. Please, keep our legacy alive, and if it has been forgotten, please remind those in the future that this grand city of Zalus once stood proudly. We will defend it to our last breath.

“Feel free to use our knowledge, we only ask that you preserve it and if you are to share it, please ensure those you share it with do not steal it from your hands. Please ensure they can preserve what we once were. If you’re seeing this in the future, I pray to the Seven that the Blood God’s army fails and that you are safe with little Alice. If you’re not actually from the future and we’re best of friends, please don’t tease me too much about this. Farewell Alisha. I hope to see you all grown up.”

The memory stone fades as Summer mutters “Holy shit…” as I put the reformed memory stone back in the chest and hold my head in my hands. I don’t remember much, only those memories of Ash, but I had been here, I had interacted with her. She had died protecting me and as I let the tears fall, I wondered what the hell happened back then. 

“Alisha, I won’t tell anyone about this, but you should tell Elizabeth at least since she would’ve been with you back then. Holy shit, to think such a thing is possible.” Summer had disbelief in her voice. “Store this properly, it’s worth is immeasurable. Don’t let anyone know you have it except for those you truly trust, like Aubrey. I, Summer, hereby do swear on the System that I will not speak of this to any other.”

Seeing a message from the System come up, I smile and nod to her. I trusted her already, the oath wasn’t needed, but I appreciated it. After putting the large chest into my bag, I returned to camp and laid down, falling asleep quickly. My mind was tired.

***

Waking up, I knew only a few hours had passed. I felt a lot more refreshed and clearing my mind, I recalled the memories that I had of Zalus, at least those that I had of Ash. Heading out of my tent, I saw most had returned and one of the carts had been filled, while the second had started to be filled.

“All good?” Turning to Summer, I nod and make my way to Elizabeth.

“We need to talk, privately.” Elizabeth jumps to her feet and walks with me and after finding a spot away from everyone, I pulled out the chest and like before, crushed the memory stone. Elizabeth and I watched Ash’s message to me and after it finished, I told Elizabeth about what I remembered. She had visibly paled.

“So what happened back then…really happened?” She turned to me. “Alisha, I have a bad feeling about all of this.” 

Putting the chest back into my bag and tying it to my hip, I nod. “I’ve been worried for a while, is it because we were close to Zalus?” We sat in silence for a moment while we thought, but before we could discuss anything, I heard hurried steps approaching. Turning, I saw Summer look at us both. Before I could speak, she did.

“We need to go! We’re being surrounded by armed people and monsters, they came out of nowhere!”

            

    
        Chapter 118 - ...The Harder They Fall.

    
    
    
    
                Quickly returning back to the camp with Summer, I saw Bloom instructing Leon and Xeno to push the carts into a ruined building to hide them while everyone moved to pack everything quickly. Moving quickly to help, we finished quickly and started moving.

“We need to take a detour.” Following Summer, I could soon hear and smell monsters and people, causing my stomach to sink. Had this been a trap that we had fallen into? Impossible, only the Guild knew we were coming to the hunting zone, no one else did. No, even the Guild didn’t know we planned to come out to these ruins. As we all followed behind Summer, who kept spreading scent removing powder, we stopped. Taking out an eyepatch and a stone, Summer put the patch on and threw a stone high up into the air.

Her face pales as she turns her head, before taking the eyepatch off and catching the stone. “They’re coming for us, why?! It’s like they know where we are!”

She looks in a certain direction. “This way!” We follow her as she explains the situation. Hundreds of monsters and people wearing hoods had emerged from our surroundings earlier, moving towards the centre of the city. But now they were moving towards us and the way we had come in from had been blocked.

As we moved through the streets quickly, the sounds of monsters grew closer. We had distance on them, but it wouldn’t be long until they caught up. After nearly twenty minutes of moving down alleyways and streets, I soon saw the wall that surrounded the city ahead of us as Summer yelled.

“Through the hole, once we’re out we’ll make a break for it.”

Confused, I looked at the wall we were approaching. There was no hole in it, in fact it was well intact.

“Summer?”

“What?”

“What hole?”

We stopped before the hole as everyone looked towards me, confused. I was equally confused as Summer turned to the wall.

“The hole that is…” With a gasp, Summer grabbed something from her belt and threw it at the wall. A stone exploded as the sound of cracking could be heard. Everyone around me paled, but nothing changed for me. “A trap?! N-no, an illusion?! We were led here on purpose?”

Hearing sounds behind me, I turn and see monsters approaching us on the ground, in the air and crawling on the buildings. Monsters of all kinds, hundreds of them. In between the monsters I could see hooded figures that had their eyes on us. I felt my heart drop, every single living being before us was level 70 or 71, none of them were lower than that. Xeno moves in front of us while everyone else moves to surround Elizabeth, Aubrey and Leon, keeping them in the middle.

Feeling my heart beat faster, I could tell that the monsters here were not like those from the hunting zone, they had a bloodthirst to them and seemed to be waiting for something. Were the hooded figures controlling them? Besides me, I saw Summer take off her adventurer’s plate and crush it. 

“I hope the Guild can get here in time.” Hearing her whisper, I knew it would be hopeless. We were months from Vale, unless they sent an executive we were not escaping this. Gulping, I took up my stance as a single truth ran through our minds. This could be our end. I had Tessa’s hairpin in my hair so I hoped that it would trigger, but she had said we would needed to have no hope. 

As I thought that, I felt a terrifyingly powerful aura covering us before disappearing. I didn’t know what it was, but something truly powerful laid beyond these monsters. Was whatever released that aura observing? I knew from that second of their aura that we couldn’t face it. I didn’t know how powerful Luna was, but I knew the aura was only slightly weaker than hers.

“We’re adventures from the Guild. What are yer planning, trapping us ‘ere?” Bloom steps forward and yells out, looking towards a hooded figure. We had our backs to the wall, something I knew I couldn’t just punch through, and monsters surrounded us. The hooded figures did not speak, but the monsters replied by slowly moving forward.

“Shit, Z!” Xeno slams his shield into the ground. 

“Shield Dome!”

From the ground thick metal arose, creating a protective dome around us, intentionally leaving an opening the size of a house. Xeno was out of the fight now, as he needed to focus on maintaining the shield dome. Moving with Amelia and Xia, we stood before the opening as monsters swarmed it. With a yell, all three of us started fighting as Leon worked on supporting us from behind. The others stood behind us, supporting us and killing any monsters that made it through the three of us. 

Amelia and I acted as the vanguards, with Xia using her shields to prevent the monsters from spreading out. The monsters were fearless, biting and clawing even though we killed them quickly. They were strong, their attacks drawing blood as my regeneration worked to heal the wounds I couldn’t avoid. Leon’s shadow creatures would bind monsters. There were too many and as seconds turned to minutes, I knew that unless we could kill them all, we were in trouble.

After an hour and dozens of monsters being killed, I switched with Bloom as he, Elizabeth and Summer took over. In that hour of fighting, I had become exhausted. I had wounds remaining that were slowly healing and I knew if this kept up we wouldn’t survive after four or five hours. Sitting down for a moment while downing a healing potion, I rested for a few minutes before springing to my feet, using Astral Ice Spikes to spear the monsters. All this time I was gaining experience and with Aubrey’s shout, I kept it in mind to not Overlevel.

We ran into a problem very quickly. The corpses of the monsters were getting in the way, and even though Aubrey with the help of Coffee dragged them away, the limited space we had was filling and fast. I had once again switched places with Bloom and then back and taking the chance I made sure to accept the level up that I had.




	You have levelled to 71!






Ignoring the rest of the message as the refresh breezed through me, barely doing anything to relieve the fatigue, I looked around. Everyone had quickly become wounded and while no one had been seriously injured, it was stacking up. No one here healed faster than I did and even the wounds I had were slow to heal. My stamina and energy couldn’t keep up. Looking at Xeno, I saw his face had paled and sweat was dripping from his forehead. I knew he didn’t have long and the moment his spell wore out we would be overwhelmed.

“Leon! Use your shadow tunnel! We have no choice!” Hearing Amelia scream, I glanced at Leon as he slammed his hand to the ground. A massive magic circle appeared and shadows started crawling up my body. But, just as they reached halfway, the shadows stopped and disappeared. “Leon?!”

I turned and saw Leon looking confused, staring at his hand. I knew that the spell he had tried to use used most of his mana and if it worked it would allow us to move a short distance from us. Were there too many people?

“Fuck, I can’t hold for long!” Hearing Xeno’s cry, I look in his direction. I felt my heart drop as the noise of monsters scraping and banging on the dome entered my ears. I looked around at everyone, they all were exhausted and trying to think of what to do I knew there wasn’t any hope for us.

At that moment, a flash came from the top of my head, and taking the hairpin from my hair, I held it close to my chest, praying for it to get us out of this situation. It’s been nearly four hours at this point, and unlike the Colosseum mutation, these monsters weren’t weaker than their levels, they were strong, matching the levels they showed. 

The hairpin shone brightly as a silver mist erupted from it, surrounding everyone here, and as hope filled my heart that we would be teleported from this place, it soon filled with dread. The mist evaporated, disappearing completely at the last moment. The hairpin turned dull as a crack appeared. I felt the hope leave my body as I looked at the monsters fighting to get in. This world, it’s dangerous, too dangerous. We had been going so well recently, everything had been looking amazing, yet right now I remembered something, something I had long forgotten.

This world was dangerous. At any moment we could be surrounded and killed by monsters or people at any second. I felt my hand tremble as I heard a cry from Xeno, the shield dome slowly vanishing. 

“Ellie! Summon ‘er!” Bloom yells at Elizabeth as she slams her hand downwards.

“Might Guardian of the Earth, heed our call! Arise and drive our foes from us so that we may survive! Aegis!”

A large earthen golem emerges from the ground as the dome collapses, and punching down walls of earth surround us. It then turned to the side and punched one of the walls, smashing it into the ground, on top of the monsters. 

“Run!” Following Summer’s shout, I made sure everyone got ahead of me onto the earthen wall. Stepping past the walls and onto the makeshift bridge, I felt despair at the sight as the group moved back to our original position. It wasn’t hundreds of monsters, it was thousands. 

The Earthen Golem suddenly crawled to a stop and as I watched blood oozed out of it. Blood? How? The blood was eating away from inside of it and seeing this I felt a chill down my spine. Was this…Blood magic? It used the blood from earth that the golem has used to rise. As the walls around us collapsed, the monsters roared as our surroundings were revealed. The monsters surrounding us stepped forward, and looking back, my eyes met Aubrey’s who had been looking at me. Both of us shared a small smile, knowing what was to come. 

Aubrey claps her hands together as a huge surge of mana erupted from her. “Leon!” She shouts to Leon who nods. His Domain erupts as hundreds of claws, talons and beast mouths erupted from the shadows, binding the monsters around us. It wasn’t all of them, no there were simply far too many for that to be possible, but the goal was to buy time for Aubrey.

“Domain!”

Shouting, I released my Domain as well, when suddenly five of the dozens of hooded figures raised their hands. My Domain stopped before it could even release and hearing a shattering sound, Leon’s Domain also broke. My mind flashed back to my fight with The Blade, he had used a similar technique. Trembling slightly as I looked at the swarm of monsters who had just been freed, a giant magic circle erupted from Aubrey. But before it could form, more of the hooded figures raised their hands and the magic circle cracked, breaking while Aubrey cried out.

Looking at her, I could see her nose bleeding as she swayed for a moment. She’d been hit with backlash from her spell being forcibly interrupted? Closing my eyes, I sighed as I faced the monsters and opened them. We were going to die here, not knowing the reason why. As a monster roars, it charges towards me as I raise my fists. Like fuck I’m dying without going on a rampage.

At that moment, a heavy and dense pressure fell from the sky, not affecting us but the monsters and hooded figures. They all fell to the knees or stomachs as this pressure increased. I could see some monsters dying and as I looked up, I felt hope return. In the air stood three people. Xander, Amanda and Alexander. Amanda raised her hand as a giant fireball appeared, a burning heat could be felt, but before anything could happen, the fireball was…cut in half.

The magic explodes, but is blown away quickly by Xander who raises his palm upwards, sweeping the flames towards the sky. A heavy, thick bloodthirst and pressure then erupted from another spot in the sky, causing those three to stumble in the air as they turned towards the source, their faces paling slightly.

My eyes too turned to the source and a man stood there, a grin on his face as he held a blue sword with a purple glow to it. I tremble in fear. Why is he here?! That long pink hair, the red cape that billowed from behind him as he stared at Alexander, Xander and Amanda. Why is The Blade here?! How is he here, of all places?!

Alexander, Amanda and Xander charge towards The Blade, who lured them away from us. The monsters around us, freed from all the pressure, once again got up and looked at our group, as bloodthirsty as ever. Far away from us, powerful magic could be felt, raising the hairs on my skin. I could see far in the distance large amounts of earth and ruins of the city flying in all directions, indicating an extremely powerful fight was taking place.

The monsters charge towards us, and with a yell I apply Lunar Blessing to myself and summon hundreds of Astral Ice Spikes, no longer caring for mana usage. All around me fights erupted as our circle quickly grew small. Standing my ground as I threw punches out, I had grown numb as monster after monster died. But they all managed to land blows onto me, my wounds getting worse as I could only continue to strike out. It was then I heard a yell, one that signalled our impending end.

“BLOOM!”

Glancing, I saw one of the hooded figures before Bloom as it swung a sword. Bloom had been completely open and as I watched in horror I saw the sword slice through his neck with nearly no effort. It was like time had frozen as I watched Amelia, who had been next to Bloom, suddenly burst with mana but before anything could happen a hand burst through her chest, her heart in those hands. Turning away from this scene on the verge of tears, I saw a hooded figure appear before me. 

It swung a sword towards my waist, pivoting on my feet I dodge it but a second sword sliced through my waist, a burst of pain came from the wound. Something spread from the wound as it crawled its way into my body. Striking out furiously, I used my full strength and struck back at the hooded figure, killing him as I heard another scream. My heart sank as I turned to see Elizabeth have both her eyes slashed, causing her to stumble over backwards. 

What should I do?! What can I do?! I didn’t know any way to save everyone, any Domains or big spells would be cancelled out! Other than Lunar Blessing that I had used on everyone, what else can I do?! Think! I look around and see Aubrey pulling Elizabeth away, but the hooded figure slashed down, cutting off one of Aubrey’s arms. 

Coffee jumped in front of me, fighting off monsters. He was wounded badly, but kept going. Xeno moved to Aubrey and Elizabeth, desperate to protect them. Leon had at some point fainted due to mana exhaustion. Summer danced through the monsters, covered in wounds with a broken arm, desperately attempting to kill anything she could reach.

Xia arrived at my side, a big slash down her arm as she created shields around us.

“Madam, thank you.” Seeing her look at me, I smile lightly as well. I raise my fists as she raises her only working arm. My hip still throbbed painfully, not healing at all, and whatever had spread from it had been halted by my regeneration, but it was an ongoing fight, just like the one around us. 

Coffee jumps back to us, whimpering but growling, his hairs stood on end. I hadn’t really spent much time with him, but he still remained at my side. As I breathe out, a sudden eruption of power comes from the fight between the four in the far distance.

Something smashed into the ground in front of us, killing all the monsters in the impact zone and kicking up snow and dust as a crater appeared in the ground. All the monsters and hooded figures stopped as we did. There, in the hole, lay Alexander, heavily wounded as he struggled to stand when two more bodies slammed into the crater with him. Amanda and Xander, only the top halves of their bodies were there, their eyes vacant. They were dead. 

Looking up, I saw him once again, completely unharmed. The Blade looked down on Alexander, boredom evident on his face. Not even a drop of sweat on his forehead. He shakes his head as his eyes meet mine, an excited smile creeping up his face as I feel fear. I wasn’t his opponent. He dealt with the three who had come in minutes, leaving two dead and Alexander barely alive. As he opened his mouth, the sky changed from sunny to a night sky as a figure appeared. 

Tessa. She raised a hand as a massive magic circle appeared, covering the entire city and with a flick of her wrist thousands of beams of lights rained down on the city. Covering my eyes, I waited till the shine of the beams disappeared and when I looked around, every monster and hooded figure had disappeared. I knew though, they had been killed. 

Looking at Tessa, I saw her outfit had changed. She wore a light silver and gold armour and had a glaive in each of her hands. She stared down The Blade and as she opened her mouth a furious word left them.

“LEAVE!” Her voice echoes powerfully, as if wanting the city below her to hear her.


It wasn’t a request, it was a demand. The Blade however only smiled as he raised his sword. I felt fear at that moment that Tessa would die too. I didn’t want that to happen, I didn’t want to see her die. The Blade took a step forward in the air, but at that moment, a crack in the sky appeared next to Tessa. The crack opened as a man stepped out, and the aura of a Demigod flooded out. It was the Demigod of Vale. He had a long lance in his hand as cackles of thunder surrounded his body. He too stared down at The Blade.

I heard laughter, and turning to The Blade I saw him happily laughing as he kept his sword raised. In the next moment he disappeared as Tessa and Vale’s Demigod did the same. Suddenly something burst out, a massive black bubble in the sky. I knew it was a Domain and in the next second it burst apart as three figures flew from each other. 

My eyes frantically looked and found Tessa, and I felt dread in my heart. A massive sword wound exposed her insides, it ran from her shoulder down to her leg. Her face was pale and the glaive she held had broken. Still, she faced The Blade with a glare that signalled she wouldn’t back down. Turning to the Vale’s Demigod, he had multiple deep sword wounds and his lance laid broken.

Gulping, I turned to The Blade. A glaive from Tessa was embedded in his chest, buried deeply and a huge hole threatened to cause his arm to fall off. He still held that grin as he held his sword with one hand. He looks down, once again meeting my eyes.

“I can’t wait!” As he says this, he turns and with a stomp, disappears quickly. Did he flee, or did he simply leave? I look around, terrified of my own surroundings. Bloom…Amelia, they laid there, dead. Elizabeth blinded, Aubrey…had healed her arm, causing me to second guess what I had seen. Xeno sat there, looking at the stump that was his leg.

Coffee was badly wounded, and kneeling as I pet him, he snuggled my chest as he disappeared into my mana realm. I knew he would be okay, he would just need time. 

Looking at Summer, she was holding her throat, blood seeping out of it while chugging a healing potion. I could see some of the healing potion coming out of the hand that held her throat. Leon lay unconscious on the ground. Looking at Xia, her arm hung limply to her side while I saw one of her eyes had been cut, something I hadn’t seen before. Alexander struggled to sit up, his wounds bleeding profusely. He looked weakened, something I had never thought a man that strong could look like.

I wasn’t in any better condition. Putting a hand to my side, the pain skyrocketed and I grit my teeth. Something had been on that sword that cut me, preventing the wound from healing and looking at it it had stopped bleeding but the pain and wound remained. I was covered in wounds and I couldn’t feel an arm. I knew it had been fractured from using my full strength for too long, but it would heal, as would all the wounds on my body. I just needed rest…unlike the others, who had been permanently injured, or killed.

I stood there as my mind turned blank. The adrenaline in my body wore off as pain took over completely, exhaustion following it. We weren’t strong enough, I wasn’t strong enough. My eyes didn’t leave Bloom or Amelia, their dead bodies were the only thing I saw. If we were stronger, would they still be alive? I knew I was crying as I sat there, I just didn’t know what to do, even if we got stronger we would only face stronger opponents, when would it end?

Someone appeared in front of me and embraced me. I could tell by the smell it was Aubrey and I slowly hugged her back as I started crying. I was frustrated at my lack of strength to help everyone, saddened about the four who died, and scared that I had been targeted by The Blade, and that he would do this again. Aubrey didn’t say anything, just held me as I vented. After a few minutes, I pulled away from her, wiping my tears away.

“Thank you.” Aubrey smiles at my thanks as she shakes her head.

“No, I’m sorry. Once again, I couldn’t do anything but watch…”

“No one is at fault, you two. We lost, simple as that. No one is to blame, no one is at fault. We just lost. Now, we have many wounded, four dead and we are all exhausted. Set up camp, gather the wounded and treat their wounds. After that, we will discuss what to do.” 

Turning, I saw Summer who had mostly recovered except for a gash on her neck that had stopped bleeding. I looked around and drew out whatever remained of my energy. I helped set up tents and then helped bring everyone in. Vale’s Demigod and Tessa had at some point landed with us. Tessa stood completely still with her eyes closed, focused on healing her wound while Vale’s Demigod looked over those who were injured.

I went into the crater and knelt next to Alexander. He laid there looking at the sky, seemingly lost in thought. “Master?”

“Ah, Alisha? Sorry, I was just thinking.” Alexander slowly stood up, most of his wounds healing. Looking down, he sadly shook his head at the sight of Xander and Amanda. “Too young. I’m sorry, my friends. I wasn’t strong enough…”

Hearing his words, I once again was reminded of my earlier words as I too looked towards them. “Master, I’m sorry…”

“Haha, you really drew out a monster, didn’t you? Don’t be sorry, disciple, this is the way of the world. You’re frustrated, aren’t you, that you’re not strong enough. Hold onto that feeling, use it to fuel yourself, get stronger. You’re not alone, don’t push others away thinking you’ll bring them trouble because of that man. Though they may be injured and exhausted now, they will stay by your side while you stay by their side. Don’t give up, don’t blame yourself, take this experience today and grow, flourish with those that fought with you today.”

Alexander pats me on the back then moves to pick up Xander’s body. I stood there thinking of the words he spoke and felt my mind calm down because of them. He was right, even if we lost today, we will rise from this and get stronger, together with the others and overcome it next time. I moved and picked up Amanda, the executive who had been kind to me many times, along with Xander. Alexander and I move to the camp and lay their bodies next to Amelia and Bloom.

“Good adventurers, they fought to the bitter end. I will ensure their loved ones are taken care of.” Alexander looked at Amelia and Bloom, before closing his eyes and kneeling for a moment. Rising, he and I walked towards the Demigod of Vale, who was talking to Summer.

“So can you help?” Summer spoke to him, like a leader speaking to a subordinate.

“Yes.” Snapping his fingers, a cage of lightning surrounded the camp. He turned to Tessa, who still stood still with her eyes closed. “Do not disturb her. Her wound is fatal, I’m amazed she is alive. Those of the Sisterhood of the Moon Goddess are as strong as rumoured. Even though she is only a Pseudo-Demigod, she still injured that bastard. She will recover, so you have nothing to worry about.” He turns his head to me with a knowing glance. Nodding my head to his gaze, he turned to Alexander.

“I need to also tend to my wounds. That bastard managed to break Gae Bulg and it's not repairing itself. I can’t Travel until my wounds are healed, can you?”

Alexander shook his head. “I can not, sir. I too am too wounded to Travel.”

“Ok. The net will protect us from anything that isn’t a Demigod, so everyone here is to rest. Once I can Travel, I will open a Door and bring assistance, it will take two days at least. Do not worry for those with severe injuries, I will bring one who can use Regrowth.” Vale’s Demigod spoke to Summer directly before turning and walking away. We dispersed, with Summer going to help Aubrey with treating those who had been wounded while Alexander knelt beside those who had died.

I moved and checked on everyone as well. I checked on Elizabeth first. Kneeling beside her, I held her hand. 

“It’s me, Ellie. Are you feeling alright?”

Elizabeth chuckles. “You could say I didn’t see this coming.” A smile appears on her face before it fades. “Alisha, tell me, who died?”

“Bloom, Amelia, Xander and Amanda. Those four.”

Elizabeth sighed. “My bag, can you reach in and grab two bottles? They’ll be golden amber in colour, one is for you.” Doing as she said, I pulled them out and recognised them as alcohol. I hadn’t drunk any before…no, I had. A memory I had remembered, Elizabeth and I had sat and drunk like this before. Opening one, I handed it to her as I sat next to her and opened mine. In silence, we continued drinking as the others also turned in to rest for the night, making sure those injured were doing fine. Xia also sat with us, and without a word took a bottle and drank with us.

“I’m going to..hic..sleep.” Elizabeth laid down where she was and fell asleep. I stumbled to my feet with the help of Xia and moved towards a tent. Before I could get there, I saw Tessa approaching me, a serious expression on her face. Her wound had yet to heal.

“Alisha, I need your help.” Coming into the tent with us, she sat down, took off the destroyed armour and shirt. “Place your hands on my shoulders and slowly circulate your Celestial Eclipse Mana and Energy into me. Slowly, not fast, not in bursts, but very slowly.”

I sat behind her and put my hands on her shoulders. I felt slightly intoxicated so I bit my lip and started circulating everything into her slowly. Xia sat by my side as I worked with Tessa to help her.

Third Person PoV

Selenia watched as Alisha assisted Tessa from her Realm, her hand curled into a fist, tears running down her face as she bit her lip.

“Did I go too far? I've caused her so much pain…”

She continued to sit there, in silence, as guilt washed over her.

“You did. Mother wants to speak with you.”

Astraea appears before the table, looking at Selenia. “You are also forbidden from ever interacting with the mortal realm. I will take over teaching Alisha, you will never see her again. You overstepped your duties to Her, Selenia. If Alisha ever finds out what you have done, you know what will happen yet you still caused this to happen. Why did you hide it from Her, Selenia, why?”

Selenia sat there in silence as she started fading to ascend to the Divine Realm. “I thought…I thought I was helping.” Those words left her lips as she completely faded. 

“You’re too young, Selenia. Too young. You should’ve told Her before you acted, you let a madman loose on Alisha.” Astraea looked sadly at where Selenia had faded from before looking at the orb on the table, showing Alisha assisting Tessa in recovering her wounds. With a sigh, she shook her head. “I can not interfere anymore, the System won’t allow it. I pray you never learn the truth of today’s events, Chosen. We do not want to lose you.”

Astraea sits at the table and continues to watch the orb with a face that showed nothing but love for those shown, and pain that she could not assist. She knew that Alisha and her friends had risen so high after everything they had gone through, and now they had fallen. So she prayed to Celestia that she and her friends would find the strength to move forward.

            

    
        Chapter 119 - Green Flame

    
    
    
    
                Standing before Bloom, Amelia, Xander and Amanda, I once again let the tears fall, this time out of grief. I no longer blamed myself and I didn’t blame anyone else. I had spoken to everyone and told them about The Blade, and none of them blamed me. In fact, they all said that when the time came, they would stand with me to fight once again. Truly I was thankful to them. Kneeling to those in front of me, I placed my hands into the shape of a moon in front of my heart. This time, I would pray for them, those that had fought yesterday.

“Mother Moon, I pray that these souls find rest in the afterlife. Though they may not worship you, I beseech your great self to guide their souls to eternal peace.”

Standing, I turned to Tessa who had also prayed along with me. I hadn’t been used to this sort of thing, and usually wouldn’t pray like today, but for those who had died thanks to The Blade, I would pray if it allowed them to find peace in death. Tessa smiled at me as she took my hand and walked with me.

“Thanks for the help. My wound will heal naturally now.” Tessa’s wound had indeed begun to slowly heal after I assisted her all night. When asked why she needed me, Tessa told me that Celestial Eclipse mana and energy was powerful, something one would only have after the Crossroads.

“How did you know to come here? Last time we spoke, you said you had left Vale.”

“I did indeed leave. I had been travelling for a while, but yesterday I sensed your hairpin had broken, which shouldn’t happen no matter what. It took me a while to Travel here, so sorry about that.”

“Travel?” I had heard the Demigod of Vale say this earlier.

“Ah, a high-level spell that allows me to travel long distances. It involves opening a ‘door’ so some call it ‘Opening the Door’ while most just say ‘Travel’.”

“So you could Travel to Crater?” Making conversation mainly to distract myself, I sat down in front of the campfire.

“One can not Travel with another. Think of it as a door that only you can open and walk through. If you try to ‘Travel’ with someone, you can’t walk through their door. The distance once can travel is limited, where we are now is about the limit for me. A Demigod could reach a location a few years from here. You also need to have been to the location, alternatively you can head to a destination as long as you know where you are going. For example, young Summer’s adventurer’s plate being shattered told me where you all were. The energy and magic from our fight in turn alerted Getsuna.” Looking up, I saw Alexander walking over and joining us by the campfire. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Sister of the Moon Goddess, I am Alexander, the Master of the Guild in Vale and Alisha’s Master.”

“Likewise, Alexander. I am Tessa Moonflow. I am no longer a Sister. You do not need to be formal around me, I am after all a failed Demigod, you do not need to address me so formally.” I tilted my head at her comment, which caught her eye.

“I’ll tell you when you’re ready, Alisha. Perhaps it will help you when it comes time to awaken your Divinity. For now, you would not understand anything if I told you now, if anything it would hinder you. The Crossroads is coming up for you, so you need to prepare for that.”

Glancing at the System, I saw the result of yesterday.
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“Can’t believe I was only level 56 before we got here.” Shaking my head, I heard Tessa giggle.

“Enjoy it while it lasts, the Crossroads will put you to the test.” 

“That's why there are so many Gold Grades, Alisha. Many falter at the Crossroads, become complacent and do not step onto their Pathway. Work hard and make sure to step onto your Path, only you can do it.”

“What does it involve?” I asked, expecting them to tell me I would find out. Instead…

“Well, it’s best for her to know before, right, Miss Tessa?” 

“Yes, it’ll be more beneficial if she can prepare ahead of time. I believe one of her Conditions will be to head to Crater Hell, so I’m a bit afraid she’ll be stuck.”

“I have a solution for that, in fact I had planned to tell her later, but I suppose now is a good time. Do you wish to explain the Crossroads, or shall I?”

“Go ahead, Sir Alexander. She is not my disciple. I have told her a little before.”

Alexander nods and looks at me. He too was still recovering from his wounds. According to Tessa, The Blade's sword contained a strong power that prevented healing and caused the wounds to get worse over time. They had managed to purge the power, but the wounds would still take time to heal.

“Alisha, the Crossroads is the final evolution for most, making it the final hurdle to overcome. To pass the Crossroads, one must choose their Path. Some only have one Pathway open to them, while others have multiple. There have been cases where individuals have over a hundred Pathways. Once you have chosen a Path to walk, the hurdle appears.

“The System will give you Conditions that you must clear. You’ve seen the message about Hidden Conditions, right? They are also taken into account. Hidden Conditions are awarded if you conquer a task far above your level. The Conditions the System gives you however are based on what Pathway you have decided on, while Hidden Conditions reveal new Pathways. You must complete the Conditions that the System gives you before you can walk your chosen Path. 

“The Conditions are based on you, and you alone, as well as the Pathway you have chosen. For me, a Condition that needed to be completed was to complete a Delta-Class Dungeon solo…Oh, a Delta-Class is used to describe strength beyond the Pathways, I’ll explain more when you have started walking your Path.”

“That must’ve been difficult. I had a Condition to hunt and kill a Delta-Class Lunar Dragon by myself. That was possibly the closest I have ever been to death, excluding yesterday.” Tessa and Alexander share a knowing sigh.

“One of the Conditions I am concerned about for you, Alisha, is that it may tell you to return to Crater Hell for something. Whether it’s to remember your memories, see your friends again or perhaps to conquer an old enemy, I do not know. I originally did not know how to assist you with this task as gaining access to the Teleport Gates is impossible now thanks to Harrington. Then you told me about the Blessed Orb of Salus that you placed in Crater. 

“By using that link you have with the Orb, I can open a passageway for you to ‘Travel’, but the time is limited. It will only last for four days before it will drag you back to Vale. We can not provide a teleport either, the magic required is simply too high.”

“I could’ve done so in the past, but I had to use multiple magic tools and an ancient scroll to assist in teleporting Elizabeth here so Alisha would have someone by her side. I don’t have any of them now, the Sisterhood took those back. The magic is impossible to use by myself, and even if we had assistance from a Demigod it’s still impossible. I do regret abiding by the rules of the Sisterhood at that time.” Tessa sighed and shook her head.

“You teleported Elizabeth here? I thought it was an old man.”

Tessa chuckled. “That’s right, it technically was. I used an illusion to make her believe it was an old man. Alisha, don’t tell Elizabeth this. I’ve even made sure she is deep asleep right now. I told her a lot of information back then, information that will be vital for you at a later date. I can’t tell you any of that yet, but when the time comes Elizabeth will remember and tell you.”

“Well, the method I’ve described is the best solution we have. This method of Travelling can only be used once on a Blessed Orb of Salus since it will destroy it in the process. I plan to provide another Blessed Orb of Salus for you, so one of your friends can place it since you would be unable to. Of course, this will only happen once we know what your Conditions are. If it’s not a Condition then we can use it so you can go and visit your friends.”

Looking into the fire as I processed everything they told me, I felt relieved that they were willing to tell me all of this. Recently it seemed less was being hidden from me and now they told me when I asked. I understood if they couldn’t tell me though.

“Thanks for telling me all of this.”

“You’re my disciple, I don’t mind telling you. The more prepared you are, the better. You two best have absorbed all of this as well.”

Tilting my head, I turned to look to my left and saw Summer and Xia sitting there. I had been so engrossed in everything that I hadn’t noticed them join us. 

“By the way, Master. How do you fly in the sky like that?”

Alexander chuckles. “No luck on your Gravity training, or does it not work as you expected? Well, it’s a rather easy technique, but very difficult to use. It’s less ‘flying’ and more like we’re walking on the air. It requires tremendous mana control to create a foothold in the air and a lot of focus to actually use it in battle. I’ll start training you on how to use it when we return to Vale and after we’ve recovered for some time. Now that war with Harrington is all but certain I’ll have time to properly teach you.”

Smiling at his comment, all of us continued to make some small talk. Aubrey soon joined us, sitting next to me as she held my hand and joined in our discussion. We made sure to get up and check on those who were injured, that being Elizabeth, Xeno, Leon and the Demigod of Vale, but they had stabilised. Leon had shut himself away in a tent to grief over Bloom and Amelia while Xeno and Elizabeth both had a sense of humour about their situation and the Demigod of Vale was currently meditating. And like that, another day passed as we distracted ourselves with small talk, cheering each other up.

***

The next day, Vale’s Demigod, whose name I had learnt to be Getsuna, Travelled through a crack in the air and told us to gather those who were injured. According to Getsuna, the person he would bring was very difficult and hated waiting for others. He was the one who had regrown my leg in the past and only had done so because he owed Alexander a favour. 

After an hour, a crack appeared and opened with Getsuna walking through it. A burst of green flames appeared next to the crack and an old man walked through it. Looking around, he muttered something with an annoyed face before looking at Tessa.

“I can’t heal you, you’re too powerful.”

“I’ll be fine, I have my methods.”

“Good. Now, let's get this done so I can get back to my research.”

Starting with me, he looked at the wound on my hip. “A Blood Curse, work of those nuts that worship the Blood God I assume. I don’t understand how you’re standing, this would bring stronger men to their knees. Alright, bit your lip.”

The man placed a hand over the wound as a green flame surged, entering me as the pain flared. Biting my lip while squeezing Aubrey’s hand, I refused to scream as tears ran down my face. Soon, the pain started fading as I felt my regeneration start healing the wound.

Without a word, he moved to Elizabeth. “Tsk, eyes and arm. Missy, this won’t be pretty and it’ll hurt like hell.” Without warning, he used both hands to tear Elizabeth’s eyes out, causing her to scream. “Stay still, it’ll be over soon.”

The green flame once again worked its way into her eye sockets. I watched in amazement as her eyes slowly started healing. After a few minutes, they had completely regrown. Then he cut the stump that remained of her arm and once again used the green flames, and we watched in awe as her arm regrew. She finally had it back. With a word once again, he moved to Xeno.

“Rot on the leg, poor attempts at healing. You’re a man, right? Then you’ll be fine.” Again, with no warning, the man pulled out a knife and sliced a small part of the stump from Xeno’s legs as he grunted, sweat dripping from his forehead. Once again, we watched in amazement as his leg regrew back. Is this how it was for me?

Next he moved to Alexander. Looking him over, he shook his head. “You’ll heal in time.”

Before he could move though, Getsuna spoke. “He needs to be healed, Rod. You know why.”

“Hmph. Fine, but I’m charging double.”

This time, Rod struck a palm out in front of Alexander. Alexander was then engulfed in green flames, and this continued for about ten minutes before it flickered out. 

“Tsk, what power resides in those wounds? Who the hell did you all fight, the Blood God Himself?” Shaking his head, he moved to Xia.

“Severe nerve damage, tendon damage and a bone that is no longer a bone. Eye needs to be regrown too. Missy, bite your lip.”

For the first time, Xia had a look of fear as she steeled herself. Rod used his knife again and cut off Xia’s arm, which was completely unexpected, before he started regrowing it. Soon, it had regrown completely. Next, he pulled her eye out without any warning and did the same. Her eye had completely regrown in the next moment.

“Right, anyone else?”

I called out to Coffee, who weakly answered my call and came out. Rod took one look and sighed.

“Spirit Beast? An exotic pet, but harder to heal than Alexander here. It’ll be double the cost.”

I felt a bit sad and was about to summon Coffee back when Getsuna spoke. “Do it, Rod. I told you before, the cost doesn’t matter. Everyone here needs to be healed back to full strength. We can’t afford any delays.”

“Yes yes. I’m just telling you. Right mutt, get ready.”

Like Alexander, he engulfed Coffee in a green flame, much denser than before. Coffee laid there, not making a sound, causing me to smile slightly. I could sense that he wanted to show me how tough he was. After nearly twenty minutes, the flames disappeared as Rod seemed to pale a bit.

“Triple the cost, the mutt required far more than I had thought. Right, I'm leaving now, don’t forget my payment!”

Coffee sat up and barked at Rod happily before running over to me and nudging my hands, looking at me with concern. I smile as I pet him, noticing his wounds had recovered.

Bursting into flames, Rod disappeared as Getsuna sighed. “I fucking hate him.” Muttering this, he flicked his wrist, creating a crack and disappeared through it while saying “I’ll leave you to handle everything else, Alex.”

“Alright, you guys will need time to adjust to your newly regrown body parts. Don’t get used to it, it can only be used once or twice. It uses your lifespan, and the cost is not small. Once you pass the Crossroads you can afford it a bit more.” Alexander stood as that aura of his confident, strong self returned. He looked at Summer. “What are your plans, are you going to continue your exploration or return to Vale?”

We had discussed this last night between all of us. “We’ll continue for a few more days then head back. We still have Olivia and Alice to pick up before heading back.”

“Good. You’re adventurers, while your comrades may die you need to always move on and finish what you’ve started. I’ll take Bloom, Amelia, Xander, and Amanda back with me. Leon also wishes to return so I will take him with me. Miss Tessa, what are your plans?”

“I’ll watch over these guys while they finish up here and ensure they return to Vale in one piece. My wound needs more time to heal so I can’t Travel right now.”

“Thank you.” Snapping his fingers, a pulse of mana went out from him as Bloom, Amelia, Xander and Amanda floated behind him. He headed over to Leon’s tent, used the same magic and started walking into the air. “I’ll see you all back at Vale. I’ll make arrangements for their funerals and wait for you all to be there. Alisha, come and see me once you’ve returned and rested, we’ll begin mana control lessons.”

After my confirmation, Alexander gave us one last nod and disappeared as he moved quickly through the air, and was soon out of our sight.

“Are you guys planning to head back to the centre of the city?” After telling Tessa we were, she nodded. “Good, if you wanted to explore the other side of it you’d be shit out of luck. Here, I’ll show you.” Tessa puts her arm around my waist and leaps into the air. At first I was surprised, but she held me up while keeping a foothold. “There, that is the result of the fight Alexander and the others participated in.” 

Looking in the direction she pointed, I was stunned. Half the city beyond the centre was gone, a giant crater replaced it. Parts of it were aflame, earth spikes and domes covered it while black flames and corrosion lingered. I could see massive cuts in the earth, and I could tell there were sword cuts. The size is what terrified me, you could fit a mountain or two in there!

Tessa guides us downwards before bringing others up to see it, they too all looked pale. I knew that at full strength the most I could possibly do would be like, a person wide hole in the ground, but a crater that huge? I shuddered at the thought of the power needed for that.

“That sight? Never forget it, that is what it looks like to fight as one who has stepped beyond the Crossroads and gone through some tribulations. All of you will experience fights like that once you’ve passed the Crossroads.”

“How the fuck do we even have a world if that’s the result of a fight?” Summer had a look of excitement and fear in her eyes as she asked.

“Because most of the time we fight in the air, Domains or Dimensions, avoiding damage to the world, in most cases. Oh, that reminds me, you guys should start learning about Dimensions, it’s the upgraded version of Domains, though a lot harder to use but far stronger. Learning about them will help you guys prepare for when you’re faced against them. Right, before you guys pack up and leave, do you want me to go and fetch Olivia and Alice?”

Pondering, I nodded. “Please. I fear Alice might’ve witnessed everything through my eyes and is now scared.”

“Got it, I’ll head there now. It’ll be about an hour there and an hour back at full speed, but with my injuries it’ll be likely several hours.” We got to work packing everything as Tessa stepped into the air and left. 

While everyone got used to their regrown body parts, I sat with Summer while we talked. It was mostly to distract us. In truth, the deaths of Bloom and Amelia weighed heavily on our minds, as did Xander and Amanda. If we didn’t spend time to talk to each other like this we’d probably fall into sadness.

Soon, I saw Tessa in the air with Olivia in one hand and Alice in the other. Both saw me, Alice waved heavily while Olivia looked confused but still smiled. I see, they didn’t know or see any of what happened. Olivia’s gaze looks towards the crater in the distance and I see her pale.

They land near me and Alice runs over, hugging me tightly before letting go and hugging Coffee who had been sitting next to me. As they went to go and play, Olivia approached me.

“You look terrible. Both of you do, everyone here does. Where is Bloom, Amelia and Leon? I thought they came with you guys?”

Pursing my lips, I started to tell Olivia everything that had happened while holding back my frustrations.

            

    
        Chapter 120 - Return to Vale

    
    
    
    
                Walking to the cart, I place a bundle of scrolls in it. Sighing as I glance up at the night sky. We were currently finishing up searching for loot at the centre of the city. Tessa sat in the air with her eyes closed. Every now and then a beam of silver could be seen somewhere in the city, indicating she had killed a monster. At first I had wondered why she was helping us like this since most of the time we would be left to fend for ourselves and her explanation revealed more mysteries.

“You know how we’re in a dungeon, technically, at the moment? Six powerful people fighting in such a low level dungeon will cause problems within that dungeon to arise. We don’t understand how dungeons work, especially external dungeons and labyrinths, but when forces on our level fight in a low level dungeon like this, it can cause…oddities. It won’t happen right away, but as the lingering power and Divinity used in the fights settles then it’ll cause this place to become…complicated. After this, it is likely for Zalus to become a Forbidden Zone not only to the Guild but all. It’ll probably become an Omega Class zone.”

“Omega Class?”

“Mm, think of it as the step before Demigod, which is also known as Zeta Class. Basically the Pathways can be made up of six different levels, or classes, of power. You have Delta, which is when you first start your Path. Then from there you have Beta, Alpha, Epsilon, Omega and finally Zeta. For example, your Master, Alexander, is between Beta and Alpha Class. Since I failed to become a Demigod, I’m in between Omega and Zeta. Finally, Getsuna is in the Zeta class. Once you enter that realm of power, there are more levels. The System only uses this for dungeons and other locations it informs others on, so over time people started to slowly build definitions and it’s very accurate now. Remember, a lot of Pathways don’t have levels or their levels are different, like mine, so we use a universal measurement.”

“What would The Blade be?”

“Demigod refers to those who have stepped into Zeta Class and also awakened their Divinity. However, others can step into the Zeta Class even without a Divinity, depending on their Pathway. Divinity is used to rise to Godhood, but it isn’t the only method to obtain strength on the level of a God. It’s all complicated past Demigod and my knowledge is near non-existent. Anyway, The Blade would be in Zeta Class without a Divinity, but to scale his strength you’d need to know the rankings of Demigods, which I don’t know. I just know he is slightly higher than Getsuna.”

I sigh and lean against the cart, the conversation from earlier today leaving my mind. While we had been working to search for anything good, our hearts really were not in it. The atmosphere around everyone had become depressing, myself included. My mind kept falling back to the other day, the moment when Bloom and Amelia died kept playing in my mind. Even the prospect of fighting didn’t excite me.

“Are you ok?”

Olivia walks over and leans against the cart with me, her eyes worried. She’d taken it harder than I thought she would when we told her what happened. She had been worrying over Elizabeth and I since, and this isn’t the first time nor will it be the last time that she has approached me. Smiling softly at her, I turn back to look at the night sky.

“I’m fine, Olivia. I just need to focus on something else for a little bit. I think I’ll work on cooking and gardening when we return to Vale, maybe look at opening that restaurant that Bloom and Amelia had suggested as well.” They hadn’t been the only ones to do so, but they were among the first.

“That sounds nice. I’ll help you out as well, though I don’t know anything about opening a restaurant.”

“I don’t either, guess we’ll have to learn.” Sharing a small laugh with Olivia, I get up from the cart. “I’ll get back to it. Thank you, Olivia.”

“Mm, stay safe. I don’t want to lose you again.”

***

Pulling the cart out of Zalus as we left the labyrinth, we walked in silence as we made our way back to the houses in the hunting zone. There, we would rest for a day or two, pack our belongings before heading back to Vale. We slowly return, and after a day of rest, we head off back towards Vale. Tessa would join us until we were a day from Vale before also leaving, she had recovered enough to Travel herself, but she said she wanted to head south from Vale.

“I heard there is a giant natural garden down south, past a fairly dangerous mountain range that I want to explore and see if it’s a good place to spend some time to relax. I won’t be able to keep tabs on you Alisha, so make sure you grow strong, ok? I don’t know when we’ll see each other again. Once you’ve had some time to yourself, maybe you should look at conquering the Tomb of Lilith?” Saying this, Tessa gives us a soft smile before walking into the distance as she fades into a silver light. “Take care, all of you.”

We watch Tessa fade away before turning back to Vale. We had managed to fill both carts and several house-size dimensional bags. At first I had been worried about pulling the carts, but I found it easy. I hadn’t had to put as much effort into it as I thought. Looking at my Stats, I guessed it was due to my recent growth that had suddenly exploded since we first headed to the hunting zone. Unexpectedly I managed fine when it came to controlling my strength and figured it was due to the training I had gone through, especially with Refined Muscle Control, which sat at 78%, which according to Tael and Halone is excellent.

We drag the carts to a location the Guild used to collect them, separate from the Guild itself. The employees there told us that everything including what had been brought back from them collecting our carts before were being calculated and sorted and that we could go to the Guild in a few days to collect our money as it would be divided equally amongst us.

Afterwards, we separated ways. Xeno wanted to head home to spend time with his husband, saying that this expedition had made him realise how thankful he was to him. Summer planned to head to some hot springs before analysing everything that had happened, telling us that she’d break everything down so we could learn how to improve. Aubrey too wanted to take a few days to herself and planned to head into a dungeon after. I offered to come along with her, but she said she wanted to do it with her own power.

Elizabeth surprised me the most. On our way home, she brought up a conversation.

“Alisha, I’ve been thinking for a while about finding a house to live in. Not to say I don’t enjoy living with everyone, I just want to get out of your hair. I’ll still be ready to help you any time as I promised you all that time ago. I just want to live out my dream of having a big, fancy home, you know?” Seeing Elizabeth’s smile I just shook my head with a smile of my own.

“I don’t mind Elizabeth, I don’t even remember that promise, nor would I hold you to it. It’s not like you’re leaving the city, but come over sometime alright?”

Laughing, Elizabeth gave me a half hug. “Of course! I’ll miss your cooking the most. I remember when the most we ate was dried or smoked meat. I quite enjoyed those days.” 

Elizabeth separates from us, heading towards a courthouse in another district. Apparently she had found a house she really wanted to buy, one that had a small pond outside. 

“I think I’ll look for a new house as well, it’s getting rather cramped in our house isn’t it?” Turning to Xia, mainly to make conversation as we arrived, Xia gave me a light smile. She had relaxed a lot since Zalus, being more expressive and had been spending time with Summer and Xeno, both of whom she considered friends now. She’d also stopped referring to those I was close to as “Mister” or “Madam”, saying it didn’t feel right to call those she also considered friends with those terms.

“It’ll be a good idea, Alisha. Would you like me to look for a plot of land? It’ll be easier to build a new house as opposed to buying an existing one. We can plan the rooms, get an underground training hall, have a large amount of land for your gardening and so much more. I’m afraid if we continue building here we’ll run out of space very quickly. In fact, I believe Olivia’s room to be the last one we can realistically add.”

Images flashed in mind of a large and grand kitchen to work in, or a big room with a massive bed, or a hot spring where we could all relax. Even the thought of a large garden had me excited. I did have all of those seeds from the fruits we found in the hunting zone and the chest of well preserved seeds from Zalus. 

“Sure! We’ll find out how much we get first from the Guild and then I’ll get you to look. While you do that, I’ll work on getting a restaurant going, maybe we could build it on the same plot of land?”

Xia thought for a moment. “That is a good idea. I don’t know anything about starting a business, perhaps Elise knows?”

“Mm, I plan to go see her tomorrow. Roland mentioned he would deliver information about starting businesses and plots of lands as well, so I want to collect that. There is also the soulbound knife he mentioned so I inte-”

At that moment, the System gave me a quest.




	
You have received a quest from Gastron.

Open your new restaurant and serve your new customers with the following food:

20x Heartily Stuffed Eggs

20x Monster Mash Soup

40x Various Stat Increasing Food

You will be rewarded with the following for completing this task:

1x Recipe Scroll

1x Guide to Meat Collection

200x ‘Gastron Points’








“What on earth are ‘Gastron Points’?” Muttering this with some confusion, Xia tilted her head…making me sigh. She picked up on the habit too? I explained the quest, which only further confused her.

“Perhaps you should consult with Roland?” Olivia spoke as we settled in the lounge room. Coffee and Alice went to play in another room, making me further consider having a large plot of land for them to be able to play on.

“I do need to meet with him to pick up the knife. Argh, I have a lot to do.”

Xia giggled, and turning to her with a bit of surprise she quickly stopped even though the smile lingered.

“Perhaps you could write everything down? It will make it easier to keep track of.” Understanding why she had been laughing, I shook my head as I pulled out my notepad that had been filled from my attempts at writing up to when I started to write full sentences.

“Xia?”

“Yes, Alisha?”

“Don’t hold back laughing, you have a cute giggle you know?” Giving her a teasing smile, Xia shook her head with a smile as well. Even though we were forcing these smiles, it did work to lift our moods.

“Right…Speak to Elise, Roland. Sort out items we got from Zalus. Collect money from the Guild. Practise Gravity. Study Spellcasting. Get a plot of land bought. Design house. Get the restaurant opened. Sort out Yin and Yang’s problem. Hmm, I think that’s it for now.”

Putting my pencil aside, I thought over everything and nodded in satisfaction. Folding the note and putting it in a pocket, I got up and headed to the bath, dragging Alice along who started screaming about how she hated water.

***

After storing the fruits and vegetables that had been harvested while I was away and after a good night's sleep, I get up and head towards the Guild with Olivia. Xia headed out and planned to inquire with several places about plots of land. Coffee and Alice walked by my side. I wanted to also solve Alice’s problem, which is getting her some experience, or a source of experience to help her level. At this rate we would leave her behind, something I didn’t want. She had motivation to continue growing stronger, and even though she still acted like a child outside of fighting.

Entering the Guild, I noticed quickly the atmosphere had become gloomy. Usually there would be those that would be happily drinking, celebrating something yet this was no longer the case. Not helping my own gloominess, I sought out an attendant who led me to a private room, where we waited for Elise.

Elise entered and upon seeing us made her way over and simply hugged each of us. Sitting down, she sighed while looking at us with a sad expression.

“Good work and thank you for returning safely. The Branch Master announced the news of what happened out there to the Guild when he returned. Bloom’s family has been compensated, Amelia’s sister has also been provided compensation. Xander and Amanda don’t have family here, instead they had said in the case of their deaths all of the possessions are to be sold and the profits to go towards orphanages. We will be holding their funerals in a month.”

“So that’s why the lobby felt gloomy.”

“Bloom was well loved by a lot of adventurers. I told you before, he never levelled past 40 before the mutation occurred in the Tomb of Lilith. He guided those he saw potential in and helped them get to level 50 and Gold Grade. He didn’t care that he remained Silver Grade, in fact he said he enjoyed the simple life. There are many adventurers out there today that had been taught by him, and many more that enjoyed his company. They were excited when he started levelling and became Gold Grade himself. Because of that, Amelia also became popular with everyone, and those who had witnessed her fight became terrified of her. Then there is Amanda and Xander, while they don’t really involve themselves with the day to day lives of adventurers, they were a symbol of power.

“Many know you were involved, so just be cautious in case some become too overly emotional, though the testimony of the Branch Master does state that you all were on the verge of death too and had fought to the very last breath. Many actually sympathise with you all, so don’t be surprised if some approach you out of kindness.”

I sat there in silence while I listened to hear. She too spoke fondly of everyone, causing the room and all of us to feel saddened. 

“In lighter news, Roland passed a message and several documents to me. He wishes to see you once you’ve returned and he has given me documents and recommendations about opening your restaurant.”

“Oh, thank you.” Accepting the pile of papers she handed me, I stored them in my bag. “I’m looking to build a new house as well, so we’re looking for a rather large plot so we can build the restaurant on the same plot.”

“A new house so soon? Well, I guess with so many living with you that small house that was perfect for you is now a bit cramped.” With a chuckle, Elise smiled a bit more and leaned forward. “What are you looking at? Building anything fancy?”

Telling her about what Xia, Olivia and I had spoken about, she nodded along looking excited. “You should look into a mana gathering room, they’re fantastic for meditation and assisting in spell creation. You’d want a rather strong one, and the plot of land you want to get needs to be in a good area. It’ll set you back about ten or fifteen Mithril coins for the land itself, but it’ll be well worth it. Especially since you’d be making a garden as well, it’ll make everything better.

“About the restaurant, I would actually recommend buying a separate plot of land for it, since large plots of land will be further from the Guild and with your stat increasing food it’ll be a smash hit with them. Depending on what else you’ll be serving, it might be better to make a take away style restaurant instead, one where they can order and pick up, rather than eat in. It’s up to you at the end of the day though. What else are you planning to make?”

Telling her about the new food I had made during our trip, her face dropped in shock. Standing quickly, she slammed her hands on the table in between us.

“Alisha, do you have any idea what you’d be selling?! I’ve never heard of food that gives you extra experience, nor gives you a boost in stats for a short time! Can you benefit from those two multiple times?” I told her that it did. “Insanity! That kind of food would change the market so much! You’d make so much damn money you’d be buried in it. You’ll make enemies and friends so fast that I’m fairly sure fights would break out. Alisha, as your advisor, I recommend that you do this!”

I saw her excited expression and couldn’t help but start laughing as a genuine smile crawled up my face. I hadn’t seen Elise this excited before, it made me feel excited too.

“Look, I’ll work out a deal to get requests for the ingredients you need, that way you only need to focus on getting this business going. I take it you’re only going to do it when you’re available?” I nodded, I didn’t want to do this sort of thing full time, once in a while I would do it. “Good, you’re an adventurer first after all. I can’t help with any of the business stuff, ask Roland to find you a trustworthy manager to help you. Tell him about what you’re making, I’m sure he’ll ensure the very best for you. Now, tell me what you need.” She pulled out a notepad and pencil and I told her everything I had used to make the foods I had made.

“So you’ll handle the fruits and vegetables, the rest we can do. We can do the requests for you, but it’ll be at a price. I’ll sort out the costs and let you know, come and find me only once you’ve got everything else sorted. That means plots of land bought, house built, restaurant built and garden growing fully. Once you can start harvesting crops, come to me and we’ll start arranging everything. By my estimates, you can get this all done in the next two months before the blizzard hits. The crops should be growing by then.”


Nodding along with her words, we continued talking about various plans. She told me that once I pass the Crossroads she’d stop being my advisor. From there, an executive would become my advisor when I became Platinum Grade and they’d start training me for leadership rather than fighting or adventuring.

“It’s how it all works I’m afraid. Now, Olivia. I know you’re afraid of going with others to level, but we have to bite the arrow at some point. I have a very trustworthy group of adventurers around your level that I would like yo-”

“No! They’ll…they’ll betray me.” Olivia grabs my arm and shakes her head. Elise stands and moves around the table, crouching in front of Olivia while gently grabbing her hand.

“Let me finish before making your decision. If you still don’t want to, I won’t force you, ok? I’d like you to join them, because they’re looking for an experienced adventurer to guide them and I’ve chosen Alisha for this. She won’t be helping you guys at all, unless it’s absolutely vital, but she’ll be there so you can talk to her in case anything happens. 

“I’ve told their leader about your past, she is a very gentle person and it nearly broke her heart to hear what happened to you. I trust her and her party very much, I wouldn’t risk putting you in that position ever again.”

Olivia looked uncertain before glancing at me. I hadn’t heard anything about me being a leader or guide for a party, but I didn’t mind doing it if I could help Olivia. I wouldn’t force her though. Putting my free hand on one of her hands, I smiled gently.

“It’s your decision Olivia. I can’t make it for you.” Summer had talked to me about this privately while we were still hunting monsters, but Olivia might become completely dependent on me for everything. As to stop that from happening, she told me to push her to make her own decisions early instead of saying yes to everything.

Olivia stared at her knees for a while, her eyes swimming with fear, but also some determination. I didn’t know of the source of that determination, but I knew that deep down, she too wanted to get stronger. Closing her eyes, she took a breath then opened them and looked at Elise.

“Okay.”

            

    
        Chapter 121 - A New Chapter

    
    
    
    
                Elise smiled as she pulled Olivia into a hug. “Thank you for trusting us. Don’t force yourself if you don’t want to, take it slowly, okay? Alisha and I are always here for you, remember that okay?”

Olivia nodded, a nervous expression on her face. “W-when do I join them?”

“I’ll speak with them and arrange a time for you to meet the leader. Her name is Jasmine, she is a very sweet and caring person. Then we’ll introduce you to her party, a young boy named Han and an evolved monster girl called Willow. I'll get you to meet them in a week, then go to a dungeon a week after that so you have time to get to know them.”

“Elise?” I spoke while Elise turned to me. “Remember the compensation for a weapon? Could you use one of those two weapons to make Olivia a new bow? Her bow is fairly old, I have an image of her wearing it far back in the past, I think it was in Crater.”

“Ah, Alisha, you don’t need to do that!” Olivia looked panicked as Elise chuckled. 

“Olivia, I use my fist to punch monsters and people. At most I’ll request a rapier, but I still haven’t even trained for it. Take it, it’ll do you well, don’t worry about me.”

Olivia looked unsure but still nodded. “Thank you…”

“Right, we’ll get it sorted for you. I’ll take your measurements first, then I’ll need to know your Stats, Race, Class and all of that. I’ll also need a vial of your blood, some soul energy and a few strains of your hair. Since you use a bow, we’ll make it so it’s enchanted with a skill that lets you use mana to form arrows so if you ever run out you will be fine. Come, we’ll do it all in the testing room.” 

Elise leads Olivia out of the room, oddly excited, while Alice, Coffee and I stay behind. Coffee jumps up and sits next to me and not being able to resist I hug him and ruffle his fur. Alice joins me. It truly was nice and soft. Coffee loved the attention as well.

I wanted Olivia to be able to be able to start opening up to others without me or Elizabeth around. To an extent, she trusted Summer and Xeno because they had helped rescue her and because they were in a party with me, as well as my friends. When it came to Bloom, Amelia and Leon while at the hunting zone she had been afraid of them, but slowly started to trust them with me around. She’d been terrified of Amelia because she was an elf, but after Amelia opened up to her and told her she would be considered a Deviant along with the fact she wasn’t related to noble elves, Olivia had slowly trusted them, only to the extent of being near them if they had come back first, though for her sake Bloom’s team waited until our team came back.

Sighing as the thoughts of Bloom and Amelia came to mind, I turned to Alice and started to try to teach her how to use her words properly. I had been doing this for the last few days of our trip back, though the most she’d shown was to call Xia smelly when Xia attempted to stop her eating all of the monster cores. I had to wonder who she picked that up from, I had no clue.

Soon, Elise returned with Olivia, and she started to talk about my duties for leading this new party. Aubrey had been the ‘guide’ for me before, and she had paired us up because Aubrey had been used by other parties before and figured pairing Aubrey up with another person with monster traits would help. Now, she wanted me to assist.

The Guild would pay one Mithril coin each time I helped a group and my main duties was to ensure they fought well, rested at the correct times and knew when to retreat or continue. They would be exploring a level 20 Dimensional Dungeon called Orth’s Mutiny. I was not to interfere in their fights unless either they were on the verge of death or something completely unexpected occurred. When I asked, Elise said that Dungeons could at times have an enemy far too powerful for a party appear, or for the Dungeon to mutate while it was being explored. This would affect all of those that entered. When a group entered and the doors closed, any new parties that entered would not join them, instead going to their own Dimensional Dungeon, which is what happened to Battlefield of Eternity.

There was also a list that Elise wanted me to check off, as well as using a memory stone so she could check on how the party performs. She explained that an advisor would usually select a Gold Grade underneath them to help guide new parties like this since it will help both the Gold Grade and those they guided. Only those an advisor truly trusted would be assigned to do this, so not all adventurers would act as guides. It also allowed one to prepare for Platinum Grade, as they would often help Gold Grades in missions by acting as their guide.

I asked Elise about Alice and the problem with gaining experience for her. Elise came up with a possible solution very quickly.

“Darkness based magic spells are frequent in hunts or dungeons and most times medical clients have no choice but to wait the spell out. It’s fairly common, at most times there will be a fair amount of people afflicted by some type of Dark magic. If she gains experience from any source of Darkness, it’s possible for her to help people out as well. We’ve lost people in the past due to being unable to do anything about Darkness magic.”

“They can’t heal it?”

“I don’t know the specifics, most I know is that if it’s above the strength of level 50 then it's nearly impossible to remove it. Most adventurers can’t afford expensive care and we’re limited on what we can provide as well. It took a favour from Alexander to regrow your leg after all.”

Thinking about it, the idea was good. Agreeing with trying it out to see if it worked, we left the Guild and headed to a nearby medical facility that is commonly used by adventurers. Elise spoke to one of the staff, a nurse, who agreed to test it with some uncertainty and we walked into one of the rooms. An older man laid there, unconscious but with a pained face.

“Alice, what do you think?” Crouching and asking Alice, she tilted her head.

“Yummy!” After a moment, she pointed at the old man and gave me a large smile. I heard the nurse who had brought us here mutter “She doesn’t mean the patient, right?!”

Alice approaches and places a hand on the man’s forehead. Darkness seeped out from here, being absorbed by Alice.




	Alice has gained 50,000xp






“It worked.” I turned to Elise and the nurse. The nurse frowned and approached the man, hovering a hand above him. A light came out, covering him before the nurse gasped.

“It worked!” Repeating my words, the nurse turned to Elise before looking at Alice. “Amazing, she can help so many people, we might be able to save lives!”

“This won’t be a full time job for her. It’s the only way for Alice here to gain experience and she is limited to when she may come down. She may need to head out with her mum, Alisha, or perhaps she wants to play all day.”


“Oh, I understand.” The nurse looked deflated slightly, causing me to lightly smile. Seems she cared for her patients.


“How about this? Your team provide the Guild with information on your patients, and if there are severe cases that could lead to permanent damage or death we’ll get Alice down to the facility with that patient as soon as possible, granted she is in Vale. Otherwise I’m sure Alisha here can bring her down every now and then to assist.”

“That would be wonderful! I’ll let the doctor know about this as well. Who do I address at the Guild?”

“That would be me, Elise. You can inform Tails as well, she will be able to pass on a message for me if I am unavailable.” I hadn’t heard the name Tails before. 

“Very well, in the meantime, we do have other patients if you wish to help them, young Alice.”

Over the next hour, Alice spent the time to absorb Darkness and while the xp received was small, it added up. Looking at her Status, I smiled and wondered what would happen when she reached level 2? The strange thing with her since her evolution is that while I can see her Status, I couldn’t see anything else like her Stats. It’s like I could only see the amount of experience she got and that was it. We still didn’t understand what she is either, which only served to worry me further.
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Alice

Bound by a Blood Oath with Alisha 'Starcaller' Nocturne




	Race:
	Raven of Erebus



	Level:
	1



	Experience:
	768,500/1,000,000






Occupations:




	Adventurer



	Grade: Gold



	Rank: E













 

As we left, many of those Alice helped had thanked her. Alice unexpectedly seemed to be unsure how to react, instead reverting to hiding behind my leg looking shy. I felt my heart melt at her cute flustered face. The staff insisted they paid for her help and after a quick discussion they would pay the Guild directly who then directed the money to us.

Deciding to use this as a chance to get a request done, I spoke with Elise on our way to the Guild about a request for Alice to get high level Darkness monster cores. Elise readily agreed and parted ways with us as Olivia, Alice, Coffee and I headed towards the Royal Guard building. I had decided to speak with Alexander later once I had some more time to myself…and Alice and Olivia. 

After waiting for a bit of time, I met with Roland while Olivia and Alice waited in a separate room with Coffee. He passed me a slim, small box and opening it I found a knife that was rather plain except for the handle, that had a beautiful pattern carved into the wood. Picking it up, I immediately felt like it was a part of me.




	
Starcaller’s Chef Knife.

Grows with you. Has the sharpest edge when used to prepare food. Increases the quality of all food cut by this knife by 50% and assists in imbuing mana, increasing the efficiency of that mana by 30%.

Current Grade: Junior Chef








“Is it good?” 

“A lot stronger than I thought…”

“Soulbound weapons are like that. They grow along with you, are self-repairing and you can store it within your mana realm, like your Spirit Beast, and it’ll gradually become more empowered.”

Frowning, I sent a mental command and the knife disappeared. Looking in my Mana Realm, I could see it floating there. Looking up at the blue gem, it hadn’t reacted for some time but still shone brightly. Wondering what it was for the umpteenth time, I left my mana realm and thanked Roland.

We spoke about my plan to open a restaurant as well as the food I had recently started being able to make. While he was shocked, he remained calm. After we talked, he said he knew of one he trusted highly that would be suitable to help me manage the restaurant and also assist in hiring helpers and coordinating with the Guild or shops for ingredients. Thanking him once again, he nodded.

“Don’t mention it. Did you need anything else? Otherwise I must return to my duties, I’ve been rather busy recently.”

“Ah, what are Gastron Points?”

Roland sighs and he rubs the bridge of his nose. “Right, that stupid system of his. Gastron has hundreds of Blessed, so to ensure they all work hard He awards them with ‘Gastron Points’. You can use these points to purchase recipes, ingredients or even private lessons with Him. You’ll receive a list of what you can buy once you finish that task, there is surprisingly a lot that you can purchase. He’ll send it through the System once you’ve decided on an item and prayed to Him. You’re not allowed to share anything he gives either, except for the ingredients, you can use those to cook and share the food.”

Thanking him for a third time, I left with Olivia, Alice and Coffee and we walked home once again. Xia had been waiting for us inside, and leaving Olivia with the other two, Xia and I sat down in the kitchen, and started talking about the plots of land she had found and what I had received from Roland. While we were talking, Elizabeth returned and sat down with us.

“Found a place yet?”

“Mm, I’ve found a few so I’m just going to sleep on it first and wait till we get the money from the hunting zone. I’ve been walking all night so I’m quite tired. Are you guys looking for a plot of land?” 

“Alisha and I are looking at plots since she wishes to build a new house and a restaurant on it, as well as a garden.”

“Ah, I’ve decided to just go with a separate location. Elise said it would be best to have it near the Guild, since my food would benefit adventurers. It’s also likely we’ll be asked to make orders for the Royal Guard as well according to Roland, so we don’t want our own home swarmed by people.”

“Is the scale of people going to really be that high?” Elizabeth tilts her head to look at me. Explaining the shock both Elise and Roland had when I told them about the new food I had made, Elizabeth laughed. “So you’ll be rich? That’s good news.”

Sitting back, I shook my head. “Isn’t it a bit too easy to earn money? We can just go to the hunting zone.”

Leaning back, Elizabeth shook her head. “I spoke to Claire about that a bit ago actually. For adventurers, we earn a lot because of the dangers we go through and the items we bring back. Because the population depends on monsters for food, materials and in some cases training, we get paid a fair amount. So for adventurers, it's easy to earn but at the same time, it's easy to spend because everything becomes more expensive. I looked at buying a bag of high level dark-type monster cores for Alice earlier, it cost 2 Mithril coins for a large bag. But only 10 Silver coins for a bag of the same size, but lower level cores.

“Not only that, but once we start earning Diamond coins, the money we start earning slows way down. Executives only get four or five Diamond coins per mission they earn. Nobles have net worths counted by the amount of Jade coins, which is 100 Diamond coins, they have and the Royal Family uses Emerald coins. That wasn’t even the highest form of coins either. Since most cities and countries use the same form of payment there are coins with more worth. So it’s best to save up and find ways to make more, because if we have to walk back to Crater Hell, we’re going to need a lot of money.”

Leaning back, thoughts ran through my mind about Crater Hell. I no longer held any desire to return there, except to try and get my memories back but even then, is it really necessary to remember? I’ve found happiness here, people I want to protect were here. I knew though, at some point I’d have to go there, whether it would be to pass the Crossroads, explore my origins or to meet those that were said to be my friends. 

My memories seem to come back when I see anything related to them, but only of the memories associated with what I saw. I knew the story of my past, Elizabeth had told me in full detail as well as recounts of stories I had apparently told her about, but when I try and recall, it’s like something was blocking me from doing so, just like in Zalus. Those memories I had gotten at that time only involved the time I had spent with Ash, and I know someone had been there by my side for some of the time I had with Ash, but everytime I try to recall their face, I can’t.

As we talked, we came up with many ideas for different rooms, like the mana gathering room there was also the training hall, which we could have various functions for, like increasing gravity which Xia suggested, removing mana, removing all light and so on. We could also have self-repairing training dummies, weapon storage and much more. 

Other ideas were a library to story the tomes and books we had accumulated, a crafting room for Olivia, a storage room for our valuables with high security enchantments, a large kitchen with everything I would need and room to improve and as suggested by Elizabeth, a large heated outside bath since the plot of land would be walled off. 

Elizabeth smiled and looked at me. “After everything that has happened, now we’re looking to really settle into Vale. Are you sure this is what you want, Alisha?”

Closing my eyes and thinking for a moment, I nod and open my eyes. “If there is ever a time I do remember those in Crater Hell, and from what you’ve told me, then at that time I’ll consider what to do. I don’t want to leave Vale right now and from what you’ve told me the conditions in Crater Hell aren’t the best, so perhaps it’ll be best to see if we can bring everyone here. The best option is probably to become stronger and make our way there, then we could bring them back here. 

“I’ll be going there in the near future as I told you Ellie. If I find my memories at that time, then I’ll talk to this Sally and Grey. Maybe they have some ideas on what we can do, if they could make their way here or if we go to them. I just have a lot in Vale now, and I hold no desire to go to Crater Hell, but that can change and we’ll simply figure it out when the time comes.”

Elizabeth simply smiles. “You’ve grown so strong, Alisha. I want to help them too, I made a promise to you three that day and I will keep it. I intend to eventually head there, even if it is to bring them back here. I’ll wait for you to make a decision before I do anything.”

“Thanks, Ellie.” We continued talking about ideas of what to do with a house, about how I would be guiding Olivia’s new party through a dungeon and what we all planned for the future. And like that, Xia, Elizabeth and I talked for the rest of the day, a new chapter to our lives opening to us.

            

    
        Chapter 122 - A New House

    
    
    
    
                After a few days of rest, Elizabeth and I had headed to the Guild and met up with Aubrey, Summer and Xeno to pick up what we had earnt from our hunting zone trip. Xia, Olivia, Alice and Coffee were at home. I wanted to see how far I could be from Coffee before he appeared by my side, but he hadn’t appeared the entire way to the Guild. The group had believed we would make about one Diamond coin in total, so when we found out what we had earnt we were shocked.

“Fifty Mithril coins each, including an additional ten from the Guild as compensation due to an incident that I’m not privy to. In total, you lot made four Diamond coins and fifty Mithril coins, one of the biggest hauls I’ve seen recently.”

“W-why do we get so much?” Stuttering a bit, Summer looked overwhelmed. 

“There were spellbooks that you retrieved along with books that contained history on the city that were worth a lot. While we did have to take a bit off to make profit ourselves, what you brought back is certainly worth the historical value to a lot of people.”

Holding three pouches, I had collected Xia’s payment and Alice had also been provided payment, she is technically an adventurer. Xia had told me that the payment she received is to go to me as well, and after trying to push her back on that, she explained that we would be building a new house and needed all the money we could. She also brought up the fact that she is my Guardian, and that all she has is also mine.

Finding that unacceptable, I decided instead that we would have a collective pool to draw upon that each of us could contribute towards. This included Olivia and Alice, they too would have access to spend from it. I trusted all of them enough to know that they wouldn’t run off with all of the money we had, though I felt a bit of fear that I would return to find the house filled with bags of monster cores…I had told Xia that she was not to put everything she owned in this pool, and she should use her own money to spend for herself. She had asked me if that was an order and after I told her it wasn’t, she simply nodded.

Bidding farewell to everyone, including Elizabeth who was heading off to look at more houses to potentially buy, I arrived back home and after telling everyone what we got, we decided to look for a plot of land and buy it first. Xia put all but five Mithril coins into the pool, and Alice as expected wanted ‘Yummy’ and didn’t care for the money. Olivia didn’t get anything since she hadn’t participated and she had known that, but we didn’t care for that. In total, we had close to two Diamond coins.

We headed out, with Alice walking alongside Coffee, Xia behind me and Olivia sticking close to me, we followed Xia’s advice and simply started by heading to the courthouse. Speaking to Sebastian, he provided a suggestion to head to a central courthouse, which could find large plots of land for us. Taking him up on his suggestion, he told us where the central courthouse was located and we headed there.

Xia told me to avoid telling them how much we had, even if they asked. We should only tell them that we wanted to know of all options and that we’d look at the locations they provide us. As we arrive at the central courthouse, I repeated what Xia had told me to and soon we left with a a map of several locations and a few papers that had the costs of each location on it.

Because of the size of Vale, we spent the majority of our time walking and talking. Most of the places we looked at didn’t hold our interest, and as night arrived, we continued looking before finding a plot of land that I knew we had to have. 

Sitting atop of raised ground, it took a few minutes of walking uphill to get up there, it had a view of the outside of Vale and was isolated, which meant no houses near it. I could feel strong lunar energy here, the land itself was massive, bigger than Flowing River and Xia’s family’s land, giving us plenty of room to expand upon. 

“This, we should get this.” Olivia spoke first and I could only agree.

“It’s listed down at…50 Mithril coins?!”

Raising an eyebrow, I turned to Xia. That was a lot more expensive than anything else we had found, that included plots of land bigger than this, those had been about ten or fifteen Mithril coins. We also still had to build the actual house itself so costs for the land were usually cheap.

“Let’s still buy it, the view from here is amazing. Plus it’s nice and quiet.” Olivia spoke, and turning to Xia, she smiled and nodded. 

“Alice dear, what do you think?” Crouching next to Alice, she tilted her head.

“Alice ok!” Nodding her head happily while also looking a bit confused, I smiled happily.

“Alright, let's go with this place. Olivia, Xia and I don’t require sleep so we can keep going, but how about you?”

“Mm, I can use Coffee as a pillow to get some rest if we stop for a while.” Alice too nodded when Olivia spoke. 

“Don’t overdo it. Alright, let's head to the courthouse here, what is the name of this district?” 

“Winter’s Retreat. A rather fancy name, isn’t it, Madam?”

“Mm…Xia, we go and speak to someone about what we want to build next, right?”

“Correct, we will need to purchase the property first, then they will have someone draw out what the property and house will look like, usually one who has the Subclass of Artist. Once we are happy with the design of both the land and the inside of the house, they will then calculate the costs and once payment is done they will set to building it right away.”

“How long would it take?”

We walked down the small hill as we spoke, looking around and admiring the view before it disappeared.

“Depending on what we settle on, up to a month. In most cases, that is reserved for large, complex buildings, but with what we are looking at, two weeks.”

We soon arrived at Winter’s Retreat’s courthouse, and after speaking to an attendant, they showed surprise.

“That property…Are you sure?” I could see the attendant looking at my adventurer’s plate with a raised eyebrow. “It’s fifty Mithril coins to just buy the property, you also need money to build, that isn’t included.”

“We know, we can afford it.”

“Alright, well fifty coins then.” Handing them over, he takes it and my necklace for identification. He also took the necklaces of Xia, Olivia and Alice. I wanted it to be under all of our names since we were all paying for it in some way. After a bit, we signed a form and the attendant then found a designer to assist us with the house design. The one assisting us was an elderly lady by the name of Tiffany. Sitting in a private room, she had a map of the land we were buying as well as pencils and brushes.

“This will take some time to do, about eight or nine hours, just to let you know.” 

“Do you mind if my friend and daughter here sleep on the couch?” I gestured to Olivia and Alice, both who looked rather tired.

“No problem, I take it you two don’t require sleep?” Telling her we didn’t, she smiled. “Ah, how wonderful it must be to be so young. Alright dears, let's get started. I’ll let you know of the price once we are done.”

With Olivia and Alice both using Coffee as a pillow, the three of us sat while discussing and planning what we wanted. Tiffany also suggested ideas, designs and a layout of how everything would look.

Olivia and Alive had woken up after nine hours and joined us and after twelve hours in total we finished discussing everything. We also found out the reason why this property had such a high cost. In addition to the high amount of lunar energy that gathered there, natural mana was abundant as well, making it a very high value place. The reason wasn’t really known, some places just had higher natural mana and the reason could simply be due to location. Winter’s Retreat in fact had high natural mana, but the lot we were buying had the best in the district. Other districts, which cost more, had better than Winter’s Retreat though.

Because of this, the garden we were looking to build along with rooms like the mana gathering room would be very efficient, providing better than usual results. We had told Tiffany we were willing to spend upwards of one Diamond coin, due to the fact she had been making suggestions to lower costs so Xia trusted she wouldn’t increase them, so we ended up spending a lot more than expected, but it was well worth it.

In total, it would be one Diamond coin and 20 Mithril coins, which left us with about thirty Mithril coins. Planning to sell some of the items we didn’t need anymore, including possibly the Gravity tome since I already knew how to use the spell, it just came down to mastering it before the System would recognize it as being learnt. I was close, being able to increase the weight around monsters, the problem came down to the reverse, which is the hardest part.

With the money spent, we got everything and more. A large stone wall would surround the plot of land, with a gate that required a token to open. The garden for the fruits and vegetables would be nearly fifteen times the size of the one at home. It would have the magic circles to control everything, including what would be needed for the seeds I had found in Zalus since they had included instructions. Next to this we would place a large storage building that could store everything harvested and where all tools could be hung up.

Next, the backyard itself. It had a large patio with a beautiful and flourishing garden full of different assortments of flowers, plants and trees. A table and chairs would offer a place for us to relax. It kind of reminded me of Selenia’s garden. Along the paths and in the garden there would be stones that gave off a faint light, making it beautiful. A large heated bath sat towards the back and would offer a view of the night sky and of Vale itself. Illusion enchantments and defensive barriers would surround it, meaning no one could spy onto it, not even one who had stepped onto their Path. It was actually common for most open bathing spots to have these enchantments. It also would provide regenerative properties and make those who used it feel more refreshed. It also cleaned itself thanks to the help of a magic circle underneath it.

Lastly, the house. It ended up being nearly ten times bigger than our current house. It had five bedrooms, one for each of us and one spare, and the bedrooms were built to our liking. For example, Alice’s room would be constantly submerged in darkness as she apparently preferred it. Entering the house would lead into a lobby where we could then enter nearly every room. The kitchen was big, it would have multiple ovens and storage so I could cool or freeze anything I made. Everything cleaned itself automatically as well. The ovens would be purchased from Grandma’s as I had absolutely loved the one I had bought before. I would only need to visit her, select what I wanted to purchase and then inform the courthouse, who would then do the rest.

We also had a crafting room for Olivia, it would have all sorts of tools for her, like a strange spinning wheel that was used for threads. I didn’t know much about these tools, but she had explained exactly what she wanted while Tiffany also explained anything she may need in the future and we left room for improvement.

We had the living room, which included a fireplace that used wood for cold nights, and had multiple couches that could become beds. It had a small prep area that we could store and make tea or coffee from. The dining room had a large table and ten chairs, which was also the most basic room.

On the second floor, we had a library where we could put all of our books and tomes, a study would also be built in it, a place to read or write, something I didn’t think was needed, but Xia wanted so we got it. A meditation room, which was the mana gathering room, was next. Only one could use it, but it included a complex magic circle that would draw in natural mana. While it wouldn’t be as strong as the one at the top of the Guild, it would still help us greatly. Then there is the storage room, which would require the mana signature of myself, Xia, Alice or Olivia to open. We planned for it to be near impossible to open otherwise.

The last room on the second floor was one that surprised both Xia and I. A short range teleport room. Around Vale, there were about five buildings that had private rooms with a teleport circle that we could buy and place a two way teleport circle that connected to our house. We could have one teleport circle only, but we could connect it to the adventurer’s district, allowing fast travel to the Guild. It wouldn’t be directly to the Guild, but close. It would otherwise take two hours to walk there from our house. 

We had to apply for it however, and it would need to go through the Royal Guard. In addition, we needed two references to ensure that we were trustworthy with such a thing. Tiffany had only recommended it because we mentioned we knew Roland who was a Captain in the Royal Guard and Alexander. The way it worked is that we’d be given a token that would only ever work with our mana signature and both connecting rooms required it to open the doors. The teleport circle wouldn’t work with it either, and it only required a pulse of mana to destroy in the event someone attempted to force us to use it.

Lastly, the training room, which would be below the house, underground. It had self repairing walls and floor, though it was limited and if the room was too damaged we’d need to get it manually repaired. You could increase the gravity in the room, summon earth golems and more. Xia was very excited about it and had added a lot of different functions.

“Whew, this is certainly one of the best houses I’ve done lately. Most people in Winter’s Retreat are those that just want a fancy looking house, nothing like this. I’m rather surprised adventurers like yourself would want a place like this, most just get a small house and use their money on equipment or weapons. There is a lot of work to be done, the complexity of the garden’s magic circles and the defensive enchants that cover the entire property will require experts to do.

“All up, it’ll be ready in just under three weeks. We’ll need you to organise the oven and get the approval for the teleport rooms and you’ll be set. We’ll handle all the furniture that I’ve drawn here, so once it’s all done you all just need to move in. Are you sure you don’t want a separate room for Coffee?” 

“No, he tends to remain at my side unless I order him to stay somewhere, plus he doesn’t seem to want it.” We had asked Coffee, but he had simply placed his head on my lap and whined. Only after petting him to reassure him we won’t get a room for him did he return to being happy.

“Well, the backyard will give him a lot of space to run around. Now, I’ll draft up a receipt for everything and once that is done we’ll get right to work.” Handing Tiffany the money, she thanked us and left the room for some time before returning and handing me the receipt, which was four pages long. 

Leaving Winter’s Retreat and arriving home, we started organising and packing what we didn’t need right away. Xia had recommended that I sell this house as we could get some Platinum coins back for it, but she also recommended possibly using it as a house we could return to in case anything happened to our new house and needed somewhere to stay. Deciding to make a decision later, I decided to take a few days to relax and after a week, I left the house with Coffee in my mana realm, who had wanted to rest and headed to the Guild.

Xia had become relaxed recently, not staying by my side whenever I left the house for something like going to the Guild. She would however leave an Arcane mark on me, so if I ran into trouble I could send mana into it, allowing her to teleport to me. It wasn’t instant as she’d had to hop several times, but it reassured her further.

Entering the Guild, I spoke to an attendant and informed him I wished to see Alexander. After confirming my identity, he led me up several stairs and to an office where Alexander had been waiting for me.

“Alisha, are you doing well?”

“Mm, still some lingering thoughts, but I’m moving forward.”

“Well, after everything that happened in Zalus I’m not surprised it will take you time, I too find myself thinking of Xander and Amanda. Now, I had originally intended to assign you various tasks before teaching you, but I don’t believe that is necessary anymore, you’ve more than proved yourself. Instead, I will take time to teach you when I am free, and seeing as there is not much happening right now, we’ll begin today. Do you have anything planned for the next two days?”

“I don’t. I am helping a Bronze Grade team next week and our new house will be done the week after.”

“Keeping yourself busy? Good, don’t get complacent. You have potential to surpass those who just stay in Gold Grade. Now, we will begin your mana control lessons. Recently, you have focused solely on your physical body but have left magic behind, correct?”

“Yes. I’m a bit frustrated because I don’t understand a lot about magic.”

“Indeed, you’ve been thrown all over the place so it’s not hard to imagine that you’ve not had the chance to really just slow down and take in magic earnestly. I will be taking you somewhere to teach you mana control over the next two days. I will be teaching magic sense which allows you to use your mana to sense mana and magic around you. This is a very helpful ability, it allows you to sense not only others but also traps or magic circles. It is how Summer locates traps while she is scouting.”

I’d heard of magic sense before, and felt eager to learn it. “I’m ready then, Master.”

“Good. We’ll take a short range teleport, come.” Following him into a small room in his office, I stepped onto the magic circle after him, arriving in a small cave. We walk out and as he snaps his fingers I begin floating behind him. Alexander steps into the air and starts moving towards a large forest.

“This place is called the Wilderness. It’s a general term that is used for extremely dangerous locations outside of cities. Unlike hunting zones, which usually have monsters of the same level, the Wilderness is fraught with natural traps, monsters that have stepped onto their Path and many other dangers. Rest assured, you will not be plunging in fists swinging. This location is perfect to help learn magic sense as monsters and traps are all around, allowing you to fine tune your control over mana.”

We landed in a clearing as Alexander continued. “Now, magic sense requires very precise control over your mana to accurately determine what you are sensing. We will spend a day on learning mana control and another day on learning magic control. I believe with your potential you will easily learn it, and if you have any difficulties you can ask me. I do not mind if it takes you longer to learn, so do not pressure yourself. Once you learn magic sense I can then begin teaching you how to maintain a foothold in the air. This will take some time to learn, about a week I’d estimate and will further increase your mana control.”

Alexander turns to look around the forest. “I will protect you while you learn, so you don’t have any fear. Nothing here matches me in strength so you can focus completely. Any questions?”

I shook my head as he nodded. “Good, then let's begin.”

            

    
        Chapter 123 - Dream

    
    
    
    
                Before my eyes I could see a battlefield, covered with corpses of monsters and people. Every face blurred, I couldn’t make out any features of those here, except two. Two girls with long black hair, one had ruby eyes and the other piercing blue eyes. I watched this battlefield as a spectator, I could not move, only ever watching those two girls. They both wielded poorly maintained swords as they used them to injure the dog-like monsters. Once they injured a monster, they would move on and a large, bulky man then killed the monster.

As I watched, the red eyed girl stumbled, giving the monster she faced an opening. She desperately raised her arms to defend against it, and the monster bit down on her arm. She pushed it away before it could clamp down, using her sword to injure it.

The blue eyed girl seemed to talk to her, concerned on her face. The red eyed girl replied and turned away from her, facing yet another monster. Unbeknownst to her, the bulky man approached her, before shouting at her. I could clearly hear what he said as his voice loudly rang above the clashing of bodies and screams in this place.

“Stop fucking around Number 13, get back in there.”

Number…Number? Why did this word resound within me, giving rise to hatred. 32. That number appeared in my mind, 32. Why did this hold such importance to me…wasn’t I Number 32? I continue to watch as the bulky man kicks the red eyed girls back, sending her tumbling into the beast that had been approaching her. She failed to react in time, causing the beast to wound her shoulder. A second beast approached her as her sword dropped from her hands, tumbling away. 

She looked around and found her sword, but failed to see the second beast as it clawed her leg, causing her to fall, landing next to her sword. She scrumbles, picks up the sword in a hurry and stands up again. Parrying an attack from the first beast, she swung her sword beautifully and decapitated one of its legs. At the same time the second beast pounces, biting into her shoulder hard and starts shaking its head, attempting to rip the girl's shoulder off.

The blue-eyed girl saw this and moved quickly, using her sword to decapitate the beast's head off, which remained clamped on her shoulder. I could tell though, the red-eyed girl would die here. She had been covered in deep wounds this entire time, and now her shoulder and chest had been punctured. The blue-eyed girl moved to the red-eyed girl, tears in her eyes, calling out to her. I heard a simple whimper, which I shouldn’t have been able to hear over the sound of this battlefield.

“Alice…”

The bulky man moved to the pair and without a word kicked the blue-eyed girl away. He raised his sword and plunged it deeply into her chest, and as her body shook one last time, I knew she had died. Her head turned towards me, eyes vacant and tear stained. I felt emotions erupt within me as those eyes, as the name from before resounded throughout my head. Alice…

***

Slowly opening my eyes that were wet with eyes, I stared at the ceiling of my room. That dream, it was a memory I had long forgotten. A part of the reason why I wanted to get stronger, to overcome that hellish nightmare I had lived in. I remember my thoughts at that time, the only thoughts were of overwhelming sadness as seeing her die. I had watched it happen, yet I wasn’t strong enough to stop it happening. Looking at the girl who had talons for feet, black wings that wrapped around herself as she slept peacefully, I finally remembered who I named her after and why. It was a promise, a promise to become strong enough to be able to fight to save the lives of those I called friends.

As the faces of Bloom and Amelia join Alice’s in my mind, I allow myself a moment to grief. I hadn’t been strong enough this time either, I needed to keep moving forward though. I can’t lay here, sinking into depression. I had to simply become stronger so those close to me don’t die. I felt a nudge to my side and a whimper, and turning I saw Coffee.

Reaching out a hand, I stroked his head as he snuggled up to me, as if to reassure me. I don’t know why I had dreamed this memory, or why it had been from the perspective of someone watching, but I now remembered it from my own point of view as well as from the other perspective. 

“I’m okay now, Coffee. Thank you.” Coffee nudges my face lightly before licking my cheek. Smiling, I slowly move out of the bed, wipe the tears away and put on a black dress that I’ve had for some time. I don’t remember where I had gotten it from, but I liked wearing it while at home. Moving downstairs, I entered the kitchen, intending to cook to clear my mind.

It has been two weeks since I had learnt Magic Sense. I had learned a lot about mana control. Before, my magic tended to only be focused on using my hands to send out mana. I had stopped using Wind Armour, which meant sending mana from any part of my body. Alexander taught me that the mana veins I had covered every part of my body, meaning I could use mana from anywhere. Most did not utilise this correctly, preferring to do as I’ve been doing, sending it out from my hands.

As I improved my control over the course of a day, I very quickly learnt how to use Magic Sense. It wasn’t a spell that the System recognised. This is because all it comes down to is sending a pulse of mana from yourself to detect objects around you. By controlling it, you can use it to sense everything around you, and be able to tell not only the strength of monsters or people around you, but detect unnatural flows of mana, which indicate traps like untriggered spells or naturally formed traps.

Deciding to make everyone a basic breakfast, I once again wipe the tears from my eyes and set to work. Today Olivia and I would be heading to the Guild so that Olivia could meet with Jasmine, a young girl who would be her new party leader. Olivia wanted me close by and I had agreed, on the condition that she didn’t hide behind me. Olivia had paled at this condition before nervously agreeing.

Xia entered the room just as I finished serving breakfast and sat beside me. She had recently been more like herself and less like a Guardian. She had even bought herself a pair of earrings, and a matching set for me. They were unexpectedly little flowers with a red gem in them, while mine were blue. She had told me she always wanted a pair like this to share with her Blessed while growing up, and seeing as it had been the first thing she’d wanted to buy for herself, I felt happy for her.

Alice came down, rubbing her eyes sleepily before jumping onto my lap and curling up. She’d been up playing with Coffee all night and still looked tired. Olivia finally joined us, looking nervous as she sat down while trying to eat. After breakfast, I left with Olivia and walked towards the Guild.

“Feeling nervous?” Olivia only nodded while tightly gripping my arm. “Don’t worry, like Elise said, we’ll be there for you, but you have to put in effort as well, ok?”

Olivia looked down and meekly nodded. “I-I know. I’ll do my b-best.” 

As we entered the Guild, I noticed people looking my way, with some greeting me or by nodding. Smiling to them as we passed, I quickly found Elise. I had become well known among adventurers because of my achievements, and while I didn’t come by the Guild often I was still recognized every time I came here. At first it had been others simply nodding towards me, but recently they had been greeting me with a wave or a hello. I had returned the greetings but never stopped to talk, mainly because I came here to do something so I had little time to speak to others.

Elise had told me I should mingle with other adventurers, and I had been intending to, but for the last two weeks I had been imbuing thousands of seeds with mana in preparation for our new home. Because of Alexander’s teachings on mana control, I had become a lot better and with the seeds as practice, my mana control had become far better. I managed to imbue about 75% of the seeds, and I didn’t waste any of the ones I had collected from Zalus.

Elise leads us down into a private room, stopping before the door. “Jasmine is inside, Olivia. Are you ready?”

Gulping nervously, Olivia looked at the door before nodding. She let go of my arm as Elise opened the door. Walking in, a young, pretty girl sat on a couch with an owl sitting on her shoulder. She had brown, curly hair and deep purple eyes. Dressed lightly in a dress, she saw us enter and quickly got to her feet as her eyes met with Olivia.

“Nice to meet you, I’m Jasmine.” She smiled gently towards Olivia, who took a small step backwards before turning to me. Patting her back, I gave her a small smile and shook my head intending to tell her not to hide. Olivia turned back to Jasmine with her eyes to the floor, trembling a bit.

“O-Olivia.” Speaking softly after a minute, Olivia stopped trembling but continued to avoid eye contact. Jasmine didn’t seem to mind at all as she continued to smile.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Olivia. This is my bonded monster, Wholigan. She feels excited to meet you.”

“Woohoo~”

The owl hoots softly while tilting its head. Is it confused?

“I have some tea if you’d like to join me.” Jasmine sits down on one couch while gesturing to the one opposite her.

Olivia turned to look at me then Elise before looking at Jasmine. After another minute, she slowly walked to the other couch and sat down nervously, glancing at me once again. 

Jasmine started talking to her softly, introducing herself and talking about small topics. Olivia at first had remained silent, but as Jasmine continued to ask her questions about herself, Olivia slowly answered. At first it had been one word answers, but slowly she spoke a little more. I knew it would take time for her to open up more, but seeing her being able to talk to another, even a little, made me happy.

“I plan on them going into a dungeon tomorrow. Olivia’s weapon is ready as well, and while I don’t want to push her too quickly, I think it’ll be best for her to go in sooner rather than later.”

“Mm, I don’t want to force her either. I had been worried she would hide today, but she’s trying her best.”

Olivia still looked over to me and I only returned a small smile. She slowly stopped looking at me as much over the course of the conversation with Jasmine.

“Jasmine and her team are very excited to meet you as well. You’re very popular amongst the Bronze and Silver grades, you should spend more time around the Guild.”

“I know. I’m just a bit busy right now.”

“Yes yes, new house, lessons with the Branch Master, learning techniques from Flowing River, taking care of Olivia, learning Gravity and so on. You’re a very busy person. You should look at doing more requests though. You know you’ve only ever done two requests officially? The inn, that ended up with assassins attempting to take your life and the orphanage where you came under attack by a level 100 bear. Both of those were Bronze grade! You skipped Silver and since reaching Gold you’ve only ever done a request we provided. I want you to reach ten requests done before the blizzard in two months. And no complaining, you’re low on money right now so it’ll be good for you. You know Elizabeth has done thirty Gold Grade requests?”

Smiling at her mini rant, I told her I would get on it. In return, Elise said that guiding Jasmine’s party tomorrow would count as one request but after that I had to come to the Guild more often and take requests myself.

“So what are your plans for the rest of the day?”

“I was actually thinking of inviting Jasmine to our house for dinner if everything went well here. I planned to provide some stat increasing food, I’ve recently started making food that gives 300 in all Stats instead of just one Stat. It’s the least I can do since she is helping.”

“An excellent idea. Jasmine is a rather big fan of yours, you have no idea how nervous she was today. Do you have plans to give them that egg that gives more experience and the soup that gives a temporary boost to Stats?”

“I don’t have the ingredients for either. They’re a pain in the arse to make as well so the amount I make will be limited. If only I had another me.” Sighing, Elise and I continued to talk, mainly about the house I had commissioned.

I already had obtained a letter of recommendation from both Roland and Alexander, which nearly caused the Royal Guard who took my application to fall off his chair. Smiling at the memory of him running off to his manager, who had been equally as shocked, I had rather enjoyed that moment. I had visited Grandma and she had been excited to see me again, dragging me around to various different ovens and stoves. I had ordered three ovens and two stoves and they had already been picked up by the Winter’s Retreat courthouse.

“I had a dream last night.”

“Oh?”

“About Alice. I remembered her death.”

Elise frowned before realisation appeared on her face. “That Alice? Oh, Alisha, are you alright?”

“Mm, I am. I don’t know why I remembered that moment in particular.”

“Well, you did say the Moon Goddess said your memories would slowly recover. Let me know if you remember anything else, okay?”

“Thanks, Elise.”

“It’s what I do. Are you planning on heading into a dungeon yourself or do some more hunting?”

“After the blizzard. I want to set everything up first and once that is done I’ll head out somewhere. I’ve still got to go through the loot I claimed in Zalus, open a restaurant and do some more mana control lessons with Alexander.”

“Busy busy. And you’re guiding a group through a dungeon tom-”

“Tomorrow?!” As if finishing her sentence, Olivia spoke loudly out of surprise before glancing at us in a panic.

“Ah, she told her.” Elise and I just smile and glance back at Olivia. It was her decision at the end of the day. Olivia looked panicked and glanced down at her hands nervously before shaking her head.

“Well, it might have been too soon. Onto plan B.”

“I take it you want her to meet them one at a time?”

“Yes, her reason is likely because she doesn’t know the other two. We’ll do this over the next two months. I’ll get her to meet one next week and the other the week after. Have Jasmine come for dinner tonight and invite her to come every third night. Do the same with the other two and have them join you after she meets them. Encourage her to spend time with them and be casual. If she is willing before the blizzard then that’ll be great, but we don’t want to push her. Jasmine has agreed to this plan as well, minus the dinner part. I had told her to just spend time with Olivia where possible.”

“I can do that. I’ll also help her get used to fighting again. I don’t think she’s done any fighting since we were originally teleported.”

“Good idea. It’s good to see she’s at least talking to Jasmine a little bit.”

“Mm.”

After ten more minutes of talking, Olivia and Jasmine stood and walked over, with Olivia coming to my side and held my arm again.

Jasmine looked at me in a daze before quickly snapping out of it.

“I-I’m Jasmine, i-it’s a-awesome to m-meet you!”

“Told you.” I heard Elise’s amused voice as I pursed my lips.

“I’m Alisha, thank you for today.”

“N-no, it’s nothing to be thanked for. W-when Elise told me, I wanted to help, I don’t need thanks for that.”

After having a chat with Jasmine, I invited her for dinner, shocking her but she accepted after glancing at Olivia. 

***

Sitting down and practising Gravity, thoughts ran through my mind about my future plans. I had thoughts of heading into the Tomb of Lilith, but part of me didn’t know if it would be a good idea. I’d learnt that the highest level of monsters was level 100. The most that had been explored was to floor 126 and at that level it had become…twisted. Elise refused to elaborate and had told me I should avoid doing so. 

My mind had been on why Tessa had suggested it. Is there a reason for her suggestion, or was it suggested as something to do? It would take about three months to travel to the depths that the last team had explored, which would be a lot of time. The theory on the Tomb of Lilith is that it has 150 floors altogether. Figuring I would discuss it with Summer, I stopped practising and headed out towards the Guild with Coffee.

Heading in, I went to the Gold Grade floor and headed towards the request board. I had called Coffee into my mana realm and worn the old hood that Floof had given me. I knew Elise wanted me to mix in with adventurers but at the moment I simply wanted to relax. But that ended up not being the case. People here were strong enough to see through this hood and simply greeted me anyway. Deciding to just remove the hood, I looked over the requests.

“Night watch? Assist the Royal Guard during the night…no. Hunt monsters…no. Oh? Hunt a criminal.”


Grabbing a request, I saw it was to help locate a wanted criminal who had killed a family. Estimated to be level 80, he had stolen an extremely valuable stone from a noble as well. The reward would be one Diamond coin and a ticket to visit a Shrine Master. I didn’t exactly care for the Shrine Master, I could give that to Olivia to help her.

“Want to find him together?” Not bothering to look at Summer who had appeared next to me, I nod. 

“Sure. Split the reward?”

“Nah, just tell em to give two tickets and Diamond coins. I don’t need the ticket, planning to give it to my little sister. I just want the Diamond coin.”

“Same here. I’m planning to give mine to Olivia.”

“Makes sense. Shrine Masters would be pretty useless to you considering your identity. Let’s go register.”

Turning the request in, the attendant frowned before shaking his head.

“If it wasn’t you I’d have shooed you away. Alright, some information for you two. He’s a dangerous man experienced in illusion magic. This illusion magic is rather annoying, illusion break techniques don’t work well because his magic is multi-layered. He is able to use his illusion magic on himself, giving himself a new appearance. Here, this is a portrait of his true self. He’s an ex-adventurer that had been expelled due to putting his team into danger for his own greed.”

Memorising the portrait and descriptive information, I handed the portrait back. It also contained information on the stone. A pure white gem-like stone that had weak pulses of mana. It sort of reminded me of the blue gem in my mana realm, which had recently been pulsing with a strange energy recently. The strange energy had no effect on me, but it had slowly become stronger.

“How many others are on this job?” Summer hands the attendant the portrait back while asking. 

“Half the damn Gold Grades. Seriously, they’re going on about how this is an easy job and it’ll be done in no time. Even those level 100s are chasing after this guy yet have no idea how to handle illusions. I’d recommend grabbing another request to do while you search for this guy, the Royal Guard needs help as usual and all you’ll be doing is patrolling the streets. It’s three Mithril coins for the night.”

Deciding to do that request as well, the attendant handed both of us two tokens and Summer and I headed out to search and patrol.

            

    
        Chapter 124 - Summer

    
    
    
    
                “It’s nice and quiet at this time of night, isn’t it?”

“Mm, I prefer the night sky. It’s calming.”

“I’d expect as much from the Chosen of Celestia. How did Olivia go today?” Summer and I walked through the streets, checking busy places in the slums. As to disguise ourselves, we currently wore our old Bronze Grade and with a mixture from Summer we had dyed our hair. I currently had deep blue hair while she had white hair. Walking through the slums, which is our patrol route that we were provided by the Royal Guard, we kept our eye out for the criminal.

“She did well. Elise wanted her to go into a dungeon with Jasmine’s party tomorrow but Olivia said no, so we’ll be slowly introducing her to the other two and having them all over for dinner every now and then.”

“Poor girl. You’re a good friend for looking after her. Oh, how is the house coming along?”

“Not done yet. Will be done by next week, want to come over for dinner when it's done?”

“Oh! The future famous chef, Starcaller, is inviting me to dinner? And here I thought that would be reserved for Aubrey.”

“I mean-”

“I know.” Giving me a cheerful smile, Summer nodded. “Can I bring my sister?”

“Sure. I plan to ask Xeno and Aubrey as well, Ellie has already said yes. I can’t seem to find Leon…”

Sighing, Summer shook her head. “Leon hasn’t appeared at the Guild since then. Bloom saved his life and brought him to Vale, and losing him has taken a huge toll on Leon. His advisor still checks in on him, but he is refusing any contact.”

As we both go silent, we keep walking while the atmosphere around us becomes gloomy.

“So who is your sister?” Attempting to break the silence, I smiled towards Summer who returned it.

“Ah, I haven’t told you about her, have I? She’s twelve years old this month actually, she’d make a good friend for Alice.” Turning to face forward again, Summer smiled sadly. “She’s got a rather rare disorder. See, she was born without sight or sense of touch. She can’t circulate mana either. Yet she’s the sweetest girl you’d ever meet, kind to her core. Unlike us two.”

“Have you tried asking for Regrowth?”

“We’re not all well connected like you.” Giggling, Summer shook her head. “Regrowth won’t do anything for her. Regrowth doesn’t give sight or anything, it just regrows or repairs your body at the cost of lifespan. If you were blind from birth then Regrowth won’t suddenly fix that, it just restores your body to how it normally is in a way.”

Looking at Summer’s neck, it still had the scar from that day. She hadn’t required Regrowth, in fact it’s more like it would’ve been pointless. Unlike me, others could scar easily from injuries, even if healed with a healing potion. No, I too had a scar. Regrowth had simply healed the internal damage caused by whatever I had been poisoned by, the wound itself left a scar on my hip, I had forgotten about it until I saw Summer’s scar.

“Sorry for asking…I’m not familiar with how magic works.”

“You’re fine. The fact you asked makes me happy to know you care. Her name is Helen, she is the reason why I’m an adventurer and why I’ve made the decision to do my best to keep up with you, Alisha. I have a feeling if we stick together we’ll go far.”

Scratching my ear in embarrassment, I wasn’t sure what to say. While we continued talking, I sensed something wrong and did a double take. I saw the man from the portrait moving through the street ahead of us into an alleyway.

“Pretend like you didn’t see him.”

“You saw him too?”

“No, I just noticed your reaction. I’ll need to teach you how to avoid that reaction. I saw an average woman enter an alleyway ahead.”

“I saw him going that way too.”

“God, I’d literally kill to have eyes like yours. Alright, as planned we’ll just pretend we’re wandering around and go down the alleyway. Once we see him again we’ll determine what to do. We need to strike when there are no innocents around.”

A feat that is possible with Domain, yet I did not know how to do it. Summer did not have a Domain either, meaning we would have to be patient and wait. As we followed the criminal deeper into the slums, we found a chance. He seemed to be looking for something, though we didn’t know what it was, we knew now was a good chance. Summer disappeared, she’d work with me to pincer him. 

He turned to walk down another alleyway and I flash stepped to the entrance of the alleyway. Summer was waiting for him at the other end of the alleyway, and the criminal had stopped and looked back at me before scoffing.

“Strange, you’ve found me. Two level 76 adventurers pretending to be Bronze Grade. I’d thought you to be a non-threat, but to think you know who I am.” I sensed a pulse of mana and watched as he started walking towards me, like I no longer existed. I heard a voice speaking from where he originally was. “I can pay you both double what they’re offering you. The adventurers Guild is lying to you both, keeping secrets about a war that will flatten Vale. It is in your best interes-”

An illusion? I saw nothing but I could hear him talking even though he wasn’t moving his mouth. Pretending I didn’t see him walking towards me and staring at where he had stopped, I waited till he just stepped past me and moved. Taking out a collar from my pocket, I grabbed his head, slamming it in the ground and snapped the collar around his neck as he squealed in surprise.

“H-how did you s-”

“Shut up. Don’t move, attack or use magic.” Instantly he stops talking. The collar on his neck is a slave collar that belonged to me. The Guild had provided us with one as they wanted him alive, not dead if possible. Hearing a crack followed by shattering, I turned to see Summer casually walking towards me.

“Perhaps you could teach me Lunar magic so I can get the same eyes. I had no idea he had put up an illusion. Alright, let's get him to the Royal Guard and claim our rewards. Ah, that box should have the stone.”

Summer walks over to the box that must’ve fallen out of the criminal’s pocket and picks it up. I grab the collar of the criminal who has stopped talking and as I’m about to drag him along, I see Summer open the box. The stone, an oval white beautiful stone, laid within in one second, then rose up and bounced up and down, seemingly happy. Suddenly it shoots towards me with such speed that I couldn’t even react. I had thought there would be an impact but it just…enters me.

Looking at my chest in confusion while tossing the criminal aside, I saw nothing as Summer said “Your mana realm!”

Sinking myself into it, I looked up and saw the blue gem and right next to it was the white stone. My knife sat in front of these as usual.

“What in the world?” The white stone started pulsing with a white light as the Celestial Eclipse Mana and Energy was drawn to it. It’s like it was draining my mana but it wasn’t at a rate that would become a problem, it was slow and calm.

***

“Sigh. Why is it whenever you go anywhere you cause more problems then fix, Alisha?” Elise sat opposite me with her head in her arms, looking as if she had just woken up…she had just woken up actually, and had rushed her once learning what happened.

“I didn’t exactly have control over that situation, I don’t even know what that stone is, nor the one that’s currently in there.”

“It’s true Elise, the Guild didn’t inform us of anything but saying it’s a ‘stone’, nor was there a warning not to open the box.”

“I know.” Elise looked up from her arms before sighing and raising her head. “I know, yet the noble family who wanted the stone is now calling for your mana realm to be destroyed and the stone retrieved.”

“Which isn’t going to happen, I take it?”

“Of course not. They’re the idiots who failed to inform us of what it is. I’m just hoping Tails has some good news for us.”

Tails is a new executive for the Guild. She’s an evolved monster of a Morning Dawn Fox and a good friend of Elise. When we turned over the criminal to the Royal Guard, we had reported the problem with the stone. We had been detained, but not arrested, and Tails had arrived to bring us to the Guild as they were notified first. We were then told to wait and Elise had been woken up to sit with us.

“We do have the memory stone of what happened.”

“Thankfully. The Guild will keep your identity a secret, but the Royal Guard you spoke to is another story. The nobles just have to offer the right price and without an Oath in place anyone will speak.” Elise sighs and leans back just as the door opens. 

“Sorry for the wait. I’ve spoken to the Royal Guard and nobles who submitted this request.” Tails walked in and closed the door. She had long, orange hair that matched her tail and ears. Her ears had white insides and overall looked similar to how I did, except her eyes were more foxlike and her fangs protruded from the top of her mouth.

Unlike with the other executives, Elise didn’t stand to attention and just sighed. “What’s the verdict?”

“The Royal Guard didn’t utter a word and told me he wouldn’t rat out the hero of the slums and swore an Oath to me. The nobles on the other hand have demanded we hand over the adventurer who stole their stone so they can remove the stone themselves. The Guild has refused their demands.”

Tails sits besides Elise before handing Summer and I two pouches. “The nobles are refusing to provide their end of the deal, so we have given you both the reward. As compensation you’ll both be given a spellbook of your choice, up to Platinum Grade. The lists are here.” Handing us a list, we looked over it and I decided on a spell called Lightning Cage. I had become impressed by the Getsuna’s Lightning Net and upon seeing this I could see it being useful if I could limit where enemies could move. Though I did have to actually learn Lightning Magic…I also needed to use the lake.

“So did you find out what the stone is?” Elise asked while stretching.

“Yes. Both are unborn Mana Spirits. Extremely rare spirits that live in mana realms and purify mana within it. They are found in pure mana lakes or pure mana crystal mines and go for upwards of four Jade coins. The one that threw itself into your mana realm is a Lunar Mana Spirit. It would’ve sensed your Celestial Eclipse mana and energy and chosen you. The fact you have two is…sigh, not a word of this leaves this room.”

All three swore an Oath despite my insistence they didn’t. According to Tails, when born they would slowly purify my mana realm, which meant my magic would become stronger. I knew I had to start focusing on magic, I’ve kept pushing back on learning it. 

“Well, you have nothing to fear. You are after all the Branch Master’s disciple, no one here will utter a word if they knew. I imagine those nobles will likely push the Royal Family to do something, but the Guild isn’t technically a part of Vale, the staff and adventurers can easily remain neutral in the event of a war or just close down.” Tails shrugs before standing. “It’s been a pleasure meeting you, Alisha and Summer. My condolences for your loss. Bloom and Amelia were excellent adventurers and both will be missed dearly.”

Giving us a small smile, Tails left the room as Elise sighs. “She hadn’t expected the promotion and hated that she had to replace her old mentor, Xander. She’s probably the most affected by all of this.” After a few more words, Summer and I left the Guild as the sun started rising.

***

“So what kind of Shrine Master will your sister see?” I asked Summer curiously while we walked along the streets. 

“She wants to help those in need that are like her. Those who have been crippled and can no longer work as adventurers, or even those that don’t know what to do since they lack the ability to fight. We found a Shrine Master that has expertise in helping those in need and I’ve been trying to save for her to see them. Thankfully we found that criminal so now I can put what I saved back into the funds that I will leave her in case of my death.”

We parted ways after making plans for Summer and Helen to join us for dinner once the new house had been finished. As I return home, I tell Olivia about the free Shrine Master ticket I had received and though she at first didn’t want to accept it since it was my reward, she ended up accepting after I told her I had no need for it.

After some discussion, she decided on a Shrine Master that could help her learn how to use her bow during combat. She already had good bow skills, but she wanted to raise them to the next level for when she was ready to join Jasmine. With plans to head there after we had dinner, I made a simple breakfast for everyone and headed upstairs, planning to look through the chest that had been left to me.

Opening it, I first brought out the clothing. I had stopped wearing the extraordinary clothing since Zalus, I no longer felt comfortable wearing it, instead opting to wear the dress I had at some point received, but it had become too tight around my chest and it wasn’t as long. I wore adventurers clothing when I left the house and the extraordinary clothing sat in a bag that had been thrown into a closet. The replica of The Blade’s sword still sat on the wall, but it only served one purpose now. A reminder that when I reached his level, I would kill him.

The clothing itself felt smooth to the touch. The shirt was a nice teal with no sleeves, a skirt that had a light pink colour to it and the pair of gloves were black. According to the System, these clothes were able to mend and clean themselves. In addition, it would grow if the user became taller or their physique changed. Putting it on, I enjoyed the feeling and freedom of these clothes. The skirt allowed easier movements and meant I could use Lashing Fire Kick without being hindered by pants. Xia, who had been with me, suggested putting shorts on under the skirt, and when I showed confusion, Xia had facepalmed.

After she convinced me, we had Olivia weave some simple and light shorts and with those on it felt a lot better to move. Satisfied with these clothes, I looked through the rest of the chest with Xia’s help. 

About ten of the books were about the history of Zalus, the world and general knowledge of the city itself. We weren’t sure what to do about these books, we held no value in them but I wanted to keep my promise with Ash. We stored them away carefully and checked the other books. Most of them were about various forms of spellcasting, theories on spellcasting and empowering oneself with magic. Xia looked through them since my understanding of magic wasn’t great.

“These have a lot of value, you need to study these Alisha, they will benefit you greatly. Even I would benefit greatly from reading through them. The worth these hold are immeasurable, I can’t value them because I don’t know how far along magical studies have gotten. After all, most theories aren’t exactly for everyone.”

Storing those away carefully, we were left with two that stood out to us the most. The first one was about Spell Gems. Xia had never heard of these, and looking through it together we were fascinated to find that one could create these Spell Gems, which would store a spell for use later on. Anyone could use these Spell Gems once created and while it would decrease its overall power, the fact anyone could use it meant it would become a powerful weapon for an army, or adventurers.

We tried to read how to create them, but both of us were left confused, not understanding any of the material. Even the gems needed were ones Xia had never heard of, the only thing we knew was that this could forever change magic itself. If I were to create Spell Gems with Starfall and give them out, those who had the Starfall gem could use it at any time.

“Alisha, I don’t think we should sell this unless we’re absolutely sure. We…we really have something scary.”

Even I understood the implications this book had. The power of the spell depended on the strength of the one who created it, so if I were to create a Starfall Spell Gem when I stepped beyond the Pathways, Monster Tides would no longer be a threat. Even attacking armies would be devastated.

“I-I think I’ll take this to Alexander…” Muttering while holding the book, I glance at Xia, who had recently been speaking more freely.

“That’s likely the best case. The Guild is neutral, and even though he is standing with Vale if the war happens, he is still obliged to handle matters like this seriously from a neutral standpoint…”

We store the book away while I pick up the last one. This one interested me the most. The reason? It held many recipes for cooking, including using the fruits and vegetables I had found the seeds for. We had found similar books for weaving, which we gave to Olivia, weaponsmithing, armorsmithing and jewel making. The recipes were for meals that were a delicacy in Zalus, dishes they had crafted painfully over the years. Most of the ingredients were available now, like monster meat which usually can be used regardless of recipe, except in some rare cases but it was mainly for flavour.

Other ingredients needed to be made ahead of time and some I had never heard of, but the base components were still purchasable. I was rather surprised that we could get most of the ingredients listed here. Feeling rather excited to try these, I only needed to wait for our new house and for the new garden to be made and grown.

***

“Hunt and kill a dangerous monster attacking farms nearby…no. Help mentor a new adventurer…no. Oh? Assist the Royal Guard in training? Needed, those proficient with close combats with fists, shields, sword and lances. Reward is twenty Mithril in addition to training with the Royal Guard…is there a need for that?”

“It’s very helpful. It’ll help you fight against others around your skill level and it’s not just one on one training, it’ll be fighting in groups or fighting multiple of 'em at a time. You should come along, I’m a regular.”

Xeno stood next to me with his arms crossed, giving a strong nod. I had run into him on the way to the Guild and we had decided to take this chance to do a request together. 

“It’ll be important with that coming up, won't it?”

“Very. Shall we?”

Deciding to go along with this request, Xeno and I grabbed the tokens and headed to the Royal Guard’s training centre.

            

    
        Chapter 125 - Hatching

    
    
    
    
                “Good work out, isn’t it?”

Panting heavily while leaning back on the bench, I could feel the pain all over my body. The training here was a lot more brutal than I had thought. No real weapons were used, instead they used wooden swords, clubs and so on. For me I wore a pair of leather gloves. With these on, I could punch someone with all my strength and the most one would receive is a bruise. By softening the blows, one could train with their full strength and not accidentally kill someone. The same applied to the wooden weapons. 

“I wonder where one could buy these from?” As I looked over the weapons and gloves, Xeno laughed.

“Unless you know the captain, you ain’t going to get them, they’re Royal Guard exclusives.”

“I know the captain, Xeno.”

“Oh. I forgot, you do. Maybe you could ask?”

Looking over at Roland who was currently yelling at a group of trainees, I pursed my lips and shook my head.

“I’ll pass for now.” I hadn’t seen Roland act as a Royal Guard today, and I finally understood why he was a captain. He was hard on the trainees when they couldn’t defeat Xeno and I, and in turn had fought with us to show the trainees how to exploit our openings and showing them how to defeat our combination of shield and attacker. They had slowly exploited our openings and we had been beaten after an entire day of training. 

“Are you doing anything after this?” Slinging his shield over his back, Xeno glanced at me.

“Not particularly. Olivia is training, Coffee is resting in my mana realm, Xia is with Alice today and taking her to medical facilities so I pretty much have nothing to do.”

“Not studying magic or with the Branch Master?”

“Master won’t be free till tomorrow. Our next lesson will take a few days after all. Spellcasting…I’m waiting on something.” I had been waiting for Selenia to summon me for another lesson, yet she had not attempted to summon my Astral body. 

“I see. Well, why not come over for dinner? My husband is eager to impress you with his cooking and he’s eager to pet Coffee.”

“Sure.” When we had the dinner before leaving for the hunting zone, I had met Darryl and rather enjoyed his company. He was a bundle of laughs to be around and had been rather fond of Coffee. 

“Good work you two. I’ve sent payment to the Guild already.” Roland came over and nodded to both of us. 

“Thank you, sir.” Xeno spoke formally while I just nodded back. Roland moved back over to the trainees as they started their own drills and practise. Taking off the gloves and throwing them into a giant box meant for cleaning, Xeno and I headed out and started walking.

“How’s little Olivia doing?”

“Good. Once she’s finished with the Shrine Master she’ll be meeting with the next member of her potential team, an evolved monster named Willow.”

“Good to hear, I hope she finds her feet once again. What about little Alice?”

“She’ll be level 2 with a few more trips to the medical facilities. I want to be free on the day she will hit it in case anything happens, we still don’t know exactly what Alice is.”

“Good idea. I heard from Summer you’re looking to head into the Tomb of Lilith and want to attempt to clear it?”

“Mm, after the blizzard most likely. Tessa did suggest it and I’m wondering why.”

“Ah, that is simple. It’s an old legend and I can’t confirm its authenticity. It is said that Lilith is an ancient Goddess that represents the dark side of the moon and fought with those who worshipped the light side of the moon long ago.”

“So the Moon Goddess defeated her?”

“No. At least, according to the legend she fell because of her own army. I do not believe your Moon Goddess ever got involved. If it is true she represented the dark side of the moon, it would make sense for you to conquer her Tomb if it leads you to knowing about her. You can’t use the full power of the moon only understanding one side of it, right?”

Mulling over Xeno’s words, I figured if that legend were to be true then it would be best to head into the Tomb of Lilith.

“Count Summer and I in if you end up deciding to go in.”

“Are you sure?”

Scoffing, Xeno looked at me. “A chance to conquer the Tomb of Lilith? Something thought to be impossible? I’d absolutely love to take the chance, imagine how famous we’d be!”

“Is fame important for you?

Xeno shrugged. “Not exactly, but it’s nice to be in the spotlight sometimes. I do adventuring because it gives me a chance to be strong enough to protect my husband. See, Darryl and I grew up in a small town some distance from here. A monster tide flattened the town, leaving the two of us as orphans. If it wasn’t for a passing team of adventurers we would’ve died due to no food. Since then, Darryl has been terrified of monsters and I wanted to become strong enough so we can survive if such a thing happens again. Plus the fame might help his business.”

Darryl ran a business that sold general supplies like food, healing potions and so on. It was a small shop intended for those who were low level adventurers. Darryl enjoyed working the business as it helped those new to adventuring.

“I see. I understand, I’ve always gotten stronger because I didn’t want to be forced down a path I didn’t want to walk. According to Elizabeth I had been a slave before coming to Vale, though I don’t remember it I still remember not wanting to be forced down the path of being a Sister for the Sisterhood of the Moon Goddess, and thanks to the Archbishop I had to get stronger.”

“A slave? Must’ve gotten lucky to have the collar removed.”

"How do those collars work? I thought they would be a lot more common, but I've only seen them in the Tomb of Lilith. I even used one the other day to capture a criminal"

"Ah, those daft collars aren't that strong. They only last until the mana in them is exhausted, and the stronger you are the more mana that is drained. Like you, you'd be enslaved for a total of like, thirty minutes, and that's if you didn't just outright destroy it by flooding it with mana before they could order ya not to attack. 


"Then there is also the fact that another person can simply destroy it for ya. You also get resistance towards em, like your Lullaby. Plus it is outlawed here, even nobles found with slaves will be punished, so the black market is where they're exchanged, and that's if they're not saved before that. The Royal Guard use em to capture criminals, gives em time to escort them into a cell that seals their strength. All in all, it's not worth the hassle, since they eventually just don't work and you can only really enslave low levels for a long time. I'm surprised you didn't have em back then."


“Ellie said they simply killed us before we reached level 10.”

“I see. Level 10 is when your body receives its first strengthening, all you would need to do after that is escape and slowly work your way to level 20.”

“Ellie said that is indeed what happened, though we weren’t level 10 when we escaped.”

As we talked, we soon arrived at a small home. A lovely, small front yard led to the door of the house and entering it we stepped inside.

“Darryl, I’m home. I’ve brought a guest.”

“I’m in the kitchen, love. Wait in the living room. And take your boots off!”

Xeno places his shield on the wall near the front door and takes his boots off while I do the same with my shoes. As Xeno walks to the living room, I duck into the kitchen.

“Need any help, Darryl?”

“Alisha! Xeno brought a good friend along. I’ll be right dear. Plus you’re scary in the kitchen.” Darryl turned to face me. You wouldn’t think this man would be level 5. He had a large, bulky figure, dark brown hair and a thick, bushy beard. “Did you bring Coffee?”

“Mm, he’s in my mana realm, want to see him?”

“Once I’m done, I don't want wolf hairs in the food after all. Go relax, I’ll bring it all out soon.”

I walk into the living room and call Coffee out. I sat down as Coffee jumped onto the couch and sat down next to me, resting his head on my lap. Patting coffee while chatting with Xeno, Darryl came out with three bowls of soup and a few slabs of meat on a plate..

“Might not be as good as your cooking, Alisha, but I hope you enjoy it.”

“Thank you, Darryl.” Darryl places the meat on the table and gives Coffee a slice, which he happily ate. Taking a spoonful and eating, I found it quite good. “Tastes great Darryl.”

“Oh, the devil of the kitchen herself has given it her thumbs up, good work Darryl.” Xeno laughs while eating himself.


We continued to eat and laugh while talking during our meal and after bidding them farewell, I headed home for some much needed rest.

***

A young girl with black hair is hit by an attack from a large tarantula, lifted into the air before falling into a large hole. I heard another girl scream, one that resounded within me.

“ALISHA!”

My vision follows the girl with black hair as she twists her body to protect an egg that she clutched with her hands desperately. After some time of falling, she hit the water at the bottom of the hole, knocking her unconscious. She slowly drifts face up onto the bank of the pond before flipping onto her stomach on the edge. She awakens, covered in wounds with a broken arm. The egg she had protected had washed up onto the bank of the pond as well, and she searched desperately for it, before finding it. With a face of relief, she picks it up and after some rest, she sniffs the air.

A memorised expression covers her face as she begins walking while sniffing the air. I couldn’t smell anything, but I knew she followed a particular smell. She stumbles slowly through the tunnels that are lit up with stones on the wall and after a while she arrives in a large room with a throne in the middle. She gazes around the room before looking at a particular passageway. Continuing to follow her as she enters the passageway, it takes a while before she arrives before a shrine.

I couldn’t make out the shrine, it was a blur, but the young girl suddenly disappeared. After a minute, she reappeared, an aura of confidence replacing the scared aura she had before. She now had a pair of fox ears on her head but no tail. In her hands, she cradled an egg in her arms before moving it into a bag. She then walks down the corridor and into the throne room once again. Then, choosing a passageway, she started walking down it, arriving at another room with more corridors, and then continued walking down another, and another, and another…

I don’t know how long the girl has been walking for, there is no concept of time for me. I saw her sitting on the ground, that confidence all but gone. She had an egg on her lap while she slept. Suddenly, it shook, cracks ringing out. The girl woke up, immediately on guard, looking for the sound as it rang out once again. She looked at the egg, worry on her face, mixed with excitement. Soon, the shell broke away as a raven's head poked out, tilting its head at the girl.

***

Opening my eyes as I woke, I stared at the ceiling. Another dream of a memory I had lost, this time from when I had been lost inside the Depths of Crater Hell, with no way of knowing when I would get out. I had thought I would be alone in that darkness, but then Alice had hatched. Looking down, I saw Alice peacefully sleeping and she used my arm as a pillow, hugging me loosely. Stroking her hair, I felt happiness well up in me at how much she had grown.

After a while, I slowly got out of bed while making sure I didn’t disturb her and with Coffee I went downstairs to make breakfast as usual. Xia came downstairs at some point and helped me prepare. Once Alice had awoken, we sat down and ate. Today I would be heading to the Guild to start my lessons with Alexander and I would be learning how to walk on air.

Xia and Alice left first, they would be heading down to the medical facilities so Alice could syphon darkness. Packing the book about Spell Gems, I head to the Guild and enter. After speaking with an attendant, they led me up to Alexander's room, and entering he gave me a nod.

“All set? We’ll be heading out of Vale for a few days.”

“Before that, I have something I need to show you.” Pulling out the book, I handed it to Alexander as he raised an eyebrow. He opens the book and starts reading as the raised brow becomes a frown.

He started pacing the room while flicking through a few pages before shutting the book with a snap. He hands me back the book with a shake of his head. “I assume you brought this to me because of the implications and my position as Branch Master?”

‘Yes, we got it from Zalus, it was left to me by Ash.” Explaining the chest, he nodded.

“Okay. That book is priceless, Alisha. It would forever change how the world itself would work. I’ll need to speak with the Guild Master to know what to do with this sort of knowledge. He will be able to assess exactly what to do.”

“Guild Master?”

“I’m a Branch Master, the Guild is a world wide organisation thus we have the Guild Master who decides everything along with a council. We report to him directly and in cases of world-class discoveries, which is what you hold there, we are to report to him directly and he’ll make a decision on whether it is to be sealed away, released to the public or kept within the Guild and handled by us. 

“Of course, you’ll be provided compensation for this. I will know an answer within a month or two, for now keep it safe.”

“Shouldn’t you take it?”

“I trust you enough to store it securely, not many in this city would harm you after all. I trust you haven’t told anyone else about it, right?” 

“Only Xia.”

 Alexander smiles. “Then no one but you, Miss Xia and I know of this little secret. Now, let's begin our lessons. Come, we’ll be going to the Wilderness again.”

***

Falling through a tree, I land on the ground with a groan. Climbing out of the small hole I made, I brushed down the dirt and leafs off me.

Coffee ran over and bumped his snout against my hand, and reassuring him I was okay he barked and ran off back to a shady spot under a tree.

It’s been two days since we began training and this has been one of the dozens of times I’ve fallen since then. Stepping into the air is a lot harder than I had thought, but I have gradually been getting steadier.

Mana control is vital, and I have been improving with each step I’ve taken, literally. I had to output mana under my feet at a constant, steady rate. Too much and I’ll lose my balance, too little and I’d have nothing to stand on. Interestingly each successful step I took into the air left a dazzle of silver and black behind, mixed together like a night sky. According to Alexander this is how my mana simply looked because of my mutated mana realm and veins.

The actual process is a lot simpler than I had imagined, the biggest problem for me right now is controlling my mana correctly and making sure it is constant. I fell just now because I had failed to output mana consistently. Alexander had told me to stand in the air while maintaining my output for five minutes, then walk around in a circle three times then stand still. 

Stepping back into the air, I took a dozen jumps before reaching my standing point. The amount of mana this consumed was massive, and it would decrease once I started to properly control it. Because of that, I’m banned from using Wind magic to keep myself balanced since it would only add to the drain. Stepping into the air, I looked around once more, unable to help myself as I marvelled at the surroundings. 

We were currently in the Wilderness, and the sight of looking over this dangerous forest was oddly beautiful. Trees covered in snow, the roars of monsters sounding out and the slight wind that threatened to knock me over. My eyes met with Alexander who also had been standing in the air, ensuring no danger came to me.

“Everytime you look at the surroundings, it’s good to know you appreciate the beauty of this place. Now, you failed last time because your output was interrupted, perhaps due to being distracted with your thoughts. Clear your mind once again and continue.”

He was right, my mind had for a moment thought of the memory that I had remembered of Alice’s hatching. The scene gave me a deep sense of hope and happiness in that moment that all hope and happiness seemed to be lost. 

***

Walking around the air above the forest with Alexander behind me, we continued walking along the edge of the wilderness. I had been able to maintain my foothold in the air like this, but it had its limits. The mana drain had lessened greatly, and as long as I wasn’t in combat I could maintain my air steps for about an hour. In combat while using magic however I wouldn’t be able to maintain it for longer than two or three minutes. 

I had a large smile on my face as I stepped through the air, letting the breeze ruffle my clothing as I got a bit carried away with some twirls and leaps. I had found a perfect amount of mana to constantly output and right now I was getting used to the feeling of the mana becoming second nature. Whenever I took a step I would have to recreate the foothold, since the foothold would fix on a particular spot where I had stepped, which is why it’s important to keep a constant flux of mana happening.

“Right, I believe you’ve gotten used to it. How does it feel.”

“Like I’m free.” Being able to walk in the air like this was rather amazing, and while it wasn’t flying I still felt free.

“That’s about my reaction too when I first learnt it. Don’t use it in combat for now, you’re very much still at the early stages and being distracted in combat will cause you to fall, plus the drain on your mana is very much still a problem. Most can last in the air forever due to their ability to naturally regenerate mana, which while you have that regeneration it’s just a matter of improving your control and the drain will naturally decrease as well.”

I knew what he meant. If I had to use a spell like Starfall, I would lose all of my mana and plummet into the ground. If my enemy wasn’t dead, I would very quickly die. Smiling while stepping back towards Coffee, who had been in a protective barrier just outside the forest and picked him up. Jumping into the air, Coffee barked happily as we headed back towards the cave with the teleport circle.

“When do you plan to head in and use the lake?”

“Mm, probably once Olivia is out and we’ve moved into our new home. Olivia should be out in the next few days, Alice will also hit level 2 in the next day or two, so I want to be there in case something happens. Once we’ve moved into the house I’ll be hosting a dinner, you’re invited if you wish to join us, Master.”

“Ah, I will have to decline. For the next two weeks I will be attending to many tasks to prepare the Guild for the upcoming war. Since the Guild takes a neutral stance, I have to ensure the safety of every adventurer and make sure that every single one of them is aware that they too fall under the umbrella of neutrality.”

“Couldn’t Harrington ignore that?”

“It sure can, if it wanted to be destroyed. The Guild has a powerful foundation and attacking a Branch during war will turn the rest of the world against the attacker. You’ve chosen to fight for Vale, haven’t you?”

“Mm, for now. I don’t know what will happen when my memories return, perhaps I’ll change my mind. But for now, I’ll fight to protect Vale. It’s given me a lot after all.”

“I understand that sentiment. Right, there is also a personal request for you in two days, one given directly to me. The reward is one half-day of whatever you want to learn from the requester.”

“Who is the requester?”

“Getsuna. The Demigod of Vale and the King’s Sword.”

            

    
        Chapter 126 - Moving in

    
    
    
    
                Waking up early, I carefully get out of bed without disturbing Alice and head downstairs as usual. Coffee joined me as I made breakfast for everyone. Today I’d be going to see Getsuna to do a request for him and I felt rather nervous. What could a Demigod need me for?

Alice came running down the stairs and with Coffee they went to go play. Yesterday we had gone to a medical facility and she had levelled up, but nothing had happened. She remained the same Alice as before, except now she needed two million experience, a massive amount but thankfully she still gained experience from absorbing dark magic from others.

Serving breakfast for the three of us, once we were done I dragged a screaming Alice to bathe and get dressed. Xia was currently waiting for Olivia to finish with her Shrine Master as she should be out in the next few days, meaning it was just me and Alice. Elizabeth had found a new house some time ago and moved in and we would be moving to our new house in the next few days.

Walking to the Guild while holding Alice’s hand, Coffee had entered my mana realm, I had planned to leave Alice with Elise for today. Elise mentioned she may have another way for Alice to earn experience which involved absorbing darkness from weapons and items that had been corrupted by darkness, making them nearly useless. Since the Guild had no use for them, they were usually disposed of, but Elise had managed to secure some to see if Alice could gain experience.

After leaving Alice with Elise, I grabbed the token for the request as well as another token that would be used at a teleport hub to arrive at Getsuna’s location. This had been arranged to avoid being seen in the noble section, which while it wasn’t a problem for adventurers to be in the nobles section I was currently wanted by two families and their allies.

Showing this token to a guard at the teleport hub, he escorted me to a room and opened the door. As I stepped onto the teleport circle, the token flashed as my surroundings warped. Arriving in a similar room, I saw the door already open and I walked out to see Getsuna standing there.

“Good, you’re here. Follow me.” Getsuna leads me through the corridor and through a few doors before arriving at a large door. “I hope you’re ready.” Not giving me time to swallow the nerves I had, Getsuna pushed open the door to reveal a large room, rows of desks occupied with children entered my sight, a podium in front of them with a board of some type behind that. The children turn to us and excitedly start talking in whispers. Blinking in surprise, I wondered if we had arrived in the wrong room.

“Orphaned children, their parents lost their lives in the service of Vale or as adventurers. Today you’ll be telling stories of your time as an adventurer with these children.” Getsuna leads me to the podium as the children started talking loudly.

“Mr Getsuna.” A young girl raised her hand. “Is she the one you told us about?”

“Yes, this is Alisha ‘Starcaller’ Nocturne, otherwise known as the hero of the slums. Today she will be telling you all stories about her time as an adventurer as your reward for your hard work.” Getsuna turned to me and gave me a nod as I looked over the crowd of children who looked excited. 

I hadn’t expected this in the slightest and looking around I tried to think of what to tell them. A story came to mind, one Getsuna had reminded me of. Taking a breath, I started telling the children about the time at the orphanage, when I faced the heavily wounded bear.

***

“Good work. I will contact Alex when I am ready for the half-day training.”

“T-Thank you.” Taking the token back that he handed me, Getsuna nodded. We were still in the classroom but the children had departed after I had told them stories all day. The sun had set some time ago and I felt mentally drained.

“If you are interested you are welcome to return to tell more stories, or to assist in training if you’d like. You’ll be appropriately rewarded.” Getsuna didn’t really show any expressions but I had noticed when he was looking at the children earlier his eyes had softened somewhat.

Thinking about it, I didn’t have any particular problems with coming back every now and then. “Sure, I enjoyed it today.”

The entire class had been enthusiastic about my stories and had asked too many questions for me to have kept count. Getsuna leads me to the teleport circle and after he tells me that I just needed to inform Alex of when I’d like to come again, I stepped once more unto the teleport circle and arrived back at the hub. 

Handing the tokens back to the guild, I was then led to a large storage room and opening the door I found Elise and Alice.

“Mummy!” Alice jumped and hugged me while I smiled.

“Ah, you’ve returned. Alice has been able to absorb the darkness of everything we have given her, did it work?”

“Mm, I’ve been receiving notifications all day.” She had been gaining anywhere from 5,000 to 30,000 experience per item from what the System had told me and currently Alice had gained about 250,000 experience today.

“Good. How did your request go today?” 

Telling Elise about the request she smiled. “I had thought you would be off on some dangerous mission, to think it was storytelling. Your popularity has quite the reach it seems.”

“Popularity?” Tilting my head at Elise, she shook her head.

“You know, you should be more aware of it. You’re very well known and popular amongst most of the Gold Grades and lower. Your bravery with saving those of the orphanage that day made you very popular with the Royal Guard and your exploits recently has made you the hot topic here. Be careful though, there are those that act in greed, jealousy and hatred that believe it should be them in the spotlight…even though you’re not even around enough to be in it.”

I didn’t particularly care for the attention and would rather avoid it. Inviting Elise to dinner when we moved into our new house, she happily accepted, saying it would be good to take some time off. 

“Alisha, I wanted to ask you something. You have a skill called ‘Drunken Brawler’ right?”

“Mm, I don’t remember the details about it.”

“Well, as far as I’m aware it should give you strength in return for the drunkenness and is a talent only given to those that had very good potential in fighting while intoxicated. I’ve been thinking that perhaps you should look at finding your tolerance for alcohol and using it in combat.”

Not disliking the idea, I nod and add it to the ever growing list of things I needed to do. Bidding farewell to Elise, I carry Alice and as I walk through the crowd of adventurers I notice that what Elise had said before was true. Most adventurers turned to look at me, giving me a firm nod or a wave. Leaving the Guild, Alice and I made our way home while I tried to teach her some more words. She’d gotten slightly better, instead of calling Xia smelly she had started to call her ‘dumb-dumb’ instead. I hadn’t taught her that word which had left me dumbfounded as to where she was learning these words.

***

A young girl with fox ears and a small raven that sat on her head stumbled around in the darkness, trying to find their way out. They looked afraid, uncertain of everything around them. I didn’t know how long they had been wandering around, but soon they stopped. The young girl then raised her hands in the shape of a circle to her chest as she muttered.

“O Mother Moon, guide me through this darkness, allow your faithful to escape its grasp and once again reunite with my friends.”

As she finished, a trial of stars started to spread from her, showing her a path that she excitedly followed. After following this path for some time, she arrived in a room with a giant monster with blue skin, but the young girl easily defeated it with glowing silver hands. Continuing to follow the stars, she soon reached a pond where a slope led to the outside. Excited, the girl spoke to her raven before stripping down and jumping into the pond.

***

Waking from this dream, I looked at the ceiling and I considered what I had seen. I had been lost in that labyrinth, wondering pathway after pathway with Alice before I had heard a voice. Believing in the voice, I had decided to pray to Celestia and She had shown me the way out, even giving me some power to defeat the Guardian. I see, she had helped me before and I had just forgotten. I wanted to remember more of my memories, to know of my past.

As I sat up, I felt that something was rather strange with this memory, but I couldn’t put my finger on it, even though it had been like the other times. I just felt glad that I had received Her help during those dark times. It has been three days since I completed Getsuna’s request and I had completed a few more requests from the Guild that involved assisting in training the Royal Guard with Xeno two more times, helping locate a missing spirit beast with Summer and helping another orphanage with cooking a feast for them. I had managed to also read the spellcasting books that Ash had left us.

A lot of the knowledge in these books I understood very quickly. I hadn’t touched any of the theory but the knowledge here gave me new ideas on how to utilise magic in various ways. I had become limited with thinking spells had to be big or flashy, and thinking about the rock bullets Elise had used during our duel, I understood I hadn’t actually got any spells that use very little mana except for Astral Ice Spikes.

A lot of what I had read I knew already, but it got detailed. Using mana control to create powerful spells that were strong but not large, or reducing the amount of mana needed for larger spells while keeping the same power. As I read more, I thought of a spell that I could use. A lot of spellcrafting came from understanding the power you used and having a strong visualisation of how you wanted the spell to act, look and the power behind it. 

When I had created Night’s Fury, I had done so in rage, visualising dropping a lot of power onto my opponent to erase them. I don’t remember the details because I had been in a blind rage, but once you’ve done it once it’ll become as simple as using it again since your mind would know how to use it. I didn’t understand how, but I came up with a spell I wanted to do.

“Alice, stand here dear. It won’t hurt, ok?”

“Alice ok mum!” Alice smiles as I stand in front of her. I had used her to practise Gravity before, only making her lighter since making her heavier might hurt her. Closing my eyes, I visualised chains of silver, wanting them to wrap around Alice’s arms and legs with minimal power. Opening my eyes, I used Celestial Eclipse mana as a magic circle appeared on each hand of mine, silver chains erupting from them, binding Alice tightly. 

I noticed very quickly that though the spell had worked, it wasn’t as strong as I wanted it. Realisation hit me in the next moment.

“Ah, constellations. Now, the constellation that fits binding, imprisoning and etc would be…” Ophiuchus, a constellation that looked like a snake that bound its enemies. Recasting the spell while calling out to Ophiuchus, the chains snaked out from my hands, this time binding Alice tightly, and unlike before she couldn’t move. The strength of the binding was far more powerful than I thought. Nodding, I let the spell go as Alice ran up to me and giggled.

“Again again!”

Shaking my head, I used it again to get used to the spell as Alice giggled. I knew she found this to be fun because to her I was playing with her, and since we hadn’t had time alone like this, I tried the spell a few more times before playing with her.




	
Celestial Imprisonment.

Use the power of the constellation of Ophiuchus to bind your opponent with powerful chains. If empowered will weaken your enemies.

Fox of the Night Sky: At night these chains will drain mana from those who are bound.








As we play, I hear the door open and after a moment, Xia and Olivia walk in and both look confused. I couldn’t blame them though, I was bound by a talon while Alice was pinned to a wall with silver chains. 

“Ah, hey Xia and Olivia.” Smiling as I exert some strength and destroy the shadow talon as I dismissed the chains.

“D-did we interrupt you two playing?” Tilting her head, Olivia looked between me, and Alice, both of us grinning while Alice giggled. 

“Yea, we got a bit carried away.” Looking around, the living room had kind of been destroyed, the couches were ruined and there were some holes in the walls. 

“Madam, I believe the training room in the new house will be suitable to play in next time.” Xia said with a small smile. “Olivia and I visited the Winter’s Rest courthouse and everything is ready. We have picked up the keys.”

“Ah, it’s just been over two weeks. We’ll get packing and move over tonight. Olivia, how was the Shrine Master?”

“Mm, he was kind. I’ve become a Marksman Healer, I can shoot healing spells at people now and my archery can deal lethal damage much more effectively.”

Looking her over, she seemed a bit more confident which made me smile. “That sounds amazing. Let's have some lunch while you tell us everything.”

***

Visiting the Evernight Courthouse, we turned over the keys to the house and the token and explained the damage to the living room, which knocked off a bit from the total we were selling it for. Before it would’ve been 10 Platinum coins and it sold for 8 Platinum coins. We weren’t too bothered, after all we were earning Mithril coins now. The modifications to the backyard and additions we made did add value as well. 

Everything we had had been stored into a house sized dimensional bag, since we didn’t really have much in the first place. I easily carried it while Alice rode my shoulders while playing with my ears. Olivia and Xia walked beside me while we talked along the way. Olivia had received her new weapon before going to the Shrine Master and it had turned out excellent. A light amber bow with a very thin string, it had an elegant design and could shoot either arrows or mana arrows. It was a soulbound weapon as well and would continue to grow with her for a while.

After a short climb, we arrived at what had been a large plot of land and now laid our new home, surrounded by a large wall and gate. Pushing the gate open, we found a beautiful sight. A path ran along to a massive house with two stories. Along the path were hedges of flowers and trees that resided behind them, with a field of grass underneath. The pathway was lit up with soft glowing blue gems and as we walked down it I couldn’t believe that this had been just a plot of dirt before.

Entering the house we found ourselves in a large lobby, a corridor at the other end with doorways to the left and right that led to the various rooms here. The corridor would lead to our rooms, while the other doorways would go to the rooms we had requested to be built. We went through the house to explore the rooms and felt satisfied with how everything had turned out. 

I stood in the backyard admiring the very large garden we had built. There stood a storage shed in the middle of the garden that had the master control of the magic circles in the garden along with holding various tools. The backyard itself was fantastic, along with the large bath there was also a dining area where we could eat outside as well as the various trees and flower beds.

We went to our bedrooms and began unpacking the little we had, and after placing The Blade’s duplicate sword, swearing to replace it with his head one day, I felt satisfied. Sitting down, I took out an item I had forgotten about, that I had received two of.

The Wish Box of Need sat before me, with the other still in a bag. I had already thought of what I needed, which is a way to recover my memories, and with this box I could possibly get it. Xia was currently setting up the storage and library while Olivia and Alice were down in the training hall. Coffee still rested in my mana realm, while I still needed to prepare the kitchen. Since that wouldn’t take long, I decided to open this box.

Opening the box, I found a strange obsidian key at the bottom of it, about the size of my hand. A bit confused, I picked the key up out of the box and felt more confused as I read what the System told me.




	
Key to the Underworld Trial.

Recommended Level: 80

A key to the Underworld, where you will be given a trial. Upon completion of this trial you will be rewarded.








“The Underworld? What is that?” Tilting my head as I look at the key, I shake my head with a bit of a smile. “Well, if this is something I need, I should do it when I can. It might give me more memories. I have the other trial keys too, but before I knew it I’ve overleveled them.” Sighing, I made plans to sell the three keys I had thought of trying before. Planning to try this trial once we’ve settled and had everyone around for dinner, I set the key aside and move to the kitchen. 

Setting up the kitchen and storing the food we had left over, I made a quick meal for everyone and after eating I went out to the garden with all of the seeds I had collected and imbued with my mana and set to work planting all of them.

            

    
        Chapter 127 - Intervention

    
    
    
    
                I watched as a man with blurred features stood in front of a door that began opening, and turning I could see a group of five. Two were blurred, I couldn’t see any of their features, while three I knew. A girl with black hair with a silver glow to it, a woman with red hair and an elf with blonde hair, it looked like all three had just gone through a fight.

Suddenly the surroundings changed as a swamp spread out from the doors and turning I saw a red mist emerge from it. The man in front of the doors gestured to it, his words not reaching me, but as I watched I saw the red mist plunge a part of itself into the man. The man froze before he ended up collapsing and the red mist looked towards the group as it started moving towards them.

I saw the red mist approaching the black haired girl but before it could plunge a part of itself into it, the red haired woman threw the girl back as the red mist plunged into her instead. The black and blonde hair girls looked terrified, but then the black haired girl started to whisper, and I heard her words.

“O Mother Moon, hear my plea and save my friend from that which holds her.”

A second after the prayer finished, the red mist was blown away as two people appeared before the red mist. One was an older lady while the other was…Tessa.

***

Waking up, I looked at the ceiling of my new room as I clutched my head. Another memory, this time of the moment that…someone opened those doors. That was when Elizabeth had lost part of her soul, when she had saved me. When the Moon Goddess answered my prayer and saved Elizabeth who had nearly lost her life.

Feeling relieved that Celestia had heard my call at that time, I sat up and just as I’m about to get out of bed, I frowned slightly. Within my mind I felt something wasn’t right with that memory, like the last one. Is it because once again I had witnessed it as another person, and now I remember it from both perspectives? Is that why I found these dreams so strange?

Shaking my head, I get out of bed and look down at my body. On my left hip is a permanent scar, something that could never heal because it had been left open for two days, a reminder of the day The Blade attacked. In three days we would be inviting everyone over for a large feast, a celebration of sorts and a thank you to those that I had come to know. I had invited Roland, Floof and others, but they had declined, saying that they were rather busy because of either the war or blizzard.

Pursing my lips, I stood still for a moment as my mind wondered for a moment before looking at Coffee who laid asleep on the end of my bed. He didn’t have much of a presence, mainly walking by my side or sleeping in my mana realm, but he loved playing with Alice and me. My gaze turned to the obsidian key on my desk and I wondered about what the trial would contain.

I wasn’t worried though, if danger came I could pray to Her. She has aided me in some form many times now, even sending Tessa twice to save me. I found it strange though, why did I not worship Her? Is it because Her Church had once wanted to take my life? No, that wasn’t the reason anymore, I had found the truth to be because the Archbishop had wanted the Blessing of Celestia, she had even tried to take my memories in order to steal my identity.

Sighing, I got dressed and put the black dress that I had received from somewhere on. Before it hadn’t fit me since my evolution but now thanks to Olivia it was snug. Luring Coffee off the bed, we went downstairs and upon hearing a noise from the crafting room I went in there to find Olivia. She sat at a wheel, a tool that assisted her in weaving, holding onto an unfinished piece of cloth.

“Get a bit too excited, Olivia?”

“Oh, morning Alisha. I woke up early and got a bit too excited to try everything out. I’m making a scarf for Alice, how are you?”

“Mm, good. I spent the entire night and day yesterday gardening, but now all of the seeds are planted and the magic circles will take care of the rest. I think I’ll invite Aubrey over and see if she can work her magic on them as well.”

“We’re having them all over the dinner tonight, right? Should ask her tonight.”

“Mm, I will. Also Olivia, I’ll be heading to the Guild to look at requests and let Elise know about the dinner in three days. Do you want to come and invite Jasmine?”

Olivia looked unsure for a moment before nodding. “S-sure. I’m meeting Willow today, should I invite her too?” 

“Only if you want.” Willow is an evolved monster, one who would be apart of Olivia’s team if she were to join them

“Are we going shopping afterwards?”

“Mm, I plan to find some high quality stuff for the feast. I’ve managed to get us some money so I plan to get some rather expensive drinks as well.”

“Oh, could you make that Heartily Stuffed Egg? It tastes amazing!”

“Sure, anything else you’d like?”

“That meat on a stick you made the other night, that tasted so good.”

“Alright, I’ll do that. I think I might pop into the courthouse and look at asking them to make a shrine for the Moon Goddess here.”

I heard a clutter as Olivia dropped the scarf and she looked at me in shock. “A-Alisha, are you okay?”

“Hm? I’m fine, I’ve just been wondering why I don’t worship Her, she’s saved me a lot you know, and I’m Her Chosen. I’ve been dreaming recently and remembering some of my memories…” I told Olivia of the memories I had gotten back and told her how I had been saved by the Moon Goddess recently. Strangely, Olivia started to look scared. “Olivia, what’s wrong?”

Olivia looked at me with some hesitation. “Alisha, I don’t remember you telling me about the Moon Goddess in the Depths of Crater Hell.”

Tilting my head, I frown. “Didn’t I? It was a while ago, perhaps you forgot?” Strange, didn’t I tell them about the time I had been trapped in there?

Olivia frowned before shaking her head. “You did say it was terrifying being in there. I can’t remember anything when that red mist appeared though, my mind was just filled with terror. So perhaps it might have slipped my mind.” Olivia looks at me and smiles. “Do the shrine later, Alisha. We’ve just had the house built after all, let's get used to the new place and settle down first.”

“That makes sense. Okay, I’ll leave it for a few weeks. It’s a shame the Church is still shut down.” Smiling, I look away from Olivia, who still had a troubled expression on her face. “I’ll get breakfast sorted and we’ll head out, okay?”

“Okay.”

***

Stepping out of the teleport hub, Olivia and I walked towards the Guild. Xia stayed at the house intending to test out the training hall with Alice, though Alice would likely consider it playing rather than training. Arriving at the Guild, we ran into Elizabeth and having a chat with her, I told her about the feast in three days.

“Oh? Count me in then. I take it you’re here to meet with Elise?”

“Mm, and so Olivia can see Willow. I’m also planning to see if there are any requests to do.”

“Got it.”

“Elizabeth, can I talk to you?” I turn to Olivia as she smiles at me. “Remember the scarf I’m making, I wanted to talk to Elizabeth about making her something, plus I want to catch up since it’s been a while.”

“Oh, I see. Do you mind, Elizabeth?”

“Free clothing is hard to turn down. Sure, let's find somewhere a bit quieter to speak, I can walk her back home Alisha, so don’t mind us.”

After speaking with them a bit more, I went to see if Elise was free and found she was in a meeting so I left a message with an attendant. After checking the notice board on the Gold Grade floor, I found no requests so I decided to head home. Elizabeth would go with Olivia to attend the meeting which meant I had nothing to really do.

Heading home through the teleport hub, I walked through my house and entered my bedroom. I felt like sleeping once again, even though I had only really just woken up. I felt excited though, if I sleep I could perhaps see more memories. See more of Her guiding me. Laying down on the bed, a sleepiness overcame me.

***

I found myself in a dark room with dozens of cages. Children of all ages surrounded me, kept in these cages, all of their faces blurred but one. As I looked at the black haired girl, I saw her looking sad and depressed. After some time, she looked around before making the symbol of a moon and placing it around her chest.

“O Mother Moon, hear my plea. Please save me from my cage.”

As I watched, a transparent figure appeared, and looking at it I saw it was Astraea who had a gentle smile while looking at the young black haired girl. None of the other children reacted, only she did. Astraea approached the cage and started talking to the black hair girl, a face of love on her face.

***

Waking up, I saw the ceiling above my bed, a soft smile on my face. I remembered another memory, this time when I had been stuck in that awful cage in Crater. I used to pray and Astraea would appear to tell me stories of the outside world, telling me one day I too would be able to see it. She couldn’t save me because she wasn’t allowed to, but she gave me comfort in those dark times. Not only her, but the Moon Goddess. 


I see, when Astraea had appeared at the temple I must’ve already forgotten her. Something felt strange once again about this memory, but this feeling was far stronger than it had been then the last two times. Ignoring it, instead being happy that I had remembered more memories, I sat up and I could see the sun from my window. Knowing I had only slept for a few more hours I got out of bed I wondered if I should try and sleep again. Discarding the idea for now, mainly because I wanted to read more about spellcasting, I got out of bed and walked downstairs.

Hearing voices from the living room, I entered it and found Olivia, Elizabeth and strangely Elise. Tilting my head as I greeted them, they looked at me with concern while also smiling.

“Is everything okay?” Sitting down as well, I looked towards Elise while frowning slightly. Coffee had been in my mana realm this entire time. 

“I thought to come and tell you that Olivia’s meeting with Willow went well. Next week she’ll be meeting with Roman.” 

“Oh, okay.” Nodding, I strangely didn’t have much interest in the matter, even though I did before.

“There is another matter I wish to discuss with you privately.” Elise looks at Elizabeth who nodded and with Olivia, they both left the room as Elise leaned forward.

“I heard you had some of your memories returned?”

“Oh! Yes, let me tell you.” With some excitement, I leaned forward as well and told Elise about the memories I had, as well as the memory I had just remembered. Strangely, the more I talked, the more Elise paled as she went from worry to…fear? Shouldn’t she be happy for me?

As I finished speaking, Elise stared at me deeply, still with that face of fear on her face. “Alisha, I’ve spoken to Elizabeth and Olivia. Your memories don’t line up at all with what you’re telling me. Those memories you’re remembering, they…they seem to be fake.”

Frowning, I look at Elise. “They simply don’t remember, Elise. I’ve always had Her with me, and though I doubted for a few months, it’s because I had forgotten.”

“Alisha, you never once spoke fondly of the Moon Goddess before you lost your memories of Crater. You should remember you didn’t trust Her at all, yet you sit here saying she’s always been with you.”

“Then I simply had doubts before because the Church started attacking me, but now I believe She wanted to test my faith.” Shrugging as I leaned back, I saw Elise shake her head, causing me to feel irritated. 

“Alisha, none of that happened. I remember Alisha, I remember you were scared, terrified and wanted nothing more than to kill those from the Church. You spoke of the Moon Goddess's name with hatred and always rejected Her. You slowly started opening up to the idea of being Her chosen, but recently you’ve changed. Ever since that night you met with Her, you’ve steadily changed. Even no-”

“Shut up.” My irritation grew as I stood up. “Why are you trying to fool me into thinking my memories are fake? I know these memories, I lived them, Elise. She has done so much for me yet I spoke so foul of her in the past. No longer will I do so, I am Her Chosen, I will worship Her for what she’s done.”

“Don’t you hear yourself!? Please, Alisha. Trust me! Your memories are not true! I want to help you, I’m scared for you. Please, jus-”

“Get out.” I found myself angry. “All three of you, leave. If you can only think to try and fool me into believing that my memories aren’t true, then I don’t want to hear from any of you again.”

Elise looked at me as tears started to fall from her eyes. I felt something in my chest, a pain, guilt about those tears. In my mind, a seed of doubt appeared, perhaps…she is telling the truth? But aren’t these my memories?

“Alisha, come and see Alexander with us at least, talk to him.”

My vision swam for a moment as I heard a voice calling out to me, somewhere deep within me. I couldn’t make out what it said, but it quickly faded. Who is calling out to me? My head started to hurt, as I remembered those times in Vale, where I had been terrified of the Moon Goddess, angry at Her, believing she wanted nothing more than to kill me. But She had helped me before…didn’t She?

“Please, Alisha. Please listen to us, we care for you and don’t want to see you get hurt. There is something terribly wrong, you’re not yourself!” Elise grabbed my hand, tears continuing to fall. “Think of those memories, of what Elizabeth has told you of your past. Surely you see that there is something not right with those memories you’re suddenly remembering!”

Doubt grew in my mind. Hadn’t I too questioned those memories? But I remember, she had come to my aid! Hadn’t She? I felt the doubt fighting within me, trying to tell me that there is something wrong with those memories. Shaking my head to try and clear my mind, I saw a quest that sent my mind into confusion.




	
Celestia has sent you a quest:

Kill Elise. She who is doubting you can not live any longer.

You will be rewarded.








Looking at Elise, my first thought was to plunge my hand into her chest, but as that thought came to my mind I felt guilt at even thinking of it. An instinct told me if I killed her, I would only live to regret it, yet my mind was screaming at me to do as the Moon Goddess says, to help repay Her. I didn’t know what to listen to, my head pounding with pain as I tried to recall my memories.

“Alish-”

“Elise, leave, take everyone with you and leave me here. Please.”

Looking at her, the urge to kill her grew. Elise stared at me as fear flicked behind her eyes before she nodded and turned. I heard her in the lobby, yelling to the others. I closed my eyes as I tried to organise my thoughts. I knew if I opened my eyes and went out now, I may very well kill Elise. Balling up my fists as my nails dug into my hands, I tried to think of what to do. 

The quest only made the doubt stronger. Why would I need to kill Elise? Because she doubted my memories? Part of me knew she only cared for me, yet why does another part of me have such an urge to kill her. Soon, a silence rang in my ears, and I knew I was the only person here. 

Moving to my bedroom, I thought of returning to sleep, perhaps my dreams would reveal more memories? No, but what if those memories were false, like Elise had said? Breathing out, I looked towards the desk, at that obsidian key. I didn’t know what an Underworld is, but I had received it since I needed it. Did it mean I needed it to remember my memories?

Reaching out to the key, I flinched as part of me protested, saying that the key wouldn’t help me, but another part urged me to use it, like it only wanted to do the opposite of what the other wanted to do.

Biting my lip until it bled, I suddenly felt a powerful aura cover the house, and looking out the window I saw a dark energy covering the land of my house. I knew from the energy it was Alexander. Have I been sealed in here? Just as I thought of it, I saw a black mist creep into the room as he stepped from it.

“I’ve sealed you in here until you figure yourself out. I can not allow you into Vale in your unstable condition. Just yell out my name when you have sorted yourself out, or if you need me.”

Unstable condition? Ah, right. Elise would have informed him of my killing intent, I didn’t even try to hide it. Mixed with me telling her to leave I must’ve seemed unstable. 

Alexander left as I stood there, confused about what was happening. I doubted these memories I had, Elise had reminded me of my hatred for the Moon Goddess, yet in my mind those past memories really happened. Looking at the key once more, those two urges once again pushed against each other. Use it or not? 

I felt worry suddenly, not from me but…Alice? I see, she must be worried about me. Alexander won’t let her enter, I didn’t know what was happening out there. Elizabeth and Olivia, they too knew something was wrong, and they’ve been by my side since Crater, wouldn’t they know best? Yet they too had been worried.


The urge to use the key grew stronger at that thought. Grabbing the key, I injected some mana into it as a door appeared in front of me. Putting the key into the keyhole of the door, I opened the door and walked through. With a flash of light, I found myself in a dark circular room with green torches along the walls, the sound of fire reaching my ears.




	
Welcome to the Underworld, mortal. The dead are laid to rest, their souls at an everlasting peace. Not even the Gods themselves can see into this realm. 

Your very soul will be tested to see if you’re worthy of its power.

The first trial will begin in five minutes.









            

    
        Chapter 128 - True Self

    
    
    
    
                “Welcome, child of #$@!^”

“Child of who?” Tilting my head and responding to the voice, I looked around to find the source of the voice, but it's like it rang out from all around me. Looking inside my mana realm for Coffee, I found he was not there, nor was he by my side. He had been in my mana realm since before I had that nap earlier…

“You can not hear her name? You have fallen that far? Very well, you will be freed from Her and the truth revealed to you.”




	
Trial One: Your True Memories.

Witness your past self and remember who you truly are.








The green flames around us flared up as a new scene started to unfold. This time, I saw it physically, and as I started to feel anticipation the surroundings changed to reflect an opening in a forest before large doors. Turning, I frowned as I looked at the doors, inscribed on them is a large three headed dog standing before a doorway. Nothing came from the System and as I turned to look at my surroundings, it had become a battlefield. 

My head flared up in pain as a memory came surging back, no faces were blurred unlike my previous dreams. I can see Elizabeth standing among a group of adults, her face filled with remorse as she too watched the carnage that was happening. Young people…no, Hybrids, were fighting and killing each other with no mercy. 

I saw out of the corner of my eye a black haired girl fighting with a young boy who held a sword. She…I looked weak, exhausted and ready to pass out. I watched as she dodged attacks, falling behind easily. A punch to her nose threw her off balance, a parry gave the boy…Thomas an opening. He grabs her neck, lifts her hand and swings his sword down, cutting through her chest. She held a scream back but tears sprang forth. I remember that pain…and the hunger that followed.

I watched as she stood, an aura filled with thick bloodthirst erupts from her and as I watched her body transformed. Fox ears grow out of her head, her hands turn into claws, eyes become fox-like and fangs grow from the top of her mouth. She lets out a roar as everyone in her surroundings froze, all eyes turning to her. She moved fast, ripping the head of Thomas off his body without him being able to react in the slightest. There, she drank the blood that poured from his head as the scene froze.

“The moment you awoke your true self. You, the child of man and monster, were left to rot in this hole and were raised without care. You were just a slave to them, a body to throw in front of danger and die for them. You have forgotten your hatred for those who enslaved you, forgotten who you were.”

I felt two voices in my head, one opposing this scene, saying it was false, the other saying it's true. I still couldn't hear what they said, and it only served to throw my mind further into chaos.

“You awoke as a Demonic Fox. A vicious monster, filled with hatred for their enemies. But they are loyal to those they care for, filled with only love and devotion to their family.” As the voice spoke, I remembered a memory, a still image of seeing my Status after this moment, where it had said I was a Demonic Fox. “At this moment, a God noticed your awakening.”

I muttered. “The Moon Goddess, Celestia.”

“Wrong. She did not notice you, not at this moment. The dungeon behind you. Do you remember its name?”

Turning to once more look at the dungeon, I felt my mind prickle in pain as my nose bleeds slightly. “Cerberus’s Domain…”

“Mutated from Hound’s Hell, a special type of dungeon that mutated right after your first time being forced into it. You never once questioned why it mutated. Let me show you why.”

The scene changes once again. I stood on a patch of grass and surrounding it was a large desolate dirt filled land. On this patch of grass three bodies laid next to each other. I saw myself there, and next to her…

My mind exploded in pain as I cried out. Those faces, those two faces that I had forgotten, it was them. Sally and Grey. Falling to my knees, I clutched my head as a rush of memories came, of the times I had spent with these two. Looking at Sally, her beautiful silver hair ran down her back while Grey’s violet hair was short and messy. 

As the pain faded and the memories stopped coming, I gingerly looked up. I still didn’t remember everything, but I remember these two completely. Turning my head, I saw a giant three headed hound that nearly reached the sky watching these three…that’s right, we were taking a trial here, we weren’t sleeping but doing the trial within our minds. 

For a moment, I could’ve sworn one of its heads looked at me, but looking again I saw it was only looking into the distance. This was Cerberus. The middle head was looking down on us…on the younger me, with a worried and tender gaze that left me confused. Why is a Guardian like him looking at the younger me like that?

“Cerberus. The Guardian of the Underworld. He is the loyal hound of Hades. Hounds Hell, a dungeon much like all the rest, a snippet of a distant past. When you entered, he had sensed you through time and he came here to find you. He was a good friend of hers.”

“Of who?” 

“&@*($. You can not hear her name. The Goddess of the Moon has worked to prevent you from knowing her name.”

All I heard was gibberish. The scene changed, this time we were in a dark passageway, a lost girl with black hair that looked terrified.

“The Depths of Crater Hell, an ancient city lost to time, buried. You, who were lost here, struggled to escape. Each passing day, you were alone with just a Dark Raven to keep you company.”

The scene played where Alice’s egg hatched, the happiness on my face real. The feelings in my chest as the memory played in my mind felt so real. 

“Then, you were lost. You, who were afraid, scared and alone, only wanted to see your friends.” Time went by as I followed the girl, the feelings I felt matched what the voice said. I had been terrified, only wanting to see Sally and Grey again. There was another feeling there, one that silenced the voice that told me this was fake. The feeling of wanting to push on, to keep going till I found the way out. 

The moment happened, where I had prayed to the Moon Goddess…it didn’t happen. I didn’t stop in place, there was no voice that called out to me. A splitting pain overcame my mind, as my nose started to bleed heavily.

“N-no, this…She h-helped me here…d-didn’t She?”

Wait, how would I have known of Her? I prayed in my cage to her…but when did I know of Her before that? I watched as my younger self found a room filled with undead, and slowly working with Alice they cleared it until it was only the Guardian. A hard fought battle ensured, and throughout it I could remember the feeling I felt during this battle. The fear, the excitement, the anticipation. 

An opening happened when Alice used her Blindness on the giant, and with her extended claws, my younger self pushed herself off the ground with the wind, spinning fast as she burst through the giants eye and into its brain. Soon, the giant fell as the girl emerged from its skull. Battered and bruised, but relieved. She soon moved with Alice into another room, a giant lake there and with happiness on finding the way out, that I felt as well, she jumped into the pool as the scene changed.

I was surrounded by cages of children of various ages. I had just been here, the only difference being the state of the place. No faces were blurred, but I saw the truth as memories rushed into my head. The cages were too small for these children, for these Hybrids, but we had been stuffed in without a care. Bodies of those who had died sat in their cage, others were severely malnourished. The only thing we had here was the darkness.

“In an effort to protect themselves, those of Crater sought a method that would allow them to hunt monsters and grow stronger while not being at risk of dying. They did not know they in turn had been misled by one far stronger than them, who aimed at awakening an old God so that he may control it.”

I watched and listened as these children remained silent, sometimes a newborn would be brought in, already in a cage and joined the rest while they brought the dead out. They fed us scraps of food, molded or bone with nearly no meat, leftovers from their meals. Every now and then they would drag one out. I was here, I don’t remember much of it, I had repressed these memories but now they came flooding back. Yelping with pain, I clutched my head as I watched over time that I remained in my cage, hugging my legs, refusing to move or make a sound, scared I would die.

Then, it was my turn. A human came in, opened my cage and dragged me out. The memories of what happened next flooded my mind, making it feel like I was about to break. The mines, meeting Alice, the holes I dug for my own kind, only to toss their corpses into the holes I had dug. Then Alice, my very first friend, was dragged away from me. I knew it would happen, but I still felt sad, thinking I would never see her, only to be dragged off sometime later. Then finding out she was still alive, only to watch her die.

As I clutched my head in pain as these memories came flooding back, I realized I had never heard or seen of any Moon Goddess or Astraea. That memory…it’s weak, it never happened. I felt something within me, trying to take over my body as I and something else within me fought with it.

“It is not time yet, do not let it take you over. You will soon face it.”

As I stood, my eyes watering and pain lingering in my head, the scene changed once again. This time, it’s the scene before the giant doors. In front of it was something I hadn’t seen before, five humans with bags over their heads were on their knees as another stood in front of them. A man with golden hair stood with his hands behind his back. I turned to see a group of people on a ledge, watching this scene. A young me, Elizabeth, Olivia, Sally and Grey. 

The scene played out exactly as it had done in my dream, I watched as Elizabeth screamed my name and threw me to the side. The red mist plunged into her, but this time I didn’t pray. I only sat there in fear, unable to move. I remembered the feeling of fear that Elizabeth would die here, I felt myself frustrated at being unable to help her, that she had saved me once again.

Suddenly, an elderly woman with deep blue hair appeared along with Tessa. The scene froze. They had come for me, but I hadn’t prayed…

“So She did save me…”

“No. She did not save you, those two did. She did not care for those around you.”

“These memories…why are they different from what I remembered?”

“Child of #*$(!, those memories where you had prayed to the Moon Goddess, had you not been alone?”

I realized that they had been. Olivia nor Elizabeth had been a part of the memories where I had prayed to Her. But…

“Olivia is here…no, no she said she couldn’t remember, that she had been terrified.” A voice that had been trying to take over screamed that these memories were not real, and that the Moon Goddess had saved me all of those times.

“Doubt still lingers, you still question your being. Three of you still fight. Then, allow me to dispel your doubts.” 

The scene changes once more. This time, we were in a desert, confusing me, with a sun high in the sky, the heat burning me. Looking around, I saw a man that filled me with hatred walking towards me. He didn’t lay his eyes on me, but continued to walk in my direction. It was The Blade.

Just as he got close to me, the sky flipped to a night sky, even though the sun had been at its apex. The Blade turns to look towards somewhere, a smile on his face as his hand finds his sword. My eyes followed him, only to find Selenia. Why is she here?

I watched as the two spoke to each other, a deal formed between them as my heart sank. 

“She is training to get stronger, however her growth is slow. She needs a threat, a reminder of this world. That in a night all that she cares for can be taken away. She is slowly forgetting this, and as she grows stronger she will forget. She must never forget, and there is only one place this lesson can be engraved into her. A place you and her have been before, at the same time.” 

“Zalus. You want my help to lead an army to Zalus?”

Zalus…Selenia told The Blade to wait in Zalus, and made arrangements for me to be there? How? I watched as she told The Blade she would give him what he wanted, a stage for the two of us to fight. Selenia told him not to harm those close to me…

He hadn’t either. Bloom and Amelia, while we were friends, were not exactly close to me. Same with Xander and Amanda. But…why? Her reason is weak…

“I already know this world is dangerous…then why?”

“She is getting impatient. She is waiting for you to become a Demigod, so that She may do what She once failed to do.”

“What is that?” 

“To consume the power passed down by your mother. The power of Demonic Darkness and Stellar Radiance.”

My eyes widened as my mind fought. No longer trying to argue or reason with me, something within my soul fought for control, it was on the brink of succeeding.

“It is time. You must overcome your innerselves.”




	Trial One: Completed.









	A Hidden Condition has been met.









	Trial Two Beginning: Face your inner selves.






I felt as if my very being was being torn into two…no, three. My surroundings changed back to the room with the green torches as I felt my very soul split into three. The pain is indescribable. I felt weakened and incomplete, and as I stood I saw two others in front of me…no, two of me.

One had no fox ears or tail, indistinguishable from a human. She had flowing white hair and silver eyes, a gentle smile on her face. The other had flowing black hair, a red aura that was filled with hatred, piercing blue eyes that resembled a fox, claws instead of hands, a fox tail and ears. They both looked as I felt, weakened.

“Well, this is unexpected. Another God attempting to show you falsehoods. We don’t believe It, do we?” I turned to the one who had spoken, the silver haired self. I had seen her before…at Flowing River, when I had to face myself there as well. But back then…

“Why don’t you have your ears or tail?”

She smiles brightly. “Because we no longer need them. She hates monster kind, so we are becoming human. For Her, who has saved us so many times, we will do anything. Don’t you remember?”

My mind fell into confusion, I still had conflicting memories, and I still didn’t know which one was right or which one was wrong. I gazed at the me who had black hair. Our eyes met as she said only one thing.

“I am you, you are me.”

She only continued to stare at me as the other me, who I named White, laughed.

“Such a beast is not you. She tried to take control of you, such anger and hatred yet because of Her she failed. Because we fought as one, she failed.”

My eyes remained on Black, naming her after her hair. She only stared at me in silence, an expression of trust on her face. Why is she not speaking in defiance of White? I had seen her before though, in a dream long ago when I had been held in isolation for the crime of killing a monster, and again before I evolved that night in Crater.

“See? She knows she failed and can only stand there in shame. This entire trial only ever tried to test your faith in Celestia, and you’re on the verge of failing. Now, kill her and we can be one again.”

Turning my sight back to White, I looked into her eyes. She had been looking at me with a gentle smile this entire time, but her eyes had not changed in the slightest. Those eyes, they only conveyed one emotion to me.

Closing my eyes, I tried to make sense of the chaos in my mind, all of this had happened so suddenly and had overwhelmed me. I couldn’t tell what was real and what wasn’t, my mind was filled with questions. Why am I Her Chosen? Selenia and Astraea had guided me in the past, yet Selenia had sent The Blade after me and Astraea only appeared once before me…or twice, but I didn’t know if that memory was false. 

Then what about my magic, Celestial Eclipse and Astral Ice? Is that something She had given me? For what purpose would She give that strength to me? No..she never gave me that strength. I had learnt Celestial Eclipse, or rather Lunar, magic in Zalus before it mutated. Astral Ice I had learnt myself, after sitting in a courtyard freezing to death. That power…it’s mine. She only ever once helped me directly…to give me energy during my evolution.

Why would she want to change my memories? I couldn’t figure it out. The voice said Celestia wanted the power within me that had been passed down to me from my mother. For what purpose would a Goddess want my power? I don’t know, I don’t know! I know I had awakened as a Demonic Fox then evolved into a Mystic Lunar Fox…That’s right, I only ever evolved because of that gem I got in the Temple of the Blood God. The Crystallised Tear of the Moon Goddess…

“What did She notice me?” 

“When you were born, silly. She told you, She has a promise with your mother.”

Opening my eyes, I looked at White and saw her gentle smile along with those eyes. I turned back to Black and she said the same thing as before.

“I am you, you are me.”

“The same words, over and over. Come, kill her, free yourself of her. You will discover the truth once you do, then we will become human for Her and discover your true origins. Kill her, Alisha, kill her and you will become strong!”

My mind wavered for a moment as I closed my eyes again. A memory surfaced at that time, a reminder of what I am. I couldn’t reject who I was anymore.

Opening my eyes once more, I stared deeply into Black’s eyes which had refused to change this entire time. I made up my mind as I started walking towards her. Her eyes still refused to change, and as I arrived before her, I heard a gleeful laugh.

“At last, we can finally become one! We can leave this cursed place and kill those who doubt Her!”

Staring deeply into Black’s eyes, I spoke a singular word.

“Head.”

“Heart.” Black responds to me as I nod. 

Without another word, we both flash stepped as I grabbed White’s throat and Black pierced her heart. White’s eyes widened in shock.

“Y-You, how did you know?!”

“Your eyes. I don’t hate myself to stare at myself with such hatred.” The entire time, even though she held that gentle smile, her eyes had been filled with nothing but hatred and she said we would become human, but I remembered who I was. I'm not human, I'm not a monster, I'm a Hybrid.


“Tsk, and we were so close. That bitch Elise just had to remind you of your hatred. YOU SHOULD HAVE KILLED HER!”

“Close to what?”

White had started to fade as she laughed. “Bitch, why should I tell you? Ah well. I’ll tell you, there is nothing you can do anyway. Celestia has no promise with your mother, she only wanted her unparalleled potential in Lunar magic that far surpassed Hers. She had gotten so close too, but failed at the last moment. But now, She has you who inherited her potential, and you foolishly fell into Her lap! So go on, become stronger! That is why She has helped you! 

“She wants your potential to flourish, so She can take it from you! If only I had more time, I was so close to changing more memories, you only needed to sleep one more time! PRAISE HER, PRAISE CELESTIA, YOU ARE NOTHING TO HER!”

“What about Tessa, Selenia and Astraea?”

“Tsk, I ain’t telling you anymore. Fuck off and die to Her hands.” White faded away completely, leaving me filled with questions as the trial ended. 




	You have prevailed against the false self within you, remembering your true self.









	A Hidden Condition has been met.









	
You have gained 20,000,000 experience.

You have levelled to 90.












	Trial two: Completed






I smiled as I felt myself fall into a slumber, as my memories, my true memories, all flooded back to me, filling in the blanks I hadn't remembered during the trial.

            

    
        Chapter 129 - Melody

    
    
    
    
                I watched a memory of the time I had come to terms with my monster self during my evolution. Black and I stood there, both of us held hands as we closed our eyes. At that moment, another me slowly appeared, it was at this moment White was born, at the moment of my evolution into a Mystic Lunar Fox. 

She was weak at first, but she slowly grew stronger as I did. Soon, she started to fight against Black who had started to become weaker. Over time, these two within me fought each time I had doubts about Celestia. At first, White lost these fights, but she only grew stronger and I knew why. I had started to forget who I was as I found happiness in Vale. I forgot about my monster self, only ever drawing its power out of anger.

Then, the moment happened. I forgot my past, and White grew far more powerful. She started to win, influencing me more and more. Black became weaker and I had become unable to hear her anymore. I no longer used my monster form, not even in Zalus when I had seen my friends die. Since I no longer used my monster form, Black became unable to reach me as I continued on with White’s influence.

I met with Celestia and White only grew stronger. It hadn’t been me that was named that night, it was White. I had agreed to become Her Chosen far too easily because of White’s influence on me. Then, it happened. Those memories of mine, White started to show them to me once again, influencing me to sleep more. I was a being that required no sleep unless I had exhausted myself, yet I had begun to sleep more. 

At first, the memories had been truthful. I don’t know why, was it to prevent me from being suspicious? Then, she showed me the memory of the labyrinth, falsifying a memory of Celestia helping me. It had worked, I had believed it to be true. She then showed me the next dream, but White hadn’t expected me to tell Olivia about both dreams. Then, Elizabeth had appeared at the Guild, and Olivia had wanted to speak with her.

Perhaps she knew that Elizabeth would figure that something was wrong with the two memories I had remembered. I hadn’t shared the first one she had changed after all, and I had only told Elise about my first memory of Alice being remembered. Perhaps she had figured that I wouldn’t tell anyone, or that she could influence me. 

She then showed me the dream of being in the cage, where I had prayed to Astraea. But this memory, it was weak. Weaker than it should have been, she had rushed it in order to convince me that Celestia had always been there for me, to dispel any doubts in my mind. I had nearly believed it until Elise spoke to me.

The seed of doubt that I had felt was Black rising up against White, a last stand where she fought with everything she had left. White fought for me to kill, Black fought to stop me from listening to the two. And for a split second, Black won. Black grew stronger because of the quest I had received from Celestia that caused me to become confused, and it didn’t stop there. 

I don’t understand why, but White had been terrified of the obsidian key. And in the chaos that ensued once I returned to my room, Black once again won, this time gaining strength because of Alice’s worry. 

From there, White realised that I would finally realise the truth and instead fought for control, she tried to take over my body and soul, which had become a battlefield between the three of us, which I never had realised. And then, White and Black were torn from me.

Why hadn’t Black and I become one back then? Is it because White had been born that we couldn’t become one? As I open my eyes, I see the ceiling above me, lit up by green flames. I’m still here?

Standing while holding my throbbing head, I look over and see Black…no, me. I looked at myself and felt a bit confused before the voice spoke once again.

“You have awakened. Have you remembered that which you have lost?”

“Yes, along with hundreds of questions.”

“As part of the reward, I will answer two questions before the next trial.”

I hadn’t even been able to calm the thoughts running rampant in my mind, so to think of two questions out of the hundreds I had was a difficult task. Closing my eyes, I thought it over before slowly opening my eyes.

“Who is my mother?”

“Born from a Demonic Fox, she is what you called an ‘evolved monster’. You should be able to hear her name now. Her name is Melody.” That name rang in my mind, giving me an odd sense of calm. “She, like you, had unparalleled potential in Lunar magic, however as a Demonic Fox that ws not her only potential. She was also unmatched in Dark magic. She drew the attention of Celestia, but Melody was already the Chosen of another God. I can not tell you anymore, it is not my place to do so.”

Biting my tongue so I didn’t ask why they couldn’t, in case it counted as a question, I took in what she said. So I inherited her Lunar magic? Is that why Celestia wants me? Then what about Dark magic? Looking at my monster self, I saw she only ever looked at me. 

“Why are we not one?”

“You will be. Your soul has been torn in three due to the last trial, it is why you feel weakened. The next trial is less of a trial and more of a reward. You will become one again and your soul will be healed. You will unlock the potential within you for Dark magic, which you should have gained when you became one with each other.”

The room starts to shift as a doorway appears at the other side of the room. Me and me start walking towards and through this doorway and before us is a giant lake, except it was completely black in colour and there was a power that made me tremble, with fear…and excitement.

My mind thought of something as I looked at this lake and I asked another question, not expecting an answer. “What happens to us after we enter this lake? How can we trust you?”

“I suppose a distrust of Gods is normal after what you have endured. I, Nyx, hereby swear upon my Divinity, Soul and the System that no harm will come to you upon entering the Lake of Primordial Darkness and that you will only benefit from it, meaning you will not lose your current strength nor magic. You may also gain a Primordial Darkness Mana Spirit. Once you have become one and either absorbed the Lake of Primordial Darkness or failed to do so, you will be taken from this realm and returned to where you entered. I swear this on my name.”

An Oath came up explaining the entire thing, stating that this ‘Nyx’ had sworn everything they had stated as well as their punishment: Their soul and divinity would be mine to command. Looking at my monster self, we smiled at each other as we held each other's hands. We both step into the lake, ready to face it, as one.




	
Trial Three Beginning.

Submerge yourself in the Lake of Primordial Darkness.

Rewards: 30,000,000 experience.









Elise’s PoV

It’s been two weeks. Yet I still stood here, watching the house surrounded by the Branch Master’s barrier, my heart heavy with guilt. We were watching from near the gate. Xia stood before the house itself, refusing to move. Alice sat on the ground, her head in her knees, only ever asking if Alisha is okay. Summer and Xeno were leaning against the wall, never averting their eyes from the house. Alexander and Roland both stood behind Xia, both watching intently. Tails stood behind them, also looking intently at the house.

Olivia stood to my side, Elizabeth to my other side. Getsuna, who I had only learnt recently to be the Demigod of Vale, stood above the barrier, patrolling the area. They were worried that Alisha might be rescued by the Sisterhood of the Moon Goddess and taken away from us. Her memories, those false memories of hers brought everyone here so much concern, yet she had not been heard of since that day two weeks ago.

I remembered that look she had given me. That killing intent she had released towards solely me, as if ready to lash out and kill me. She had warned me to leave, throwing me into confusion but I did as she told me. I immediately used my adventurer’s plate and shattered it, with Tails arriving almost right away, followed by her getting the Branch Master.

As an advisor, I knew I was abandoning those I looked after at the Guild, but I couldn’t leave and the Branch Master had given me permission. I felt bad, I truly did, but I needed to know Alisha’s fate before I could function again. None of us had really been able to eat.

“Come on, Alisha…” She’d been saying that nearly every hour, and on queue Olivia replied to Elizabeth. “She’ll come through, Ellie.”

Gripping my arm harder, I worried. I had seen that little girl go from being scared of everything, ready to lash out and fight with everything she had to being this fantastic woman who was loved by so many, maybe none more than her. Turning my head, I looked at Aubrey, who was the only one who didn’t look upset, worried or concerned. Instead, her eyes were steeled, full of belief for Alisha. I remembered her words when she arrived here and heard about Alisha.

“I believe in her.”

Since then, she had only ever stood there, never faltering. The first friend of Alisha in Vale, and Alisha was her first real friend. I looked at the night sky and wondered why Alisha had been targeted by the Moon Goddess. At that moment, Alice stood up and yelled happily.

“MUMMY!”

Turning my head to look at the cute girl, I wondered if she felt something. Just as I thought that, two things happened, nearly at the same time. The moon flashed red for a moment, as if angry and as the red moon quickly disappeared, I quickly looked at the house before an eruption of Dark magic exploded out, flooding the house.

“Delta-level?!” Roland sounded shocked as I took in the strength of this Dark magic. It was beyond the Pathways!

“Alisha! Is Alisha okay?!” I screamed at Roland, Alexander and Tails. I only cared for her, if a Delta-level opponent got to her…

“Ahaha, she’s more than okay! Holy moly, she hasn’t even stepped onto her Path, what is the strength of that magic? Did you teach her Dark magic, Alex?”

“Tails, I’ve told you, it’s Branch Master. And no, I didn’t. Don’t get too excited, this is just a burst of energy, not her actual strength. We don’t know if she's a friend or foe. Be ready for anything.”

I felt my heart break at that sentence. However, my sadness was short-lived as a voice rang out from the house. 

“I, Alisha, abandon you, Celestia, the Moon Goddess. I will no longer be your Chosen and I reject your name. Fuck you.”

Alisha’s PoV




	
You have completed the Trials of the Underworld. Rewards available.

A Hidden Condition has been met.












	
Your link with Alice has strengthened. You can now share Dark magic.

A Hidden Condition has been met.












	
You have gained 30,000,000 experience.

You have levelled to 100.












	
The Crossroads is near, but before you can reach it, you must complete the following:

Return to Crater.

Complete the Level 16 Mutated Dimension Dungeon: Cerberus’s Domain.

Find Melody’s Body.












	Your Class is Locked.










	You are no longer the Chosen of Celestia. This does not affect your Race, however you can no longer pray to meet Her, nor will you receive opportunities to learn Lunar and Astral Ice magic.










	You are now known as ‘Alisha’ and no longer have the name ‘Starcaller’ Nocturne.










	
You have learnt Primordial Dark Magic.

A Hidden Condition has been met.












	
You have learnt Blindness.

You have learnt Primordial Corruption.









Breathing in steadily, I released the dark magic erupting from me. As it starts to fade, I once more look at the night sky. I knew what I had to do now, but getting there would take such a long time. Breathing out, I thought back to the Lake of Primordial Darkness. The moment we had submerged, we had fallen into a deep slumber, and slowly we had become one, without something to interrupt us. The result is this Primordial Darkness. We had absorbed it entirely, and within it was a gemstone, a mana spirit in the colour of pure black. 

“Disciple.” Looking up, I saw Alexander standing there. “Either you’ve gone crazy or you just denounced the Moon Goddess in front of everyone. I don’t care personally, but I need to know of your mental condition. Tell me, who are you?”

“No idea.” I shrug and look around. “I need to go to Crater. I’m ready.”

“Not until you’re at the Cros-” Alexander stopped and frowned. “Level 100? You’re at the Crossroads?”

I shake my head lightly. “No, I’m not.” Explaining to him the message I received, he raised an eyebrow.

“I hadn’t expected this. I’ve heard of it though. I can’t let you go to Crater until I’m sure you’re stable. Tell me everything.”

“Can I ask something first, Master?”

“Go ahead.”

“Can we get something to eat? I’m starving.”

***

“That is a lot to take in.” It was only Alexander and I here. I had just finished telling him everything that had happened in the trial. “To think such a thing happened. I’ve heard of Gods that enjoy trickery or tomfoolery, but to think the Moon Goddess would do such things.”

“I’m just glad I found out before stepping onto my Path.”

“You said the voice named themselves ‘Nyx’ right?”

“Mm.”

“I’ve heard of that name from somewhere. I wonder…” Alexander sat there with a thoughtful expression. He seemed to know quite a lot, and thankfully he was more than willing to teach me.

“ Is Coffee outside?”

Alexander tilted his head. “Coffee? I thought he would be with you. He is a spir-” Suddenly he frowned and I remembered. Coffee had been given to me by Celestia, which meant…Feeling a bit sad, I pursed my lips. “Sorry.”

“It’s fine. I don’t know what has happened to him, but hopefully he’s safe.” Leaning back, I look at the barrier outside. I couldn’t see through it nor sense anything past it. “What’s happened since I’ve been gone?”

“A lot. None of which concerns you though.” Turning to the sound, I saw Roland walk in. “At most, your garden has bloomed. Your friend with the antlers has been tending to it. I must leave to attend to my own duties, I have a message for you before I leave. He has told me to tell you that He does not care who you are a Chosen of, in fact he’s happy for you to become His Chosen as well. Just pray and He’ll respond. It’s good to see you are well, I’ll be seeing you.”

Roland left as quickly as he had arrived, disappearing in a flicker of purple sparks. Sighing, I lean back on the chair. 

“Do you wish to meet with everyone? They are waiting for you.”

“Not yet. I need to speak with Xia first, can you bring her in?”

“Sure. I won’t stick around and once you’re done just tell me and I’ll remove the barrier.”

Alexander walked out of the house and in the next moment Xia walked in, looking at me with a serious expression. Before I could say anything, she knelt.

“I, Xia, will no longer worship Celestia, the Moon Goddess. I do not care if you are not Her Blessed, I have given you, Alisha, my all and I will continue to fulfil my Oath by your side until my death.”

“Thank you, Xia. Truly, thank you. I’ll tell you everything that has happened, but please, don’t act like this anymore. You’re my friend now, I don’t consider you my Guardian.”

Xia trembles for a moment before looking up and standing. I stood as well and pulled her into a hug. Sitting opposite her, I told her everything that had happened as Xia listened. 

She had a similar reaction to Alexander, though she had been saddened. Not for the Moon Goddess, but for me. We spoke some more, about future plans and everything else, and figured we’d go with the flow for the time being.

“Master, can I speak with Elise next? I’m sorry, I just want to speak to her alone.” Xia stood and gave me a light smile while telling me she’ll come in with everyone else, she left and soon Elise walked in.

“Elise I-”

“Don’t apologise. I’m just glad to see you’ve gone back to how you were.”

“No.” I shook my head before sitting down. “No, I’m not how I was Elise. I don’t know what has changed, but I’m certainly not the same as before. I just need to figure myself out first.”

“Well, let's get everyone in here and you can tell us all.” Elise came over and pulled me off my chair and into a hug. “We’re all just happy you’re alive and well. Even if you change slightly we’ll accept you, at least it won’t be like earlier. You were rather scary.”

“Sorr-”

“I said no sorrys. Alright, let's get the Branch Master to bring the barrier down and we’ll get everyone in for a late dinner. You can tell them all what happened.”

***

Laying there in my bed, I looked at the ceiling before sighing lightly. A few hours ago everyone had just left, all planning to get to the Crossroads in some way. After explaining the situation, most seemed a bit fearful that such a thing could happen but after explaining that it hadn’t been a God or Goddess that changed my memories but rather something within, everyone had calmed down a bit.

As for Elise, she’d left fairly on, saying she needed to go back to the Guild. I’d been a bit worried that she wasn’t happy with me but as it turns out she had been relieved. She’s helped take care of Alice for me which I had been grateful for. 

Feeling movement next to me, I look down and see Alice hugging me tightly. I was currently in her room, she’d dragged me in and fell asleep. Alice had sensed the Primordial Darkness within me and hadn’t left my side since. I had to wonder exactly what she is, I had received her from Cerberus all that time ago, was it for a reason? What exactly is a Demonic Fox? I’m still a Celestial Nightweaver Fox, my strength remained the same except for some reason my Class had been locked.

I had been told by everyone that I had changed physically. Looking into a mirror I had found my hair had returned to its previous void black and my eyes no longer had silver in them and were a deep, piercing blue with stars in them. They were also fox-like now. My ears on the other hand were a soft dark silver and my tail was the same void black as my hair. I hadn’t grown at all, just my appearance itself had changed slightly.

I still felt confused overall, everything had happened so quickly. I had just been level 76 not long ago and suddenly I’m about to step towards the Crossroads. I was no longer the Chosen of Celestia, even though I honestly didn’t understand what a Chosen is, I knew that I had gained another enemy. From here on, I had to only focus on getting stronger. The Blade, Celestia, Selenia, Astraea and the Sisterhood, they would be coming for me at some point, and I had to prepare for that. Master doesn’t believe the Sisterhood will move, if it's true Celestia wants my power when I reach Demigod then it’s likely they won’t touch me until then.

He also said that tomorrow night he will prepare for me to leave for Crater, stating that the sooner the better. According to him, once I have selected a Path, if I were to step onto it within a year it would be far stronger but if it took longer it wouldn’t be as strong. 

Melody, huh? My mothers name…I never knew her, because I’d been taken from her at birth of course, but it seems like she was the Chosen of a God or Goddess, but I didn’t know who or why. Just as I think about this, I heard the chime through the house. Getting up slowly, Alice clamped onto me and woke up right away.

“Mummy no!”

Smiling, I stroked her hair and picked her up while standing. “Alright, I won’t leave you alone Alice.”

“Yay~” Alice hugged my neck and slowly fell asleep while I left her room and moved towards the front door. Xia stood there and gave me a slight bow before opening the door for me. There stood a man wrapped in black clothing with a black cloth around his mouth. I could tell he had already stepped onto the Path from the energy that came from him, something I had only been able to sense today.

“What do you want?” Not caring for who this is, I stood before him holding Alice. I was confident I could escape a Delta-level opponent, not fight but escape, but I hoped he wasn’t an enemy. No one here could face him.

“The Archbishop of the Church of Darkness wishes to meet with you.” The man put a hand to his heart and bowed slowly.

“Nah, fuck that.” As I’m about to turn around and leave, the man's next words froze me in place.

“The Archbishop wishes to speak with you about Melody before you leave for Crater Hell.”

            

    
        Chapter 130 - Return to Crater

    
    
    
    
                Following behind the man, I carried Alice while Xia carried Olivia who was still sleeping. All three had refused to stay at home, instead coming with me. I understood why they were simply worried about me and the fact this person had just shown up at home and said my mothers name and mentioned Crater Hell had been unexpected. We didn’t think it was a trap, but all things considered we weren’t taking chances. As for how we’d escape if it became a trap, well we had already sorted that out. We weren’t going to the Church of Darkness, instead we were heading to the Guild.

I had told the man we were not going to the Church and he offered the Guild as an option, saying that the Archbishop was aware of my distrust towards Churches and since they only wanted to speak with me they did not mind making arrangements. I had wondered if that meant the Archbishop was an adventurer, but it turns out that wasn’t the case. The Guild just allowed one to rent a meeting room to meet others regardless of if they were an adventurer or not.

Looking at the night sky, I smiled slightly as I took it in. The stars still continued to respond to me, and now some more did so. While most had responded before, a small part never did. Now, a few more seemed to resonate with me. Oddly enough even the moon did, which left me a bit confused because I had thought both the stars and moon wouldn’t respond to me anymore since they would fall under Celestia’s dominion. 

As we entered the Guild, I asked an attendant for a private room, and after sorting out a high security room where none could hear us, I asked the attendant to inform Alexander. The attendant had been rather confused, and I couldn’t blame him since no one recognized me, but after showing him the bracelet I wore that signified my standing as his disciple the attendant went to inform him.

Entering the rather fancy meeting room, which consisted of a large round table, I sat down with Alice on my lap, Xia to my right and a sleepy Olivia to my left. The man had burnt a piece of parchment and informed me that it would inform the Archbishop of our location. Alexander soon entered the room, and following him was a hooded figure, female in appearance and by the sense of their strength they were beyond the Crossroads.

She looked towards me before seating herself opposite of me. Alexander stood between us while sitting and spoke. “As this meeting is taking place in the Guild, I will remind both parties that this is neutral ground, and if any conflict arises the aggressor will be killed without remorse. This is according to the laws of this city and the rules of the Guild. I will act as mediator if required during this meeting.”

“Thank you, Branch Master Alexander of the Corrosive Dragon. Rest assured, I only wish to speak with your disciple for a short time and will not hold her up.” As she spoke, the hooded Archbishop removed her hood to reveal a beautiful face that held a pair of jade green eyes and purple hair. She looked at me with a gentleness that left me feeling safe, oddly.


“Child of Melody, I finally get to meet you.”

“Who are you?” Keeping my guard up, I watched her carefully. 

“Sindora. I knew your mother, Melody and I’ve known of you since you first arrived in Vale.” 

“You’re not here to convince me to follow your God are you?”

Sindora smiled softly while shaking her head. “No. After what you have gone through, I wouldn't dream of it. Of course, our doors are open to you at any time, but we will never try and convince or hoodwink you into following our Goddess, Nyx.”

“The Primordial Goddess, Nyx?” Alexander spoke up while looking at her. “You’re from that Church?”

“It’s an honour for you to know of us. Yes, we worship Her and I am one of Her Blessed. Early today I had received a revelation that it would be safe to meet with the Child of Melody. We had been warned that doing so before may have led to the Sisterhood of the Moon Goddess destroying our Church, or war erupting within Vale. Though we might be one of the larger Churches in Vale, our followers have not been strong since the war many years ago.”

“War?” I ask this while stroking Alice’s hair.

“Short lived but we lost many. That is when I met with your mother. It happened hundreds of years ago, a clash between two Gods, the Goddess of Lust and the Goddess of Purity. When two Gods come to blows, their worshippers will also declare war on each other. Initially the war seemed to be like usual, the same clash that has occurred between those two Goddesses had occurred many times. This time, a Demigod from the Purity side made a mistake. They massacred the Church of Fear, a Church allied with Lust and a part of the Darkness. This caused the war to escalate, pulling in the Church of Darkness eventually.

“The war resulted in a short two month all out war. Your mother and I met during that time. She, the Chosen of Nyx, was a powerhouse. Even as a peak Epsilon-class she killed Demigods with a ruthlessness that I have since never seen. Her mastery over Primordial Darkness and Stellar Radiance left her untouchable during the night time. Even during the day she could pull her opponents into a Dimension of pure darkness and fight on even ground.

“She had saved me back then, and many others. I had been rather nervous to meet her, the so-called ‘Melody of Death’, but I quickly found she was very kind. Fierce towards her opponents, and those who betrayed her or hurt her friends would end up dead. I remember seeing her angry once, it’s like the night sky itself had joined in her anger as she vented it against a Demigod who had betrayed and killed a friend of hers.

“Even with her at our sides, we eventually lost the war and became scattered. We had become weakened, needing to rebuild ourselves, and though it’s been nearly three hundred years since then we are nowhere near what we once were. The Alliance of Darkness had put so much into that war and we still ended up like that. After the war ended, I had become fast friends with Melody, in fact I had fallen in love with her, but she had no interest in romance. Even then, we continued to be good friends even after we parted ways. 

“She had wanted to seek out her own Divinity and step into the realm of Demigod. A terrifying thought to most. If she, as an Epsilon-class could lay waste to Demigods, just how strong would she be as a Demigod? She hadn’t even reached Omega-class let alone Demigod while I knew her yet she wanted to get through Omega-class as quickly as possible.

“That was the last I heard from her. Sixteen, nearly seventeen, years ago I learnt she had come to blows with another Goddess. She had reached the realm of Demigod at that point. That Goddess is exactly who you think it is. Celestia. For what reason she came to blows with Her we do not know, all we know is the fight had occurred in the Divine Realm and that Melody had vanished that day. No one knew where she had gone, not until nearly 2 years ago, when you awoke your inner monster, that of a Demonic Fox.

“However, we were powerless to help you. You were in Crater Hell and we were scattered, the distance too great. At that time we did not know that you were Melody’s child, but a revelation given to us by Nyx told us you were. A Church three years from Crater Hell started to move, but before they could even leave their city, you evolved and we were given a warning. Do not approach you, under any circumstances. You had been ensnared by the Moon Goddess and become Her Chosen.

“After that, you soon arrived in Vale, which at the time left us confused, since it is impossible. After some time of you being here, you started displaying the same talent in doing nearly impossible tasks as Melody had done. We had wanted to assist you as well in your fight against the Church of the Moon Goddess, something that we had become further confused about. Why would a Chosen of a Goddess be attacked by Her own Church?

“We found the reason out. Firstly, you have taken after your mother and have your monster traits. Celestia is very anti-monster, I’m sure you’ve noticed this now. There are no evolved monsters in the religion of the Moon Goddess and they will not hesitate to kill them. But your case was interesting. You were constantly set upon with weaker members that matched your level, with the only exception being two assassins who attacked you at the Lily Pond Inn, but they were easily defeated and given to you to kill.

“We came up with a theory, the only reasoning we could believe. They were using themselves to help you grow stronger. The ambushes, the straight up attacks and the fear you held towards them. They could have very easily dealt with you the day you arrived. Yet they didn’t and only attacked you at certain moments, accumulating in you leading an assault on the Church itself. We didn’t know why the Moon Goddess did this, we have never really dealt with Her or Her worshippers before, but it left us speechless.

“Then things around you became peaceful within Vale. We could only watch and don’t know what happened after the attack on the Church, but yesterday we felt a powerful eruption of Delta-level Primordial Darkness and at the same time we received a revelation that it was okay to meet you. We investigated what happened and according to those that live near you they heard a voice that declared that they would no longer be the Chosen of Celestia. I decided to wait some time before I sent a Bishop to pass you a message, and here we are.”

As she finished talking, a silence fell upon the room as I realised I had become engrossed in her words. I wasn’t the only one. Xia had been on the edge of her seat, Olivia had become wide awake, Alexander had a deep, thoughtful look to him and Alice…had fallen asleep. Letting everything sink in, I sat there while thinking, not realising the full depth to who my mother was. 

“Wouldn’t she be Zeta-Class if she could kill Demigods?” Alexander looked up at Sindora as he spoke. She shook her head.

“We had thought the same. Her Pathway showed her as Peak Epsilon-Class though, just like you’d expect to see when looking at a dungeon. It had always been that way, she said, starting from Delta-Class onwards. She never really shared what her Pathway was or what she received from it, well no one really shares that information, I only knew that it was a Pathway to Divinity.”

I wasn’t sure how to react to everything she had told us, after all I hadn’t known my mother at all. But to hear that she had been so powerful made me realise why she would’ve been hunted by the Moon Goddess. I knew what I wanted to say though.

“I’m not becoming the Chosen of Nyx, so if that’s why you’re here, forget it.”

Sindora shook her head lightly while still smiling. “We don’t expect you to. Nor do we expect you to repay us. Nyx helped you this one time because of your mother. She will only ensure the Blood God doesn’t interfere with you, otherwise you’re on your own. The Church of Darkness is open to you anytime you wish to either visit or if you simply want to come and hear stories about Melody. I will however assist you, not because of Nyx, but to repay Melody for saving me that day.”

Sindora turns to Alexander. “Where are you planning to take her when she steps onto her path?”

“I had planned on taking her to Mount Silverlight since it has powerful Lunar energy, but now…”

“Ah, that would be the best option. I can offer the corpse of an ancient primordial darkness dragon and our sacred treasure, its heart.”

Alexander snapped his head towards Sindora, looking absolutely shocked, a face I had never seen before from him. “Are you sure? It’s the sacred treasure of your Church!”

“Yes, I have already gotten permission. I believe with both of those and Mount Silverlight it will give her more than enough to step onto her Path while further empowering her magics.”

“I will let you know when we are ready. She needs to return to Crater first before she can even see the Crossroads, then she’ll need to complete her Conditions.”

“I see. Well, please let me know when the time has arrived and I’ll begin immediately. I’ll also bring four others who have passed the Crossroads to assist.”

Sindora looks back at me and smiles. “I hope you can find her. Don’t worry about other Gods interfering with you, just focus on getting stronger.”

“Thank you for telling me about my mother. I’d like to tell you what happened to her, but…”

“I know. Come by the Church sometime, I’ll have a pot of tea ready and some stories.” She stands while giving me a serious look. “A warning for you before I leave. Your mother’s body has been tampered with by the Moon Goddess. It won’t cause you any harm, so don’t worry. I do not know what has been tampered with, my guess is that they have placed false evidence to convince you she worshipped the Moon Goddess.”

“Thank you. It was nice to hear about her.”

“Any time. Take care of yourself, and I hope your visit to Crater is fruitful.” Sindora bows slightly with her hand on her heart, same with the man behind her before they both disappeared, with only black smoke left behind that quickly faded.

“I must go too, there are still preparations for tonight. Alisha, come find me before nightfall.” Alexander left through the door while I leaned back in the chair, deep in thought.

“Xia?”

“Yes, Alisha?”

“Can you please purchase high-grade meats and ingredients? Enough to fill the storage and extra. I’m planning to make some snacks and meals for those in Crater. Don’t worry about the cost.”

“Certainly.”

Xia stood and was about to bow, but stopped herself before leaving the room. She was attempting to get rid of the habits of being a Guardian which made me happy. I lost myself in my thoughts for a while before turning to Olivia.

“Want to go and buy something for Sally and Grey?”

“Sure!”

We stood and moved out of the room, heading towards the equipment shops along the street to find items that we believed could help our two friends in Crater.

***

Standing in the kitchen admiring my work, I felt slightly exhausted with how much I had worked. It was approaching nightfall and with the help of Olivia, who now was hiding in her room, and Xia, I had managed to finish making a lot of different sorts of snack food and some stat increasing food for Sally and Grey. 

“Nervous?” I looked at Elise, who had come around to visit. She would be looking after Alice while I was away. It had taken some time to convince her and I had to promise I would play with her a lot when I got back. When I asked her what she meant by a lot, she simply giggled and said ‘LOTS!’ She had also demanded ‘Lots Yummy!’ making Xia giggle.

“A bit. It’s a shame only I can go, I would’ve loved to take everyone.”

“Well, perhaps next time. Don’t worry, Alice and Olivia will be fine. Olivia will be meeting with Roman tomorrow and I’ll make sure to take Alice to the storage so she can gain experience.”

“Thank you, Elise.”

“Don’t mention it, I told you. It’s what I’ll do for any of the adventurers under me. I’ve looked after children many times. What is the plan when you get there?”

“Well, I’ll likely conquer Cerberus’s Domain first, then find my mother. If I have time, see Teacher Lee since I made a promise with him to share my stories, but spending time with Sally and Grey takes priority.”

“Busy busy busy. Well, with Xia, Summer, Xeon and Elizabeth going into a dungeon to level and Olivia more determined to catch up, everyone will be busy for some time. Aubrey too will be levelling, though her unique way of fighting with magic tools and needing lifeforce for experience doesn’t suit a party, so she is going at it slowly. Poor girl, only if there were magics she could use.” Elise sighed while taking a sip of coffee that I had prepared.

“Well, I hope that we all can pass the Crossroads together. I’d wait for everyone, but with the one year time limit…” I sighed as I picked up my cup.

“Well, one step at a time. One you’re through you can wait for everyone. It’s also been determined that Tails will be your new advisor once you become Platinum Grade. She’ll take over from me so from now on I’m really just your advisor in name until you pass the Crossroads.”

“Well, to being friends?” Holding my cup up, I smile at Elise.

“Of course. I’ll annoy you to death with advice anytime.” Elise clinks my cup with hers as we laugh.

***

Entering Alexander’s office, I see him waiting for me.

“All set?”

“Yes, I’ve gotten everything I want to bring.” I had a house sized dimension bag with me, filled with an assortment of food, clothing and gifts for Sally and Grey.

“Good. There has been a slight change to the duration that you’ll be going for. With Getsuna’s help we’ve increased the time limit to fourteen days, giving you ample time to get everything done.”

Feeling rather surprised, Alexander simply nodded. “I’ve informed Elise and she’ll let everyone know. I did want to inform you earlier but we weren’t even sure if the magic circle would work, but after some help we’ve got it operational. Before it would’ve been a rather complex magic for you to use, but with this it’ll keep the tunnel open for longer. Remember, once the limit has run out, you’ll be dragged back here, regardless of what you’re doing.”

Rather surprised and thankful that I had more time, I thanked Alexander. 

“Don’t mention it. I had thought four days would be plenty, but the fact you have to conquer a dungeon as well means the time limit may have not been long enough. Even if it’s only level 16, anything can happen. Right, come with me.”

Alexander and I left the Guild and started to walk through the air. It’s usually not allowed in the city, but if you have the permission of the Branch Master, Royal Family or Royal Guard you can for a short amount of time. We quickly arrived at a large warehouse building and entering I saw a massive magic circle with Getsuna there. Alexander had me stand in the middle of the magic circle while Getsuna and Alexander stood to the side of me, some distance away.

“Alright. Alisha, focus on the image of the location of the Blessed Orb of Salus. I’ve given you a replacement since it will break the one that is placed. Tell me when you’re ready.”

Closing my eyes and breathing out, I think of the small plateau we had set up the orb, that little campfire we made next to it. Smiling lightly at the image, I spoke.

“I’m ready, Master.”

“Good. We’re starting. Once we give you the signal, open your eyes. You’ll see a door, archway, crack or hole. Enter it and you’ll Travel there. Good luck, disciple.”

I felt an overwhelming amount of mana underneath my feet, the magic circle shining so bright that I could make out the light even with my eyes closed. 

“Now!”

Opening my eyes, I saw an image in front of my eyes, one that held the night sky surrounded by pure darkness the size of an archway. Taking a breath, I walked through it, excited and nervous as I once again returned to Crater.




	Objective complete: Return to Crater.







            

    
        Chapter 131 - Cerberus's Trials, Once Again

    
    
    
    
                I walked through the starry night on a path of darkness. I knew it wouldn’t be instant, Alexander had told me it would take a few steps and as expected, on my fifth step I saw the exit. On the sixth step, I found myself in a small hut with the door in front of me. Looking behind me, I saw the image of the archway disappear and the destroyed remains of an orb.




	Your Lesser Blessed Orb of Salus has been destroyed.










	You will be brought to your original position in fourteen days. Countdown started.






Walking out of the hut, I did a double take as I looked around. Other than the hut, the plateau was empty, void of any living people or monsters. Raising an eyebrow, I sent out a mana pulse and sensed nothing around me. 

“Strange.” Muttering to myself, I looked around to see if there were any clues to why nothing is here. Not even the campfire we had all sat in front was here, no other buildings other than the hut here.

Closing my eyes for a moment, I ran through the possibilities. I knew when I had left they had been working on building new huts for everyone and there had been nearly five hundred Hybrids here, they couldn’t have just all disappeared? The thought that they had been wiped out came to mind but why would this hut be left standing, surely whoever would’ve wiped out the Hybrid’s homes wouldn’t just pass off the hut.

So either they moved elsewhere or they’ve had to escape somewhere. Though if they escaped why would they dissemble the huts? Sighing, I shake my head and think of my next actions. Either I can look at going to Crater and seeing if the Hybrids might be there, since another possibility is that they wiped the humans out after gaining strength, or head to Cerberus’s Domain. 

Instinctively I felt like heading to Cerberus’s Domain would be the best option, and trusting those instincts I decided to head there first. As much as I wanted to meet with everyone now, I needed to ensure I completed Cerberus’s Domain and find my mother first, otherwise I can’t get strong enough to return here. 

As I stepped into the air, I thought over my future plans once again. I had decided to remain in Vale, and would head back here to bring those who wanted to leave back to Vale itself. At some point I would leave Vale, I wanted to know more about this world, I had been limited to Vale or Crater Hell, never really leaving the two nor finding out much about the world.

Alexander had once told me there is a lot to the world and that crossing the Crossroads is considered the start to most as from then on the quest to gain strength is extremely steep. Cities and countries were a very tiny part of the world, in fact he had said once I reached Black Grade I really should be looking at exploring the world more since I may make discoveries no one else has, or meet those that could become my ally.

I had also made the decision to have nothing to do with the Gods except for one, the God of Cooking Gastron. I had figured that a God of Cooking wouldn’t want to consume me for my power…right? I had thought of being His Chosen, but right now I wanted nothing to do with Blessed or Chosen or anything like that, even though I am his Blessed.

Sighing, I knew I still had so many different things I needed to do. I still didn’t know exactly who I was, my personality has certainly changed and I’m more on guard now. I felt shocked at how much I had changed once I had recovered my memories and reflected back on my past. It’s only been over a year, nearly two, but so much has changed in that short span of time, it honestly felt like another life.

With everyone back in Vale working to get stronger, I wanted to get through the Crossroads quickly so that I can relax for a while. I still wanted to open a restaurant, help the twins, help Olivia’s party, do more requests at the Guild, learn more about cooking, spellcasting and fighting techniques and finally figure out the direction I want to walk. I knew I had enemies that would be coming for me eventually, and I knew I’d have to deal with them, but what is my ultimate goal in all of this? Become a Goddess and rule over a domain? I didn’t have any particular drive to do that though. At the moment, I simply want to become stronger to protect those I love and make sure nothing happens to them.

Landing in front of the dungeon doors to Cerberus’s Domain, I looked around at the clearing and smiled slightly. This is where it had all turned for us, that day of the slaughter that was for the human’s entertainment. I still don’t understand why they had done such a thing, nor why they had let us escape. Did they think we would just die in the wilderness and not bother? Whatever, I’ve already killed Gerald, I don’t care for the rest of Crater.

Folding my arms and looking at the dungeon doors, I saw it remained the same, level 16. I knew it would be likely that these trials wouldn’t exactly be level 16, nor did I know if it would be the same as before. Cerberus had said the trial we were given was different to the actual dungeon, yet the humans failed in clearing the actual dungeon and it still stood today. I was aware that mutated dungeons would disappear once conquered, and the fact it stayed here meant no one had either returned or conquered it.

Pursing my lips, I stepped towards it and pushed the doors open, walking into the dungeon itself and after a flash of light, I opened my eyes to find myself once again on a patch of grass, surrounded by a desolate battlefield filled with weapons, a night sky high above. In front of me stood Cerberus, his gigantic body reaching into the sky and craning my neck I could see his three heads. Crouching slightly, I leaped into the air and after two leaps I stood in the air in front of his heads.

“You’ve returned, Child of Melody.”

“It’s Alisha, and yes, I’ve returned because I’m ready.” 

“Hmph. You believe yourself ready, yet you don’t know who you are. Just because you have your mother’s talent does not mean you are ready.”

“I don’t care if I’ve inherited her talent or not, I’ve made this strength my own. Come, Cerberus, stop talking and bring about your trials. I want to spend time with my friends.”

“Insolence. You know nothing about the strength you hold, you go around casting your Lunar magic casually, not understanding it completely. You have only recently awoken the Darkness within you with the help of a God. You think you’re ready, pup? Fine, show me you’re ready.”

Cerberus raises a large paw and slams it down. I felt something change within the dungeon and frowned when I saw the System.




	
Warning! Cerberus’s Domain is mutating!

Cerberus’s Domain is now a Delta-Class Dungeon!












	
Trial One: Trial of Strength Started.

Overcome the army of the dead.












	
Unique Dungeon Quest: Cerberus’s Trial.

Cerberus has responded to your demands and given you a chance to participate in his trials. He will not accept failure, this time.

Rewards will be given, if you survive.








“If you can’t overcome this, I will kill you myself.” Cerberus fades as pressure hits me hard, forcing me to the ground. 

“I see, he won’t let me into the air. Alright, this will be fun.” Looking around, I saw thousands of skeletons rising out of the ground, grabbing weapons. But this time it wasn’t just humanoid skeletons. Wraiths, skeleton dragons, zombies and many more types. Closing my eyes, I raise a hand but stop as an idea comes to my mind. If I could use Celestial Eclipse magic and Primordial Darkness together, what would the result be?

An idea came to mind very quickly, one that could finish this much faster than one might think. I hear the army approaching me fast this time, and having checked their levels I knew they were all level 100, with some unknown meaning they would be above the Crossroads. Smiling at the idea that came up, I raised one hand and kept one low. Opening my eyes as moonlight energy surges outwards, marking all of the enemies and visualising Artemis and Ophiuchus. Visualising the magic I want to use, I felt all of my mana empty out as two massive magic circles appeared, one high in the sky and one on the ground.

“Darkfall.”

Slamming my hands together, silver beams smashed down while dark tendrils wrapped around everything. In a sea of light, the beams connected and uncovering my eyes, I found myself ecstatic at the results. Over 90% of the enemies had died, with those who remained corrupted by the spell. This spell was outrageous.




	You have created a unique merged spell!










	
Darkfall. Unique to Alisha.

Uses the power of Lunar magic and Darkness magic to bind enemies with the constellation of Ophiuchus and strike them down with the constellation of Artemis. Those who did not perish will be corrupted by the darkness with Primordial Darkness.

Cost: 100% of your mana.












	
Primordial Darkness.

Corrupts the darkness of one's heart, soul or body, causing continuous damage from within.








An extremely powerful spell and though it used all of my mana I wasn’t worried. I could already feel mana returning and looking at the one hundred or so injured enemies remaining, I smiled lightly as I removed my hair tie. It’s been a while since I let loose.

Breathing out, I submerge myself into my monster release form, my hair growing longer, the muscles on my arms and legs increasing in size, my hands turning into claws as a red aura erupts out of me. Feeling my bloodthirst overtake me, I roar at the sky and charge at the first enemy, a Delta-Class dragon.




	
True Monster Release

Gain 2x to your Strength and Agility

Natural Regeneration is disabled while in this form.

You can not use magic in this form.








***




	Trial One: Test of Strength completed.






Slamming my foot down and destroying the skull of the dragon I had just killed, I released my monster form while panting. These enemies were not weak, but they weren’t strong either. I was covered in my own blood with my injuries slowly healing and after chugging down a healing potion I walked back to the patch of grass, sat down and pulled out a teapot, tea leaves and a cup. Using a heating gem, I make a pot of tea imbued with mana as Cerberus reappears.

“Exhausting yourself to defeat that weak army? I had expected better.”

“You say I’m exhausted but I feel quite good right now.” Drinking some of the tea, I close my eyes and relax. He wasn’t entirely wrong, I had used a lot of stamina and my entire mana pool, but both were recovering quickly, in fact I had recovered nearly half my mana pool already.

“Then you’re ready for the next trial?”

“Yes.”

I felt a sleepiness fall over me, and placing the teacup down, I closed my eyes and accepted the sleepiness. There, I found myself strapped to a table in a room that was filled with various types of daggers, poisons lined shelves in different types of vials and a door that opened as my eyes laid on it. As expected, Gerald walked in and I wanted to sigh. I already knew what was going to happen and over the next ten minutes I experienced all types of pain, torture and verbal abuse, even being fed my own eyeballs. 

I laid there, not making a sound. I didn’t care for this torture, I had experienced more pain then what he could do to me, the poison hurt like hell but I didn’t care for it and the verbal abuse wasn’t even worth the time to process. In this state, even before Gerald had started, I had no strength or magic and I knew what this trial wanted to do, test my mental fortitude. I had failed last time because I had given into the voice that promised strength, my monster side at the time, meaning I failed to have the mental fortitude back then.

The vision disappears and I find myself opening my eyes to see I was back on the grassy patch. Picking up the cup of tea in front of me, I continued to drink as if nothing had happened.




	Trial Two: Test of Mental Fortitude complete.






Cerberus stayed quiet this time as I continued to drink my tea, wondering if he would start the next trial, but unexpectedly Cerberus started to shrink down to the size of a slightly tall human. He had three dog heads, fierce paws and arms of a hound, three tails and the feet of a hound. He sat down in front of me and wordlessly I handed him a cup of his own and he took it.

We sat there in silence, only drinking tea. Cerberus looks at me with all three heads as he puts his cup down.

“Your mother had no talent for making tea, it’s good that you’re different in that aspect.” Speaking with a soft growl every few words, Cerberus stood. “I have realised it will be pointless to put you through the other trials, so I have modified the dungeon to give you two paths. The first path will send you into a dream where you relive the moments of glory from your mothers legacy, allowing you to gain inspiration into her magic and fighting ability. 

“The second path will reveal one natural affinity for you, you will gain the opportunity to either upgrade one of your magic or merge multiple of them and lastly cleanse your soul completely. These are trials, if you pick the first one you will feel everything your mother felt, feel the deep connections she had with those she was friends with, deal with the same pain she felt losing them or the feeling of powerlessness she felt in those situations.

“The second will test the very limits of your newly found natural affinity, the upgrading or merging of your magic will be extremely painful and same with the soul cleansing. Now, pick.”

“Second one.” Speaking as soon as he finished, I put everything away and stood up. Cerberus stared at me with all of his heads.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, I am my own person and I’ll figure myself out.”

“Good answer. If you fail any of them it will be considered as if you failed the trials and I will kill you myself.” Cerberus snaps his fingers and a plain wooden door appears. “Go through it when you’re ready. I will be waiting here for you.”

Walking towards the door, I open it and walk in. I enter a training hall like room, with several large golems sitting there. In my hands a circular blade appeared with a handle in the middle of it. Looking at this weapon I felt a bit confused, what exactly is this? Trying it out a bit, it felt wrong to handle and didn’t seem intended for slashing or stabbings. 

The golems started moving and leaping back as they smashed their fist into the ground they slowly moved to surround me. Slashing out with these strange blades, I dealt damage to the golems but it felt all wrong. Backflipping to avoid a blow, I leap off a golem and in desperation I throw one of them at one of the golems. As it left my hand I noticed a light chain wrapped around my wrist that was connected to this circular blade. 

An idea comes to mind as the weapon bounces off one of the golems and grabbing the chain and pulling the weapon back I throw it, this time flicking my wrist and adding a spin to it. The circular blade goes upwards, slicing the golem cleanly in half, surprising me.




	You have discovered a natural affinity.






Pulling back the chain and catching the weapon, I realised what these weapons were meant to do. Smiling deeply, I threw both and started to get a feel for using these strange blades as more golems appeared. I tried many different types of throwing and controlling them, swinging one around me to cut everything in a circle around me, slicing everything and the more I got used to them the more fun I had.

As the minutes turned to hours, I felt the strain of using an unfamiliar weapon but I kept going. The golems were getting faster and stronger, and keeping my distance to use the weapons I knew these would be wonderful to use for when I needed to fight at range against enemies I couldn’t get close to. Perhaps there would be times where magic would be inefficient, and considering my magic consisted of large scale magics, I knew these would be helpful for group fighting as well.

After what felt like a day, I threw a spinning circular blade at the last golem and sliced it with both blades before it fell as I knelt, panting. Every muscle in my body protested, my arms heavy but I felt excited at the prospect of getting these weapons made for me when I returned to Vale. Hanging the blades loosely in my hands as I stumbled up, I turned to the presence I sensed and saw Cerberus standing there.

“So you have an affinity for Chakrams? Interesting.”

“I guess my mother did too?”

“No. She despised weapons, preferring spellcasting. She was never one to fight with her hands unless needed, in which case she used a two handed sword.”

“Not her monster form?”

“Evolved monsters can not use monster forms so freely unless they have completely mastered it. Unlike you Hybrids, they can easily lose themselves to the instincts of a monster while in the form and may never be able to return from it.”

I never knew that, then again I never needed to know. As I stand the Chakrams disappeared as Cerberus snapped his claw once more. Another wooden door appeared.

“You’re not doing this because I’m my mother’s daughter, are you?” Asking this as I looked at Cerberus he snorted.

“No, I am not doing this as some sort of repayment or favour. What you achieve today will be with your own power, I am simply giving you the opportunity. I do not care if you survive or not, you are not Melody nor will you ever be. I had planned to kill you if you had chosen the first path, regardless of the reason.

“I believe it would have been pointless to throw more trials at you because they are related to combat in some form, and considering your performance in the first trial you would have no problem getting through them. This next stage isn’t easy, it is no longer about combat but your potential with your magic. Upgrading or merging schools of magic isn’t a walk in the park and you will experience pain beyond measure when you attempt either. The soul cleansing afterwards isn’t just some refreshing bath either. Prepare yourself before you enter, pup.”

Taking a deep breath, I step towards the door and open it. I had been intending to visit the lake under the Guild but all things considered I never had the time and now I could finally merge Wind and Lightning magic, both of which I had slowly stopped using. Perhaps I could add in Water magic as well. As I walk through the door, I find myself in a large, deep blue lake with a dense blue fog surrounding me, making it hard to make anything out. Knowing this was all mana, I sat down with the mana reaching up to my chin and closed my eyes, intending to figure out Storm magic.

As I go to imagine combining those three magic and thinking of a heavy storm with wind and lightning, instead I find myself amongst the stars, no ground under my feet.

            

    
        Chapter 132 - Encounter in Crater

    
    
    
    
                As I stood, or rather float, in the night sky that surrounded me, I couldn’t help but feel comfortable. The moon hung high in the sky, the stars shone, the darkness and coldness made up the space between them all. I closed my eyes as their energies washed over me as I started to understand the truth about this sight.

The night sky isn’t just individual stars, constellations or the moon, nor was it just the darkness or coldness of it all. All of them made the night sky and while they gave off different energies and magic, they all made up the night sky together. That is why combining Primordial Darkness and Celestial Eclipse together had worked so well, it is why Astral Ice corrupted others, it was with the darkness that it came from.

I had been thinking of all of them as separate magic and energy, but not as one. No, I had once used them as one, when I had used Midnight with Alice’s help, she held Darkness magic within her, but now I had learnt to harness it myself I now understood that there were many forms of Darkness and I understood the very basics of it, yet it made up the night sky.

Within me there was a soft crack as my understanding of the night sky increased, as I understood that I only knew a very small amount of the true power the night contained. I felt the energy and mana of Primordial Darkness, Astral Ice and Celestial Eclipse start to slowly combine, working in absolute harmony as everything within my mana realm changed.

The new energy being born as those three started to combine felt familiar and I knew where I had felt it before. When I had used Midnight, these three had been forcibly combined together, this was the power I had felt back then.

I felt my mana realm and veins burst into pain as the new energy slowly spread throughout my body, changing everything it passed through. The pain I experienced was the worst pain, reaching my very core, even changing the energy of my Domains but I kept my mind tranquil as my understanding grew. This power was only the beginning of understanding the true night sky.

I felt a massive torrent of pure mana enter me as my mana realm and veins started to mutate further and become strengthened once more, as the new power became mine.




	Your understanding of Primordial Darkness, Astral Ice and Celestial Eclipse magic has given birth to a new type of magic, one that gives you the power of the true night sky. They are merging to create a new type of magic, Noctilucence.









	A Hidden Condition has been met.






***

I don’t know how long I’ve sat here for as the energies slowly changed my very being. I only knew that the power I now held was powerful, extremely powerful. As the pain started to fade, I sank into my mana realm. Nothing had changed, yet the power in here was no longer just Celestial Eclipse mana but Noctilucence, the combination of Primordial Darkness, Astral Ice and Celestial Eclipse. Opening my eyes, I saw that I no longer was surrounded by the lake, it and the fog were all gone. 

Feeling the energy deep within me, I knew that to further understand this power I had to gain a deeper understanding of all of the powers it contained and that this was only the start. Letting darkness surround my body, I knew I could use them individually or together. There was now a spell I could use that I had long ago used.




	You can now use Midnight without consequence.






“Noctilucence? You’ve already gained an understanding of it?”

Looking up, I saw Cerberus standing there and I nodded. “I realised that everything in the night sky is one and when I realised that I knew they would work with each other.”

“Interesting. You’ve yet to step onto a Path yet you’ve gained a basic understanding into it. Melody did not until she reached the Beta-Class. I assume you know what this power implies for you, right?”

“This is the power Celestia wants. But why? Does She not command the night sky already?”

“Hmph, this is why you’re nothing but a pup. What is Her title?”

Realisation came to me. Moon Goddess. Not Night Sky Goddess. Her command is the moon! So she wants this power to understand the night sky itself?

“It is not easy to gain an understanding of magic you do not understand. The fact you have such potential in three different types is quite something. But be careful, you’re not the only one in this vast world that has such potential, nor will you be the only one who has a deep understanding of Lunar magic.”

Why did it sound like he was warning me? I knew what he meant though, that while I had gained this strength I had only understood a small amount of it, and to gain more understanding I had a lot more to learn. I had to focus on spellcasting when I returned to Vale.

“The soul cleansing is left. After that, you’ll be ejected from the dungeon as it will have been conquered. You may have questions for me, but I will not answer them.”

“Could you tell me what Alice is?”

“Alice?”

“The Dark Raven you gave me.”

“Ah. It is an egg from a Dark Raven that I had been given by a friend. I have no use for birds, and believed it would serve you well since it would connect with your dark magic when you awoke it.”

“Then what is she?”

Cerberus’s heads all looked at me before asking “What do you mean?”

I explain everything to him. Cerberus seemed to be in deep thought but I could see confusion behind his eyes.

“I have never heard of such a thing. She was born from normal Dark Ravens and that is all I know.”

If Cerberus didn’t know, then who could tell us. “Then, how did you know my mother?”

“Hmph, enough questions. If you wish to rattle on like this you can find me at the entrance to the Underworld outside. Now, the soul cleansing will be like a bath to you, it will remove the impurities within your soul. It’s not bad, it’ll ensure when you do step onto your Path that you’ll be further empowered. Now, go through the door when you’re ready. If you wish to talk in the future, come to the Underworld.”

Cerberus claps his claws together and as the door appears he disappears. I had to wonder if he was only testing me or helping me. Sighing, I step into the next door while thinking over everything.

***

As I step out of the dungeon, I stop shielding my eyes and see I’ve returned to the clearing. Cerberus had been right, the soul cleansing was no more than a relaxing bath and though I wasn’t sure on what it did exactly, my mind had been refreshed.




	You have completed a Delta-Level dungeon.









	You have completed the task: Conquer Cerberus’s Domain.









	A Hidden Condition has been met.






Watching as the inscription disappeared and was replaced with the one for Hounds Hell I sighed. I realised it during the dungeon but I knew the truth now. This had been Cerberus helping me for my mothers sake, there was no denying that. I had to do two trials which were easy to do followed by learning a new natural affinity, merging three magic into a new, powerful one and a cleansing of my soul that left me refreshed. If that wasn’t a reward then what in the Seven would it be.

Sighing, I truly hoped that this didn’t become a recurring pattern. I didn’t want others to help me because of my mother, nor did I particularly care about her or them. While I wanted to know more than her, I wasn’t her. I wanted to earn my own strength, overcome the trials in their earnestness. I do wish I could’ve spoken with Cerberus more, but it does seem he doesn’t really want anything to do with me and only waited to repay my mother.

Sighing, I knew there wasn’t much I could do, but why did the System tell me to come back and finish this dungeon? Is it the impact it had on me back then, when it had been what gave us our first weapons, and where Alice had come from?

“Forget it, I have one more thing to do.”

Sighing again, I shake my head and turn as I step into the air. The next place will be Crater, and as I checked the time I had left I was thankful Alexander had gained more time for me. I had eleven days left, meaning I had just spent three in Cerberus’s Domain. Feeling worried about the time it would take to find my mother, I stepped through the air at a casual rate while feeling the newly born magic within.

It was all one magic, but I could alternate it to be individual and retain the strength. I found myself surprised at this, but knew that some magic needed just one element. I really needed to just sit down and learn how to actually use it, I needed more smaller spells. As I reached the walls of the slums in Crater, I saw the city beyond the second wall and the third wall, both seemed active which confused me. All of the nobles had perished that day, so why is their section active?

As I am about to move towards the city, I sensed a presence within the slums and turning my head I headed towards the source. This presence felt familiar, and it seemed like it had been waiting for me. Quickly stepping down, I landed in front of the presence and felt frustrated.

A silver haired girl stood in front of a building, her silver eyes looking at me in disgust. On her wrist is a band, the very same I had worn until recently, that told me all I needed to know. A Sister from the Sisterhood of the Moon Goddess.

“Filthy monster, you are to be imprisoned by the Sisterhood with your magic and level sealed. You are my final test to become a true Sister, which you failed to become.”

Not risking it, I dealt with the small System backlash and checked their level.




	
The One Who Glows Brightly, Arabella

Level 10 ⭐

The Blessed of Celestia, The Moon Goddess, a master of the night sky.









Delta-Class? I heard a scoff from her and narrowed my eyes while looking at her. I knew why she was waiting here, it's because this is likely where my mothers body laid. 

“You’re actually thinking of fighting? You, the weak pathetic monster that threw Her gift away She gave you, despite being a monster? Don’t resist and you might be treated well. Maybe.”

Not caring for her words, I flash stepped in front of her and threw out a lashing fire kick. Perhaps expecting an attack, Arabella disappeared from her spot with a silver flash and sniffing I sensed her behind me as mana started building.

“Moonblast.”

Spinning, I saw a small yet powerful ball of Lunar magic shoot out from her and thinking quickly I flash stepped past it, approaching her quickly once again.

“Barbaric. As per the reports you can only ever think of hitting with your fists, like a pathetic monster.” Arabella disappears once more and reappears some distance as I felt a heavy pressure emit from her. “I will show you the full strength of being Her Blessed.”

A magic circle appears behind her as white wings made out of Lunar energy appear. I could sense Lunar energy gathering here, and with the night sky it became heavy with it. I ignored this strange sight and flash stepped once again.

“Just like a monster, predictable.” Chains erupt out of the ground right below where I arrive, causing me to be entangled for a moment but using my strength I break the chains and flash step behind her.

“Primordial Darkness.”

Darkness erupts out of me and strikes her in the back. Arabella turns quickly, throwing a pin sized object at me. Dodging a bit too slowly, it hit me in the arm as I felt Lunar magic attempt to enter my body and stop. I have no idea what it was meant to do so I rip it out and throw it back at her.

As I do that, I flash step next to her and use Flowing Strikes, causing her to falter for a moment as she dodges the needle. I struck her multiple times as I built up my strength as she tried to back off, but I kept up with her as she got frustrated.

“Get the fuck off me, filth!” Yelling at the top of her lungs, two batons appear in her hands as she fights back. I could tell she wasn’t used to fighting in close quarters, likely only ever fighting at a distance, just like Elise. She is a mage, not a fighter. But her Toughness was high, very high. My punches only started to deal damage when I struck out at 85% of my strength. As expected of one who has passed the Crossroads.

As she stood there, I sensed Lunar energy covering her and immediately knew what she had used, a spell I had used frequently. Lunar Blessing. In the next moment she disappeared, not into silver light nor a flash step, she had gained tremendous speed and relying on my instincts I raised my arms and turned slightly, blocking a blow from the right with my arm as my other arm flew out, striking her hard in her jaw as I counter on reflex. Her strength however easily caused my arm to break, sending me flying backwards into a wall.

Smashing into the wall of a building, I gasp in pain as the shock causes me to become windless. Dropping from the wall as my arm begins to heal, I knew I couldn’t hold back against her anymore. Her skills at fighting up close were poor, but with the strength difference she easily held the advantage. As I stood, I saw her casting magic once again as chains once again erupted from below me. 

Without a word, she held a hand up and brought it down as a beam of pure silver struck down onto me. I felt no pain, it was after all only Lunar magic. But I knelt, acting as if I’m in pain, which wasn’t hard because of my arm.

“Bloody monster, what is this magic?” I glanced up and saw an expression of pain and knew the corruption ran deeply. She still walked towards me as her expression became worse. Disappearing, I sensed her to my right and twisted my body. I dodged an attack but another connected. This time the pain was less, as if she was holding back. Is she venting her frustrations?

“Fucking disgusting monster, if it wasn’t for the fact I was ordered to bring you back alive I’d kill you here!” Dodging what I could, I still felt blows hitting me causing me to wince in pain as some bones broke. Just as she raised her batons for another round, I breathed out and applied my own Lunar Blessing.

“Domain, Primordial Night Garden.”

My domain explodes out as Arabella does a double take, looking around and a fearful mutter comes from her. “A domain?”

Realising she didn’t have one or if wasn’t as powerful as me, I felt the empowerment of my domain as a large garden that sat on a lake appeared, underneath a darkened night sky. 

“Tsk, fine, I’ll just kill you, the Sisterhood will understand.” Stomping her foot down, hundreds of chains exploded from the ground and stomping my foot down I blew them all away with Wind Explosion, keeping them from attacking me but she wasn’t done. The light from her wings fades as they disappear and merge into an orb that gives off a tremendous amount of mana.

“Orb of the Moon Goddess’s Rage!”

As she yells, the orb shoots out fast, too fast for me to dodge. It explodes causing the ground to shake but I suffered no damage as I flash stepped right in front of her as a red aura erupts from my, my monster form releasing completely. My Domain falls apart, apparently I can’t maintain it in this form, something I hadn’t been aware of but it’s fine.

“That didn’t work?!” Screaming in surprise, she swung her batons relentlessly as I, with my recovered arm, tore into her, ripping her flesh off slowly as she strikes me over and over. Grabbing an arm, I throw her into the ground as she gasps out, perhaps realising her life was in danger. Once again Lunar energy gathered as she attempted to free herself and with a struggle she released herself.

“Moonblast!” Panicking, she sent out another orb of Lunar magic towards me, this time I don’t bother dodging as it hits me, dealing no damage.

“WHY DOESN’T IT HURT YOU?!” Screaming in both rage and fear, we once again exchanged blows as I felt bones around my body breaking from the impact. Without my healing I would fall shortly, and deciding to end this, I used Flowing Strikes while clawing into her. Hearing her screams as I ripped her apart slowly made me excited to kill this follower of Celestia. 

She steps up into the air as if to escape me, but I quickly grab her ankle before she can escape. I grabbed on hard and slammed her into the ground, before turning and doing it again, throwing her into the ground over my shoulder. 

“Stop! Stop, please, I don’t want to die!” Ignoring her cries, and the feeling of being stared at from the wall, I keep my grip on her leg and charge at that wall, slamming her into it, over and over as my rage built. The wall couldn’t handle it as it threatened to crumble, and instead I slammed her into the ground once more before pulling her towards me and grabbed her throat.

“Die.” Exerting all of my strength as she screamed, I tore her head off her shoulders and watched as her eyes started to fade. Her mouth moved as if she wanted to say something but no sound came out. Dropping her head as my monster form faded, I ripped off her bags and threw them over my shoulder as I walked towards the building she had sat in front of but knew I wouldn’t reach it. My body was completely exhausted. I may have not used much mana, but I used all of my stamina and strength, many bones were broken and I was beaten badly. 

Sensing a presence behind me, I turned towards it and felt my heart drop. Astraea was there, kneeling at the corpse of Arabella. She gently picks it up before turning to me, disappointment evident in her face.

“Why must you turn on Her, Child?” 

“You...know damn well why.” Breathing heavily as I reply, I stared Astraea down. I knew if she took action I would die here, but oddly I saw a flicker of confusion in her eyes.

“What do you mean, Child?”

Frowning, I didn’t know if she was serious or not. My body trembles as it reaches its limits but I hold strong, I refuse to fall at this time.

“Why…why not ask that bitch yourself, Astraea? Ask Her why She tried to brainwash me and why She wants to consume the power within me, like She had tried with my mother?”

I could see confusion overcome Astraea’s eyes. “Child, your mother was my frie-” Astraea stops talking as a frown appears on her own face. “No, I know she was my friend, but why is it that…” Shaking her head, Astraea looks at me with anger. “How dare you try and twist my thoughts, monster. Be glad I can not descend or I will destroy you where you stand.”

Tilting my head, I glanced at the wall and could make out dozens of people staring. We had drawn a crowd as I shook my head. “Believe what you want. I refuse to follow your Goddess now and I will never follow one again. Take that pathetic fool's body and leave this place.”

I stood there and watched as Astraea started to fade. “Watch yourself, Alisha. Your words imply you intend to make Her Holiness your enemy.”

“Did that just sink in for you, Astraea?” Astraea’s eyes widened as she disappeared, obviously realising what I meant. As she finally disappears, I collapse, completely exhausted. Ah, maybe I should’ve tried using Midnight…as that final thought comes to mind, I pass out.




	You defeated Arabella.









	You defeated an enemy above the Crossroads while you have yet to arrive at the Crossroads. A Hidden Condition has been met.









	Rewards are available.







            

    
        Chapter 133 - Crater, Once Again

    
    
    
    
                “Argh” Groaning as I stir awake, I felt my head on something soft, my eyelids heavy as I heard a gasp.

“Tell the leaders she’s waking up!” A young female's voice ran out as I heard footsteps running about. As my eyes flicker open, I see a wooden roof above me as well as sensing a presence in the room. I felt a shock from them and knew they had just checked my level. I heard a whimper and turning my head I saw a young blue haired teenage girl grabbing her head and kneeling.

“*cough* You…shouldn’t *cough* do that.” Grabbing my own head and slowly sitting up, I look at the girl who had suffered from System backlash from trying to check my level before turning my eyes to the room. A basic room with the bed that I sat on, and a table with some left over red liquid in them. Swirling my tongue around my mouth, I could taste healing potion. It was weak, very weak, like the ones I would’ve had back when I had been level 20.

Rubbing my eyes, I remembered the fight that I had with Arabell. If it wasn’t for being immune to Lunar magic, the fight would’ve gone badly for me. Because I had attempted to dodge her attacks and avoid being bound by those chains, Arabell had believed that her magic would work fine. Not only that, but the Primordial Darkness I had used with Noctilucence mana had been far more powerful than I thought.

When I wasn’t in my normal monster form I had to use 85% of my strength to deal damage to her, and in my monster form I had used about 50%, the only problem is that my regeneration stops and even if I exit my monster form it’ll be slow afterwards. Well, it wasn’t the only problem, I can’t use magic and now I’ve learnt I can’t use my Domain during my monster form. Sighing, I also knew that Arabell wasn’t used to fighting others, she seemed to have treated me as just yet again another monster.

An inexperienced mage that tried to fight against me, though she was beyond the Crossroads she still held an advantage in all forms of fighting, but she held back initially. It seems she had wanted to bring me to the Sisterhood alive. If it wasn’t for that and luring her into a false sense of security, I wouldn’t have been able to gain the advantage when I had revealed my immunity to her Lunar magic. Shaking my head, I also had another thought, that she had been sent here on purpose, to make me stronger. But that doesn’t explain why Astraea had appeared, if it had been planned then surely they would’ve seen her as a tool to throw away, right?

Not wanting to be surrounded by the humans, especially it was that councilwoman from that night, I saw my bag, along with the two I had ripped off that Blessed last night and dug around in mine and pulled out a higher grade healing potion and one of the medicinal drinks I had received back when my leg had been Regrown. Downing the healing potion first, I then down the medicinal drink to deal with the muscle pain all around my body.

Shivering at the horrid taste, I see the girl looking at me with curiosity. Picking up my bags, I mutter a thanks to her before heading towards the door.

“Ah, w-wait! The lead-”

“Tell them thanks too.” As I grabbed the handle to the room, the girl spoke again.

“S-she will be here soon!” Opening the door, I walked out as her voice rang out. “They want to see you!” Hearing her fumble to get up, I flash step to another door and open it, the daylight hitting me in the face. Looking around I could see I was in Crater. Strange, why would the humans help me? Huh, something doesn’t seem right.

Turning to the girl who was peeking around the corner looking at me, I frowned slowly as I spoke.

“Why would you humans help me?”

The girl’s face turned into an angry frown as she stomped her foot down. “I’m not a human!”

Hearing that, I raised an eyebrow.




	Level 4 Monster, Maddy






“Hybrid?”

“Yes!”

“You’re slaves to the humans again?” I felt an anger roil inside. 

“N-no! We live here!”

Raising an eyebrow, I looked around the house before stepping out of the house and jumping into the air. Looking around, I could see young people walking around either seemingly buying stuff or making things. I couldn’t see a sign of anyone being forced to do anything, in fact most looked happy.

Making my way back to the house, the girl, Maddy, looked at me with some awe while waiting at the front door.

“Y-you can fly?!”

“No, it’s more like walking in air.” Moving back into the house, I sit down and pull out a few pouches. Handing Maddy one, she took it with some hesitation.

“Snacks, made by me.”

She opens the pouch and takes out a piece of dried seasoned meat. Eating it, I watch as her eyes widen and she starts eating the dried meat quickly. Shaking my head slightly, I understood why. They likely didn’t eat anything close to this type of food, probably plain monster meat and bread at most. 

“So who are the leaders?” Interested to know exactly what has happened, I rest my hand on my chin and smile slightly.

“They’re not really leaders, but everyone calls them the leaders. There are three more but no one knows where they went.” Maddy took another bite of the meat before looking at the pouch with some sadness. Handing her another pouch, her smile brightened as she opened it and ate some more.

I already had a feeling on who these leaders were, but I asked her anyway. “Who are they?”

“Two of them are here, their names are Sally and Grey, both of them very strong. They were there watching last night, when you fought against that girl and they said the fight was too dangerous to get close to, even for them at level 32.” So Sally and Grey saw me fight last night? And they’re as I expected. “They went and got you and seemed really shocked. They asked us to look after you and give you healing potions, you were really hurt you know and the healing potions didn’t do anything. But after some rest your wounds healed really fast!”

“Those healing potions are too weak to work on me. Who are the other three leaders?” Asking with a small smile, I had been curious as to who these other three are.

“One of them is you, Alisha.” Hearing a voice behind me, I turn and see a very familiar face standing there, emerging from the shadows. With messy violet hair and a child-like appearance, Grey appeared as Maddy quickly stood. Grey shook his head and turned to her. “You know we don’t like you guys doing that.”

“S-sorry!” Maddy sat back but didn’t relax, seemingly on edge as she looked at Grey with respect on her face. I didn’t understand why as my eyes turned back to Grey.

“It’s been a while, Grey.” Smiling at him, he narrowed his eyes and looked at me closely.

“Is it really you?” Grey seemed cautious but I could see anticipation behind his eyes. “We can’t tell, the System doesn’t show your name or level.”

“Mm. Sally, you and I entered Cerberus’s Domain, where our lives changed and where we found a chance to become stronger. I conquered it yesterday.” I saw I had eight days left so I knew I had only been out for a day.

“I-it’s really you?!” Grey looked shocked and happy, a smile creeping onto his face. He walked over to me and looked me up and down. “You’ve changed so much!”

“Mm, evolution does that.”

“What happened? You, Olivia and Elizabeth have been gone for so long!”

“I’ll explain when Sally is around, is she here as well?”

“Ah. She’s fighting to protect the city…Your fight yesterday lured monsters here, though we’re holding it’s not looking good. The wall where you slammed that person crumbled overnight and the monsters want to enter through it.”

Grey’s smile disappeared as a serious expression replaced it. Pursing my lips, I knew it was my fault and I stood up.

“Alright, I could go for a stretch. Lets go deal with them and get Sally. I’m eager to catch up with you guys again. Come Maddy.” Maddy looked surprised.

“N-no, I’m oka- Ah!” Wrapping my arm around her waist, I do the same to Grey who looked surprised and exiting the house carrying the two, I step into the air and quickly find the newly made hole in the wall.

“Y-you can fly?! Is your wind magic this good?”

“Ah, no, it’s more like I’m stepping in the air.” As I say this, I walk quickly over where the hole is and land on the wall near it. Looking outwards, I frown slightly. There were hundreds of monsters trying to fight their way in, with it being night time they were much more aggressive. I saw Sally down near the hole, oblivious to my presence, fighting fiercely with a sword and shield. I could see she was heavily injured but I knew that only served to empower her and her Blood Magic.

“T-there are so many of them.” Hearing fear in Maddy’s voice, I could understand why. A sea of monsters viciously trying to fight their way in was a sight that caused anyone to feel fear. I could only imagine what a monster tide would look like, I knew that this sight paled in comparison to those.

Closing my eyes, I release a pulse of moonlight as I visualise only Artemis. This really had to be my best ability against a tide of monsters. Controlling the mana required for each monster, I ensured that the strikes would kill a level 40 without problems and as I raised my hand and opened my eyes a giant magic circle appeared above the tide of monsters.

Ignoring Grey’s shout of shock and Maddy’s shout of ‘amazing’, I flicked my hand down. I wouldn’t be able to pull this off in normal situations, my spell casting would be interrupted or another stronger than me could disrupt the magic circle. With a smile, I release the spell as I watch hundreds of silver beams strike down with no noise, no recoil or even damage to the earth. I had improved in my spellcasting as I felt only about 70% of my mana being depleted.

“Phew, I love this spell.” Nodding in satisfaction as the light fades, I saw nothing remained alive. 

“W-what was that?!” Turning to look at Grey, I saw his eyes wide in either fear or excitement, most likely both.

“Starfall, my strongest magic to clear out weaker monsters like this. It’s full of openings and can be disrupted easily by other spellcasters or if I’m undefended while casting it.”

“B-but that’s so powerful! A-alisha, what level are you?!”

“Mm? Oh, Level 100.”

“L-level 100?!” Grey had been nothing but shocked this entire time. Giggling, I reach over and ruffle his hair.

“It’s a long story. Shall we go down and meet with Sally? She seems to be unsure on what to do.” Looking from afar, I could see Sally looking around in confusion, as did all of the other Hybrids. I had noticed one aspect about the Hybrids. None of them had monster traits, not a single one, they looked human.

Scoping up a still shocked Grey and a Maddy who still wore a face of awe, I once again stepped into the air and made my way to Sally. I could see she was already telling people what to do and seeing the dead bodies of those who hadn’t made it, I just shook my head. 

As I landed, others around me looked at me in shock, as if questioning if I had really come down from the sky or just jumped over. Putting Grey and Maddy down, I saw Sally look over our way before walking over.

“So, you’re awake.”

“I am. Here, take these and hand them out to those wounded.” Handing her a bag of strong healing potions, Sally took one look inside before nodding and handing them out. Helping her, I passed out the healing potions as I felt people looking at me. Feeling shocks, I shook my head and decided not to warn them, perhaps they would learn not to randomly check everyone.

After helping those who were badly wounded, I watched as Grey worked with others to bring those who had died in. I felt guilty at this sight, after all it was my fight that caused them to be in this position, but as Master said this is also how the world works. I either had to fight like that or die, and the choice had been very easy for me to make. 

“Who let the worker in?!” Hearing a rather annoyed voice behind me, I turn to see a rather muscular boy looking at Maddy with some annoyance. I could see her slightly panicking.

“I did. Is there a problem?” Turning to the boy, I found his name to be Bart, a level 24 monster, meaning he had yet to awaken his monster side.

Looking at me with an annoyed expression, I saw him suddenly wince in pain as his nose started bleeding. I felt a shock at the same time and knew he had tried to check my level. He shakes his head in a panic.

“N-no, nothing, Madam.” 

Seeing him walk away rubbing his head, I turn to Maddy. “Worker?” 

“Oh, there are two types here. Workers and hunters. Hunters are seen as the providers and workers are seen as the supporters. Don’t mind him, hunters actually care for us workers and get worried too quickly, he doesn’t mean anything bad.”

I had forgotten how hard the Hybrids had it before. It seems most looked out for each other now. Looking around, I saw most had moved back into the city and seeing Sally and Grey coming towards us I smiled lightly.

“All done?”

Sally just gives me a nod while Grey spoke. “We have to make sure we have people on guard in case more come in.”

“Ah, I’ve got a solution to that.” Digging around in my bag, I pull out a Greater Blessed Orb of Salus. “It’s about ten times bigger and stronger than the one we had at the plateau.”

Sally wordlessly takes the orb while Grey looks at it in surprise.

“Had?” 

Turning to Maddy who spoke up, I smiled. “Mm, I’ll have to explain everything. Shall we go and talk?”

“I’ll activate this. Grey, take her to my house.” Sally walks off and watching her go I couldn’t help but smile happily. She’s still the same, a monotone voice and expressionless face but I could tell from her eyes she was happy to see me. 

“Come with me. Maddy, you may return to your duties.” 

“Oh.” Maddy looked sad for a moment before I giggled.

“She can come along, I don’t plan to stay for long, I need to do one more thing here, but it won’t take me much time. Plus I’m sure she’ll enjoy my stories.”

Maddy looked confused for a moment before Grey just shrugged, instead turning excited but trying to contain it. Grey leads me through the streets and looking around I saw this town seemed to run well. One thing I noticed was that while there seemed to be shopkeepers, they didn’t take any form of payment, instead just handling items like cloth, food or help to those that approached them, regardless of their level.

They all looked rather well, but there seemed to be something wrong. While they seemed to be happier, well fed and healthier, there seemed to be a sense of no direction from any of them. Some of the Hybrids seemed to be following the same path as always while others looked lost. It’s like they had no goal, nothing to actually strive for but to survive, even their clothing was nothing but basic shirts and pants, making my clothing stand out even though it’s pretty common in Vale.

We arrive at a fairly normal house and Grey leads us into a dining room with a simple table. Sitting down, Grey asked me about Elizabeth and I obliged him. I told him that she was okay and told him about what she was doing. A golden light shines from the floor after a few minutes and realising this to be the Orb of Salus, I knew Sally had finished. And sure enough she arrived after a few minutes.

Sally looks at me as I stand and smile back at her. “So you’ve finally returned.” Speaking calmly, Sally gives me a nod.

“Mm, not for long. I have about eight days left.”

“Eight days? What do you mean?” Turning to Grey who seemed confused, I shook my head. 

“It’s complicated and a very long story. For now.” I pulled both Sally and Grey into a hug, both seemed to not expect such an action. “It’s good to see you both again.”

***

As I sat with Sally, Grey and Maddy, who I had taken a liking to because of how she had stood up and spoken to me earlier, I told them about everything that happened from when Olivia, Elizabeth and I had left Crater Hell. I made coffee for them to help give them some energy and also gave Sally and Grey the stat increasing food that I had prepared for them, while I gave Maddy some more dried meat. I was a bit worried that if I gave her stat increasing food it would harm her, since she hadn’t even gone through body strengthening yet.

They listened in shock when I explained where I had been sent and how far away the three of us were now, and as I’m explaining the first time Aubrey and I had started to dive into the Tomb of Lilith I saw Sally trying not to sleep and knew she was exhausted, the same went with the other two though not as severely as Sally.

“We can speak once you guys get some rest. With that orb down and me in the area you don’t have to worry. I still have something to do but it’s just in the slums.”

“You’re not going away after, are you?” Sally, who had been sitting in the chair next to me, had lost the expressionless face while a slightly worried one replaced it.

“No, I’ll still be here, but my time is limited. I’ll fill you in on why once I’m done with everything. Go rest.” Smiling at them, I saw Sally nod as she stood.

“I’ve missed you, Alisha.” Saying that, she smiled slightly before heading further into the house.

“Maddy, I’ll walk you back to your house.” Grey stood as well. “It’s been good to see you again, Alisha. Once you’re back we’ll let you know what has happened.”

“T-thanks Miss Alisha.” Seeing those two off, I sat at the table in Sally’s house for a bit longer. I had expected them to be a bit more emotional, though perhaps I had simply expected more of an emotional reunion. Then again, they had thought me to be dead in the past yet I had returned after a few weeks, so perhaps they had thought I would return at some point this time too. But they did seem to be relieved I had returned.

I looked at the rewards I had yet to claim through the System. The Underworld, Cerberus’s Domain and now from killing Arabell. Deciding to put it off until I returned to Vale, I got up and left a few pouches of snacks on the table for Sally. Leaving the house, I step into the air and before long I’m standing in front of the building that Arabell had been waiting in front of for me. 

I had sensed it before, but due to her presence I couldn’t focus on it but now I could sense something that called out to me. Two sources of energy, one Lunar and one Darkness. I knew the Lunar one would likely be the tampering that Celestia’s followers had done. Breathing out, I stepped into the building that all of us Hybrids hated to our core. One of the dozens we had hatred for, the Breeding facility. 

            

    
        Chapter 134 - Origins

    
    
    
    
                As I entered the building, I found the stairs that led down and made my way. It was empty in here now, though I had never been privy to what exactly was in here, it wasn’t hard to imagine. The humans used to have a mandate within their city that they had to capture female humanoid monsters and the males of the city had to breed with them in order to create us Hybrids. The purpose of course was to ensure their own safety so they could safely get materials, food and experience outside of the walls of Crater.

Since the Underworld, I had started to realise that it wasn’t as simple as that. Nyx’s words that day implied someone manipulated the humans to begin doing this for a purpose, to control that red mist said to be the spiritual remains of a God. The only one I could think of was Dracovish and I had to wonder exactly who he was. I had seen him die only to once again see him in the noble section of Crater, having just killed all of the nobles. Is it possible that he still lives on? 

Sighing, I thought of asking Alexander once I returned to Vale, though it’ll be likely I would have to preoccupy myself with completing the Conditions for my Path. Continuing to descend the building, I soon arrived at the same level as where I had felt those two energies. A rancid smell entered my nose and as I worked on filtering it out, I moved through the empty room and found a doorway. Stepping into it, I saw mountains of corpses, all of which were monsters that had been killed with a stab wound. Some weren’t, for what reason I didn’t know.

Looking towards a certain point, I stepped into the air to avoid walking on the corpses. Making my way there, I found myself disgusted at the sight below my feet. Though they were monsters, they had been used and killed, just to be thrown down here, left to rot. Some of the corpses I saw were closer to human looking than I had thought, though they had more monster to them than evolved monsters generally would.

Soon, I arrived at a pile relatively close to the entrance and could see if I had been disturbed recently. Whoever had come down here hadn’t been careful it seems, perhaps they would have thought I wouldn’t notice or care. They did, however, ensure that corpses had been placed back onto the pile. I had to wonder how Celestia knew where my mother’s body was, since from what Nyx had said I hadn’t been noticed by Celestia until the events in Zalus. 

Carefully moving down, I started to carefully move the corpses aside and after about twenty minutes, I found hers. Laying there with her eyes closed, she looked nearly like I did, except her hair had become grey in colour. Her eyes were closed and most of her body had transformed into a monster, her hands were claws, feet were paws and she had the same characteristics as I did.

Around her neck I saw a memory stone and she had several types of accessories that represented the moon or stars in some way. I saw several marks of damage on them, but I knew they had been placed on her recently. Feeling sick to my stomach at the sight of this, I started to understand just how desperate Celestia had been to have me hoodwinked. 

Picking up her body, I moved out of the corpse filled hole and decided to move out of the building. It’s not that I didn’t want to remain down there, but more I felt like this was the right thing to do for her. I planned to also inform Sally and Grey and see about what we should do with these corpses, or if they even cared about them.

Exiting the building, I step into the air and move towards the plateau quickly. If anything, it would be better to put her body to a proper rest, and I would do it at that plateau. After several minutes of quickly making my way there, I descended and laid her body down. I could see there were no stab wounds or damage at all to her, but I had to wonder how she had ended up at the mercy of such weak humans. 

Kneeling next to her, I purse my lips and sigh. I didn’t feel anything emotional for her, after all I never knew who she was, only that this was my mother. Picking up the memory stone that had been placed on her like it was a necklace, I crushed it and watched. As expected, it was a memory of when she had been alive, but it was filled with nonsense about her worshipping Celestia and how she hoped Celestia would care for me.

Sighing, I sit down and shake my head. I didn’t exactly have proof that she didn’t worship Celestia and as I sigh I looked at her body again. I wanted to know more, about why her body is here, how she ended up so weakened that the humans who were too afraid to face level 5 monsters could easily take her. It seemed only two people knew the answer to those questions, her and Celestia. Perhaps Astraea and Selenia know as well, but I wouldn’t get answers. At least, not yet. 

The Lunar magic had been from the accessories that were on her body, but the Darkness energy I had sensed around her. I didn’t understand why, it didn’t seem to be placed there or anything. Just as I thought there, a pair of feet entered my vision and looking up, I saw a black haired woman with curved horns and grey wings. Those horns and wings reminded me of Sally’s when she released her monster form, but this woman's eyes were deep red and her hair pitch black.

“You are?” Speaking to her, I knew I was not her opponent. I knew I would die if she wanted it. 

“I have come to take the body of Her Chosen back.”

“I’m not a Chosen.” Rather confused, realisation came to me as the woman spoke.

“Not you, Melody.” 

“Why?” Looking at this woman, I asked. “Why now?”

“We did not know where she died. Once you brought her out, we became aware.”

“So you’re watching me.” Sighing, I closed my eyes. “Why do you want her body?”

“Those that are Blessed or Chosen will be laid to rest within their God or Goddess’s domain.”

“How do I know you are telling the truth? How can you prove that my mother followed your God?” I held no trust in those words this woman told me, it could after all be another attempt to ensnare me. I had also expected for there to be some message from her other than the falsified one I had seen earlier, where she praised Nyx instead.

We stared at each other in silence before she opened her mouth to speak once again. 

“Go to the Underworld. You will be able to find her soul. She can tell you the truth.”

Looking at Melody’s body, I pursed my lips and shrugged. I truly didn’t feel any emotion for her, I had expected to feel sadness or cry. I did feel sentimental for her, which is why I brought her out here, but I didn’t feel much afterwards. I didn’t have an emotional connection to her, I never knew her. 

“Fine. Just tell your God I don’t want anything from them.”

“That is fine, you are not Melody, though you hold such potential, in the end we will not force you. But we will not help you.”

“Don’t care. If I die in some ditch, so be it.” 

I watched as the woman picked up my mothers body and with her, she sank into the ground, into the darkness. My eyes burned the image of Melody into my mind and once they disappeared I sighed lightly. I had to accept that I had no feelings about this, but I did have to wonder what that faint Dark magic was. Sitting there under the night sky for a while, I turned my attention to the System.




	You have completed the task: Find Melody’s body.









	
Your Race is now completely unrestricted. You gain the following:

+2 additional Stat Ranks to all Stats.

The Path you walk will be empowered.

You will now absorb Lunar magic used against you and you may convert it to mana or to empower your own spells.











	The Crossroads are now before you. You may choose your Pathway. Once you have chosen your Pathway, you can not switch to another.






Though small, the changes I had received from my Race were rather big for me. It had only been partially restricted before, so the unrestriction didn’t change much. Though I suppose the evolution I am about to go through would change a lot. Turning my attention to the message about the Crossroads, I frowned slightly.

Five options were shown to me, and according to the System I could see more information on them. Not in the mood to look through them right now, I stood and started walking back to Crater. Once I had selected a Pathway, I had a year to do it for it to be stronger, so until I picked a Pathway I wouldn’t need to hurry. I planned to go over the options once I returned home. For now, I decided to spend time with Sally and Grey.

***

“So you’ve only got a few minutes left?” Standing under the night sky with Sally and Grey either side of me, I nodded.

“Mm, I completely forgot to go and see Teacher Lee. Make sure to explore that labyrinth and get people to learn from him if they like fighting with their fists.” Smiling at my two friends, I remember the last week I had spent here, and I had come to a conclusion.

This wasn’t my home anymore. I didn’t miss it, I only missed Sally and Grey. They however found themselves at home here and though I wanted to have them come with me with all my heart I knew if they didn’t want to I wouldn’t force them. After all, we had our own paths to walk down now, they would continue to live with the Hybrids here and care for them.

That wasn’t to say we wouldn’t meet in the future. I promised them once I could find a way here I would visit, and they also planned to get stronger and share the knowledge I had brought. I had told them about the Crossroads, and shared the knowledge, though small, about mana and magic. I didn’t know the ritual but told Sally and Grey that one can awaken mana naturally at level 20 or by use of a Pure Mana Crystal. The ritual only really helps one gain stronger mana veins and reveals their True Nature Magic. 

I felt saddened that I wouldn’t see these two for a long time after this and we had promised that in the future we would meet again. Elizabeth would likely want to come here to check on them and I wasn’t sure about Olivia but it was up to those two if they wanted to return. 

They told me what had happened while we were away. One day they were approached by the council, the group that leads the humans now that the nobles are dead, and made an offer. The human populace would move to the noble section and the Hybrids would be allowed to live in Crater itself, the deal being that the Hybrids offered their protection and in exchange the humans would provide food, clothing and would no longer be involved with the hybrids nor attempt to control them.

One of the purposes of coming to Crater had been to discover my origins, an objective that I had been told many times from Celestia’s followers, even from Her. I had wanted to learn more, but I discovered during my time within Crater that my origins didn’t matter much to me. My origins were here, in Crater and as terrible as those times had been I can not deny that I lived them, and they made me who I am today. Who my mother was, or who she served, did not matter to me. Even if she had been some powerful person, that wasn’t me. I would accept having her potential in Lunar and Darkness magic, but past that I would be my own person.

Looking at Sally and Grey, my two friends, I had realised that I didn’t care about Crater nor the Hybrids, only for these two. I had told them everything that had happened and afterwards spent time with the two. The two seemed to be rather happy living in Crater and while they too felt an itch to explore the outside world, for now they would stick with living here. They told me that the deeper they went into Crater, the more powerful monsters became, and that they might take up getting stronger.

I remember when I had told the two about Alice, about how she had changed and they were rather surprised. I had seen Pup, Sally’s bonded monster, and he had grown to be cute and loveable, usually spending his time with the children in Crater. They spoiled him rotten and fed him way too much. 

They had also been rather surprised at how open the humans outside of Crater were towards monsterkind, and that evolved monsters that took human form existed and were even accepted, though there were those that hated our kind for the most part they were welcomed. It made them consider the possibility of leaving Crater one day, and perhaps becoming adventurers.

Smiling at the two as we arrived at a certain location, I played with a ring that I had on. Sally and Grey wore identical rings, it was something Elise had suggested. Something we could wear to remember each other, they weren’t special by any means but it was a beautiful silver, black, violet, gold and red coloured ring, made based on our hair colour. Elizabeth and Olivia also had the same rings as well, and they had me promise I would give them to Sally and Grey.

Looking at the ground where we had arrived, I smiled slightly. This was the spot where I had slept all that time ago. I had never thought that within nearly two years I would’ve gone from being that weak, frightened girl who simply wanted to keep living to being a level 100 that could lay waste to those humans with a single flick of my wrist. Seeing that I only had three minutes left, I turned to the two.

“I promise I’ll come back and visit you guys. It might not be anytime soon, but one day I’ll make the trip and introduce you to everyone.”

“Can’t wait, I’m excited to meet Elizabeth again.” Grey smiled softly. Elizabeth had been the only human to treat Hybrids well, and she had always made sure they were safe but she was powerless to change anything. Even if the Hybrids under her survived, they would only be killed later for experience. Grey had received her care and she was the only human he accepted.

“Mm, I would like to meet your friends. Make sure to bring Olivia and Alice, I want to see them too.” Sally had a smile on her face. She had been extremely relieved to know we were all alive and I remember when I told them about what happened to Olivia. They had been devastated and had become happy to know she was improving. 

“We’ll all come along one day. If you guys ever leave Crater, head to an adventurers guild and sign up, they’ll help you a lot.” Seeing I had only a minute left, I pulled the two into a hug again. “I’ll miss you two.”

Even though we were separating now, I knew that this would be for the best. I had my own enemies and my own path to walk down, and they did too. They wanted to ensure the Hybrids here would thrive and no longer be placed under anyone's rule. I knew I had started crying at some point, and as I released them I could see they were too.

“Mm, we will miss you too. Don’t die, ok?” Smiling at Sally’s words, I looked at Grey and ruffled his hair.

“I hate when you do that…and I’ll miss it. Alisha, don’t be too hard on yourself, we’ll be okay and so will everyone here. Like Sally said, don’t die.” Grey accepted me ruffling his hair and smiled back at me. I had told them I felt slightly guilty at leaving them all that time ago, but they had reassured me they were happy for me.




	Travel has ended, you will be brought back to the casting point.






“Take care, you two. Don’t die, got it?” I saw the door that I had walked through to arrive here appear in front of me as I felt a powerful force coming from it. Looking at them and smiling, I walked through the door before it could suck me in. To them it would’ve looked like I disappeared and as I made my way through the starry scenery on the darkness path, I saw the other end very quickly and stepped through it.

As the light fades, I see myself standing before an exhausted looking Elise with Alice who ran up to me and jumped into my chest. 

“Mummy! Alice ok!” Seeing her bright grin as she looked at me, I smiled gently as I held her up. Turning to Elise, she smiled and walked over.

“All done?”

“Mm. I feel sad but I’ll see them again.”

“That’s right, you will. You look a lot more refreshed now. The Branch Master has told me to tell you to find the Path you wish to follow and then report to him when you’re ready. Don’t rush this decision, it’s your future after all.”

“Thank you, Elise.” Smiling at her, I took a look behind me and let go of the past. I wouldn’t forget them, and I would make sure to see them in the future, but now I needed to move forward and focus on the future, which had become uncertain, but I would keep my promise, and not die.

            

    
        Chapter 135 - Mistress of the Heavenly Night Sky

    
    
    
    
                “So there was a memory stone then?”

“Mm, as expected it went on and on about how my mother praised Celestia and how she was Her Chosen. I could see weird problems with it as well, like she called me Alisha during it at one point…”

“They would’ve been banking on you being either completely brainwashed at that point or at least on the verge of being so. Memory stones are difficult to fabricate, in fact it’s rather easy to see through.”

Leaning back and looking at Elise, who had come along with us to hear about my trip, I shook my head.

“I don’t understand why they had such a need to change my memories like that.” 

“I’m not sure on the specifics, but from what I’ve heard something happens if you were the Chosen of a God and go through the Crossroads. You were growing fast, so perhaps they needed to ensure you were completely under their control?”

Stroking Alice’s hair, who had fallen asleep on the way home, I smiled down at her. She had a big smile on her face and had been so excited to see me. During my time in Crater I had seen her getting experience and she had gotten to level 3. I still couldn’t see her Stats and I had tried to ask her before, but since she wasn’t good with her words it hadn’t exactly worked out. 

“Am I a bad person for feeling nothing for my mother?” I had accepted that Alice was my child and that she saw me as her mother, and seeing how much she loved me like this made me remember how I had no emotions for my mother.

“You didn’t know her, so no, you’re not a bad person.” Elise takes a sip of her coffee before leaning forward. “At the very least you had sentiment for her, bringing her out of that awful graveyard wanting to lay her to rest in a more peaceful place. Perhaps when you do speak to her when you go to this Underworld you might get to know her, but expecting yourself to be emotional over someone, even if they were your birthing mother, isn’t good for you. Don’t let it get to you.”

I understood what she meant. I simply never knew her, I had no attachment to Melody. I wanted to go to the Underworld purely to get closure on why she was in Crater, how she had become weakened and to see if she knew anything about Celestia. 

“It’s good to know you were able to spend a lot of time with your friends though.”

Smiling, I looked at Elise. “I had thoughts of meeting with Teacher Lee, but I just wanted to be with those two. Though I did want to go back to that Elven village and at least tell Olivia’s parents that she was fine, but I have no idea how to navigate that forest, Olivia had used her senses to lead us there last time, I couldn’t sense anything. Plus I would’ve tried to massacre those bastards.”

“It’s good you didn’t try, you don’t know who is lurking in that village. For all you know there is a Demigod there, so even if you found the village you’d have been driven out anyway.”

Sighing, I leaned back and shook my head. “I’m just glad they’re doing well. They seemed to want to become stronger once they learnt of the Pathways and that humans are more accepting of our kind. They said they will work on getting stronger, they seemed a bit frustrated at how on edge they usually are, so perhaps they only needed a push.”

“Well, you’ll see them in the future at some point. Though this world is large, once you reach Black Grade and this pointless war is over you can once again travel. Alexander should be teaching you how to Travel soon, though the furthest you’ll Travel is a day or two from Vale.”

Continuing to talk to Elise, I found from her that everyone, including Xia, had been hard at work clearing a dimensional dungeon and they were doing well. Aubrey had the help of an executive to head to a part of the Wilderness. The executive would ensure nothing dangerous came to her but she’ll be able to fight monsters and absorb their lifeforce.

Olivia has not gone into a dungeon with her new party, she was however more comfortable with the party she would be going into. When I asked when Olivia hadn’t gone in, Elise said she had been waiting for me, causing Elise and I to sigh in worry. The last thing that we wanted was for Olivia to be dependent on me, meaning I’d have to give her a push somehow.

Elise soon heads home herself, intending to take a day to relax. Thanking her for looking after Alice once again, I headed to Alice’s room and was forced to lay down in her room. Her grip was like a vice, it's like she knew I wanted to put her down and she refused to let go. Smiling lightly at this, I simply just laid down with her and soon she had let go and lightly hugged me instead.

Looking at the System, I brought up the Pathways I could start to walk down and looked through them. Alexander had told me that these Pathways would be compatible for me and me alone, meaning what was given to me here would ensure I got stronger.

Two of them were related to Wind Magic, one had Divinity while the other did not. I could only see a vague description about these Pathways, telling me that by walking down those Paths I would become empowered with Wind energy. While it solely wouldn’t be just Wind magic, it did mean that to get stronger I would have to continue gaining an understanding in Wind magic, basically making it my focus.

The next two were Divinity Pathways, one for Lunar magic and one for Darkness magic. I had to wonder why they were so magic focused, and looking through them I understood the Lunar one would be similar to what Tessa went down, the name of it was ‘They who shine brightly.’ The Darkness Pathway had a similar description, focusing wholly on Darkness instead. Turning my attention to the last one, I found myself excited but also nervous.




	
Mistress of the Heavenly Night Sky.

A unique Pathway for Alisha. She commands the night sky in its entirety, as a master of Noctilucence she will lay waste to those who stand in her way, or protect those who stand by her side. She uses the power of the night sky to empower herself and her weapons and those who dare stand in her way under a night sky will fall.

This Pathway has no Divinity and is extremely difficult to walk, but those who walk this Path will become stronger than the Gods themselves.








Divinity, as explained by Tessa and Alexander, is used to ascend to Godhood and the Divine Realm is where they resided. You did not need Divinity to gain Strength equal to that of a God, however the road to gaining that strength with a Divinity was nearly impossible. 

An example of one who has succeeded would be The Blade. He has no Divinity and rose to the level of Peak Demigod with pure strength on his own. Looking at this Pathway, I knew it was the best one for me, I only hesitated because of the fact it had no Divinity. Thinking it over, I never honestly had dreams or inspirations to rise to Godhood, it didn’t seem to fit me. Becoming a Goddess would indeed help me a lot, it’ll be easier to gain strength, and being a God over a Domain would ensure those who I cared for could remain safe.

“That ain’t me.” Sighing, I smiled slightly as I made my choice. A rather simple one, one I would walk down regardless of how bad it got.




	
Pathway Selected: Mistress of the Heavenly Night Sky.

To step onto this Path, you must complete the following:

Conquer a Delta-Class Dungeon Solo (Complete)

Conquer the Tomb of Lilith with Alice

Conquer the Mountain of Lunaria Solo

Alice must be Level 5

You must become the Chosen of a God

Absorb the Core of a Delta-Class Astral Ice Dragon








Raising an eyebrow, I found myself shocked at the Conditions I had to complete. Thankfully one had been done, that being doing a Delta-Class Dungeon solo. The others…conquer the Tomb of Lilith with only Alice? Where is the Mountain of Lunaria? The core of a Delta-Class Astral Ice Dragon core…did Northern Hawk not have a core? I didn’t know what level it was, but I should check with him.

Alice will become level 5, it is just a matter of time for her. The one that made me frustrated was that I had to become a Chosen of a God once again. As I’m about to get angry, I thought about it carefully.

It didn’t say what type of God, nor did it restrict me to certain ones. If there was one God I could possibly trust it would be…

“O Great Chef of the Divine Realm, I, Alisha, call upon you to become your Chosen.”

As I finished the prayer, I felt a heavy sleepiness overcome me and accepting it, I fell asleep. The next moment, I opened my eyes and found myself in front of a large building, amazingly delicious smells coming from it, making my stomach churn in hunger as I found myself drooling a bit. Looking at the doors, I saw a young boy come out of it and walk over. He was dressed extremely well, with a towel over his arm and a metal disc under the other.

“He is waiting inside, Blessed. Come with me.”

The young boy turns and leads me inside and following him I see the place absolutely packed. There were people of all types dining and I knew that these were not ordinary people. The young boy led me around them and into a very large kitchen and I could see Gastron standing there, red in the face and yelling at those around him. Dozens of chefs and assistants were running around preparing and cooking food. 

Before I could say anything, Gastron snapped his head to me. “WHY ARE YOU WAITING AROUND?! GET TO WORK, WE DON’T HAVE ALL FUCKING DAY, GET TO COOKING!”

“Y-yes!” Unsure of what was happening, I looked around to see where I was meant to begin.

“Over there, Blessed. Your workstation has been prepared. You will be preparing food for those at their Pathways who have been granted a seat at our fine restaurant.”

The young boy pointed to an area and looking over I saw an empty spot with piles of ingredients, notes and utensils of all types. He turns and walks back out as I make my way over nervously. Looking at the notes I saw they were orders, stating what they wanted. All of them had to be imbued with mana and anything deemed unworthy would be…thrown at me. Who puts that on an order?

Half of the orders I had never heard of, but I found a recipe book under the notes and propping it open, I began to work furiously as I heard a booming voice. 

“ALISHA YOU’RE TOO SLOW, PICK UP THE PACE OR GET OUT OF MY KITCHEN. ROLAND, I HAVE TOLD YOU TO CUT YOUR INGREDIENTS WITH CARE MANY TIMES, DO IT AGAIN!”

Roland is here?! Not chancing a glance, I breathed out, summoned my knife from my mana realm and started to work. Slowly I began to fall into a trance as I started preparing food according to the recipes, imbuing it with mana and cooking everything. At first I had been slow, but after some ‘encouraging’ words from Gastron, I picked up the pace but didn’t lose my trancelike state nor lose quality. I worked fast and the results of what I was cooking started to surprise me.

Food that increases all stats by 1,000, boost stats by 30% for an entire day, increase their regeneration and mana regeneration and so many others I hadn’t thought possible. The ingredients I was using were the best I had ever used, I doubted that Vale even had ingredients this high-quality. I didn’t know how long I had been working, but even in my Astral body I could feel myself sweating, the kitchen was extremely hot and the work I was doing was fast.

Seeing that I still had orders and I was running out of ingredients, I looked around and saw an attendant making their way over to me. After yelling at them to hurry up, I saw them panic and place everything down next to me. Previously the ingredients had been prepared but these were not. Yelling at them once again to help prepare the ingredients, I watched as more orders appeared out of thin air and gritting my teeth I kept my cool as I kept making food.

My priority wasn’t to just finish the orders, but to ensure everything I had prepared would be the best quality I could make. At some point someone would come and pick up what I made at a rate that ensured that I wouldn’t be interrupted. 

What felt like hours or days, I couldn’t tell anymore, the orders finally started getting slower. The attendant that had been helping me had long paled and looked like they wanted to run but stuck around and as I’m working the last of the orders, I turned and saw one last order and completing it I wanted to lay down and pass out. I had brought my imbuing to a higher level during this and made something that had shocked me completely.

An order I had made a few hours ago had the ability to grant a +1 Stat Rank to the lowest Stat Rank of the one who consumed it. I hadn’t heard anything about the order since it left my side, but to me that was a huge accomplishment. As I’m wiping down the bench, with the attendant taking all of the dirty utensils away, the young boy approached me once again.

“He will see you now. Come with me.” 

Sending my knife back into my mana realm, I followed the boy through the kitchen and into a large office. Gastron sat there with his arms crossed looking at me. Waving the young boy out, Gastron looked at me deeply.

“So you want to be my Chosen, Ali?”

Ali? I nod my head as Gastron snorts.

“For what reason do you cook? You said before you want to make food everyone could enjoy, why is that?”

I fell into deep thought before answering him. “Truthfully, it is because when I was a child and only until about two years ago I only ever had mouldy bread or scraps of meat from a bone to eat, same with the other slaves around me. Once I found out that there were many other types of tasty food out there, like what I had experienced in Zalus that night, I fell in love with making food that I could enjoy. Then I found joy in seeing others enjoy the food that I made.

“After that, I learnt how to imbue mana with my food, so in addition to others enjoying my food I could also give strength with it to those I care for. That is why I continue to cook even now, because I don’t want to see others I know and care about eating scraps like I once had.”

Gastron stayed silent before nodding. “Good answer. Chefs like you will go a long way, even the meals you made tonight surprised me. To think you’ve started making Stat Rank increasing food at your age. I want to know, Ali, why did you denounce Celly?”

I told him the truth as he listened. “I see. Well, it does sound like something Celly would do. So do you know what it means to become a Chosen?” I shake my head because I truly didn’t know.

“So you don’t know anything? Becoming a Chosen is not just a title one throws at another, it has a deep meaning. By becoming my Chosen, your knife represents me, anything you cook from that moment on is a result of how I guide you. If you make poor quality food, that will be reflected back at me. This goes for Blessed as well, but for Chosen this is of utmost importance to remember.

“In exchange, I will offer you more tasks and quests. You have yet to complete the one I have given you, but I am willing to accept that you have had some difficulties recently and that you’re now stepping onto your Path. You will be brought to my restaurant to do as you did tonight, to create and serve dishes to the large number of guests we receive. These guests are the Blessed and Chosen of other Gods or Goddess, we welcome all here and none will be barred, regardless of who they follow. We give them the best possible food to strengthen them and take pride in that.

“I do not expect you to worship me, in fact I hate being worshipped. I do expect you to spread my name if you ever make an original dish that I created, do not claim it as yours. In the event of your death, your body and soul will be laid to rest within my realm. I will not pat you on the head and tell you you’ve been a good chef, I expect that you work your damned hardest every single moment you’re cooking here, or at home. 

“I do not care for conflict either, nor for combat. I live and breathe for the knife, whatever conflicts you have are your own, I will not involve myself. Your little tiff with Celly is between the two of you, I will not take revenge for you nor will I help you, I remain solely neutral. 

“My expectations for you is to continue doing what you are doing while completing the tasks I give you. In return for everything I have told you, you will be given my full support with cooking. I will, once a month, bring your Astral Body to my realm to teach you methods of the knife. I am aware that you have a distrust towards Gods and that you have chosen me because you believe that I will not harm you for your talents, and you are correct. I will draw your talent to its very limits and even further beyond that, I only ever want you to flourish, and I swear upon my Divinity that I will never harm you, or even consider it.

“By crossing the Crossroads as my Chosen, you will never be able to denounce me unless I choose to accept it. If your Pathway leads you to Divinity and you ascend, only then will you no longer be my Chosen, but if it does not you’ll be given a choice once you have mastered everything I have taught you. You can become an Angel of mine or continue without being my Chosen.

“You will also be given more Gastron Points, which I believe you’ve been informed about. You can buy a vast amount of rewards, and for one like you who barely uses equipment I highly recommend you to look at getting some for cooking. If you discover any ancient recipes that I do not know of, you will be allowed to learn it and then sell it to me. If you make an original dish, it will be yours and you can sell it to me. I will give you points based on the value that I deem them to be worth. 

“I will also bless your restaurant, a benefit of my Chosen. This means that any Chosen or Blessed of Gods will know of your restaurant and will go there for your empowered food. This includes Celly’s Blessed or Chosen. You are not allowed to harm them nor provide them with worse food. If they initiate conflict with you, you may respond in kind, they will also be aware of this neutrality. Lastly, you will receive a name of power and last name from me. Now, Ali, what is your choice?”

Letting everything sink in, I found myself overwhelmed with what it meant when one became a Chosen. I had thought they would just be given a task, but to think there was so much to it. The ruling on neutrality made me think about this more carefully, but I found no issue with it. If they decided to start anything I could simply fight back. Breathing out, I double checked myself and seeing the Oath that Gastron had made about never hurting me, I gave him a strong nod.

“I accept.”

“From this day on, you will be known as Alisha ‘The Fox Chef’ Piper. You will be my Chosen until your death or you have mastered everything I can possibly teach you. You will be provided with 5,000 Gastron Points.” 

I felt a sleepiness once again overcome me as I nod at his words. I found myself rather excited, this was a lot more detailed and in depth than it had been with Celestia, and I knew I had made the right decision. I had no choice but to become a Chosen, but Gastron had been straightforward and honest, and I looked forward to being his Chosen. As the sleep overcame me, I knew I was returning to my physical body.

            

    
        Chapter 136 - Spies

    
    
    
    
                Stirring awake, I found myself still laying in Alice’s bed while she still slept. I don’t know how much time has passed. Alice's room had no windows to keep it completely dark, but since she was still happily asleep I knew it hadn’t been long, even though I had been cooking for Gastron for so long. 




	Condition Completed: Become the Chosen of a God.









	
You are now the Chosen of Gastron, the God of Cooking.

You shall now be known as Alisha ‘The Fox Chef’ Piper.

Your Subclass had been changed from Blessed Chef to Chosen Chef. There are no additional changes.











	You have received 5,000 ‘Gastron Points’






I wouldn't have gone to become Gastron’s Chosen if it wasn’t required for my Pathway, but I also knew He would be the best choice, I didn’t want to go for any others. Especially since He only cares for cooking, meaning I did not need to rely on Him to become stronger, especially since he wouldn't be teaching me more than how to use my knife for food preparation, I knew I would still need to rely on myself to learn recipes. He was the best choice, as I would not need to rely on the Gods at all for fighting and killing and He wouldn't help me when it came to either.


Another factor is allowing Celestia's Blessed or Chosen to eat my food. I didn't mind this, because while it may give them a boost, it also gave me a big advantage, they would be exposing their presence to me, meaning if they came to eat my food I would be able to instantly identify them, allowing me to hunt them later. Feeling a grin appear on my face at the thought of this, I couldn't help but wonder if Gastron knew that this was a possibility, I couldn't attack them in the restaurant according to Him, but He hadn't said anything about outside of it...

As I lay there for some time, I felt Alice stirring next to me and seeing her wake up, I smiled and brushed her hair gently. Recently I had felt more protective of her, wanting to have her nearby just in case something happened. Alice looks at me before smiling and hugging me tightly once more.

“Alright, Alice. We need to head off and go to the Guild today.”

“Yay~”

“Let’s go have a bath and get ready.”

Alice paled as she tried her best to scamper away from me, before realising she couldn’t escape me before screaming “ALICE HATE WATER!”

***

Carrying Alice while we went through the teleport and made our way out of the teleport hub, we made our way to the Guild, asked an attendant to take us to Alexander’s office and entering I saw Tails there along with another executive and Alexander.

They turned to me and before the two executives could speak, Alexander nodded. “Alisha, come in and take a seat, I’ll be with you in a moment.”

“Sir, I don’t thin-”

“This will concern her as well. Continue to speak freely.”

Tails and the other executive, who I learnt to be named Edward, started to speak once again. Listening to their conversation, I learnt that recently there had been a movement about the war with Harrington. They spoke about spies within the city who were hiring adventurers in secret to spy on certain parts of Vale, one of which is adventurers who were likely to side with the city. 

The meeting these three were having was to pass down the order on how to handle the spies. According to the rules of the Guild, such activity was perfectly legal and those who accepted the role of being a spy are held responsible for their actions, meaning if they are found to be spying they will be arrested by the Royal Guard. Those who are being spied on and find themselves being watched are able to defend themselves, killing was allowed but there would be a higher reward for turning the spy in for questioning. 

According to Tails, there were several adventurers who might be being watched or looked into, with one of those being me. They didn’t know if any one had actually taken the opportunity to start spying on others but I wasn’t worried. My home had many defensive enchantments that even those above the Pathways to at least Beta-Class would have difficulties with and even then my movements were somewhat predictable, so there would be little that they could find.

Soon, the discussion ended with Edward excusing himself and Tails remaining behind. Alexander told me from now on Tails would be sitting in on meetings between us since she would be my acting advisor for the time being and once I step onto my Path she will become my full time advisor. Moving to sit down in front of the desk, I brought up the reason for me visiting; that I had chosen my Pathway.

“Those Conditions are ridiculous, just what type of Path are you stepping onto?” Tails looked surprised while Alexander didn’t, like he had expected my Conditions.

“You choosing a Path without Divinity is surprising. I had thought Godhood would be your choice to face Celestia.”

“Mm, I don’t wish to become a Goddess. I don’t understand it completely, and this Pathway suits me.”

“Understood. The Mountain you speak of is about three months from here on foot. Obviously we will just take you, reducing the time to less than a week to get there. The Tomb of Lilith is the one I’m worried about. It’ll take you about a month to reach Floor 126, which is the furthest that has been explored. We’re not sure on how much further you’d need to go, we estimate there to be 150 floors in total but we can’t be sure. I’ll pass you the information later.” Alexander wrote something down while Tails started speaking next.

“Having to become the Chosen of a God again after what just happened is worrying, but you’ve chosen a very good God. Gastron is said to be completely neutral to any conflict and He doesn’t care about anything but making food. He even encourages others to keep their original recipes to themselves, not telling anyone but Him. It is said that His restaurant in the Divine Realm is something all Blessed and Chosen will fight to get a seat for. With you as His Chosen you will actually benefit, you’ll find Blessed or Chosen from any God will avoid conflict with you and instead will try to gain your favour.”

I found myself rather surprised at how much Tails knew and looking at her she gave me a wink. “I’ve studied up on the Gods that are related to you or may become related to you in some way. I’ve also done research on all of your magics, though I’ve never heard of Noctilucence.” Tails then took out a notepad and started to write. “Alisha, how much do you currently have in coins?”

“About one Diamond coin and some Mithril.”

“What about equipment?”

“Barely anything. I have a soul-bound kitchen knife and…um my clothing?”

“You need equipment. You have one weapon we can make as compensation for the prior incident involving Hillock. I assume you want fist weapons? You can hold one more soul-bound weapon.”

Shaking my head, I explained the Chakrams to Tails and Alexander and both looked confused when I explained them.

“I’ve never heard of such weapons. Can you go into detail?” Explaining everything about the weapons, Tails got more excited as a sparkle appeared in her eyes. “Brilliant, such weapons would be perfect for you to make up for the lack of small scale magic and close range combat you are used to. Alright, I’ll collect everything from you. I already know your Race, Class though it is locked currently, and everything but your height, weight and Stats. Can you tell me your Stats and I’ll get the rest once we’re finished here.”





	
Stats

Elite Aspiring Hero, Alisha




	Stats
	Rank
	Base Stat
	Stat Total



	Strength:
	B
	19,711
	23,653



	Agility:
	A
	34,081
	40,897



	Intelligence:
	C+
	14,032
	16,838



	Toughness
	D+
	3,291
	3,949






Current Bonuses: Monster Title, +20%








 

Telling Tails my Stats and Stat Ranks, she looked at me in surprise as did Alexander.

“You have nearly double the Stats of a regular level 100. It’s no wonder you managed to kill a Delta-Class mage.”

“Delta-Class?” Alexander looked at me and I looked at Tails.

“Ah, Elise told me of your exploits.”

Understanding, I told Alexander of what had happened in Crater Hell as he nodded. “I see, your immunity to Lunar magic would’ve hindered your opponent at a severe disadvantage. Good work in using it to your advantage and not letting them know. I will also begin teaching you Travel, though it’s rather useless before the Crossroads so I’ll start once you’ve stepped onto your Path.”

Tails was still writing things down before looking at me. “Take the next week off. During this time head to equipment stores. Get yourself Light Armour that increases your Agility and dampens soft blows and a pair of fist weapons. Look for some enchanted rings and bracelets as well. Get these for both yourself and Alice there. Since Alice is more of a mage than a fighter she’ll need heavy armour. She relies more on being attached to yourself or standing still, so perhaps medium armour will be better. Since we don’t know her Stats let's stick with medium armour. 

“Next week is the funeral for Bloom, Amelia, Xander and Amanda. After that, there will be two to three weeks before the blizzard comes along. So the first order of business will be to descend into the Tomb of Lilith during this, so use this next week to prepare.” Tails looks at Alexander. “Can we make this an official request where we send Alisha and Alice to conquer the Tomb of Lilith?”

“To cover costs? Hmm, no, a request to conquer the Tomb of Lilith will be too much, let's make it a request to explore Floor 127 and further if she can. I fear that if the Tomb of Lilith is truly conquered it will disappear which may cause unrest since we rely on it for so many materials and experience. Disciple, don’t make a habit of conquering dungeons too frequently. We’ll prepare a statement for when it happens so be prepared for fame to come your way once again.”

Scratching my ear out of embarrassment as Alice hid her face, I knew she remembered being stared at frequently too. 

“It was always going to be conquered one day, and that time has arrived, Alex.”

“I told you it’s Branch Master, Tails. Continue.”

“Yes. By being able to cover costs we can supply healing potions and food, though we’ll provide ingredients since you’re better off preparing yourself. Since it’s classed as food for Alice, we’ll provide high grade dark-type monster cores for both of you.”

“Yay! Yummy!” Alice stops hiding herself and faces Tails with a big grin causing me to giggle. “Ah, sorry.”

“Once you’ve conquered the Tomb of Lilith, I’ll make arrangements to take you to the Mountain of Lunaria and wait for you to conquer it. I’ll look after Alice during this time since the System has told you to do this solo. These are the hardest Conditions for you to do, so once you’ve done them, we will then focus on the last one, absorbing the core of a Delta-Class Astral Ice Dragon. You mentioned Northern Hawk has one, right? I’ll come with you to buy that after this meeting and hold onto it for you. I don’t want to see you absorbing it this week, you’re to rest and get into the mindset of delving into dungeons for the next six months and prepare accordingly.

“I’ll take you to some stores as well so we can find appropriate equipment for the two of you. I believe Delta-Class equipment will suit you, you should be able to wear it without any side effects, but in the event that isn’t the case we’ll settle with typical level 100 gear. Ale- Branch Master, can we prioritise the weapon order?”

“Get everything done before you leave, I’ll redeem a favour with a blacksmith I trust. He’ll be thrilled to work on such a unique sounding weapon. I have a good idea for the weapons as well so I want to check with him.”

After a bit more discussion, Tails took me to a side room and took my measurements as well as two vials of blood, two soul gems and four strands of hair. When making pairs of weapons as soul-bound they required double the amount but they would be linked to be as one. Handing everything to Alexander, we headed to Northern Hawks. Entering the store, I saw him look at me before looking at Tails and nodding to the two of us.

“I take it you’re here for something important?”

“Ah, yes. It’s about that Astral Ice Dragon core, is it Delta-Class?”

Northern Hawk looked me up and down. “Crossroads? Rather quick, missy. Yes, it’s Peak Delta-Class, though the soul of it will try and fight against you. Can you handle it?”

“Yes.” I felt confident since what happened in the Underworld. 

“In that case, I assume the Guild will be paying for it?” Northern Hawk glances at Tails who nods. “Then the cost will be eighty Mithril coins.” Tails nods and hands him the money as Northern Hawk moves to the back and brings out the core. Once again I could sense a draw from it but this time I resisted its temptation easily.

“Good. If you’re like that this won’t be a problem for you.” As he hands it over, Tails takes it as we thank him.

“Alright, first order of business…food. We’ll make a big order to be delivered to your house later today then we’ll head to a high quality equipment store. You’ll cover the cost for equipment, the Guild will handle the food. I have a budget of one Diamond coin per year to help you and since we just bought that core I only have twenty Mithril coins.”

With that, we headed towards a market that Tails recommended since I didn’t know many shops and making a rather large order for food and ingredients we then headed towards a higher-end store for equipment. According to Tails, a lot of the equipment came from dungeons or rewards that others had gotten. I still had the rewards to collect but I decided to check these stores first.

As we arrived at the store, I found it to be closer to a warehouse with a lot of people similar in level to me coming and going. Tails parted ways with me here and headed back as she needed to do some work and order the monster cores for Alice and I. Walking in I decided to look around and with Alice in my arms I found myself looking at fist weapons very quickly.

Browsing the fist weapons, I felt slightly excited. I had at some point stopped wearing gauntlets, mainly since destroying the ones I had received before. There was a problem though, in that by wearing gauntlets I could damage them when transforming. Most of the fist weapons here cost between ten to twenty Mithril Coins, while those with self-repairing cost nearly two Diamond coins. 

After browsing for some time, I found a pair of gauntlets I really liked. It had a fairly basic design but one of the gauntlets increased Wind magic and the other increased Lightning magic. 




	
Gauntlets of the Heavy Storm.

+3,000 Strength

+2,000 Agility

Increased Lightning and Wind Magic by 20%

If both are worn as a set you will receive an additional 1,000 in Strength and Agility.








It was priced at fifteen Mithril coins and deciding to buy them, I picked them up and handed them to Alice to play with since she seemed to be getting bored. Heading over to the next area, I quickly found the section for light armour. I had worn Elven Armour in the distant past but since I had left that behind at Olivia’s house I had forgotten to look at armour since. My worry had been that the armour would restrict my movement and with my style of fighting I didn’t want to risk it.

Looking over the options in the light armour, I found myself surprised at the variety. Self repairing armour was still very expensive, but normal sets cost about thirty Mithril coins. I started to understand the cost of being an adventurer by looking at these prices. It hurts to look at. After browsing for a while, I found a set that would be perfect for either me or Alice.

“Alice, do you want this?” Pointing at the set I had seen, I smiled at Alice who looked at it before shaking her head. Looking at the set, I wondered if I should take it. The set in total gave me 1,000 Strength and 3,000 Toughness. It softened any blows I would take in the places where the armour rested and the pieces it made up would cover my forearms, chest, shins and jaw. 

Once a day I could use a magic that was imbued in the chest plate to move from my own shadow to another shadow within my line of sight. It reminded me of Grey’s shadow step, and deciding to buy it, I took the set that was in a box.

“Madam, I can take those items for you and wait for you to check out if you plan to keep shopping.”

Turning, I saw an attendant giving me a slight bow. Tilting my head lightly, I looked around and saw similar attendants wearing the same clothing. Nodding, I passed him the box and the gauntlets that Alice had gotten bored of, instead playing with my ears once again.

“Thanks.” The attendant nodded at my thanks before leaving as I looked for armour that would fit Alice. After checking for a while though, Alice had said no to everything we had come across.

“Alice no!” Hearing her speak up once again, I rubbed her hair. 

“Don’t you want your own armour?” 

Alice shakes her head before returning to playing with my ears. Perhaps she just didn’t like the idea of armour, so deciding to leave it for now I moved to the section that had rings, earrings and bracelets. Very quickly I found a perfect ring for Alice. She could use it to surround herself with a shield and if she felt her life threatened it would destroy itself to surround her with a powerful shield. 

Looking over everything else, I didn’t find anything that really interested me. Nothing empowered you like the armour or fist weapons, and as I was about to leave, I found two sets of earrings that I wanted to buy.

Both were the same, linked earrings where one could telepathically communicate with another at long ranges. I didn’t know what this meant, but the second feature is why I wanted them. You could locate each other within a certain range and considering the nature of the Tomb of Lilith I wanted them so if Alice and I separated we could find each other. Alice also gave her nod of approval.

After checking everything out, Alice and I walked towards the teleport hub as I frowned. I could feel a pair of eyes watching me and remembering the discussion from earlier I knew what this was. Ignoring the gaze for now, it disappeared as I entered the teleport hub and arrived back home. Sighing while shaking my head, I felt Alice tug on my shoulder.

“Mummy play!”

“Mm, alright, let's go play.”

“Yay~” 

I had promised her before leaving Crater that I would play and heading down to the training hall, I decided to see if I could train Alice a bit while we ‘played’.

            

    
        Chapter 137 - Into the Tomb

    
    
    
    
                “Thank you, and sorry once again.”

“Lady, if you’re going to fight at the level of a Delta-Class down there, just hold back a bit or get it redone.” The repairman shook his head and I handed over three Mithril coins. “It’s a training room miss, not a fighting room.”

The repairman left while looking exhausted as I closed the door. Turning around, I walked into the kitchen and sat down. I felt exhausted, Alice got way too overexcited. Surprisingly her overall strength nearly equaled mine and our form of ‘playing’ had left the training hall a mess, causing me to need to ask for it to be repaired.

Alice was absolutely a control mage, just like Elise. She relied heavily on control based spells and while they could be lethal a lot of them put you under certain ailments or entanglements. For example her shadow creatures and Blindness allowed her to control enemies and if paired with me it’ll allow me to fight a lot easier.

Hearing the chime of the door, I got up and upon opening it I saw a Guild attendant with a cart behind him. Signing a form to show I had received everything, I brought in four large bags of food, vegetables and ingredients as well as two massive bags of monster cores. I had checked our garden earlier and while it was indeed flourishing it had yet to bloom.

Sorting all of the monster cores into pouches and storing them into a dimensional bag so that Alice wouldn’t just devour them all in one setting, I got to work with creating food. It could be a month that we were in the Tomb of Lilith, it could be six. We were heading into unexplored territory of a dungeon that many others had given up on exploring and while it is believed there were only 24 floors left to explore we had to prepare in case there was more.

At the same time, I didn’t want to just consume ration cubes. That recipe, while good, couldn’t keep up with the demands I had when I needed to eat for energy. Sitting there, an idea came to mind. Instead of regular ration cubes, I could always make the recipe bigger and include more energy giving food. I could also bring coffee and tea along as well. Getting to work, I started to make what I liked to call ration squares, less compacted than the cubes but would offer more flavour and energy.

As I made food I stored it into a large cold box that would freeze everything so I could ensure none of it rotted while we were exploring and after nearly an entire day of making food, I had made more than enough to feed myself for a few months. I had imbued everything with mana, giving these ration squares effects like calming one's mind, allowing one to rest more or increase the effects of energy that it gave.

Storing everything away, I walk into the lobby with only the thought of sleep in mind when I hear voices from the living room and walking in I saw Olivia, Elizabeth and Alice.

“Oh, when did you guys get here?”

“A few hours ago, you were so into cooking that we left you be. How was everyone in Crater?” Elizabeth smiled while I sat down. Taking a breath, I started to discuss everything that happened in Crater.

***

“I see, so they’re going strong then. Much better than I thought, to think they moved into the city itself…” Elizabeth had a smile on her face and Olivia looked relieved. “In that case I won’t rush to return there. I’ll be joining Summer and the others to level with them, I take it you’re going to work on getting through your Pathway?”

“Mm, I will be delving into the Tomb of Lilith next week after the funeral. Then going to another dungeon right after that.”

“Busy as usual aren’t you. Well, when you pass the Crossroads take it easy for a bit, ok? With how determined everyone else has become I feel like they’re going to catch up rather quickly.”

Smiling at her words, I turn to Olivia. “Olivia, you’ll be going into a dungeon in three days and I will be joining to guide your party. Afterwards, you need to work with them without me, ok? I’m not going to be around for a while and I can’t always be there for you.”

Olivia trembled for a moment before fidgeting for a moment. “Okay, I’ll do it for you.” Olivia gave me a strong nod, looking a lot more determined. She had become a lot stronger recently, being able to leave my side and do her own thing, a much better state than she had been when we first found her. I never wanted to see her like that again.

After we talked some more, Elizabeth left while Olivia went to the training hall to practise. I went to my bedroom and with next to no time I fell asleep, only to find myself waking up in front of Gastron’s restaurant once again. After being pulled inside, I was asked, or rather told, to start making food once again.




	You have received 2,000 ‘Gastron Points’ for your work.






***

Over the course of the next four days, I trained with Olivia, played with Alice and prepared all of our equipment. Olivia’s party and I had gone into a low level dungeon for half a day, where they worked together to make progress through the dungeon itself while I just sat back and watched, filling out the forms Elise had asked me to.

Olivia had at the start kept looking around for me and Alice before turning her attention back to her party, but thankfully she started to do this less and less as the party made progress and in the last few hours she had stopped completely. Her arrows of healing were wonderful, being able to heal most minor wounds from a distance and easily being able to switch back to attacking. I knew that given time she’d really become a strong support like she had for us in the past.

We attended the funeral after the dungeon, and while I didn’t really understand the meaning behind it, I did feel happy that Bloom and Amelia were being recognised like this. Elise has said Guild scheduled funerals to lay the fallen to rest were not the norm and only happened in the event that something big happened. She also confided in me that Amelia’s body had been taken by someone from the Church of War, and I knew this meant an Angel had taken her, since she was the Chosen of the God of War.

Once the funeral was done, I sat at home reading through a pile of notes and maps. This was everything from the twentieth floor onwards. Most didn’t need my full attention, the most dangerous factor in the Tomb of Lilith is mutation, but this won’t affect me in the slightest until the hundredth floor. The levels in the Tomb reached level 100 after the hundredth floor, and from there up till the hundredth and twenty sixth floor it was only level 100.

I found this strange, why hadn’t Delta-Class groups gone in to clear it? I found the answer very quickly, because they couldn’t. While you can go in at Delta-Class, the Tomb will block you from Floor 50 and there have been cases where extremely powerful monsters up to Beta-Class have appeared, very obviously intending to push the Delta-Class out.

From the notes, I would easily make it through to the hundredth floor within a few days. From then, the Tomb becomes…strange. At first it was subtle, party members seemed to be in high spirits but slowly they started going mad, attacking each other or themselves. The reports confirmed that it was due to Darkness magic so I wasn’t too concerned since Alice and I both wielded Darkness magic, but the second part made me frown.

According to the report there were people down there that attacked without warning, as if trying to drive them out. It mentions that the parties who had explored these floors can not communicate with these people but according to the System they were people, not monsters. There were even sightings of people that had lost their lives in the Tomb before, indicating that the dungeon knew who had entered and who had died in it.

As for the bosses, there was no information. I knew why, it was because the exploration was seen as a competition, the closer they got the less information was shared since a lot of parties wanted to be the first to conquer the Tomb. The most that had been shared was that the boss on the 120th floor was a Delta-Class. The monsters afterwards returned to level 100 though. Picking up the maps of each floor, I studied them carefully, they shared the quickest routes through the dungeon and thankfully I didn’t have to fight any bosses until the hundredth floor.

Breathing out, I slammed my head on the table, my mind a whirlpool of notes and information. I didn’t memorise the first lot of floors but it was still a lot to remember, and feeling a soft pat on my head I smiled and turned my head to see Alice offering me a…ration cube?! She still had some left?!

“I’m okay Alice, just a lot to remember. Are you excited?”

Alice giggles as she climbs up onto my lap. “Alice yes!”

***

Alice and I walked along a snowy path taking the sights in. It was about midnight, and we were heading towards the Guild to see Alexander before going to the Tomb. However, we were making a slight detour, to a familiar lake that I had first come to when I arrived in Vale. Standing in front of the lake, it was the one that laid before the Lily Pond Inn and smiling gently I put Alice down as she looked at me.

“It’s a beautiful night, isn’t it?” Standing, I visualise Artemis as a pulse of moonlight comes out from me. Alice tilted her head and as she was about to turn her head I stopped her. “The lake, Alice. It’s okay, don’t look right now.” 

Alice looks at me and nods before turning to the lake. Closing my eyes, I breath out and lock onto the person who had been watching me since I left my house. This is the reason for my detour, to get rid of this spy who didn’t know how to hide himself.

“Alice.” I spoke as I flash stepped behind the person. Hearing them gasp as they turned to me, I pointed at them as a talon arose from their shadow, grasping them tightly.

“Primordial Darkness.”

“Blind!”

Alice and I spoke at the same time as Dark magic erupted from both of us, hitting the girl who had been watching us.




	
Level 100 Jinkhe

Sunblighted Human

Apprentice Fire Wielder








Flames erupt from her, melting the snow and causing me to frown. We were close to buildings, though I had brought them here to deal with them I hadn’t expected a fire user.

“Sleep well, and don’t you fear.”

Seeing her eyes freed of darkness, Jinkhe did something I hadn’t expected in the next moment and plunged both fingers into her ears, which started bleeding. I didn't expect her to deafen herself to prevent my Lullaby. 

The fire burns the talon in the next moment as I sigh. I had only wanted to capture this person, but now I had to move to kill. As my monster form releases I move right in front of her as all around her a pillar of fire erupted, burning everything around us. Grabbing her throat while feeling my skin burn, I slam her into the ground before applying pressure.

“Get rid of the flames or I will crush your head, insect.”

I knew she couldn’t hear me but I could see pain on her face, both from the corruption and my grip. The fire extinguishes itself and as I’m about to tear her head off her eyes suddenly lit up. Trusting my instincts that had started to flash danger, I let go of her face as beams of red fire erupt from her eyes. Releasing my monster form, I stared at Jinkhe but smiled. 

Silver chains erupt from my hands as they bind her tightly and just as she is struggling a talon once again emerges from her shadow and grasps her tightly. In that opening I flash step in and use flowing strikes before using the strength to slam her jaw, hard. Seeing her eyes lose focus, I landed one more blow as she lost consciousness. 

I had sensed a group of people arriving which is why I went from kill to capture again. Turning, I saw Roland walking towards me with four others and looking behind me he sighed.

“Don’t tell me you’ve taken up beating up random level 100s.”

“Nope, you know what this person was doing.”

“I had thought it wouldn’t happen for some more time. Alright, seal her and take her in for questioning.” Roland points to Jinkhe as he turns to me. “Has she been following you for some time?”

“Mm, noticed her yesterday and when I left my house today. I figured I would get rid of her before heading off to a dungeon.”

“Thanks for not killing her. To think they’re using non-adventurers as spies now.” Turning my head, I saw that she had no adventurers plate on. “Well, there are plenty who don’t choose the life of an adventurer. Thanks for the assistance, Fox Chef, I’ll be seeing you.”

Turning around and giving Roland a frown, he chuckles before leading his men away. Shaking my head with a smile, I wondered if I should call him by his name of power, ‘The Hardass Chef’ but decided not to. 

“A word of warning to me next time you wish to use the front of my inn as a battlefield, Little Fox.”

Feeling a chill down my spine, I turned and saw Floof standing there with a large two handed sword on his back. 

“Ah, I’m sorry, Floof. I didn’t expect them to use fire magic so wildly.”

Floof looked me up and down before looking at Alice who had come back to my side, grabbing my arm. 

“You’ve grown, that look in your eye is a lot better. I take it you were dealing with a spy of Harrington?” 

Raising an eyebrow, I saw Floof smile. “Not much escapes the ears of the inn, many talk like you are not there. Come by when you’ve stepped onto your Path, Little Fox. I believe you can help me when you do. Otherwise, good luck.”

“Thank you.” Bowing slightly to the man who had helped me when I first arrived in Vale, I picked up Alice and continued my way towards the Guild. After another hour where I had taken another detour, I arrived at the Guild and headed up to the office of the Branch Master.

Opening the door, I saw Alexander standing there with two square boxes on his table. “Disciple, you look well rested. I heard you fought with a spy?”

“Mm, thought it would be best not to be followed into the Tomb.”

“Yes, it may have influenced your Condition. Now, your weapons are here. The blacksmith I commissioned was very excited and with my suggestion the weapons have become rather unique.” Alexander opens both boxes as I put Alice down and have a look at the weapons inside. Two Chakrams sat there, one silver and one black. Celestial Eclipse energy and Primordial Darkness energy.




	
Twin Chakrams of the Night Sky.

A pair of chakrams soul-bound to Alisha ‘The Fox Chef’ Piper. 

+3,000 Agility

+2,000 Intelligence

Self Repairing

When striking with these weapons, you will corrupt your enemies with Primordial Darkness and Celestial Eclipse. By injecting the chakrams with their respective energies you can empower them.

Celestial Eclipse Chakram: Causes one to be inflicted with Ruin, causing them to see visions of the last moments of a star.

Primordial Darkness: Corrupts your enemy with a deep darkness, causing them to fall to Despair.








“S-strong.”

“Once you step onto your Path they will evolve along with you.” Picking the chakrams up, I attached the chains around my wrists and twirled them.

“They’re really comfortable.”

“As they should be, it did cost eight Diamond coins.” Feeling shocked at the cost, Alexander shakes his head. “A small price to finally fix the matter that occurred with Hillock. Now, are you ready?”

“Yes, we’re all set.”

“Don’t fail, disciple. Finish it in one go, leave the clean up to the Guild in the case that the Tomb disappears.”

Thanking Alexander, I picked up Alice and together we headed towards the Tomb of Lilith.

***

Sitting in a resting zone at the 99th floor, I took out a ration square and gave a pouch of monster cores to Alice. We had rushed through to this floor, making short work of anything that stood before us. Even the 99th floor with monsters at level 99 hadn’t slowed us down. With Alice binding them and me finishing them quickly, we arrived here fairly quickly. This floor, like all the others, did not feel like it was underground. 

Currently we were overlooking a mountain range covered in clouds. We were sitting near a pond with the sun high in the sky. The location of the 99th floor was a floating island high above the other floors, so instead of going down we started going up. Since none of the bosses had appeared while we made our way down here we had no problems. Taking in the rather beautiful sight, I wouldn’t mind living in this sort of place.

I had wanted to meet up with Xia and the rest before coming here, but unfortunately they had been deep within a dungeon. For some reason I had wanted to meet with Aubrey the most, I had been missing her the most but sadly she herself had been hard at work. Olivia had gone to stay with Elise, but she’d be staying at home and only going to Elise’s if she became uncomfortable. 

Looking into the distance I could see a big platform. This was the hundredth floor, the boss here is a level 100 griffon like monster that used wind based magic to knock people off. If you were sent flying here you’d fall to your death. Thankfully we had a countermeasure to this, plus the monster was frail to melee so I felt confident in dealing with it. 

“Alice?”

Alice looks at me and tilts her head. Not being able to help myself, I pulled her into a hug.

“Let’s beat them all up, ok?”

“Alice yes!”

            

    
        Chapter 138 - Raven of the Dark Abyss

    
    
    
    
                Making sure my armour and gauntlets were on and ensuring that Alice’s ring and earrings were on right, I nodded with satisfaction as I summoned my chakrams and attached them to my hips. Looking at the stairs that led to the hundredth floor, I took a deep breath and with Alice in my arms once again we climbed up the stairs and stepped onto the large platform. 

Nothing was here, but I knew this was how it started. A screech resounded as a massive griffon shot up through the clouds and circled above us.

“Gravity.”

Three magic circles surrounded Alice and I, causing us to become nearly ten times our normal weight. With my strength I could handle this and Alice only shifted a bit uncomfortably. The griffon, as expected, hovered before us as a large magic circle appeared behind it and a powerful storm of wind hit us. Even with this weight this wind still threatened to push us off our feet.

The griffon, seeing us still in place, let out a screech but before it could fly back up a massive pair of talons rose and grabbed its wings. Stomping my foot down I used Gravity on the griffon as it screeched loudly before crashing onto the platform, causing it to tremble. Alice climbs around onto my back, hanging off my neck as I flash step in front of the griffon’s head, which was bigger than me. The griffon was struggling to stand under the increased weight and I knew I only had a little time. 

“Primordial Darkness.”

“Emotional Upheaval.”

As both of our spells hit, the griffon roars in pain and I notice something strange. There is an absurd amount of darkness within it. None of the reports mention it and noticing Alice staring at the griffon, I change tactics. 

Rushing forward to its neck, I hug its neck and dig my hands in while switching Gravity to me, making me ten times heavier, becoming an anchor. Using Lunar Blessing and my Domain, I made sure to only hold it down.

“Alice! Absorb that darkness!”

Without hesitation, Alice moves onto my shoulder and grabs a part of its neck and I felt a suction of darkness coming from her. Knowing it was working, I kept myself anchored as the griffon struggled and roared. Its body was in the air, threatening to take off while I kept my claws burrowed deeply.

I could feel myself losing overtime as I focused more, even though I was empowered like this it was winning. 

“Alice, get on my back.” 

Alice stops absorbing the darkness and hangs off my neck instead. Just as quills from the monster start firing at me, I use a technique that I had learnt from Tael, one he said had great success against heavy opponents. Using all of my strength as I let out a roar, I suplexed the bastard over my shoulder. Feeling my arms scream in pain, I continued.

The griffon slams onto the ground behind me, making the floor of my Domain tremble. Holding its neck in place, I once again yell.

“ALICE NOW!”

Alice places her tiny hand on its neck once again and continues to absorb the darkness. I could feel the best trying to turn its giant body as I felt dozens of quills hitting my back while I shielded Alice while continuing to keep the beast pinned. After about thirty minutes, Alice finished.




	
Alice has gained 3,000,000 experience!

Alice has levelled to 4!












	Alice has gained insight into flight…







Releasing the griffon, I watched it twist its body as it stared at us in confusion before looking around. It tilted its head and stood up before roaring and with my Domain shattering it took off, flying off into the distance. I noticed right away it had given up on wanting to attack us, it had lost all reason to do so. Was it being controlled by Darkness?

As expected, a magic circle appeared and next to it a treasure chest. However, instead of being blue as the reports stated, this one was deep red. Ah, did we…did we discover another alternative route?!

Facepalming and sighing, I turned my attention to Alice who had her head tilted with her wings spread out. Smiling, I called out to her and she turned with a big grin. I could sense there was nothing wrong, it just seems she wanted to try flying.

“Not yet, Alice. It’s not safe here, we’ll practise later, okay?”

“Ok Mummy!”

Her wings fold back and she runs up to me as I pick her up again. Walking to the chest, I opened it and found the usual loot, some high grade materials and a key to another trial. This time, there was a strange black eyeball. Picking it up, my face turned grim.




	
Eye of Lilith

Used to open Her Tomb.








“Fuck, we did…” I planned to keep it secret that we had found an alternative path in here and prayed it wasn’t a ‘True Route’.

Sitting down and taking a moment to let my injuries recover, I wondered why the griffon ended up flying away. It didn’t matter too much, after all I couldn’t gain experience, but the fact it had darkness within it…why didn’t the records say anything about it. Or is it a case where it has always been there, but just never used so they didn’t bother recording it?

Sighing, I stood and with Alice we both stepped onto the red magic circle. Our surroundings changed as we were teleported to a new floor. 




	Floor 101






“Oh?” Glancing around, I saw what I had expected, a swamp of blood. This was normal, so why did the magic circle change? From here, there were no more resting zones so I had to conserve my energy and end fights quickly. Making our way through the swamp dealing with the strange monsters that used blood magic, it didn’t take too long before we arrived at the doors to Floor 110. 

The monsters on these floors were not hard to deal with, mostly harmless as long as their magic didn’t hit. We had yet to run into any mutations and while praying this wouldn’t happen for the boss, I pushed the large doors and walked into the boss room, a massive crater filled with boiling blood up to my ankles. I alleviated this by wearing heavy boots that we had bought, Alice too wore a pair. Thankfully we made preparations ahead of time, I look towards the boss.

A massive werewolf sat at the back of the crater, looking towards us and seeing it I frowned again. I could sense darkness within this as well. Recalling everything, I do not remember anything about this boss using darkness based attacks, in fact it preferred physical attacks and blood magic. So why is there darkness residing in it? It’s far more powerful than the griffon too.

I stood there as I looked at the werewolf which also watched me. My mind spun with questions about what to do here, since it’s obvious that draining the darkness from this boss is important, but why? I can also drain darkness, though I’ve never needed to, and so can Alice, but surely there have been others that could. Part of me wanted to retreat from this place and head back to the Guild to find out more, but another part of me wanted to keep going to see what will happen.

Xeno had mentioned that Lilith controlled the dark-side of the moon, so did that include dark-type magic? I couldn’t tell what type of darkness was within the boss monster, and with there being so many different types of darkness it could be any. I knew from the griffon it was fine to absorb it, after all Alice hadn’t been affected by anything bad, since we share our Darkness mana and energy I could tell everything was fine.

“Well, fuck it. Let’s do this, Alice.” Alice jumps onto the ground and as I had taught her she used the ring to create a shield around herself. I would be able to protect her easily like this and since she can still cast magic within the shield it meant that anything that attacked her would need to break the shield, giving me time to get to her side.

The boss in front of me was level 100, and it would be the last one since the boss on the 120th floor is Delta-Class. I made a plan to injure it badly before getting Alice to absorb the darkness within it. Applying Lunar Blessing to myself, I flash stepped in front of the werewolf as it lashed out at me extremely quickly. Dodging and counter attacking with a full force blow, I follow up with flowing strikes as the werewolf howls as it becomes empowered itself.

The blood from below gets kicked up during our confrontation and starts burning my skin. I knew that the blood here would weaken me over time and make the werewolf stronger. Uppercutting and slamming my fist into its jaw, I failed to dodge an attack as it slashed my arm, half of it blocked by my armour while the other half cut deeply.

Feeling a strange energy enter and prevent my regeneration, I countered and then backed off quickly. The werewolf, intending to not let me go that easily howls and disappears before reappearing right in front of me. Sensing a surge of magic from it, I use Water magic to create shields to protect my exposed skin and land two blows to the werewolf as a red blast of energy blasts out from it. 

Being sent flying away from it, I look down to see my armour sizzling, stained with blood. I needed to end this fight quickly, otherwise I would be in trouble. A massive talon arises from the werewolves shadow and grabs it, but it breaks the talon with sheer physical strength. I can’t contend with it physically without kicking up blood and if I get more wounds that won't heal I’ll eventually succumb to this boss. The Toughness of this werewolf was shockingly huge.

Summoning my chakrams, I felt happy I could finally have a way to fight at range without draining my mana. While I could use Night’s Fury, it would exhaust my mana and if it wasn’t dead I would be in serious trouble. Twirling the chakrams, I threw them out while using magic.

“Primordial Darkness.”

“Blind!”

Both spells slam into the werewolf, with the Blind being very effective. Slashing into the werewolf with my chakrams, I aimed at removing its limbs but like it could sense attacks it dodged everything at the last moment, only giving it slight cuts. But with a cut from the Celestial Eclipse chakram…

The werewolf stopped, quivering for a moment and with that second I sent a chakram upwards as I threw it, cutting off an arm. It howled in pain as its eyes cleared up instantly from the vision it would’ve seen and it failed to dodge the second chakram, cutting off its second arm. Seeing a chance, I sent my mana into my armour, and setting the shadow of the werewolf as my location, I sank into my shadow and reappeared behind it. Transforming into my monster form, I grab its head with one arm and the other I wrap around its chest. Shockingly, I saw its arms emerge from the blood and fly up, they started to reattach them. Using both arms, I instead grip the arms and its body.

“ALICE!”

The surroundings turn dark as Alice appears next to me, and climbing onto my back, she puts her hand onto the werewolf and starts absorbing. The werewolf starts struggling, causing me to tighten my hold, causing me to wish I could use magic. This time, it took Alice a lot longer, in that time its arms had reattached and it has been fighting to free itself. It nearly succeeded multiple times but with a headbutt from me it stopped at the last moment.

After nearly an hour, Alice finished and sensing this I released the werewolf and flash step away, releasing my monster form while panting heavily. My arms trembled in soreness, and looking at the werewolf it had stopped moving as well, looking around as if confused as well. It looked at me and its eyes widened.

“Kill…me”

Hearing a growl when it stopped, I had to stop myself from stepping back. I hadn’t expected it to speak, nor talk. The werewolf completely let its guard down with its eyes closed. After a moment of hesitation, I did as it asked and transformed into my monster form once more. I flash step in front of it and plunged my hand into its chest, ripping its heart out.

“Thank…you.”

The werewolf fades away, which had been noted to do as the blood in the crater disappears along with it. The reports I had read however never mentioned the werewolf asking you to kill it however…




	Alice has gained insight on transforming…










	
Alice has gained 4,000,000 experience

Alice is Level 5!

Alice is evolving!








“What?!”

Turning around, I saw Alice with her eyes closed just as darkness mana erupts from her, forming a very large cocoon around her. In fact, Darkness energy started to be drained from me as nearly all of it was being used.

“Fuck.” I had expected this, but not right here. I knew the boss wouldn’t just appear unless the doors opened. Considering how deep we were, it wasn’t likely but on the off chance a party wanted to come down here for whatever reason…

Allowing the link to take whatever it needed, I noticed it strangely absorbing my mana itself, not just the darkness energy. Worried that it wouldn’t be enough, the drain stopped short, leaving me with about 5% of my mana. The cocoon had formed completely, about the height of me. It had no design, it's like staring into the void…

Knowing this was a big moment, I kept my guard up, in case anything happened. I was worried that Alice would be interrupted, I couldn’t move her towards the stairs that had appeared at the other side of the crater either. Worried to the core, I kept my chakrams in my hands and without bothering to rest, I walked around. 

The boss room could be used as a resting zone, the danger being that if anyone were to enter it would trigger the boss to appear once again, and there was a high chance of the floor mutating. Alexander had said there was a group down here, but they usually sat around floor 118 and 119, not killing the Delta-Class boss but instead farming the extremely precious materials and ores. They had departed from the Guild 2 months ago and usually stayed in the Tomb for nearly half a year, so I kept my guard up.

***

It’s been a week, my body is exhausted and I badly require rest. I managed to purge the energy that was preventing my wounds from regenerating but overall I was exhausted. Still, I kept myself aware, I wouldn’t let anything happen to Alice. 

My mana had been drained at various times, nearly exhausting me each time. This hadn’t happened before when she first evolved, so I started to worry. I could sense through my link though that she was okay, in fact she had been growing stronger and so had the link between us. Excitement, happiness and a strong feeling of trust could be felt through the link.

As I’m looking at the doors, I felt an eruption of darkness through our link, purer than mine, causing me to gasp in surprise. The Primordial and Celestial Eclipse mana spirits start devouring this energy at an astonishing rate. A crack resounded through the place and turning to the cocoon, I could see cracks running through it. Anticipation and worry overcame me as I kept my eyes on it. 

Suddenly, the cocoon smashes opening, a torrent of darkness flooding from it and looking at the centre of it, I saw a young, teenager girl, with clothing that had ripped apart due to her growth. This…is Alice?

She no longer had her wings, nor talons as legs, causing me to worry. Has something happened to her? She looked older, her face and height resembling mine from before I had evolved in Crater Hell. Her hair had grown, reaching her tailbone in length and completely black in colour, like it was absorbing the light. Her irises were also void black in colour with white pupils.




	
Level 5 Alice

Raven of the Darkness Abyss








“A-Alice?”

At first she doesn’t respond, making me feel a bit worried. Alice closes her eyes and in the next moment two raven wings erupt from her back as her legs turn into talons. It’s like my monster release form…As I continue to watch, the wings fold into her back and her legs become normal once again. 

Alice opens her eyes and looks around with curiosity before looking at me, her face turning into a big grin.

“Mum!” I could feel an excitement from her as she ran over and jumped. Catching her, she hugged me tightly while kicking her legs back.

“Are you okay, Alice?”

“Alice is okay, Mum! Alice is hungry, can we eat? Oh oh, Mum, Alice can change!” Alice spoke fast as she dropped to her feet and showed me her transformation once again.

“A-ah, I see. Alice, how do you feel?”

Alice giggles as she changes to her human form again. “Alice feels okay! Mum Mum!” Alice grabs my hand. “Can we eat now?”

Feeling rather overwhelmed about her changes, I knew this was a result of evolution, but what surprised me was her strength. I could tell, she was about equal to me and it gave me a sense of confusion. Was she on her Path? As I’m about to ask her, I remembered where we were. Picking up Alice, she giggled.

“Mum, Alice can walk~”

“We need to leave in case anyone enters. Hold on.” Alice puts her arms around my neck as I flash step towards the stairs and walk down. It was a spiral staircase and it led down to Floor 111, a near exact copy of floor 41, a massive island. Walking on the sand with the ocean behind us, a sight I had never seen before Floor 41, I watched as the stairs faded. Panting heavily while I trembled, I tried to shake my fatigue as I put Alice down.

“Mum, are you okay? Alice is worried.” Looking at Alice, I ruffled her hair. 

“Mm, I need to rest.”

“Alice can protect Mum! Come come!”

Alice leads me to a rock with shade and points at the ground. “Mum, sleep! Alice will protect you.” 

Smiling, I planned to only sit for a while, but once I sat down, Alice sat on my lap as a powerful surge of mana erupted from her. We were surrounded by a cocoon of darkness, and poking it I found it hard. 

“Mum will be okay, Alice will protect Mum!” Alice turned her head and gave me a smile while snuggling up to me. 

“Mm, thank you, Alice.”

Hugging her back, I put my trust in her and fell deeply asleep.

            

    
        Chapter 139 - Dark Empowerment

    
    
    
    
                I had a strange dream, but a happy one. Alice and I were running from a group of people, both of us laughing. She transformed into a large raven and I jumped onto her back as she took off into the sky! The people who were chasing us were shouting but we were laughing…

Stirring awake, I blink the sleepiness out of my eyes. Hearing a crunching sound, I slap myself awake and look at the source. It was coming from in front of me, and as I looked up I saw Alice sitting there, many pouches around her as realisation dawned on me. Our eyes met as she held a monster core, about to eat.

“G-Good morning, Mum.” Alice carefully places the core into the pouch in front of her as I sigh. I saw my bag next to her, and from the looks of things she’d eaten nearly all of the cores I had bought for her. I beckon her over and Alice nervously crawls over to me. Pinching her cheek, I sigh.

“What is done is done. You must’ve been hungry. Are you okay?”

“Yes! Alice is full!”

She gave me a cheeky grin as I ruffled her hair. I try to pull up her Status and frown. I couldn’t anymore. Alice had her eyes closed, enjoying me ruffling her hair. 

“Alice, does your System say anything about a Pathway?”

Alice tilts her head before nodding. “Alice chose the one that said Alice can be with Mum!”

“What is it called?” I felt a bit confused, what did she mean?

“Raven of the Mistress of the Night Sky. It said Alice can always be with you, so Alice chose it.” She giggled and hugged me. Smiling slightly, I knew she hadn’t put any thought into it and just selected it because of what she said. It’s strange though, she evolved before choosing her Pathway? Alexander had told me evolution happened after.

Looking at Alice’s ripped clothing, I dug through my bag and pulled out a very old adventurer outfit. I had always just left this at the bottom of my dimensional bag. Helping Alice change, I couldn’t help but admire how alike she looked to me when I had worn this. Our faces weren’t exactly identical, she had some softer parts like dimples on her cheeks while I didn’t but she still looked close enough. 

Sitting down to eat something, Alice looked at me while drooling slightly. “Alice, you just ate.”

“Alice is hungry!”

“Fine, but only one, got it?” Giving her a ration square, because I wanted to spoil her, I smiled at her joy at receiving food. After we both ate, I got up, checked over my armour and went to pick up Alice.

“Mum! Alice can walk!” 

“You don’t want me to carry you?”

Alice seemed to be conflicted before she shook her head. “Alice doesn’t want to get in Mum's way!”

Well, she isn’t wrong. With her new height, carrying her around was a lot harder now. I felt a bit sad as I put her down but closed my eyes and breathed out. This island is divided up into nine sections, with the last section being a boss that sat in an arena on the far side. Breathing out, I made sure my chakrams and gauntlets were good.

The chest from the 110th floor had given me yet another Eye of Lilith, which made me wonder if absorbing the Darkness from the bosses was the right way to go. It felt strange that this was the case, and sighing, I turned to Alice.

“Alright, let's go, Alice.”

“Okay, Mum!”

The cocoon fades as Alice runs over and holds my hand and arm with a giggle. She doesn’t want me to carry her but she wants to cling to my arm? Unable to resist, I ruffle her hair once again as we start moving.

***

“Talons!”

A large talon emerges as it grabs the massive ape, giving me the chance to land a powerful blow to its head. Seeing it die, I sigh and stretch my arms as I turn to Alice and give her a smile. She had grown a lot smarter, being able to work with me easily and finding moments to exploit an enemy's openings. 

“Good work, Alice.” Ruffling her hair, Alice giggled and hugged my arm. Currently, we were at Floor 117, a jungle on the island that was filled with monsters. Thanks to being able to use these chakrams it had become a lot easier to defeat monsters, and though they had become smarter Alice had been a huge help with her control of the battlefield. After harvesting the corpse for anything worthwhile, we head towards the exit of the jungle, entering the 118th floor.

A large rocky terrain entered our sights that had a big river running down the middle. It was like a place where one would stop and set up a camp, especially since there were no monsters around…oh, that’s strange.

“Mum, Alice doesn’t see monsters.”

“You’re not the only one. I know the reason, sweety. There is another group down here.”

I could smell a group of humans, about ten of them, in the distance, right in our path. With no much choice, Alice and I continued on, with me stepping in the air over the river while carrying Alice in my arms. Her new height made it hard to carry her with one height, so I carried her in both instead. There were monsters in the depths of the river that would pounce towards us, but at the moment there was nothing.

Making our way through the area, we stumbled upon the group that was hunting monsters. Ten people were fighting as a group, a blue fire with green smoke sat behind them as they fought an onslaught of monsters. I could see two people grabbing the corpses of monsters and dragging them back, harvesting them for materials. The fire was likely used to spread a scent to lure monsters here, judging by the smell.

As we walked towards them, the two harvesting monsters suddenly looked up at Alice and I and put their hands on their weapons before looking confused. One of them stood and approached us.

“Who are you?”

“Alisha, this is my daughter, Alice. We’re passing through, we’re not interested in taking monsters here.”

The blonde haired man frowned and crossed his arms. “You’re implying you’re going for the bosses room, since we control floors 118 and 119.”

“You guys can do what you want. If I kill any monsters I’ll leave the corpses for you lot.”

He hesitates for a moment before shrugging. “Your death, the boss is Delta-Class.”

“I know.” Stepping into the air while holding Alice, the man frowned.

“Be careful of flyers, they don’t like it when you walk in their territory.”

Stepping over the fighting drawing some to glance at me, I made my way past them and onwards towards the floor boss. Quickly passing the 118th and 119th floor with no troubles, thanks to the monsters being lured towards the party we had left behind, we soon arrived before the arena, the boss waiting for us in there.

A Chimaera, a two headed beast with a serpent tail. It’s proficient in Lightning, Ice and Poison magic. Along with that, it’s massive, its size towering over me easily. It was also Delta-Class, along with that I could sense Darkness once more…

There was a lot of darkness within it, far more than the last two. Is it because it was a Delta-Class? But this monster, it didn’t feel like a Delta-Class compared to Arabell. I had read the reports on this, those who had conquered this boss before us survived being hit by its spells, which had raised questions on whether its strength was Delta-Class while the magic fell behind.

Breathing in, I turned to Alice and wondered if I should tell her to stay out of the fight, but knew if I were to defeat this, I would need her help. While I could also absorb Darkness energy, it was far slower than she could. The Chimaera was slow, in fact it barely moved according to the reports, only its snake was fast, its bite held a venom that could kill in seconds if one wasn’t careful enough.

The two heads could use Ice and Lightning magic, both being able to shoot out orbs that caused a patch of their respective magic to cover a portion of the ground. This meant the amount of time the fight could go for is limited, as the arena would slowly be covered in those patches. If you were in the Ice patch, it would slow you heavily while the Lightning patches caused you to to be continuously shocked, locking you up in place.

“Alice, can you drain the darkness from a distance?”

Alice looks at me and tilts her head before nodding. A bit surprised at this, I ruffle her hair and think of a plan. I wasn’t good at making plans, I’ve always kind of just gone with the flow. 

“Do you need to be close?”

Alice shook her head. “Alice can be away! It will take Alice a long time!”

Nodding, I decided to forgo a plan. “Alright, you drain it and I’ll distract it. I’ll leave it to you, Alice.”

“Yes!”

As we step into the arena, the Chimaera’s heads roar as their eyes look at both of us. Wanting its full attention on me, I use Lunar Blessing on myself and flash step to its flank and throw a punch with my full strength. As I landed a blow on its hide, I could tell I wouldn’t be piercing it with my fists. I felt the entire body of the Chimaera shift though, and hearing a roar of pain, I knew I had succeeded in gaining its attention. The snaketail lashes out at me quickly, and barely dodging it I felt its scales rip into my skin slightly, causing me to grunt in pain.

Lightning quickly sparked around its body as one of its heads shoots out a cold orb. Pushing myself back with a Wind Explosion, I grab my Chakrams and start using Flowing Strikes with them. A patch of Ice appears on the ground where I had once stood. At the same time as I started using Flowing Strikes with my Chakrams, I felt the Darkness within it start to be drained.

Knowing Alice had started, I dodged the snaketail once again as I stepped to the side. I wanted to avoid flash stepping, fearful that if it lost sight of me, it would turn on Alice. The snaketail however was far faster than I had thought it would be, barely scraping me, causing me slight damage each time because of its scales. If it bit me, I would not survive and knowing that it was the greatest danger to me, I focused on removing its tail while distracting both of the heads, a feat I found extremely difficult.

I started cutting into its flesh at about 80% of my strength with my Chakrams, but its regeneration was fast. This beast was extremely difficult to kill, with magic being its biggest weakness. While I’m focused on using my Chakrams, I build my mana before sending it out.

“Primordial Darkness.”

A spike of darkness shoots out from my hand before it catches my Chakram as I continue to swing. I sensed the magic hit, slowly dealing damage to it. I could also sense the beast getting oddly weaker as the fight went on, but I was quickly running out of space. Over the course of this fight, I had been dodging the snaketail, the orbs from the two heads and trying my best to deal damage, and the half of the arena I was in had been covered in various patches.

Not even half of the darkness energy had been extracted from it, yet it didn’t seem to notice the drain even though it became weaker as it was drained. Did the Darkness empower it? Wouldn’t it notice if a source of power was being drained though? I felt the strain of my body due to using so much strength for so long as I wished I could just tear into this Chimaera with my hands.

The Chimaera was simple, it only ever used these two spells and attacked directly with the snake, but it was a wall. Being extremely difficult to kill and with magic that gave you so little time to kill it. It’s been nearly an hour, my muscles were sore and I had only a small patch of ground left, surrounded by Ice and Lightning patches, but it had become weaker, when suddenly I felt the drain of darkness become faster.




	Alice has gained insights into Dark Empowerment.






The beast suddenly turned its attention to its other flank, where Alice was. It had every now and then turned over there and fired off spells, but I knew Alice would be fine, but now she had gained its full attention. Gritting my teeth, I knew I had to get over there, and flash stepping, I arrived by her side after two flash steps. There were a few patches of Ice and Lightning with Alice on a patch of clear ground. She was absolutely focused and using my Chakrams, I once again attempted to gain its attention. I intercepted the orbs that it spat out and kept the snaketail’s attention on me.

 It grew weaker, quickly. So the Darkness magic had indeed empowered it to the level of Delta-Class, I watched as the beast became slower as its regeneration slowed as more mounds appeared on it. Fully intending to take advantage of this, I drew my Chakrams back and I pointed at the Chimaera.

“Midnight.”

A giant magic circle appeared in front of me which quickly shrunk to the size of my finger. My mana drained fast as almost 50% disappeared as my Noctilucence energy filled the spell I had been wanting to use for a long time. A small silver dot shot out, hitting the beast. 

It took effect very quickly as I watched. Right now, with the Darkness being nearly drained from it, I could tell it had become as strong as a normal level 100. The System had shown this beast as just question marks the entire time, meaning the Darkness within it had empowered it that much. All three heads started to struggle to stay awake as Midnight took effect and as the last of the Darkness was drained, it slumped over, sleeping.

Taking my time, I killed the beast with a mixture of cutting the heads and tail off with my Chakrams. I was exhausted, this had been a battle of attrition rather than one where I could just claw into the monster. The snaketail had, several times, scraped me giving me wounds all over my body which had been healing. If it wasn’t for absorbing the Darkness within it, this would’ve been an extremely difficult fight.

A chest appeared as did another red magic circle. Knowing that this led to the next floor, I opened the chest and dug through it. As expected, materials and ores of different kinds were in here and the final item was something new.




	
Heart of Lilith

Used to open Her Tomb.








Resting for a while with Alice, we both worked on harvesting the Chimaera’s body before settling down for a bit longer. Passing Alice a ration square, we ate while I asked her about Dark Empowerment. She explained it was like my Lunar Blessing, except it boosted one's regeneration and magic, further increased if one held Darkness within them.

She didn’t know how to use it, having only gained inspiration into the spell, but I began wondering why this Darkness gave her inspiration and why it was even there. Once again, the thought of leaving and inquiring at the Guild came to mind, but I decided against it, we had reached this far, might as well keep going. I knew nothing was wrong with the Darkness she had absorbed, as a portion of it had flooded over to me, though it didn’t give me any inspiration.

After a while, we both got up and moved towards the magic circle while holding hands, mostly to ensure we wouldn’t be separated. As we stepped through, we arrived at floor 121. A massive battlefield, divided into sections that became increasingly more bloodied. This time, we both sensed a powerful Darkness from afar, a long way from where we currently were. 

I knew right away, this Darkness was not good, and looking at Alice even she recoiled. She looked at me. “Alice doesn’t like that, Mum.”

“Mm, I know.” I think I knew why the previous bosses had such alluring Darkness that gave inspiration now. It’s a trap, making one tempted to absorb this more powerful Darkness. Though, perhaps it wasn’t, but this Darkness only made my instincts scream danger. I wouldn’t let Alice touch it this time, though it looked like she didn’t want to.

This floor, the 121st was a battlefield graveyard. Corpses, as if fresh from slaughter, surrounded us. It would continue as well, becoming worse as we delved deeper. Thinking over the last fight, if it hadn’t been for that Chimaera being so simple, we would’ve been in a lot of trouble. If there is another Delta-Class boss here then we may have some troubles, especially because now we would be plunging into the unknown.

This section started off with monsters prowling this battlefield, but the deeper we want, the less monsters appeared and the more human-like enemies appeared. The reports had said they started to appear around floor 125, and the reason why the exploration teams had stopped on the 126th is because the team didn’t know what to do since those human-like beings read as normal Level 100 humans, with some evolved monsters. Not only that, but they were strong, making it difficult to know if they were actual humans or not.

It wasn’t a morality thing for the team who had explored, but more of a question of what lay beyond them. Judging by the Darkness both Alice and I sensed, there was a high chance that this was the final ten floors. Perhaps this is some type of trap, or it is a reward of sorts, I didn’t know. I just knew that both of us would not be tempted by it, as we could tell something was wrong with that Darkness.

“Alright Alice, let's go.”

“Yes, Mum!”

            

    
        Chapter 140 - Lilith

    
    
    
    
                


	Floor 125






The monsters had slowly stopped appearing, in its place human-like figures had appeared and just like the reports had said, their appearance, System, weapons, smell and how they walked reminded me exactly of how others were.




	
Level 100 Puer

Ascended Human

Advanced Bowman








Looking at the sky, I could see those that walked in the air, as if patrolling. Some stayed in groups of five to six and some were by themselves, but they would all respond to attackers if you entered their sight. Right now, we were behind a rock observing them. They seemed to patrol around the corpses that laid on the ground which consisted of monsters and humans.

I didn’t want to fight these humans, not only are they strong but they will quickly reinforce each other, overwhelming us. Walking in the air isn’t possible, while walking along the ground isn’t viable either. My large-scale magic may be able to kill most of them, but it would take all of my mana. While I’m thinking, Alice tugs on my shirt.

“Mum, can Alice help?”

Smiling, I told her about our problem and she tilted her head before nodding. “Alice can help!”

“How can you help, Alice?” Interested, I sat down as she fidgeted, likely trying to figure out how to explain how.

“The Darkness surrounds Alice and Mum and takes us over there.” Alice points into the distance, towards the source of the Darkness.

“So far?”

“Alice can’t do it in one go, but many goes!”

Is she referring to her ability to teleport? She’s never shown that being used as something she can do with another. 

“Alright, if we can do it, let's do it.”

Alice grins happily and hugs me. As she is hugging me, I felt a surge of mana as Darkness wrapped around the both of us before releasing us.




	Floor 127






So far? We were in the shadows of a tree, thankfully nothing turned towards us as we sank into the shadows even more. As of now, we were further in than anyone ever had gone, though it felt like this was nearing the end. Mana once again surged from Alice as the Darkness surrounded us and we reappeared near another rock.




	Floor 129






Looking past the boulder, I saw a large humanoid figure standing in front of a large graveyard, with a building in the middle. I immediately recognised the building, it was a tomb. Looking at the humanoid, I could sense no darkness from it, but it was very obviously a boss.




	
Level 100 Grand Marshal of Lilith’s Army, Boxlah.

Flame Swordsman of Darkness








Breathing out, I looked at the giant sword it held in its hands and from the way the humanoid stood, I knew this would be a relatively tough fight. 

“Alice, are you ready?”

“Alice is ready!”

Smiling at her, I turned to look at the boss and flash stepped forward, putting the full strength of my body behind my opening punch. I caught Boxlah completely off guard as my fist slammed into his stomach and before he could react I threw another punch at his stomach as a talon raised into the air. Boxlah’s eyes flared open as he stared down at me, surprise in his eyes. Backing off, I dodged a sword strike but he had thrown a fist at my blind spot, catching me off guard. 

Throwing up a Water and Wind Shield next to me, it absorbed some of the blow as I raised my arms. Feeling myself blown away as my arms screamed in pain, I smashed into the boulder next to Alice, who had just come out of it. For a moment my mind threatened to lose consciousness but I kept my focus.

“Mum!”

“I’m fine, don’t lose focus!”

Boxlah charged towards us as his sword lit up with black flames. Sensing that this was bad news, I freed myself from the boulder with a kick and flash stepped in front of him, throwing out a Lashing Fire Kick to his stomach. Feeling the blow hit hard, a flame appeared as it started burning. Rolling under the fist that attempted to grab me, I saw a talon rise from his shadow as his eyes were covered in darkness.

“Talons! Blind!”

Bouncing back, I used Primordial Darkness as I dodged another attack. This boss was fast, really fast. He had already broken free of the talons and the blindness had disappeared. He had incredible resistance to magic as I sensed my magic already fading. The black flames on his sword grew in intensity as he started to weave sword slashes extremely quickly, forcing me onto the backfoot, with no chance to counter attack or get close. 

“Orb of Ruination!” A new spell Alice had learnt, I saw a dark ball shoot out from her and strike Boxlah but he simply shrugged it off.

“Alice, stay out of this.” Yelling, I started to get frustrated as I found myself only able to barely dodge his attacks. Any time I tried to make distance he would move fast, even flash step wouldn’t work, and catch up to me in less than a second. I knew I had no choice but to use a dangerous technique that I had learnt, which is why I couldn’t afford to have Alice participate anymore. 

As I dodge the sword strikes, I focused my mind purely onto Boxlah, watching every little detail about him, his muscles, sword, feet, eyes and body. I soaked in every detail about him as I kept dodging, my mind slowly entering a trance as my movements became more fluid, minimising the amount I moved. At that moment, I felt my mind fully enter a trance as I started to dodge everything effortlessly.

[Flowing Focus

For a limited amount of time, you will have complete focus on your target. Nothing else in this world matters, only the one you watch. If you are distracted during Flowing Focus, you will be dazed for a minute.

You will be extremely weakened for one day once this effect wears off.]

Preemptively moving between his strikes to dodge, I felt my nose bleeding as my mind processed every bit of information. This technique had been drilled into me by Tael and could only be used if I fought alone, since any distraction would cause me to lose focus. Moving fast, I started throwing counter attacks at Boxlah with my full strength as I used Lunar Blessing and my Domain wordlessly. 

As I used Flowing Strikes on top of this, I felt my body straining itself as puncture wounds from my blows appeared all over Boxlah’s body. Increasing the speed of my attacks while also moving my eyes quickly to see every aspect of Boxlah, I continued my assault as my body screamed in protest. I wasn’t being injured, but this technique was not suitable for long fights, and knowing I had to end this now, I pushed myself more.

Slamming fist after fist into his chest, I aimed for his heart, his tough skin being punctured with each attack as I continued to dodge sword and fist. Soon, I plunged my hand into his chest, punching all the way through and hitting his heart hard, causing it to explode.

Not done, I released my monster form as I tore into the now open chest as my Domain collapsed and relentlessly attacked. I didn’t stop until I saw the message from the System come up.




	You have killed Boxlah.






Closing my eyes and slowly exiting the trance, I stood completely still as my mind spun and my body weakened, becoming exhausted due to the high focus, full strength and energy I had used. Feeling myself stumble, I felt a shoulder wrap around my waist and opening my eyes I saw Alice there, smiling.

“Mum, you’re strong!”

“Thanks, Alice. I need to rest for some time.” Alice drags me along towards the boulder we had been at before helping me to the ground. I couldn’t move my body, which is why I did not want to use this skill unless it was absolutely needed. Alice brings over my bag and looks at me, tilting her head. 

“The red drinks Alice.” Alice opens the bag and after a moment pulls out a dozen bottles of healing potions. She puts one on my lap and looks at me in concern, causing me to chuckle. Pain shot through my body as a result. 

“Alice, can you open it and feed it to me?” 

“Alice will!” Alice opens the potion and puts it to my mouth, slowly tipping it in as I drink it. It wouldn’t help with the exhaustion, but it would alleviate the after effects. After feeding the potion to me, Alice crawled onto my lap, sat down and made a darkness cocoon while looking at me. I wanted to hug her but I wouldn’t be able to move my body for a while so I closed my eyes and fell asleep, trusting her to protect me.

***

Stirring awake, I open my eyes and see Alice hugging me while sleeping on my lap. Slowly raising my hand, I stroke her hair as I look around. The cocoon still stood and judging by my mana sense nothing was around here. Retrieving a cloth from my bag, I wiped the blood off my face from my nose bleeding and grabbed some food out. Perhaps smelling it, Alice stirred awake as she looked at me.

“Mum, are you okay?”

“Still a bit weak, but I’m okay. Thank you, Alice.”

Hugging her lightly, I gave her a ration square and watched as she ate. Checking over the condition of my body, it had been nearly a day, and while I wasn’t at my peak I would be soon. As we both finished eating, I got up while Alice watched me with some worry.

“I’m fine Alice, just a bit sore.” I walked over to Boxlah’s body and saw the mess that I had made. What was once a complete body about twice the height of a human now laid a body on the verge of becoming two halves with claw marks and puncture wounds from my fists covering its chest.

Flowing Focus was dangerous to use, and as I picked up the sword and threw it into a bag, I felt glad I hadn’t been distracted. According to Tael, even some rocks falling could be enough to throw one off. Moving towards the Tomb, Alice grabbed my hand as we walked towards a large building, shaped nearly like a church. 

On each door was a small grove, big enough for the eyes I had. Taking them out, I put one eye in each and stood back as a ringing sound came out. The doors slowly slide open to reveal a small basket, big enough for the heart. Placing the heart in, it crushed the heart as more grinding sounds rang out. The door soon opened completely as the darkness of the Tomb made it hard to see, even with my enhanced vision.

Not daring to casually try and empower my eyes again, I took a step in with Alice holding my arm. I decided to pick her up, regardless of her complaints and she didn’t complain. I felt the powerful darkness only a small walk from us and I even started to wonder if there wasn’t anything bad with it, even Alice seemed to be interested in it now that we were here. As we walk down the hall, a large room opens up to us with a large black orb sitting in the middle on a dais. It was the source of the darkness, and it gave me a very familiar feeling.

“Alice, don’t touch it.”

“Okay, Mum!”




	
Core of the Ancient Being, Lilith

Can be absorbed to improve one's Darkness magic and to empower them further…








I had expected some sort of big final boss, yet it was nothing but this core. We had been told to conquer this place, yet nothing was here except this. Did we truly have to absorb this core to conquer the dungeon? Something didn’t feel right, it reminded me of the Astral Ice dragon’s core from when I first saw it, there was a call from the core, but perhaps because we were both on guard it didn’t tempt us.

The power coming from the core was amazing, and I knew if we were to absorb it we would most likely gain strength, but I remembered Northern Hawk’s words that day. The core of the ancient Astral Ice Dragon had a soul within it that would fight to take over one's body…would that happen with this core?

Putting Alice down, I made a decision. Balling my hands into fists, I smiled at Alice. 

“Don’t move or do anything, okay? Mum’s going to handle this.”

Alice meekly nodded and I turned my attention to the core. Flash stepping in front of the dais, I threw a punch with most of my strength and slammed it into the core. It cracked and at the same time the room trembled as a voice rang out, as if angry with the world.

“YOU DARE?!”

Throwing another punch, the core shattered as I flash stepped backwards and grabbed Alice, running from the room and Tomb as the ground started to shake. I could sense the darkness from the core rampaging and the ground continued to shake as a presence appeared where we had left. Powerful, far more powerful than Arabell, but not as powerful as Alexander, still completely out of reach for us.

Arriving outside of the Tomb, Alice and I turned around to see the building crumble, but the ground still shook as Darkness flooded out of it. I realised that the energy was not Delta-Class but Beta-Class, one above Delta. And unlike the Chimaera, this was the real deal. Whatever we had just woken up by attacking the core was far too powerful for us to handle, and I knew that but before we could even consider running away, a dome of darkness surrounded us as a giant half body emerged from the ruins of the building. Attempting to check the System left my mind with backlash.




	Lilith. Unknown.






The half body wasn’t forming correctly, I could see where its heart would be at the core, mostly destroyed, in fact I hadn’t destroyed it completely. I was right, there was indeed a soul within it. 

“Alice, are you ok?”

“Alice is okay Mum!”

Smiling as I put her down, I faced the half body and prepared myself. A Beta-Class opponent and I haven’t even stepped onto my Path.

“Insolent brats! It is your honour to become my vessel! Now die!”

Vessel? Before I could think any further, deep Darkness spread in my body, far more powerful than my own. It ate at my insides and my mind slowed down. I felt my life being sapped away when suddenly the corruption was sapped away and looking at Alice, she smiled at me. I knew she had absorbed it and giving her a nod, I looked at Lilith, or whatever it was.

I knew that it was likely the soul, or what remained of it, attacking us now. The Darkness we had felt had been her the entire time, but wasn’t Lilith a Goddess? Wouldn’t She be stronger than this, or had She become weakened?

Knowing full well Darkness wouldn’t work on Her, I dash forward but a large fist appeared, slamming down on me at a speed I couldn’t see. Flash stepping to the side, I couldn’t escape it completely and felt my body absorb most of the damage as bones broke. Crying out, I saw Lilith looking at Alice.

“You! You will be my vessel!”

Without hesitating, I ran towards Alice and stood in front of her as a hand moved towards us, intending to grab Alice. Without thinking, I raised a hand and pointed it at the giant.

“Night’s Fury!”

A massive magic circle appeared above Lilith as a moon of Celestial Eclipse energy dropped down onto Her, hitting the giant. Surprisingly it caused Lilith to scream in pain and anger.

“A PUPPET OF CELESTIA?! THEN YOU MUST DIE!”

My mana now exhausted, I grabbed Alice and ran as the hand smashed down behind us, sending us flying. Protecting Alice with my injured body, I slam into the debris of the Tomb as I get up and look towards Lilith once more. I knew we wouldn’t survive this, it took my biggest spell just to distract Lilith and harm Her for all but a moment. 

My body wasn’t fully recovered, my mana exhausted and now we faced this. I didn’t know how long I could go on for, but I prepared myself for death. I just didn’t want Alice to die, and looking at her I smiled.

“Alice, find a way to escape, I’ll distract Her.”

“No! Alice will sta-”

“Alice, please live. Tell everyone about this.” 

Breathing out, I ignored Alice as I flash stepped further in, Lilith’s full attention on me now, no longer paying attention to Alice. I knew if I could reach the core and punch it once more it would kill it, but as I moved I once again felt that corruption within me built up. Biting my lip till it bled, I dodge another giant fist and went to step into the air, but suddenly tendrils of darkness grabbed onto me.

Failing to react, I watched in horror as a palm swept towards me as I tried to break free of the tendrils. Putting up a Wind wall and Water shield with a roar, I knew it would strike me and watching in slow motion as it broke through my spells with ease I raised my guard and shrunk into a ball as it hit me. For a moment, I felt nothing as I flew. Then, the pain of the strike hit me, most of my bones broken. I crashed into debris as I fell unconscious for a few seconds. My body was a mess, broken arms and legs, I was sure the rest of my body was also damaged. 

I could only see the base of Lilith, my mind wanting to fall asleep, and I knew if that happened I would die. Just then, I saw Alice kneel in front of me, her face pale.

“Mum?”

I couldn’t speak. I wanted to yell at her to run, but I knew the truth, there was nowhere to run. I felt everything spill out, I didn’t want her to die, I didn’t want to die, I wanted to see her live. I could sense the same thing from Alice, she was desperate to try and help me as well. Those feelings grew stronger, quickly as the link between us grew.

Alice carefully picked me up as I heard Lilith laugh and shout. Hugging me tightly, I could feel Alice desperately trying to give me mana through our link, though that wasn’t the problem, my body wasn’t healing, or rather it couldn’t keep up with the demands. I wanted to hug her once more, desperately wanted to tell her one last time that I cared for her.

I felt something there, within our link, a way to join our power and grasping that, I felt Alice do the same. A warmth spread over me as a cocoon of darkness surrounded us, a message from the System telling me what happened as I felt my consciousness fade.




	Your link with Alice has fully opened due to the feelings of desperation. You may now merge with each other for a short time.







***

???’s PoV

I don’t know who I am. A cocoon of darkness fell away from around me as I slowly stood. This body of mine, I didn’t understand it. Fox ears, fox tail, large black wings from my back and talons as feet. Maybe there were more features, but I didn’t have the luxury of time. I saw a giant figure, most of it a mist, a core where its heart was. I knew this was my enemy, I knew I had to kill it. I didn’t know how, but I just did.

It said something, but I didn’t listen. Unfurling the wings behind me, I breathed out as spells, skills and techniques rushed through my mind.




	Warning! This form is unstable! You have 15 seconds!






Opening my eyes, I looked at only the core and stomped a talon down, a massive magic circle appearing above the mist. 

“Talons.” A massive talon came crashing down, grabbing the mist as it roared. The magic was powerful, binding the mist easily.

My mind whirled as I held a hand in front of me. A white and black orb appeared in front of my hand, a mix of energies I only knew as Erebus’s Darkness and Celestial Eclipse. Holding up another hand, an orb of Astral Ice and Primordial Darkness appeared, moving my hands together as the two orbs merged. Feeling the overwhelming power, I threw it at the mist and watched as it exploded, a beautiful night sky rupturing out as it devoured the mist completely.

The core disappeared in that night sky, being eaten itself. I didn’t know what type of magic this was, I didn’t know anything. I only knew I had been born to kill this beast and now my body felt like it was splitting itself apart, my time had run out. Closing my eyes, I fell unconscious, satisfied I had done my job.

            

    
        Chapter 141 - Treasury

    
    
    
    
                “-um, Mum!” A voice rang out in my mind, an urgeness coming from it, mixed with fear and worry. I felt my mind start to whirl, waking itself in response to that voice. My body wanted to move to protect it, hold it and keep the owner of that voice safe. My eyelids are heavy, my body sore and tired, my mind blank and as I slowly open my eyes, Alice’s worried face enters my vision. I’m alive?

“A-Alice?” Feeling my body over, I knew I had been severely injured, my natural regeneration slowly recovering my body. I could barely move, my lips were dry and cracked. I could feel all of my injuries and as I sat up with Alice’s help, I looked around slowly and saw the scene before me.

A large rift in the sky sat there, a night sky could be seen in it, a power that made me shudder. What happened to Lilith? Who used that power that is close to what I felt from Tessa? The dried blood on my face made it hard to blink, my dried lips told me I had been out for some time, and looking at Alice, I slowly spoke.

“Alice, what happened?” As I spoke, I started to recall what should’ve been my final moments. Alice had run over to me, hugging me tightly as she had tried to give me mana. At that time, our link had become stronger than ever before the System told me about Alice and I…merging?

“I-I don’t know! Mum, are you okay?!” I slowly looked at Alice before shaking my head.

“I’m not. My injuries are too severe, I can’t move. My regeneration isn’t working properly, my mind is still trying to catch up with what happened. All I know is that we still haven’t conquered this dungeon, nor do we know how much is left.” Alice started to dig around in my bag before pulling out a ration square and a bottle of water.

Smiling at her, I wondered if she’d pull out a ration cube as well. Seeing her dig around in her near destroyed pants, I panicked for a moment that she really would pull out a ration cube. Against my expectations, she pulled out a healing potion, uncorking it and slowly feeding it to me. Drinking the amber liquid, I let it run down my dry throat before closing my eyes. I felt my wounds recovering slowly, but it would take time, the injuries were severe. I didn’t even know how I’m alive, and looking at my injuries, I hissed.

My right leg completely snapped in half, holding on by a strip of flesh. My left leg’s shin bone completely shattered, the foot broken as well. The hip with the scar broken, my right shoulder crushed, the arm broken in several places while my left arm is completely missing from the torso on. It’s like it had disappeared, not torn off but just like it had been sliced off.

“Alice, have you seen Mummy’s arm?” Not realising my arm had gone missing in the first place, I saw Alice looking around with a frown. Looking around as well, I realised that in the mix of debris and dirt, finding an arm would be near impossible. Feeling angry at such a loss, I knew to regain my arm I would have to likely save up to have it regrown. Alice, unsure on what to do, went to look around to see if she could find it, but I knew that my arm wasn’t here, I couldn’t smell it.

As the hours passed, my body strengthened and after eating several ration squares my stamina allowed my natural regeneration to start to quicken, and within another half a day, the majority of my injuries had healed, except for my right leg, which hadn’t healed. I knew that that leg had also been lost, meaning that I had lost an arm and leg, and after digging an old dagger out of my bag, I bit down on my leg and lopped off what remained of it.

“Argh.” Holding a scream back as I cut the remains of my leg off, I saw the stump quickly healing over and wanted to cry. I’ve effectively become crippled, unable to fight unless it is with magic or if Alice could throw me at the enemy. Looking at where the rift in the sky sat, I could feel something underneath it, below the ruins calling out to me. I knew it wasn’t dangerous, but a part of me wanted to leave and have my injuries regrown if possible, but I knew if I did that I’d likely have to fight Lilith again.

Suddenly, I felt myself being picked up, a hand around my waist and knees. Gasping in surprise, I looked around and saw Alice lifting me. I smile softly as Alice looks back at me.

“Alice will help Mum!” As she says this, she starts walking over to the ruins where Lilith had appeared as I kept my guard up, not used to being carried like this. As we made our way through the ruins, we found a staircase where the orb had been, leading downwards. Alice slowly walked down while she held me, my vision clear of any darkness as we continued downwards. Soon, we arrived on a new floor, a door in front of us.

“Alice, I’ll open it, just keep holding me.” Alice moved towards the doors as I stretched out my right arm and pushed one side open. A stale draft hits me as the door creaks open, revealing a room that held a lot of different items. The walls were lined with shelves, the back wall had weapons of all kinds while in the very centre a large orb sat floating, crystal clear with a faint amber colour.




	Tomb of Lilith Dungeon Core






“Dungeon core?” Tilting my head slightly, I decided to ignore it while looking around. A lot of the items here had a faint power within them, a mix of magic tools and tomes. Alice puts me down as I use a hand to hold myself up as I hopped around the room, looking at the various tomes and items. I understood none of the writing on these books and tomes, even opening them I didn’t understand the language they were written in.

The magic tools I had no idea about either, trying to use them like normal magic items resulted in nothing happening, even with the help of the System nothing happened. Deciding to throw everything into a dimensional bag that Alice held open behind me, I slowly hobbled around the room, not sure of the worth of what we were picking up. Even the weapons we just threw in the bag without really looking at them. If it wasn’t a fist weapon nor Chakrams, I had no interest nor did Alice.

I realised what this room is though, it’s a treasury of sorts, likely items that Lilith or her army had collected over the years. I leaned towards it being items her army had collected though, nothing here felt like it would be for a God or Goddess, or the power of it had faded over time. I still felt something calling to me though, and looking towards the wall at the end, I realised that there is another room hidden there.

Hobbling over, I arrived at the wall and steel myself, I got Alice to get ready to catch me as I threw a punch with all of my strength at a point. The wall blew apart as I fell backwards, with Alice catching me before I hit the ground. A tunnel revealed itself, and with Alice once again helping me to my feet…foot, I hobbled down the tunnel while Alice followed close behind. I didn’t want to have her carry me around, she’s exhausted herself.

A small cave welcomed us, an armour set stood in the middle of the room, a beautiful silver and black designed armour, with black as the case and silver lining. Attempting to scan it with the System, I found myself confused.




	???






“I can’t see what it is?” Mumbling to myself, I wondered why and just as I hopped one more step, a flash appeared, revealing a frail looking woman. Completely transparent, she is purely blue in colour, which revealed her to be a projection. She wasn’t looking at us though, but at another point, as if talking to something.

“If you’re seeing this recording, it means that my rather simple and foolish plan failed, meaning I did not succeed in luring a suitable vessel here and my spiritual remains have been destroyed. That is fine, it is the natural order of all living beings in this world, none are truly immortal and we will all meet our end one day. I just hope mine is by the hand of one who may lead this world into the darkness of the moon.

“The armour before you is the armour I used in my past life and is now rightfully yours. Don’t worry, it’s not possessed by me or anything, the System would forewarn you of that thus it would be pointless to try. It will bind itself to you and grow with you, however you must not wear it until you can see its name through the System. Perhaps it’ll be because you’re not beyond the Crossroads or your understanding of Dark Lunar Magic is poor, but if you’ve been led here, it is because this armour has called out to you, accepting you as its new master.

“Now you may wonder why I’m giving this to you, or if you’re a group you may try to fight over this armour, I don’t particularly care. If you accept this armour, just know you’ll be targeted by Her, the Goddess of the Moon, Lunaria. Or perhaps Her end has come too and another now sits in Her place, don’t know don’t care. The dungeon core in the other room will destroy itself soon, ending this dungeon forever, bringing it to a standstill. Destroying me would have already started this process, don’t worry I’m not evil, you’ll be teleported out of it before the dungeon completely falls apart.

“I expect this world to have forgotten about me, I don’t know how long it’s been, perhaps it’s only been a few hundred years, maybe a couple hundreds of thousands of years. Maybe my spiritual remains lost itself to madness being down here for so long so you had no choice but to kill it, once again that’s none of my concern now. My life is at its end, this is the only way for me to survive and if it fails then at least I tried. My final request is to inform the Primordial Goddess of Darkness, Nyx, of my passing and tell Her that Lunaria is attempting to seize control over the night sky. Perhaps there is a Church of Darkness nearby, but if there isn’t then don’t concern yourself.

“Farewell, vessel. You’ll become powerful as long as you continue down your path, wielding the power of darkness will lead you to control the dark side of the moon. Or maybe your path will lead you elsewhere, I don’t really care.”

The projection ends and the image fades. So, that had been Lilith? Didn’t seem to be a Goddess. Did she stop being one as Her life was ending? Looking at the armour, I decided to throw it in with the rest and decide on what to do later. Placing a hand on it, I felt a temptation to wear it, but remembering Lilith’s warning I didn’t and just threw the armour into the bag Alice held, intending to look at it later after consulting with Alexander.

I wonder though, who is Lunaria? It’s Celestia who is the Goddess of the Moon, right? Or did she take over from Lunaria? Shrugging, I decided to ignore what Lilith had said and slowly hobbled back to the other room while Alice once again slowly followed behind me. As we arrived, I saw the dungeon core had cracked, and sitting down I watched the orb as Alice sat next to me.

Slowly the core cracked as Alice rested her head on my lap, and while she rested we sat in silence, not really wanting to talk about what happened. We both didn’t know what happened earlier, or how Lilith had been killed, we just knew it had happened.

“Mum, are you okay?” Alice looks up from my lap and I give her a small smile as I nod.

“A bit sore but I’m okay. I just hope they can regrow my arm and leg quickly.” Truly I hoped that Rod would be available to help me, right now I couldn’t even walk properly without a wall to lean on, even stepping into the air is impossible. The cost is what concerned me, perhaps I collected enough here to be able to pay him. Stiffly smiling, Alice and I continued to watch as the dungeon core shattered completely.




	
You have conquered the Tomb of Lilith!

Rewards available.








Deciding against accepting the reward for now, I felt the entire ground shaking as a power embraced Alice and I, gently pulling us out of the ruins as we teleported away from them.

***

As my eyes adjust from the flash of brightness, I blink and look around to see we were outside of the Tomb of Lilith in the lobby, hundreds of others standing around looking surprised. Glancing towards the entrance of the Tomb, I saw that a solid black mist had appeared, blocking the entrance. The ground continued to tremble slightly even out here, as if the dungeon below us is disappearing.




	The Tomb of Lilith has been conquered and will disappear, the land being regenerated.






“I-it’s been conquered?!”

“H-how?! Who the fuck took the Tomb from us?!” I could hear anger in the voices of people around me, and before I could turn my attention at leaving, I heard a voice ring out.

“Is it that bitch, Alisha’s doing?!” An angry voice rang out, silencing those around them. I knew I had become famous, but am I really the first one they would turn to blame?

“We saw her on the 118 heading down there with a teenage girl.” A familiar voice rang out, reminding me of the person I had spoken to on the floor they mentioned.

Several people around Alice and I looked around, with Alice sitting up in her human form. Very quickly I felt shocks from people checking my System and a circle quickly formed with Alice and I in the centre of it. Sighing as I stood with Alice’s help, I looked around with a frown at the various Bronze, Silver and Gold Grade adventurers.

“You bitch, how dare you take the Tomb from us. Not satisfied with the Battlefield of Eternity?” Facing the voice, I saw a Gold Grade adventurer who looked familiar, and placing him as one of those who had been fighting on the 118th Floor, I shrugged.

“So what if I did?” Looking at the Gold Grade, he grimaced for a moment before the surroundings erupted in anger around me.

“You took it from us?!” “That’s the safest way to level!” “We can’t earn a living without it!”

As the complaints kept coming, I noticed a lot of Gold Grades moving their hands to their weapons, eyeing me very carefully. Meeting their eyes, they only smirked while looking at where my arm and leg had been, as if to say they didn’t consider me a threat.

I released a pressure on the surroundings, causing everyone to go quiet as those below level 100 realised that they were not my match. A tense atmosphere quickly settled on the crowd, ready to snap if anything happened. Half of the Gold Grades had their hands on their weapons, with some having already drawn them, all looking at me in anger. I kept myself prepared, standing on my only foot as I kept awareness of my surroundings high.

Sensing magic suddenly from behind me, I dodge by ducking and point towards the person who threw the spell, a Silver Grade who had a scared face.

“Midnight.”

My spell triggered the fight as the rest of the Gold Grades charged towards me, weapons drawn and spells being cast. A cocoon of darkness surrounded me as talons emerged from the ground, attempting to grab those who were attempting to attack us. Lifting my hand up to the sky I prepared to use Darkfall.

“Domain!”

Spreading my Domain out while empowering myself with Lunar Blessing, I focused on those who were attempting to attack me, a massive magic circle appearing in the sky.

“Disrupt the spell! Hurry!” Hearing fear in the voices of those who stood around us, I felt myself close to being able to release Darkfall as magic hit the magic circle in an attempt to disrupt it.

“Darkfa-”

“Magic Break.”

A loud voice resounded out as my magic vanished, followed by my domain and Alice’s cocoon, causing my eyes to widen. It didn’t just disappear slowly nor did the spells get interrupted, it’s like they never existed. Seeing those around me equally confused, they quickly recovered and raised their weapons as if ready to attack, but before they could.

“Mass Imprisonment.”

Ropes of gold wrapped around not only me, but Alice and every single person in the lobby. Immediately I knew this spell to be close to the strength of Alexander and I felt my strength quickly fade and magic was no longer able to be released.

Unable to keep my balance, I quickly fell on my arse and looking around, I saw Roland stand above us, staring down at the surroundings while releasing a heavy pressure of his own.

“Everyone here is to be detained and questioned. Royal Guards, take the Gold Grades away to be questioned!”

The sound of dozens of guards enter my ears as Roland lands next to Alice and I. Looking me up and down with an unusually stern expression, he spoke before I could.

“Alisha Piper and Alice, you two are under arrest for the murder of a Silver Grade adventurer. You will face questioning and your fate determined by our investigations.”

            

    
        Chapter 142 - House Arrest

    
    
    
    
                Sitting before Roland’s desk while drinking the water he had, I sighed as I looked at Roland who wore a face of resignation.

“So basically in public you have to denounce me but officially I’ve done nothing wrong?”

“Yes, in a way. We’re not idiots, you were surrounded by all of them and knowing you, you wouldn’t just go on a rampage randomly. We also had a guard that witnessed the entire thing from the start, after all hundreds being ejected from the Tomb of Lilith is surprising but seeing them turn their blame towards you had been very easy to see.”

“Can’t you just tell em all to fuck off and let me go get some rest?”

“Technically, Alisha, you did commit murder within Vale which is usually a very crime that needs to be investigated heavily. The Royal Guard knows the truth, we have hundreds of witnesses to say so but we still need to appease the Royal Family and ‘investigate’ since they monitor our activities. If we simply toss you out and say you’re free it’ll raise some eyebrows. It’s not you, it’s just our due diligence. It helps those that don’t level feel secure to know everything is investigated thoroughly.”

Sighing, I understood what he said, that by putting on a show he’d show that he’s doing his job. He had led us here earlier and unbound us before explaining everything. Alice currently sat next to the window, eating the remaining ration squares, seemingly hungry. I felt the same, but I didn’t have Alice’s childish demeanour and didn’t want to just stuff my face in front of Roland, not when we just came out of the Tomb.

“I think that’s a load of shit, Roland. You’re telling me I have to be ‘under arrest’ for a few months even though you can prove my innocence now?”

“In name only. You need to go to Mt Lunaria, correct? Look, I’ll make arrangements to have you under house arrest, meaning you can be at home and I’ll organise Rod to come and regrow your arm and leg. I must warn you, this will be the last time he can use Regrowth on you, this is the third time after all. The guards I’ll assign to watch over your house arrest won’t complain if you want to go for a ‘walk’, even if it’s a ‘very long walk’ and will just report you as within your house.”

Sighing in frustration, I leaned back and shook my head. I knew what he implied, that I’d be ‘officially’ under arrest for some time but would be allowed freedom, as long as I wasn’t publicly seen. 

“Don’t worry, those fools who baited you into that situation will be heavily punished. You only acted in self defence to an idiot who thought they would catch you off guard. Now, Alexander left instructions in the case you came back injured, so you don’t need to worry about the cost of hiring Rod, though he’s going to gouge the ever living fuck out of the Guild for your injuries.”

“Master isn’t here? He’s covering the cost of Regrowth?” Looking at Roland with some suspicion, he simply nodded before sitting.

“He’s making preparations for when you step onto your Path. You’re also an essential asset in the coming war, so of course any injuries sustained will be covered.”

“After all of this bullshit I don’t exactly want to participate in this war.” I knew those words that left my mouth were a lie. Of course I would fight in the war, albeit it won’t be for Vale but rather for my friends. If they chose not to fight then I’d have no reason to stay, but I knew Elise wouldn’t leave, nor would Summer or Xeno.

“If it comes down to you wanting to avoid participating in the war, you’d likely be given the option of receiving a large payment by the Royal Family in addition to a sworn oath that you will not switch to Harrington’s side.”

“The Royal Family?”

“They’re well aware of your exploits, and with yourself and young Alice here conquering the Tomb of Lilith they will hold a very high value on you. You, in addition to dozens of other high-value members of the Guild, will be seen as a potential force when it comes to the war. Whether or not you participate is completely up to you, they won’t force you. Now, I need to attend this investigation and arrange your house arrest. In the meantime, I’ll have you stay in a VIP room until the house arrest is approved. Do you wish for me to send anyone to see you?”

“Elise or Tails please. Oh, and Aubrey if she’s available.” Thinking it a bit more, I said “Olivia as well. In that order, not at once. I’m a bit too exhausted to deal with too many people at once.”

“Got it. I’ll arrange clothing and food for you, unless you want to cook for yourself?”

“Roland, do you think I can cook in my current state?” Raising an eyebrow at him, Roland merely shrugged. 

“You have a point. I’ll arrange for food to be delivered, for the time being just relax. Don’t worry, if for whatever reason the house arrest is denied, I’ll make arrangements for you to be able to go for a long walk.” Roland leads me out of his office and after walking through the building stops at a door and hands me two keys. “There is a bath in there, get yourself washed up, I’ll get a message to Elise or Tails within the hour.”

Roland pats me on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, your innocence is easily proven. As I said, we need to do this to make sure the general public feels at ease that we take everything seriously. I’ll try and ensure that the investigation ends within the month.”

Watching him go, I kept leaning on the wall and shook my head. I felt frustrated that I had to play along with what he wanted, but right now I’m not exactly in a position to say no. 

“Mum, Alice feels angry.” Looking at her, I smiled as she had a frown on her face.

“So am I, Alice.” I could feel her anger through our link. “Don’t worry, it’ll be over soon. For now, lets go have a bath.”


Alice’s face visibly paled.

***

Sitting on a chair with my forehead resting on the wooden table, I sighed as I prevented myself from passing out. After our bath, I realised just how exhausted the two of us were. Alice is currently asleep in the bed while I stayed up to greet Elise or Tails, whichever one came along. Regretting asking Roland to send a message already, I heard a knock at the door after an hour.

Getting up and hobbling over, I opened the door to see a concerned Elise, which suddenly became a panicked Elise.

“A-Alisha, what in the wor-”

“Shh, Alice is sleeping. Come in, I’ll explain everything. Please tell me you bought coffee.”

Elise helps me by putting an arm around my waist as I direct her to the dining room. Sitting down with Elise next to me, she pulls out coffee and snacks and after brewing a pot, I inform her of what happened in the Tomb while she listens. As I told her of the events in the lobby, Elise sighed.

“So that’s why. There is a rumour going around that you massacred hundreds of Bronze and Silver Grades, acting all evil and out of control. No idea how it started considering everyone had been detained.”

“Roland didn’t parade us through the streets chained up like Hillock did. Before we left the lobby he undid his spell on myself and Alice. Alice then carried me while following Roland and…” Telling her about my discussion with Roland, Elise sighed in annoyance.

“I mean, it’s the best move to make for the Royal Guard. Once the investigation has ended they can then issue a decree that you’re innocent and those other idiots initiated the fight. Don’t worry, none of those present can bullshit their way out of it, not with the techniques higher levels can use to figure if a lower level is lying or not.”

“Ah, how do you do that exactly?”

“I’ll bring the skill book to your house once you’ve left this place. It’s rather simple, it’s about their eye movement, heart rate and so on. Those sorts of movements can’t escape the eyes of a higher level, but there is a deep skill to it that lets one sense when one is lying, that’ll be what I’ll give you.”

Elise and I then start chatting and giving her the bag of everything we had collected from Lilith’s treasury, minus the armour that I moved to a separate bag, Elise assured me she’d get it all appraised, saying that items like these may have high value or would be dead on arrival, giving next to nothing. 

“Want me to get Aubrey here now?”

“Mm, no. I’m absolutely exhausted, Elise. I need to rest, get her to come around to my place once I’ve been moved to ‘house arrest’.”

“Consider it done. Don’t worry, Tails plans to swoop in and take you away from this place if they try and hold you for more than a few days. I’ll see you soon, Alisha.”

Watching Elise leave, I hobbled towards the bed and laying down next to Alice, I fell into a deep slumber, like I hadn’t slept for years.

***

“-um. Mum!” Feeling myself being shaken, I slowly woke up and looked at Alice as she looked down at me with her head tilted. “Mum, that person is here.” 

Sitting up and rubbing my eyes, I yawn and slowly sit up. With Alice’s help, we walked into the dining room to see Roland sitting there with two Royal Guards, who I recognised from when Xeno and I went training, waiting for me.

“Ah good, sorry it’s taken me two days but the house arrest is approved. The rules for the house arrest are fairly simple, you’re not allowed to be seen in public until the verdict has been announced. Rod has agreed, for a high price, to Regrow your limbs and will be at your place in three days. He said that this is the final time you can have this done, if he Regrows your limbs before you pass the Crossroads you may lose your life, so be careful.”

“I understand. How long will this facade be for?”

Roland looks at me with a raised brow before shaking his head. “A month, two? We’re still questioning the witnesses, gathering evidence and finding out what exactly caused those idiots to turn on you so quickly. I have reason to suspect a third party slightly influenced that scene to redirect the anger at you. There is also the fact that you have made a lot of enemies, and it’s not just adventurers. The Tomb of Lilith had been precious to a lot of families and now with it being conquered and destroyed, a large amount of resources have vanished from Vale.

“Don’t concern yourself with that though. In truth, the Tomb had simply been the easiest and safest place to gain those resources. Perhaps now the nobles will get off their arses and look towards the vast amount of areas in which they can get the same materials and even some they deem as uncommon cause they don’t want to travel too far. The same goes for adventurers who just wanted a simple life, losing sight of what it means to be an adventurer.”

Hearing Roland rant as we left the room and started walking, I understood what he meant about the anger of the general public, but I didn’t care. As long as they didn’t try and harm Alice I’d let them be. 

Being led into another room, we saw a young female waiting for us who looked at Alice and I before nodding. “You’re here, good. Do you two have a human form?”

I shake my head with some confusion as Alice transforms to her human form as the young girl smiles. “Very good. Roland, have you explained anything to them?”

“Ah, I had intended to let you handle that.” 

“Okay. We’ll be dying your hair and providing you two with contacts to change your appearances. It’ll last about four months, as long as you two don’t make it obvious people won’t recognise you. We’ll also take your adventurers plates for the time being and give you a new set of necklaces with new names and ages. 

“You’re Alisha, right? Okay, blonde hair and green eyes for you, your new name will be ‘Roxy’. For young Alice, a blonde-green mix with amber eyes and her name will be ‘Tali’. Uncommon names should be better, you’ll both also be provided a spell to learn that hides your System from prying eyes, though it won’t work on those above the Crossroads. Now, let’s get started.”

A bit surprised at everything she said, the young girl shooed Roland and the guards away and dragged Alice and I into the room and got started. Using a strong smelling liquid, she covered my hair and tail in this liquid while doing the same with Alice. She takes our necklaces and gives us new ones, putting them on with a satisfied nod.

“It’ll take some time for the hair dye to dry, so we’ll sort out your clothing now. We’ll go with clothing that is unusual for you to wear and matches your hair. For you, Alisha, we’ll go with a lovely dress and long gloves. As for your missing limbs, we’ll give you a wooden leg to use so you can walk. A lot of people don’t have arms, and you can always use the Disguise spell to make yourself seem like a low level who got injured in some fight, a fairly common excuse.

“For young Alice, since she looks like a young teen, let's go with a long skirt and long sleeve shirt. Perhaps a wealthy look will suit you both, so a pair of matching sun hats will help. Alisha, we’ll have you use a cane to make it seem like you’re injured still.”

Hearing her ramble on made me feel a bit confused, but I understood that all of this is to help us go out in public. After some time, the dye had finished and washed our hair. The young girl then moved to give us new clothing and helped me with the wooden leg. It felt weird, there would be no way for me to fight with this and after about an hour I got used to being able to walk steadily, though the cane that she gave me helped significantly. 

“Amazing, you two don’t look like yourselves anymore, completely different.” As we finished putting the contacts in and learned the spell called ‘Information Disguise’ I had to admit I didn’t expect myself to look so different. According to the System, I’m a level 13 Dawnlight Fox named Roxy. I got the name for ‘Dawnlight’ from Olivia’s Class as my hair nearly matched her golden hair. 

Alice too looked completely different, one would need to look closely to see her facial features remained the same. Alice just stared at her reflection, seemingly displeased at it as she kept touching her hair before turning to me.

“Alice hates it, Mum.”

“It’s alright, only for a while, Alice.” Smiling, I ruffle her head and thank the young girl. Walking out of the room with the help of the wooden leg and cane, Roland looked at us and nodded.

“Good. Unless one is to pry, they won’t know who you two are. Don’t worry, we’ll avoid the public eye and get you home. I apologise for all of this, usually a statement would be enough from the Guild but since this occurred on such a large scale in public, we have to handle it like we would with everything else.”

Following the guards, we left the building without Roland as we made our way back to our house. The Royal Guards did indeed lead us through alleyways out of the public eye and we arrived back at our house fairly quickly. Roland had told me the two guards would need to stay outside of the house and rotate with others but they won’t follow me if I leave. Sighing, I felt a bit annoyed but entering my house, I felt more at peace.

Sitting down in the lounge room, I removed the wooden leg and lay down as Alice laid next to me. We didn’t speak, just laid there for the time being, wondering what to do next. I couldn’t do much right now, and with our disguise while we could go into the city I couldn’t exactly do any requests. Elise had been tending to my garden so I couldn’t do much there and I wasn’t really in the mood to do anything.

Sighing, I sat up after a few hours of laying down and brought up the quest, intending to claim the rewards. Alice sat next to me leaning her head on my shoulder, seemingly bored herself.




	
Tomb of Lilith Cleared.

Rewards:

1x Blank Dimensional Dungeon Core








Looking at the singular orb that had appeared, I raised an eyebrow and what the System informed me of next made me literally fall off the couch.




	
Blank Dimensional Dungeon Core.

Allows you to place a Dimension Dungeon in a specific area. Dungeon level is dependent on your current level and can be adjusted. You will passively receive materials of any monsters killed within.

Dungeon type, the monsters within and the Guardian are all decided by you. You must design the dungeon yourself.








            

    
        Chapter 143 - Roland's Request

    
    
    
    
                Standing quickly, I fall once again but Alice catches me quickly. 

“Mum?”

“Ah, I forgot, my leg.” Looking at my missing leg, I shook my head and looked at Alice. “Alice, can you tell a guard to come in?”

Alice nods slowly and walks out of the room. Looking at the orb with shock once again, I stashed it away quickly. Such a thing…even with my ignorance of the world I knew what I had here was no small thing. If anyone just gained an orb that could create a dimensional dungeon then there would be hundreds around, wouldn’t there?

Alice walked back in with a female guard following her, who I knew as Susan.

“Madam Alisha, how may I be of assistance?”

“Can you please request for Tails from the Adventurers Guild to come here as soon as possible? Tell her it’s urgent.”

“Right away, Madam.” The guard leaves while Alice tilts her head.

“Mum?”

“Yes, Alice?”

“Can I go play?”

“Sure. Take your time.”

Alice runs off towards the basement, intending to play. Smiling at her disposition, I stared at the table in thought, not able to believe what I had just received. Soon, I heard footsteps and looking up I saw Tails who raised an eyebrow.

“If it wasn’t for the fact I had been forewarned, I would’ve thought you were someone else. Are you looking to see me to report what happened?”

I’d completely forgotten that I hadn’t reported to her or anyone else. Flapping my mouth speechless for a moment, I shook my head. 

“C-can you isolate us?”

Tails snaps her fingers as I sense a barrier being put in place. I take out the orb with shaky hands and show her. Tails walks over and looks at the orb, confused at first, before her face changes expressions.

Confusion, shock, surprise, excitement, glee and then finally worry. Tails looks at me before speaking.

“Alisha, what the actual fuck is this?” She points at the orb. “You do know what will happen if anyone finds out you have this, right? This war with Harrington would pale in comparison to what will come if others learn of this.”

Pursing my lips, I nod and look at the orb myself. “I-I know, I don’t know what to do with it.”

“I see…You could place it down where the Tome of Lilith had been? It migh-”

“No. I don’t want those adventurers benefiting from this.”

Tails frowned as I cut her off and sat down next to me, a thoughtful expression on her face.

“I see. You’re right, after what those bastards did I don’t blame you for not wanting to share this sort of thing with them.”

We both sat in silence for a while before Tails spoke again. “Understanding your hatred for adventurers at the moment, I have a preposition for you. If you can truly control, design and place that Dimensional Dungeon anywhere, this plan will benefit you far more than anyone.”

“How is that?”

“We place it underneath the Guild. We have a floor cleared out fairly quickly and by placing it there we can then announce to the other adventurers.”

I’m about to interrupt Tails when she held up her hand. 

“Let me finish first, then I’ll listen to your complaints. By placing it under the Guild, we can control who goes in and out…and how much they need to pay for it.”

“Pay?” Frowning, I think about it for a moment before realising what that would mean. “So we charge a price to enter my dungeon?”

“Correct. Depending on what your dungeon has, many will be willing to pay any price. For example, if you make the dungeon level 70 and it is filled with various monsters, many Gold Grades will pay a lot to get the materials, as long as they are earning more than what they paid for, whether it’s experience or materials. A level 70 dungeon with plenty to gain could be worth 10 Platinum Coins per person for entry. By doing it like this, it’ll let you set up the dungeon and gain far more benefits than those idiots would.”

I fell into thought at her words. I would passively gain materials from the dungeon, and with the idea Tails has provided I would also receive money from it on top of that. Selling the materials would mean I could potentially make a lot of money very quickly, and though I didn’t have much use for money right now, it would mean I didn’t have to worry about anything in the future. I could just focus on getting stronger with no worries.

The main problem I had is sharing this with those who had turned on me. Even now I wanted to hunt every single one of them down and kill them. Not because they turned on me, but because they dared to turn their weapons on Alice. Perhaps sensing my thoughts, Tails spoke.

“About those that turned on you, they’re currently spreading rumours about you and Alice, saying you massacred hundreds in the Tomb and in the lobby. They say that you’ve been taken by the Royal Guard and will be executed by them. They’re also spreading the fact that you only conquered the Battlefield of Eternity and Tomb of Lilith because you’re a spy from Harrington.”

“You know, Tails, you’re making me more sure of never using this orb as per your suggestion, right?”

“Oh? I’m only listing the crimes they are committing. The Guild is tracking and investigating who is saying what. I know your nature, you want to kill them for turning on Alice, right? Well, once the Branch Master has returned, there will be a purge. The Guild is remaining silent for now, waiting for the decree from the Royal Guard, and once the Branch Master has returned, he will no doubt sentence those that turned on you to exilement from the Guild. The Royal Guard then will exile them from Vale as they have broken the rule of attacking another in the city.”

“Which means…”

“You get to hunt all you like.”

Looking at Tails with a bit of surprise, I quickly remembered a vital point. Tails is an evolved monster, she had no qualms with killing if it needed to be done, I just hadn’t expected her to be so cold. From what she has said, she’s implying she would have no problem telling me exactly who turned on Alice and I and spread these rumours.

“So in other words, all of those that turned on me would be expelled. Wouldn’t that harm the Guild and Vale?”

“A bunch of lazy nobodies who play it safe constantly and never leave Vale or face danger? No big loss. The Branch Master has purged more than this in the past, the Guild does not fuck around when it comes to these situations, it takes it very seriously.”

I knew Alexander wouldn’t let them off, but to think they would be exiled from both the Guild and Vale…I found it hard to believe, but I felt a small smile creeping up on my face at the prospect of being free to kill those bastards.

“I’ll let you think about what you want to do with that orb, Alisha. I, Tails, hereby do swear to not reveal any information about the Blank Dimensional Dungeon Orb to none bar Alisha herself or the Branch Master Alexander of the Corrosive Dragon. If I do break this Oath, may my soul forever be tormented, even past the end of time.”

After making that Oath, Tails and I spoke at length about my travels in the Tomb as well as the final boss.

“So, the darkness Alice and you felt was a trap to lure you in, promising power if absorbed so Lilith could take over your body? Or rather, Alice’s body. A rather simple and straight forward plan, but foolish, even Lilith herself said so. I’m rather curious though, how did the soul fragment know of Celestia yet the memory recording says Lunaria?”

“Who is Lunaria?”

Tails shrugs. “I assume the previous Moon Goddess. The fact you defeated a Beta-Class monster though…”

“I didn’t…”

“You and Alice merged as per your bond. When a bonded monster and it’s master reach a certain point, they can merge to empower the master, though the merging you two undertook is very different. If you can not remember anything…it’s possible that you two merged to create an entirely new being, an existence on the level of a Demigod…”

“A Demigod?!”

“You said that the power had been similar to Tessa’s, right? She’s a Pseudo-Demigod, meaning she has a foot in the door to being a Demigod but failed to fully step into that realm. That arm of yours is likely the price you had to pay for using that form though, especially from your story it seems you still had both arms before merging. Thankfully it can be regrown, your fighting style really does rely on both hands.”

As we finish talking, Tails undoes the barrier and leaves with a final sentence.

“Once the decree is out, you’ll be fine to return to your normal self. Right now, you’re public enemy number one. The common person and adventurer has no critical thinking and believes what they hear, there is no point to saying otherwise until the decree is done. Your team isn’t in Vale right now, but I have sent a messenger to them to inform them exactly of what has happened. Don’t worry, I trust the messenger with my life, it is Elise after all. Once you’ve gotten yourself healed up, send a message to the Guild. You’re free to wander around as you want, just avoid any who have passed the Crossroads. Though the spell to hide your System information is strong, it can be broken very easily by those stronger than you. Just don’t give them a reason to do so and you’ll be fine.”

Sitting there while her final words rang in my mind, I considered what to do. I wanted to leave Vale, I no longer held any love for it, except for those I cared for. The idea of making money had crossed my mind, and if it allowed travel to be easier, then why not. My goal, to become Black Grade, remained the same. If I could become Black Grade, that would mean I could make my way back to Crater, even if it’s just to see Sally and Grey. 

Using the teleport gates would however make it easier to travel the world. I had only really ever been stuck in Crater Hell or Vale, and I knew there was more out there, like the Underworld where I could speak with my mother. I wanted answers more than seeing her, but getting closure would be nice. Then there is also my cooking, which I found myself eager to improve on and see where it led. I felt like if my cooking could be pushed to its limits I could give those close to me more strength.

“After the war.” Speaking softly to myself, I closed my eyes. “After the war I’ll leave here. I want to make sure everyone is okay. Three or four years, get as much money as possible and leave this place.”

Perhaps there is good here, and it’s only the adventurers. After all, people like Summer and Xeno would also be here, but after the Tomb I just don’t care anymore. I’ll continue to be an adventurer, but I no longer hold any sense of care for any of them.

Opening my eyes, I look to see Alice enter the room, walking over to me and sitting in my lap. She turned her head to look at me with a smile.

“Mum, can we play?”

“Mm, once I’m healed sweety. Mum has a surprise for you in a few weeks, we’ll play then, ok?” Planning to take Alice with me once we could hunt those idiots, I wrap my arm around her as she giggles. Suddenly, a green flame bursts in front of me, a figure walking out of it. It’s Rod.

Rod looks over me as Alice jumps off my lap in surprise, and as I reassure her it’s okay, Rod grunts. “System backlash related injury and a leg you cut off yourself. Did your monster regeneration not heal it? Well it’s fine. I’m going to tell you now, this Regrowth will be your last. Even after you pass the Crossroads, you will not be able to have your limbs regrown until at least Epsilon-Class. That System backlash injury is simply that heavy. Now, prepare yourself missy, you’re about to experience pain far worse than you’ve ever had.”

Feeling a bit of doubt at his words, considering the sheer amount of pain I’ve experienced in the past, I prepare myself as Rod pulls out a dagger and slices a part of my leg. Before my regeneration can begin, he swiftly cuts off a large portion of my body where my shoulder usually would be as I’m engulfed in deep green flames.

At first, it wasn’t bad, but in the next moment absolute pain ran from my shoulder, causing me to scream in pain uncontrollably. He’s right, this pain, it’s like nothing I’ve experienced.

“Oh, quiet down, it’s not that bad.” Hearing Rod’s irritating voice and resisting the urge to punch him, I swallow the scream and bite my lip, hard. Keeping myself from screaming, I felt my leg slowly return and next, my arm. After what felt like an eternity, the green flames disappear as I gasp.

“System backlash, nasty stuff. Whatever you did to cause it, don’t do it again. The price next time will be huge. Well, it’s not my problem. Your master will make payment, right?” As I looked up, Rod had already stepped into his green flames as he Travelled away. I understood now why Getsuna hated that man. Looking at my newly grown arm and leg, I felt how weak they were, meaning I had to once again undergo training to strengthen them. Thinking of going to Flowing River, I remember that right now I’m ‘arrested’ and couldn’t easily just travel anywhere.

“I thought he wouldn’t be here for another three days. Why did he come sooner?” Sighing as I stood up with some difficulty, I saw Alice looking at me in concern. “I’m okay, Alice. Do you want to go for a walk?”

“Mm! Where are we going, Mum?”

“Ah, I hadn’t thought of that.” I wasn’t exactly able to just go to the Guild or do anything exciting, and as I’m thinking, I heard a voice.

“Madam, why not go and visit a clothing store? You’ll need more dresses and outfits while you’re disguised, I know a good store.” Looking at the doorway, I saw Susan standing there. Tilting my head, she stood at attention. “I apologise, I overheard the screaming and thought to come and investigate. After ensuring you were okay, I remained here in case you require any help.”

“It’s fine, and call me Alisha.” I hated when others called me ‘Madam’. “Your idea is good though. Alice, what do you think?”

“Mm! Let’s go, Mum!” Seeing her smile, I knew she didn’t really care about shopping, but wanted to spend time with me. After Susan left, I took the bag that contained the dungeon core, stored it in our storage and went through the teleport, heading to a clothing store Susan had recommended.

***

As I held Alice’s hand while we walked down the street, pretending to be normal citizens, I started to realise how adventurers viewed those that didn’t level. The amount of disdain they held while they looked at Alice and I who seemed like normal people is high, it’s like they didn’t consider us as people. I’m currently suppressing my strength and magic, a technique that Tael had taught me meant to be used to have an opponent underestimate me and reveal an opening. Alice is trying her best as well, though if one looked at her closely they may find she isn’t low level, but even if they saw her true level it would only show as level 5.

In my other hand are two bags filled with clothing of all types. The shop we had visited had been rather helpful in getting us stylish clothing arranged, and we had bought plenty. Alice also held two bags, and currently we were heading towards another store to buy groceries as I had been rather keen to make a decent meal. 

During our shopping, I remembered the task of opening a restaurant and selling food, a task Gastron had given me. I changed the plan slightly, this time intending to do it in Gency, away from Vale. It would take some time to travel there, but I didn’t want the adventurers here benefiting from it. As we walked, a familiar figure appeared, walking down the road towards us.

Pursing my lips, I knew I couldn’t run up and hug Aubrey. I could feel Alice’s emotions of excitement as she saw Aubrey as well, but it seems she held back as well, understanding we couldn’t just run up to her. Aubrey looks up at us with a glance, but doesn’t look away as she frowns. As she quickens her footsteps, I keep my face straight, hoping that she doesn't…

“Alisha?!” 

Ah, shit. Out of the corner of my eye, I could tell others had turned at the mention of my name and I felt dozens of shocks but I ignored them. I gave Aubrey a confused look before continuing to walk, not wanting to speak in case others could tell that it is actually me.

“Oh, it’s just a low level. I thought the demon got free for a moment.” “Thank god, it’s just another monster that became docile.” “That scared me, did you hear that awful bitch Alisha killed a thousand adventurers?” “Ah~ I could’ve gotten a really good reward if it was her.”

Hearing those comments around me, I hid my feelings as I continued to walk. No one paid attention to us as soon as they saw our fake Status, except for one pair of eyes. I knew that stare, it’s Aubrey’s, she continued to stare at us as we walked away, not walking towards us or following. I felt bad, but I knew that if I dropped this facade it would just cause trouble for Tails and Roland.

Doing our shopping rather quickly, I led Alice through some alleyways and back to the teleport hub, breathing a sigh of relief that our disguise hadn’t been blown. I hadn’t expected Aubrey to just run up to us like that, nor just recognise us right away. I knew she’d been levelling by herself due to the fact she needed lifeforce, but to think that scenario would really just occur.

As we walk towards our teleport, a Royal Guard comes up to me. Looking me up and down, he holds out a hand that had a blue gem, a memory stone, on it.

“Madam Roxy, Madam Tali, I have a message for you two.” As I accept the memory stone, he nods and returns to his post. Alice and I use our teleport circle and return home. Alice goes off to play as I store the clothing and food away, and sitting down I crush the memory stone. Roland’s figure appears before me.

“Alisha, Alice. Knowing your personalities, or rather Alisha’s, you two will likely not survive a few days stuck inside. I have sent an urgent request to Rod to have your injuries healed and if my prediction is correct you would’ve headed into the city. 

“I am contacting you as I have a request for the two of you outside of the city. We want you two to go on a trip, ten merchants are leaving Vale and heading south. It will take you close to Mt Lunaria and I will send word to Alexander to inform him that you’re heading there. The convoy consists of twenty wagons and the Royal Guard will be sending thirty men to protect it, all ranging from level sixty to eighty.

“I want you two to be our ace in the hole. I am concerned that this convoy may fall into an ambush from Harrington, it’s about the time that their scouts will start making moves. You’ll stay in your current disguises, and will be noble children heading to the town Hiems for life experience, a very common reason for noble children to leave the city. You’ll be in a wagon that the Royal Guard uses, with a select few who will act as your body guards, they will be the only ones who know your true identity.

“If you wish to accept this, tell Susan and she will inform me. Tomorrow is when the convoy sets off, it will take them three months of travelling to reach Hiems, and for you another two months to reach Mt Lunaria if Alexander has not found you by that point.”

The image fades as I sigh. I knew that Roland had many Delta and Beta Classes under his command, why doesn’t he send one of them? Then again, perhaps he needs them stationed here. Deciding to accept the request, as we did need to head to Mt Lunaria anyway, I headed out and told Susan. She burns a slip of paper and tells me she’ll lead me to the meeting point tomorrow. 

Before heading back in, I heard an angry yell, and perking my ears I heard Aubrey’s voice. 

“Don’t bullshit me, I know she’s here. Either let me through or I’ll tear you apart, let me see her!”

            

    
        Chapter 144 - How Much?!

    
    
    
    
                Glancing at Susan with a grim expression, I sigh and shake my head. 

“Can you tell them to let her in? I trust her.”

“Certainly. I do apologise, unless told we will not allow any to enter.”

“For future reference, let the following enter as they please, I trust them with my life.” Telling Susan of the others, she nods firmly and walks over to the gates to our land. Sighing, I walked inside and made a pot of coffee.

“Alice?” Calling out, I heard running coming from the basement as the cute, smiling face of Alice appeared.

“Mum? Can we play now?”

“Soon, Aubrey is here.” 

“Yay~! Auntie Aubrey~!” With a bit of excitement, Alice came over and sat down on a chair as I heard footsteps from the front door. Susan enters with an angry looking Aubrey behind her. Susan bows slightly before leaving with Aubrey walking up to Alice and I with her hands on her hips.

“Why did you ignore me earlier?!” Her question causes me to frown slightly as I tilt my head. 

“How did you know it’s me?” My hair and eyes had changed colour, along with my System information being disguised no one should know who I am with a glance.

“How would I not know my best friend? It hurt when you ignored me.”

Pursing my lips while I felt guilty, I then found myself a bit confused. “Aubrey, don’t you know what’s happening?”

This time Aubrey tilts her head. “What do you mean? Why did you change your hair and eyes? Did you evolve again? And who is that?” Aubrey looks at Alice with a bit of confusion.

“It’s me, Auntie Aubrey!” Alice jumps up with a big smile as she hugs Aubrey, causing Aubrey to look confused before realisation hits.

“Alice?” Aubrey turns to me and after I give her a nod Aubrey only becomes more confused. “Wait, what happened to you two?” Aubrey returns Alice’s hug as she sits down.

“Well, where to start…”

***

Silence swept through the room as I finished explaining everything to Aubrey, who sat there looking angry again. 

“Useless bastards. So this entire facade is to appease the Royals?”

“Mm, Roland said it’s so they can come out and say that they carefully investigated, proving my innocence while also punishing those who are actually guilty, it has nothing to do with the Royal Family and more so the common person. The problem is that I did kill a Silver Grade, which is being used against me by those spreading rumours. I don’t think Roland is wrong, he has after all only arrested me in name. I can still move around and do what I want, I can’t fault him.”

Currently Aubrey and I were sitting on the couch holding hands while she laid her head on my newly grown shoulder. I didn’t know why, but I always found comfort in sitting like this with Aubrey ever since The Blade’s attack at Zalus, her warm hand had a way of comforting me for some reason.

“I know that. It’s those idiots spreading the rumours, you did nothing wrong yet they’re just willing to smear your name through the mud. Though it’s weird…”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s so sudden. Majority of the word around the place had been of praise for conquering the Battlefield of Eternity and a lot of adventurers saw you as a future Black Grade, plenty were planning to befriend you early.” 

“They did?”

Aubrey giggles and sits up looking at me. “You really didn’t spend much time in the Guild did you? Well, can’t fault you, for me it’s like a second home. Summer, Xeno and I had been bombarded with people wanting to meet you. For them to so suddenly turn on you like this, it’s really strange. Usually if one were accused of foul play they would still have supporters, yet you have none, at least from what I’ve seen.”

Tilting my head slightly, causing me to bump into Aubrey’s antlers by accident, I thought over her words. Roland had said the same, that it’s likely a third party that swayed the public against me, but so quickly? 

“Why didn’t you know when you saw me earlier?”

“I had only just returned, I hadn’t even reached the Guild when I saw you. I had been surprised at your hair and eye colour, but I thought it had just changed again.” Aubrey giggled lightly. “I never expected it to be a disguise.”

“Well, one thing is for sure, I’m tired of this city.” I sigh as I lean against Aubrey.

“Are you leaving?”

“Mm, after the war. Four years max, I want to earn money before I leave so I don’t need to worry about requests or anything.”

“I’m coming with you.” Saying so in a way that wouldn’t take no as an answer, I looked at Aubrey’s eyes and for some reason felt a tightness in my stomach, as if I became nervous. Strange.

“Sure, it’ll be good to have you come along.” I felt relieved for some reason, happy that Aubrey would stay by my side when I left Vale.

“Why not sooner? We don’t need to protect this city, you know.”

“Mm, I want to make sure my friends are safe and I still need to get to Black Grade. I want to use the teleport gates to head closer to Crater. I don’t plan to really go to Crater, but it’ll be nice to travel the world slowly while I head there to see the others.”

“Mm, I want to meet those friends of yours.”

Aubrey and I continue to chat away, continuing to sit there holding each other's hands, well into the night. Alice had been playing in the training room but came back up to spend time with Aubrey, who had been shocked at Alice’s sudden transformation but happy. I made dinner for the three of us and after telling Aubrey of our request she seemed a bit shocked. 

I also learnt she had reached the Crossroads herself, giving me a bit of a shock as well as it had been quite fast. When I asked what she had done, she giggled and told me it’s a secret.

***

Sitting at a table in front of a cafe, I slowly drank the rather bland coffee, my eyes scanning the crowd. I don’t know why, but I found myself looking for Aubrey from the moment she had left my sight. It’s odd, why do I look forward to spending time with her?

Aubrey and I had headed out, with Alice staying at home to train, or play according to her, while Aubrey had headed to the Guild and I waited for her. Spotting her after an hour of waiting, I smile happily. Elise walks beside Aubrey and when they arrive at the table, Elise takes one look at me with a confused look before realisation passes through them.

“I know a good restaurant, let’s head there.” I nod as I finish the coffee, stand and while holding Aubrey’s hand follow behind Elise, who had given us a strange look, that seems to contain amusement and…happiness?

After leading us for ten minutes, we arrive outside a large building with a sigh above the archway of the day that reads ‘The Red Baron Restaurant.’ Following Elise in, she finds an attendant.

“Welcome to the Red Baron madams.”

“We’d like a Commander room please.” Elise hands her a pouch. 

“Certainly.” We’re led through the busy restaurant and into a private room on the third floor. With a bow, the attendant leaves as we enter the rather lavious room.

Sitting down next to Aubrey, Elise sits opposite of us with a sly smile. “We’re free to talk here, there is a lot of security in this room.”

“Weren’t you heading out to pass a message to Xia and the others?”

“Can’t expect me to suddenly leave, I’m only level 65 remember? I need guards and since we can’t trust the average adventure when it comes to a message about your innocence I’ve had to make other arrangements. I’ll be leaving in two days. Don’t worry, I’ll ensure they get the message safely.

“Now, about what Aubrey had asked me about. Those twins, Yin and Yang had left for Hiems after the Blizzard, you were still in the Tomb at the time. It’s been about two weeks since they left according to their advisor. They have stabilised their condition it seems and have headed to Hiems with a group of adventurers in the hunt for an item to help them. They received a rumour that such an item will appear at the Auction in Hiems so they went at the first opportunity.”

“I see…what’s an Auction?” I tilt my head as Elise shakes her head.

“I keep forgetting…Basically an Auction is where merchants will sell very high value items, even those past the Crossroads seek the Auction out. Speaking of which, your items have been assessed…Alisha, they’re worth 74 Diamond Coins.”

Looking at her in surprise while Aubrey gasped, Elise smiled. “What you’ve brought back honestly has value far above what you might think. The number quoted is what they have valued right now, which is roughly half of it. There are books they do not understand which need an expert to value, which will take time, but they said if it’s history, spell or skill books then the value of the remaining loot could be upwards of two to three Jade Coins, which will require the Royal Family to provide them.”

“So much?” I hadn’t expected the value to be so high!

“Equipment, books, spells and more from an ancient era that were held by a Goddess, did you really think the value would be small? I’ll have the coins delivered to your house through the Royal Guard tonight. Now, let’s eat and celebrate the two of you reaching the Crossroads…I never thought you’d reach it Aubrey, I’m so proud of the both of you.”

***

Following behind Susan as we walked through the streets, I once again fidgeted with the clothing I’m wearing. We had met with the young girl who had dyed our hair and she had outfitted us with very expensive looking clothing, intended for nobles. Alice had been grumpy ever since she put it on, mainly because she couldn’t transform into her monster form or the clothing would be ruined.

After some time, we arrived in a shopping district, where a long line of wagons sat, with about thirty Royal Guards that stood alongside the wagons. In the middle is an extremely detailed and lavious wagon, which I understood to be ours. Leading us to a burly man, Susan stopped before him and gave him a nod.

“Leonard, these are the children of the Moonflow family. You know what to do, right?”

“Yes, Madam. I will ensure their safety.” Leonard turns to the two of us. “Madam Roxy and Madam Tali, please board the carriage, we will be setting off soon.” 

I felt glances from others around the wagons, notably from the merchants and Royal Guards. There is disdain amongst those stares, though it didn’t affect me. I had been warned by Susan that this would be the case, noble children were seen as weaklings that paid their way into comfort or levels.

Not caring for their stares, I entered the carriage and found it to be rather…luxurious. Two soft seats on one side and a large bed on the other. There is a bench and from the smell a large amount of expensive food is stored in a cold box near it. It’s as big as my room is, which meant we had plenty of room. 

Leonard closes the door behind a pulse of magic surrounding the room that I knew to be a barrier.

“No one can hear us. It’s an honour to finally meet you, hero of the slums.” Leonard bowed with a hand over his heart.

“Please, just call me Alisha.”

“I will when we’re in here, otherwise I will refer to you as Madam Roxy. I am aware of your disdain for being called ‘Madam’ but please bear with it. I have an update from Captain Roland to give to yourself and Alice.”

Alice and I sat down as Leonard stood before us. “The Captain has found that the rumours about you have spread far faster than is natural, as if there is one who is pushing those rumours out. Currently, the Royal Guard and Family are fully aware of your innocence in the case, and while the decree can in theory be released now, they wish to investigate who is spreading these rumours and why. The Captain believes in two theories, it is either a powerful adventurer or a spy from Harrington.

“The reason why we believe this is because outside of the common adventurer or citizens around the adventurer district, no one has heard of the rumours. They seem to be intentionally being spread amongst the adventurers for an unknown reason. Do not fear, once you have returned we will start to organise the decree, for now this travelling convoy had no idea who ‘Alisha’ is other than the Royal Guards. We still require you to maintain your disguise because you are at this moment bait for Harrington scouts, and potentially spies within the Royal Guard.”

I had figured part of the request would be to act as bait, it made sense to have a seemingly high value target being offered to lure out scouts. 

“As long as I can get out of this wagon I’m fine.”

“Of course. You can’t just go and train though, but there are some small dungeons along the way that myself and Helen, the other Royal Guard who knows your identity, can lead the two of you to to ‘gain life experience’. Don’t expect anything above level twenty though.” After speaking with Leonard for a little longer he soon leaves the carriage, telling us that we would be heading out in an hour.

In the carriage are two large bags, which had been delivered from my house earlier as according to Susan it would ‘seem unladylike to carry your own luggage.’ Opening one of the bags, I pulled out the coins that Elise had had delivered to me earlier, along with the Spellbook I had taken from Xia’s family, Vortex Blast, a Wind Blast. For Alice, I had bought the Spellbook I had received for clearing the Battlefield of Eternity, Dark Corruption.

***

It’s been about a month since we left Vale. Alice and I had barely left this carriage, staying inside and only leaving twice. Both times Leonard and an older woman, Helen, had led the two of us away from the convoy to dungeons that were…level ten. 

As expected, it had been boring, nothing at that level could harm us. The second time Alice and I had ‘played’, shocking the two Royal Guards, but we kept it relatively safe so as to not alert anyone. Other than those two times, we had not left the carriage. According to Leonard, the Royal Guards with us loathed the sight of Alice and I since they only saw us as noble children and the merchants weren’t any better off. I knew this is just how a lot of people saw children of nobles and since it’s not actually aimed at our true identities I didn’t care.

“Mum~ I’m bored.”

“Mm, bare with it. We’ll be in Hiems soon then we’ll go and play a lot okay?” Alice had given up trying to read the Spellbook, citing that she wanted to play instead of read.

“Yes!”

As Alice lays back down, the door opens and Leonard enters the room.

“Madam, there is a monster pack heading towards us.”

“Ok.”

Leonard gives me a nod before leaving once again. This isn’t the first time a group of monsters had attacked the convoy. According to Leonard it’s common for it to happen and he had taken to advising me since there would be fighting. I could sense, smell and hear everything that happened outside, so when the fighting started I could at least ensure that nothing out of the ordinary happened.

The Royal Guards were very well trained. I couldn’t watch, but I could tell from the fact none of them had injuries after dealing with these monster packs. The monsters varied, from approximately level thirty to seventy. They would dispatch the higher level monsters swiftly, before dealing with the ones that didn’t bring harm. The entire time the convoy would be surrounded by a barrier, telling me that this is common enough.

Hearing the sounds of battle erupt, I sigh as I continue to sit there, bored out of my mind. I hadn’t realised that travelling would be this boring, even Alice had given up on being entertained. I had thought of just leaving the convoy behind and heading to Mt Lunaria with Alice, but I decided to carry out the request that Roland gave me. After all, while the situation we had been put in is rather terrible, Roland and the Royal Guards were treating me very well so I wanted to do at least this much in return.

As the sounds of battle died down, I knew that they had once again finished with no one being harmed in the slightest. They were very well trained for these situations, and as I close my eyes, I suddenly sense magic.

Frowning, I turn my head and look towards a certain part of the carriage wall, towards where I had sensed that magic. It’s about on the level as my magic, powerful. It isn't magic that is set out to harm us though, so I didn’t know what it’s meant to do. It disappears as quickly as it came, the door to my carriage opening as it fades.
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                “Madam?” Turning to Leonard, whose armour is covered in monster blood, he frowns slightly. “Is there a problem?”

I explained what I had felt as he frowned. “Sounds like an eruption. They happen from time to time out here, it’s natural magic that clashes. Though this timing is a little…” Leonard strokes his chin while in thought. “Madam, it may be best to join us for dinner once the convoy has stopped.”

“No problem, just let me know when.” Eager to leave this carriage, I take him up on the offer. I knew why he had suggested it, it’s likely that the magic had been a signal of sorts, possibly from Harrington.

“I will inform you once the convoy has stopped and the pot is boiling. For now, it’ll be best to rest.”

Leonard leaves as I sigh. I’ve done nothing but rest! I really did just want to forget this facade and leap into the wind with Alice. She’d gotten so bored that she’d taken to sulking on the bed. She understood why we were doing this, like me she had reluctantly accepted it, but she’d still acting childlike. I didn’t mind, she never rejected me and we made up games to play.

***

“Madams, dinner is about ready.” Leonard entered the carriage, leaving the door open.

“Alright, let’s go.” Walking with Alice, we leave the carriage and with Leonard leading us make our way towards a small camp. I could feel the stares from the Royal Guards that were around the convoy, disgust and disdain coming from them. All except for two of the Royal Guards believe me to be a noble brat so those looks couldn’t be helped, I just ignored them. I didn’t care.

As I approach the camp, a merchant turns to look at me, a very big smile on his face. “Well, if it isn’t the Moonflow Children! Come come, though the food isn’t exactly what glamorous nobles like yourselves eat, you’ll find that it has quite the unique flavour!”

“Oh Henry. You know those children are off limits, you won’t work your way into their coin purses like that. You must be Roxy while the teen here is Tali, is that right?” A refined older gentleman looked us up and down, a smile on his face. “My name is Terry, I am affiliated with th-”

“If they’re off limits why bother introducing your company, Terry? Excuse him, he’s a sly older man, he worms his way into any coin purse. I’m Beth, it’s a pleasure to meet you two.” A middle aged lady smiles softly and gives Alice and I a small bow. “I am led to believe the two of you are travelling for life experience, is that right?”

I look around the campsite, Alice and I have drawn the attention of them all. From their levels none of them were above level 50. “T-that’s right. Father believes it is best for Tali and I to see the world for ourselves.” I repeat the line Leonard had told me, and out of the corner of my eye I see a slight frown come from Henry before it disappears.

“I see, noble children are usually sent for life experience a little younger than you are at the moment.”

“Mother is a bit of a worry wart, as Father puts it. Wanted me to be of age before letting Tali and I wander outside of Vale.” Once again giving the line that Leonard had prepared, I stiffly smiled as we sat on a log near the fire that had a giant cauldron on it. From the smell it’s a soup, the ingredients seem high quality.

“Ahaha! I understand that young lady.” Henry comes over and sits opposite of Alice and I, a grin on his face. “Well, out here we’re all equal. There is danger all around us, at any moment a wave of monsters even those guards can’t handle might appear. Out in these parts being a noble won’t save you. You’ll do well to remember this, it’s the best life advice one should heed. A monster won’t care for your family name after all.” Henry laughs joyfully as I nod thoughtfully.

He isn’t wrong, I have known that truth for a while now. This world isn’t so simple, death is around every corner, it’s why I swore to become stronger. For all I know, Tessa could come slamming into this camp and kill us all here, myself included for betraying Celestia, even though I don’t see it as betrayal. I didn’t know what She had planned, but I knew the best way forward is to eclipse even Her in power.

“Oh, don’t be all doom and gloom, Henry. Here you go, Roxy and Tali, our finest meal for you two. Please excuse us for the poor ingredients, we tend to travel with only the bare necessities to ensure bandits don’t take too much if we run into them.” Beth passes both Alice and I a wooden bowl and spoon filled with soup, which smelled really good. Thanking her, I slowly eat while Alice eats quickly, drawing attention to her.

“Seems Tali likes it! We have plenty here Madam Tali, so feel free to eat as much as you want.”

Alice gives me a gaze, as if seeking permission and I nod. From what I’ve seen, the merchants, while greedy because of our fake identities, were nice people. I made conversation with them, learning that because of the war they had begun to struggle with peddling their wares. They were what they called exporters, they would export their wares to the surrounding towns and make their money that way and could only leave Vale this time because they had been granted permission to do so.

“It is rather odd, the Royal Guard had kept declining our requests, then suddenly they approved it. The only condition is that your esteemed selves had to join us, along with an entourage of Royal Guards. Though I do enjoy the free protection.” Terry laughs lightly. “I could get used to not needing to pay adventurers, those types tend to charge a heavy price.”

“Now now, you can’t blame the adventures. After all, we ask them to leave Vale for months on end, taking them away from the profits they could earn in the city.” Beth sighs lightly. “Though would it kill them to stop asking for more on the return trips? It is rather draining on the coin purse.”

The other merchants share a knowing laugh as I smile to match the mood, which had become rather light. Leonard had said the merchants had some disdain towards my fake identity but they seem to have gotten over it while we conversed. After a while, the merchants started to pack their belongings as they began to return to their carriages to rest. Alice and I made our way back, and since nothing had occurred I felt a bit relieved.

***

Over the next month Alice and I had joined the merchants for dinner, and at first they had been a bit surprised, but I had told them, in Leonard’s words, that I wished to get to know others outside of nobility. Alice had become popular, she found it rather easy to speak with a few of the merchants, especially Beth. Once you got past their greed, they were nice people, never once complaining that Alice and I were joining them.

Tonight, I joined Beth in helping to cook the usual stew that they made. Since I didn’t want to shock them too much, I kept my help limited to helping to cut the meat and vegetables without imbuing them with mana. While chatting with Beth, I sensed a presence which then turned into two, three…before I knew it, there were about twelve presences slowly surrounding the camp, and glancing around as if I’m looking at Alice, I couldn’t see anyone.

Finishing the preparation as per usual, I turned to look at Leonard and winked at him. He frowned slightly before his eyes widened, a hand going into his pocket and pulling out a pouch. I knew this to be a decoy, while his hand had been in his pocket he had crushed a stone, alerting the other Royal Guards. Leonard nods and walks over to the camp.

“Excuse me, everyone. The time for payment is now, please fetch the coins or we Royal Guards will leave.”

Beth, and the others, fell silent at his words, with a few of their expressions hardening. “Ah, you’re too much of an arse for a Royal Guard. Fine, let’s get their cuts everyone.” The merchants start walking to the carriages.

“I believe they need you to provide payment, dear.” Beth gives me a worried look as I smile at her.

“Don’t worry, I’m all paid up.” As Beth nods slowly and walks off, I catch Henry from the corner of my eye, giving me a wink as he walks off.

Soon, it’s just Alice, Leonard and I in the camp. I put the knife down, still pretending I am unaware of the situation and glance at Leonard. “I’m returning to my carriage. Do not follow me.”

As I took a few steps while Alice followed, I felt a power swarm over us, familiar in nature. It’s a domain. This domain however is powerful, very powerful. Our surroundings changed, from a snowy clearing that contained our camp to an ancient battlefield, rusted weapons of all types plunged into the ground.




	You are marked for death. The Domain Master sees all your weaknesses.






Glancing around, I see that the three of us had been surrounded as my eyes landed on a refined old man, a large battle axe on his back, dressed in what I could only describe as military clothing. As our eyes met, he stared down at me as I frowned slightly. Delta-Class and unlike that foolish girl from Crater I knew I couldn’t win against him, he’s too strong.

He flicks a wrist as I sense magic and in the next moment Leonard, who is next to us, is impaled by dozens of metal rods, all of them piercing his armour like a knife through melted butter. Glancing at Leonard, I knew he’s dead, likely not even knowing what caused his death. Glancing back at the old man, I sigh.

“A bit decisive, don’t you think?” Holding Alice close to my side, I stared down at the old man as his attention turned to me.

“He is not needed. You two, on the other hand, are. Though the Royal Guard attempted to disguise you, it’s impossible for us to not know who you are, Alisha ‘The Fox Chef’ Piper, previously known as Alisha ‘Starcaller’ Nocturne.”

Raising an eyebrow, I continued to stare at him as he walked towards us before sitting down nearby. He gestures to the ground before him.

“Come, I believe discussion is better than fighting, especially when my opponent has no chance of victory. Do not worry, I will not harm either of you during our discussion.” He glances at Alice before looking at me again.

“Mum?” Alice looked at me, a face that had no fear. It’s as if she’s asking if we’ll fight, and glancing around once more I felt my mouth twitch slightly. Twelve people in similar military clothing stood around us, encircling us, all of them level 100. Including the Delta-Class, I knew there would be no chance Alice or I could make it out alive, it seems they had come prepared.

“It’s useless to try and seek help from your master, we know you do not have your adventurer's plate with you.” Turning my attention to the old man once more, I sigh once again and sit in front of him. “Very good, a mature approach.”

“I take it you’re from Harrington?”

“So you are aware of the impending war. Yes, I am Captain Howie of the 121st Battalion of the Harrington Special Forces.”

“So what do you want with us? If you wanted to kill us you would’ve done so by now.”

“Good observation. You are aware of the neutrality that the Guild and its adventurers hold, correct?” Nodding to his question, he continues. “We do not simply attack or kill adventurers easily, it is against International Law. The Royal Guards with you have all been killed; however, they were dead before we allowed you to send the merchants away. We do not harm civilians, we had wanted them sent away before approaching you.”

“So you only wished to speak with us, and not fight?”

“That is solely up to you. Though if you were to choose to die here, that would be disappointing. You, along with a handful of others, have been identified as a threat to our victory over Vale and we have chosen to approach you first to offer an olive branch of sorts. Do not concern yourself, we will not use our current position to sway you to swear an Oath, instead we will listen to any demands you have. We do not want you to participate in this war, if you agree to this I am authorised to provide you compensation and agree to any acceptable demands you have.”

Watching his eyes carefully, I couldn’t tell if he was lying or not, but if what he said is true then perhaps I could avoid participating in this war altogether. As if to further convince me, Howie continued speaking.

“You’ve grown tired of how those within Vale treat you, no? Even after all of your heroism and accomplishments all it took is one accusation and all of them turned on you. Why would you want to fight for those within Vale itself? If I were in your position I’d have left Vale behind.”

“Saying what I want to hear does help, but I had thought one in your position would do better.”

Howie smiles before laughing loudly. “The rumours of you do indeed do you justice! Even now I fail to sense even a drop of fear from either you or your daughter. You are indeed correct, I had thought to sway you to our side, but it does appear that won’t happen. Why is it that you remain in Vale, Alisha? One with your potential, that has soared to such heights in a year, yet you remain in Vale. Is it for your friends? Or perhaps for your lover?”

“Lover?” I tilt my head, confused at his words. “What does that mean?”

“No point in trying to hide it, we are aware of those you’re close to. The evolved monster with a special constitution, Aubrey, she is your lover, no?”

Looking at him with a bit of confusion, he frowns slightly. “Do you not know what a lover is?”

I shake my head as he looks a bit bewildered before he shrugs. “Well, let’s just say friends. Is that the reason you stay within Vale, for your friends?”

“It’s a bit more than that, but yes.”

“Well, I can guarantee that when the war begins none of your friends will not be harmed, unless they provoke our army of course. As I said, we do not harm adventurers or civilians so if you wish to withdraw yourself from this war we would have no reason to harm you. We will also provide you with compensation in the form of coin and protection from the Royal Family of Vale. I will of course swear an Oath on this, as well as an Oath to state that we will not harm those you are close to. If you wish to switch our side, we can always provide one of your status with a very healthy reward to fight with us.”

I frown slightly as I think over what he has said. It’s true that I’m only fighting this war for the sake of those I care about, I don’t have any ill wishes against any of those from Harrington, in fact Howie could’ve taken my life but instead he has spoken to me with respect.

“Of course, if you require time we can provide it. My understanding is that you’re currently heading to Hiems on a journey to step onto your Path, correct? This is a difficult decision for you, so I will provide you with a way to contact me.” Howie holds out a scroll, but before I took it I looked at him.

“So you’ll just leave after this?”

“Of course. We will however take Alice with us to ensure you do not betray us until we hear your answer. Don’t worry, we will not harm her, we simply want to ensure your cooperation.”

“No! Alice stays with mum!” Alice grabs my arm while I stare deeply at Howie.

“Seriously?”

“Of course. I will ensure no harm comes to her.”

“And what if I don’t give you the answer you want?”

“I am sure you’ll conclude the best answer, for both of your sakes.”

Breathing in deeply, I look at Alice who looked at me. I didn’t see uncertainty in her eyes, my feelings pouring over to hers, so I knew she’s as prepared as I am. Giving her a small smile, I heard Howie speak once again.

“This is the best course of action for you to take. I understand your hesita-”

Raising a hand calmly, I mutter a single word.

“Midnight.”

Howie flicks his wrist as a shield of mana appears, blocking my spell as I stand up, my chakrams appearing in my hands.

“No one takes my daughter from me.”

“An immature decision, I expected better. In the end, it came down to conflict as we expected. Capture them, they will be extremely valuable assets in the impending war.”

I brace myself as I look around, all twelve of the level 100s had surrounded us, with Howie standing in the air watching over the battlefield, his Domain still standing strong. I gulp down my nerves as I raise my hands, ready to fight as Alice transforms into her monster form.

            

    
        Chapter 146 - The Fistweaving Fox

    
    
    
    
                I don’t know who made the first move, all I know is that the fight began nearly as soon as Howie gave his command. Dodging chains that erupted from the ground, I twisted my waist and sent a chakram spinning towards the person behind me, but one of the soldiers appeared instantly and blocked my chakram with a shield.

Not losing momentum, I kept my focus on staying next to Alice as I started to build up mana. Throwing out Chakrams, I stepped into the air with Alice holding onto me. I had no practice fighting in the air, but I couldn’t afford to remain on the ground. All twelve of the soldiers also step into the air as I grimace at the scene. Taking a breath, I dismiss the chakrams, which had only ever been blocked by the soldier with the shield, making my weapons useless for now. Using wind magic, I send myself speeding to the ground, out of their encirclement, but our situation is not in the slightest improved.

They move to form a halve circle around me and Alice as I surge darkness outwards and with Alice we both point at a target each.

“Primordial Corruption.”

Suddenly, another two of the soldiers shine a golden hue as they point at our targets.

“Holy Blessing!”

Our spells cancel each other out as my eyes widened.

“We are fully aware of your abilities. Now, you have a choice, either agree to our terms to withdraw yourself from the war or die here without any to witness your fall. What will your choice be?”

Ignoring him, I stared at the soldiers as I began to sense a problem. A strange magic is emitting from these soldiers, something is not right. What is this magic and why does it send a shiver down my spine?

“Hurry it, we don’t have the time to dawdle around.” Hearing Howie’s command, I breathed out as the soldiers drew their swords.

“Alice, stay in your cocoon.” I whisper to Alice as she nods. I can’t have her on my back, she’s too big now, but I knew her cocoon isn’t easily broken. I cleared my mind of all thoughts, focusing on all twelve of the soldiers approaching. They knew my magic, meaning it’s useless to use anything, I'd have to rely on my physical strength which they likely knew as well.

Not wanting to give them the advantage of surrounding me, I flash step in towards one of them, Level 75 Jethro (Boosted to Level 100)a punch with all of my strength directly at their face. Before it could connect, the soldier with the shield arrived in front of him nearly instantly, my fist slamming into it, tearing a hole through the shield as I heard several bones cracking.

Pulling my fist back, I dodge an attack from behind as I quickly flash step to the side, my hand very quickly healing, a worthwhile trade for breaking the shield. Four surround me instantly, using their own versions of flash step, swinging their swords as the others use various magic in an attempt to bind me. The order to capture me gave me an opening, they were using weak magic and the back of their swords.

With a yell, I stomp on the ground as I unleashed a Wind Explosion, causing those surrounding me to become unbalanced as I use my physical strength to break the bindings of various elements. Grabbing one of those that had surrounded me, I grabbed their neck and ripped it off. It easily comes off as I found myself shocked for a moment, is a level 100 really that weak? Throwing the head at the person behind them, I watched as they deflected it, uncaring that it’s the head of one of the comrades.

Using that chance, I release my monster form and using my bare claws with Flowing Strikes I rip into the person who failed to raise their guard. The others seemed to hesitate for a moment before moving to surround and bind me once more as Alice’s Shadow Creature magic emerged from the ground, grabbing half of them while she used Corruption on two others.

Weak. That’s all I could think of. These guys were too weak. Weren’t they some sort of special force, why are they this weak? Is this a trap, or am I simply far too strong for them? Undoing my monster form, I quickly surge my mana within as I raise a hand. The spell very quickly forms as I focus on only half of the soldiers, as to reserve my mana.

“Darkfall.”

Dark bindings shoot from the ground, binding half of the soldiers as silver beams fall from the sky, disintegrating them. I stood there, blankly looking at the charred remains before turning to a soldier who had a face full of pain, which is strange, I hadn’t yet touched them. I checked their level and found myself both surprised and intrigued by what returned.




	Level 75 Jethro (Boosted to Level 100)






“Boosted?” Saying that word out loud, I looked around and saw all the remaining soldiers had a similar Status, though their actual levels varied. They certainly felt like level 100s, there is no mistaking that in the slightest, is it the strange magic coming from them causing their levels to be boosted? What does it mean to be boosted to level 100?

“Ah, you noticed. Shame.”

“W-wait, sir, we can st-”

With a flick of his wrists, I sensed a huge amount of overwhelming magic coming from the remaining soldiers and quickly raising my guard with a windwall around me, the remaining soldiers exploded into mists of blood, guts and ripped clothing. The blast sends me flying, hot air burning my skin heavily.

With a grunt, I roll on the ground before bouncing onto my feet, my regeneration quickly recovering my skin back to normal. Looking up at Howie, I grit my teeth and breathe out. Even the corpses had exploded, even if they weren’t near me. Small craters laid where they had once been, did he not want to leave their bodies here?

“This could’ve all been easily avoided, yet you chose to fight, and for what? Pretentious bullshit like parental love? What is a child in the face of a country’s might? What is a child in the face of thousands of lives? No matter, I had planned to hold the two of you hostage in exchange for Alexander the Corrosive Dragon’s withdrawal in the war, but now you’ve learnt of our boosting magic, you’ll die here.”

Narrowing my eyes as I calm myself down, I watch as Howie slowly grabs his axe and steps towards me, still in the air. His eyes are like he is looking at an insect that he had to crush, there is no hatred, malice or bloodthirst. To him, this is simply a job he needs to do, and that is it. Applying a Lunar Blessing to myself, I focused my mind to the brink of Flowing Focus, but I avoided entering that form, I couldn’t risk the backlash if I got distracted, not with Alice here.

She’s safe, I knew she would stay behind me. When the soldiers attacked they were only ever interested in me and Howie’s eyes never left me. They didn’t see her as a threat, meaning they entirely focused on me which I wanted. Howie steps onto the ground before me, and without a word flicks a wrist. Sensing danger, I leap backwards as dozens of metal spikes shoot from the ground, a few scraping my body.

Howie disappears as alarm bells rang out in my head and using wind magic I blast myself from the side, dodging a powerful slice from his axe which left a fine cut along the ground. If that had hit me, it would’ve been all over. I realised that my assumption had been correct, Howie is far more powerful than the last Delta-Class, whose name I can’t remember. No, it’s likely he’s more powerful than the remnant of Lilith since she hadn’t been sound of mind.

Without a word, he holds out an open palm towards me and closes it, a rush of magic surrounds me as I sensed death. Without a thought I flash stepped behind Howie and threw out the strongest punch I could. As if bored, he blocked my punch easily with his axe though I still sent him flying a short distance. I hadn’t harmed him, nor his axe, even with my full strength. Looking at the spot I had just flash stepped from, I saw hundreds of spikes from the ground and air, all intersecting in the middle. If I had been in that…

Summoning my chakrams once again, I start using Flowing Strikes as he walks towards me, unfazed by my relentless assault, parrying the chakrams as if merely shooing flies around him. I kept my cool, a plan slowly forming in my mind as I kept my distance. Suddenly Howie disappears as I sense danger from everywhere. Before I could react a blow came from behind, a large wound appearing on my back.

Flash stepping away, I felt my regeneration quickly healing the wound as I turned to Howie once more, looking at him as I grit my teeth in pain. The wound is deep, it wouldn’t heal quickly and would hinder my movements. Steadying my breathing, I lower myself slightly as I steel myself for what I need to do. Eyeing his axe, I focused once more as I dashed in, straight towards him as he raised a brow.

Before he could raise his weapon, a large talon erupts from the ground, its speed twice as fast as usual, gripping him tightly. He breaks it with physical strength easily, but it gave me the second I needed. Transforming into my monster form, I grabbed his axe arm with both hands and with a yell I snapped it as hard as I could as I heard him grunt in surprise as he dropped his weapon.

His eyes are covered in darkness the next moment, and using this chance I use my claws and Flowing Strikes to strike him with as much strength and speed as I muster. I knew the Blindness from Alice had already finished as I sensed more magic from her, an orb of darkness striking Howie’s side.

“IF YOU WANTED A FIST FIGHT YOU MERELY NEEDED TO ASK!” Unaffected by our assault, I felt a blow to my face as my jaw broke, sending my flying from where I had been. Rolling on the ground several times, I quickly get onto my feet as I exit my monster form and look at him. His arm had already recovered, his torso healing as quickly as my monster regeneration, his shirt ripped to pieces with blood splattered all around him.

I could hurt him and that’s all I needed to be sure of. I breathed out as I reapplied Lunar Blessing to myself. Taking up his offer, I dash towards Howie while keeping myself focused. My next plan came to mind as I narrowly dodge an attack and on reflex throw out a counter attack. I kept my focus on dodging his blows, only attacking in the form of counters as I kept my cool. Howie as well didn’t seem to become impatient, keeping himself calm as he continued a barrage of punches coming.

I started sensing it, his Domain becoming slightly weaker. I saw impatience start to slowly build on his face as his punches sped up. I felt his blows breaking bones, piercing my skin lightly, as I felt the sweat rolling off my skin as I kept dodging as fast as I could, the blood from my wounds slowly leaking as I felt my skin stitch itself back. I felt the very air from Howie’s fists as they skimmed past me. My breath was hot, as the sound of only our fight entered my ears as I felt my heartbeat, the blood flowing to every muscle, my mind reaching a strange nirvana. This isn’t Flowing Focus, this is something new.

I sank myself further into this feeling as I began to move on reflex completely, dodging each of his attacks with little effort, conserving my energy, as I slowly started attacking more, no longer on the defensive. My blows get faster as a message from the System appears, but I ignore it as I punch out with stronger hits, the bones in my hands cracking with each strike, healing before my next blow. My eyes capture every single movement of his, my body moving itself to avoid his blows.

I felt magic coming from behind, I knew it to be from Alice. Her magic intervened with magic cast by Howie, deflecting it with talons, not obstructing me in the slightest, her movements and spells perfectly syncing with mine. I saw Howie’s eyes, they held a new emotion within them. Fear. Pure fear. He is looking at me with such fear, as if he had never expected this. I cleared my mind of all thoughts, sinking into this feeling as this fight continued, dodging his blows.

I didn’t dodge them all, I felt the pain of them scraping my body slightly, the very air from his fists cutting into me. My body coming close to its limits, I could tell whatever this new feeling was wouldn't last much longer as I kept my assault up. I don’t know how long it’s been, Howie’s been hit by multiple spells from Alice, his resistance becoming lower each time. I could see darkness slowly infecting his body from Alice’s spells, wounds covering his torso and jaw from my blows which weren’t healing.

He tried to gain distance, moving fast. I pushed myself, gaining more speed as I kept on him, not letting up in my assault. He tried moving into the air, I followed. Even though I hadn’t practised fighting in the air, for some reason I could do it now. His Domain trembled with each punch I delivered, the fear in his eyes growing as his attacks grew desperate. He shouted, I couldn’t hear what he shouted but I knew he had.

He’s getting slower, or am I getting faster? I feel my body pushing past its limits, every muscle and bone cracking as I kept the pace going, pushing more and more, my healing reforming those muscles and bones as they became stronger, faster.

His eyes flicker to a spot behind me, where Alice is. I knew what he wanted, I wouldn’t let him touch her. I felt a massive surge of mana, a desperation attack to get me off him, but at that moment an opening formed. His concentration slipped as he focused on his spell, a darkness infected his eyes as Alice’s blindness hit him. I unleash my strongest punch on his jaw, sending him flying into the ground as his Domain disappears. He hits the ground, soil and snow smashing in all directions as I crouch in the air upside down and like an arrow launch at him, wordlessly releasing my Domain.

As my body becomes empowered by the night sky in my Domain, I see him stand with a stumble, bewilderment in his eyes as he looks at me. It’s too late for him to dodge as I slam into him, a punch so heavy and strong that it breaks my arm as I bury him into the lake. That punch had torn through his chest, his heart disintegrating from the energy and force of my blow. The mana he had started gathering dispersed as I grabbed him by the neck and pulled him up, my Domain shattering as we once more stood in the massive crater caused by my punch.

“W-what are you…?” The fear in his eyes had grown to a height I had never seen, the life in them fading fast. “W-why are you…”

“No one touches Alice, bastard.” As I shout those words, I tore off his head, arms and legs, dropping them all into the crater. It’s over, right? I saw the System message, telling me he is dead. My tension snapped as I felt my entire body heavily exhausted. I sway on the spot as I look up and see Alice running over to me. Glancing towards where others were staring at me, I saw Henry, Beth and Terry staring aghast at me, not in fear but amazement.

Hugging Alice tightly, I saw the condition of my body. Wounds covered me, not a single spot on my body had been left unbruised, my regeneration not able to keep up with the insane amount of healing my body demanded. My fists were covered in blood and bruises. My breathing is heavy, I don’t know what happened, but I did it, somehow I had done it.




	
You have stepped into the realm of a new form of fighting, one that is unique to you. Your speed, tenacity and strength is paving the path for this form. You have started on the martial path of The Fistweaving Fox.

This form combines your instincts, Flowing River and senses to create this new martial path. When you enter this martial path, you gain heightened senses, become hyper focused and will be unrelenting in your assault, allowing none to escape.











	
During your battle, your body became stronger, faster and tougher. You, who have time and time again faced those far stronger than yourself, have stepped into a new realm of strength due to your own efforts.

Stat Rank Increases:

Agility: A -> S+

Strength: B -> S

Toughness: D+ -> A+








Fatigue hit me like a dragon, my mind dizzy from the tiredness as I bit down on my tongue. I felt like I would collapse at any moment, but I held strong. Sensing a strong presence heading towards us, I helplessly looked in the direction of it and saw a large gate form in the air, a beautiful symbol that I knew on it. The gate opens as a man steps out of it, looking around before his eyes locked onto mine, disbelief covering them as he takes in the crater I stood in.

“You’re late.” As I leave those words of complaint with Roland, I pass out.

            

    
        Chapter 147 - A Crushed Heart

    
    
    
    
                
I hold her in my arms, the one that has always stood in front of me, using her own body as a shield, never once faltering regardless of the odds. The emotions I hide from her threaten to flood our link as I see her broken body, bruised and wounded, not even a single flake of skin spared from harm. I had witnessed her fight with that man in its entirety.

I wanted to help her, my heart breaks each time I saw her fight to this degree, her only thought is to protect me, never letting others hurt me. The only time I sense fear in her is when others threaten me or those she cares for, but she never falters or shows them fear. I hold her close to me, this woman who I called Mum, never wanting to separate from her, even for a moment.

I hear footsteps and look at the man coming towards us. Mum calls him Roland, she seems to trust him but I don’t. I hold no emotion or trust to anyone but Mum and Aunties Aubrey, Olivia, Summer, Xia and Uncles Xeno and Alexander. Turning my head away from that man, I look towards where the carriage is as a door of darkness appears before me. Stepping through it with Mum in my hands, I step into the carriage and place her gently on the bed.

I placed my head on her chest, hugging her tightly as my lip trembled. I hated seeing her like this, why can’t I be stronger to help her more? The sound of her heartbeat soothes me, calming my emotions that were threatening to surge through our link, giving me sleepiness as I closed my eyes. My only thought is to never leave Mum’s side and to become stronger as to stand at her side at all times.

***

Jerking awake, I lifted my head in a hurry as my body protested in pain. Looking down at the pressure on my chest, I saw Alice, sleeping with a worried look on her face, hugging me tightly. Glancing around, I saw that we were in our carriage. With no windows I couldn’t tell what time it was but I knew that the night sky was out, my body was empowered.

Stroking Alice’s soft head while moving her gently, I sat up and tucked her into the bed. The sheets were covered in my blood, so I made sure she wasn’t laying in it and looking at her cute sleeping face once more I smiled slightly, bending down and kissing her forehead.

“I’ll be back soon Alice.”

Stepping out of the carriage, I sensed a presence and made my way over to it. It seems the carriage had moved since my fight with Howie, the surroundings had changed as much as a snow covered field could. As I walked towards a campfire, I saw Roland sitting there alone, Howie’s head right next to him. Grimacing a bit, I saw Roland look up and give me a small nod as I sat in the snow opposite him.

“Good to see you’re on your feet.”

I stared at this man as he continued to look down at the fire, not meeting my eyes. I waited for him to speak, but he continued to look into the fire for some time, looking rather…tired.

“Alisha.”

Roland looks up at me before continuing to speak.

“I have to apologise to you, for a lot. We never expected Harrington to send a Delta-Class Commander of all things to scout, especially not one like Howie. Delta-Classes are a precious resource to a country and it’s completely outside of our expectations for one to appear before the war has even started. No doubt that with his death Harrington will feel the impact from it, and while I could sit here and prattle on about doing a good job, I can’t just do that knowing that I threw you into this danger like you were a tool to be used.

“I never intended to use you as a tool either, but along the lines I started to use you as another piece. It’s how I operate the Royal Guard, I move them as if they were pieces to a puzzle in an attempt to find a solution. Along the way I started to consider you as a piece to that puzzle, which I should’ve never done, you’re not aligned to Vale or this war. I’m sorry, I have no excuses for my behaviour.”

Roland looked at me in the eyes while saying this and I could tell he meant his apology. Before I could say anything else, he continued speaking.

“This also includes using that incident from the Tomb of Lilith to our advantage rather than clearing your name as quickly as we could. I had wanted to use that incident to drag out the hidden spies and corrupt nobles from Vale. We accomplished it to great success, but in doing so have ruined your reputation within the Guild. Once I return, I’ll personally ensure that your deeds to Vale are spread including the decree of your innocence. I’m truly sorry for this.”

“Did Gastron make you apologise?” We were both the Chosen of the God of Cooking after all, it wouldn’t surprise me if Gastron told Roland to apologise.

“No. I swear upon my System that this apology comes solely from myself. After seeing your condition earlier I realised that I had once again thrown an innocent person into the face of danger. From here on I will ensure the safety of the convoy, you should rest until we arrive in Hiems. I don’t want you to face any more danger.”

“I don’t care if I’m facing danger, Roland. But if you dare put Alice into a situation like this again, I’ll kill you.” I stared at him as he nodded slightly.

“I understand. I’ll inform you of the plan before placing you into this sort of danger again, that way you can gauge the danger to yourself and Alice. You have every right to decline my plans, you’re not sworn to Vale.” Roland goes back to looking at the fire, a small amount of relief on his face.

I sat there, my thoughts running in my mind about everything that has happened since I left the Tomb of Lilith. I couldn’t deny it, I had thought at first that the Royal Guard had been spreading those rumours, but from Roland’s tone it did seem he wanted to do the right thing for Vale, but had harmed me in the process. He also did seem to regret it, thus his apology, and with a sigh, I said what I had in mind, since my discussion with Howie.

“When I return to Vale.” Pausing while looking at the fire, the crackling of the wood ringing out in my ears, I looked at Roland. “I want to sign an agreement for my withdrawal from the war.”

I had expected Roland to argue against my words, to tell me that I should participate, but he simply nodded. “I understand. I’ll begin the process when I return, you’ll just need to swear an Oath. Here, take this, Tails asked me to pass it to you when you returned to Vale in the case she isn’t there.”

Accepting the pouch, I open it to see the Astral Ice Dragon’s core within it. Closing it, I put it in my bag, planning to absorb it later. “Thanks.”

“The merchants are aware of your identity now. Turns out a few of them had already figured it out thanks to their information gathering but kept it quiet. Can you tell me everything that happened in your fight?”

Sitting in silence for a moment, I opened my mouth and started explaining everything from start to end. After I had finished, Roland looked extremely surprised.

“They’ve figured out level-boosting magic?!”

“What is level-boosting magic?”

“It’s top secret, I can’t tell yo-” He stopped before shaking his head. “No, I suppose you deserve to know. It’s magic that has been developed by various countries, it imbeds magic capable of enhancing one's stats to a certain level, in this case level 100. I don’t know the full details, I don’t work in magic research, but I do know that for it to work it burns your lifeforce like crazy. The moment those soldiers used the magic, their lifespans had shortened by a lot of years. It’s also why they’re so weak, because while they get a boost to their stats it’s not natural like yours.

“As for defeating Howie…I honestly do not understand how you do it, defeating these opponents beyond the Path. I suppose he underestimated you, then when your strength started increasing, he failed to stop you and didn’t take it seriously until it was too late. Regardless, defeating Howie like this is a huge feat. Do you want me to spread the fact that you were the one who killed him? I must warn you, if I do this you may become a target of Harrington, not for war but for revenge. In addition, those outside of the conflict may take an interest in you, since not many can defeat a Delta-Class when only level 100.”

Shaking my head, I replied. “Then no. I don’t want eyes on me, nor anyone trying to take control of me. I only just got a Goddess off my back, I don’t need nations wanting to control me.”

“I understand. I’ll think of what to say to those above me. Go get some rest, it’ll be a month before we arrive in Hiem. Make sure you’re well rested, after all Mt Lunaria is awaiting you.”

Mt Lunaria. I wasn’t a fool, its name is shared by the one spoken by Lilith, meaning it had a lot of importance to it. Would this dungeon be another attempt at a Goddess trying to take a vessel? Standing up, I gave a nod to Roland and walked back towards my carriage. I didn’t care for Roland much, I respected him as my senior Chosen to Gastron, but for his methods I wasn’t particularly bothered, at least he knew what he was doing and instead of continuing to use me he apologised and accepted my withdrawal from the war.

Entering my carriage, I saw Alice still sleeping there and laying down next to her, I pulled her into a hug and closed my eyes, my mind giving me an image of Alice from Crater, the one I could truly call my first friend.

“Am I doing the right thing, Alice?”

***

The carriage continued as usual, Alice and I never left our rooms except for once, when the carriage had stopped and Roland came in to tell us that a hot spring was nearby, so we took that chance to bathe and clean ourselves up. Alice didn’t complain this time, which I found a bit odd, and we dressed in our usual equipment as adventurers. Roland had travelled back to Vale and given us our adventurers plates and chains back.

We hadn’t yet spoken to the merchants since that night, mainly because I no longer saw the need to keep up the appearance of us being nobles. One night though, mainly since Alice had become agitated at being in the carriage for nearly two weeks, I decided we’d join them for dinner.

“Muuuum, I don’t like wearing this.”

“I know, Alice, but it looks really nice on you.” Smiling at Alice, who is wearing the dress I had been given by Tessa all that time ago, I had to say it really fit her black hair and eyes. We had removed the hair dye and contact lenses since Alice had never liked it in the first place. Roland had given a solution to wash it out with.

Stepping out of the carriage while holding Alice’s hand, I look towards the front of the convoy. Roland had sat there since he joined the convoy, only moving to inform Alice and I of the hot springs, never leaving the front. Ignoring his presence, I turned towards the light of the campfire that had been set up and started to walk over.

Upon seeing us, the merchants looked rather surprised before happily waving at us, with Beth coming over to greet us.

“Well, it’s good to see that you both didn’t just shut yourselves away. And here I thought I finally had managed to make a connection with a noble family, though a connection with the hero of the slums might actually be better.”

Smiling gently as Beth chuckled, I simply nodded. “I guess Roland told you guys, my name is actua-”

At that moment, a pressure so thick, so tremendously powerful hit us all with a bang, forcing everyone including me onto our knees. I could barely breathe, this power overwhelmed me instantly. Alice, who is next to me, gasped for air as a voice rang out, a familiar voice occupying this extremely intense killing intent and force.

“ALISHA NOCTURNE GET THE FUCK OUT HERE AND FACE ME.”

Biting on my lower lip as I strain myself against Tessa’s pressure, I yell as I get on my feet. I never thought pressure this thick could exist, so heavy that taking a step felt like thousands of mountains were on my shoulders. This is the pressure released by a Pseudo-Demigod? My Mother defeated people far stronger than this when she was three stages below them? Unbelievable, this pressure alone could kill me.

I look down at Alice, who is struggling to stand. Doing my best to help her, I bend down to help her onto her feet.

“NO, ALICE WILL DO IT!” Hearing Alice scream, I felt shocked as she’d never yelled at me before. I heard determination in her voice, nevermind the link, so I watched as she too stood slowly onto her own two feet. She looked at me, giving me a solemn smile. I smiled back at her, proud of how she had stood against the pressure by herself.

We walked together, hands held. Each footstep is so heavy, leaving a foot shaped hole in the ground. We kept moving towards the source, and soon the figure of Tessa appeared, waiting at the front of the convoy.

Roland wasn’t faring any better than us, knelt over panting as his eyes remained locked onto Tessa. She stood there, her white hair still, her blue eyes boring into me as I stepped closer. Roland turned his head and got to his feet slowly as he moved in front of Alice and I, as if blocking Tessa’s view of the two of us.

“Move.” Tessa’s voice rang out, demanding Roland’s compliance.

“If you mean them harm then I will not hesitate to stop you.”

Tessa doesn’t move, but her eyes suddenly flash silver. I don’t know what happened, but Roland fell, hitting the ground hard. I had no time to react as Tessa glared back at me, the pressure radiating from her increasing several fold. I kept standing, my knees threatening to let out. Alice stayed firm alongside me as well.

“Kneel and pray for forgiveness to Celestia, or die here.”

I see, so she found out. I had been confused, but now it made sense why she’s here.

“Kill me.”

“Kneel and pray for forgiveness and she will forgive you. DO IT NOW.” Tessa stomps her foot down as the pressure increases once more. I cried out as my knees buckled for a moment, but I remained standing with Alice. I glared at Tessa as my nose started to bleed.

“Kill me.”

The pressure increases once more as she takes a step towards me, her glaives appearing in her hands. I faced her without blinking, waiting for her to kill me. I would rather die than utter a prayer to that Goddess.

“Last chance, Alisha. Kneel, ask for forgiveness or die here. I will not tell you again.”

I remained quiet this time, simply waiting for her to swing her glaives.

“Kill me. Protect Alice.”

“Mum, no! Alice will die too!”

I felt sad, I knew that if I perished she would too. Perhaps because of her uniqueness she wouldn’t. I looked into Tessa’s eyes as she raised her glaive, and smiling faintly at Tessa, I closed my eyes while waiting for death.

The sound of flesh being cut resounded throughout my ears, a splatter of liquid hitting my face. Did she decapitate me? The pressure disappeared and after a few seconds, I found myself confused as I slowly opened my eyes. The sight I saw made my stomach drop, a sight I had never expected to see, one that terrified me.

Tessa stood there, a massive cut revealing her still beating heart to me. I didn’t know what to do, didn’t know what to say as my eyes met hers.

“I’m sorry, Alisha. I had to ensure you were resolved in your path. I didn’t want to hurt you. I’ve been told to hunt you down and kill you once you become stronger. I didn’t understand why until I found out from one of Nyx’s followers. I am bound to Celestia, I can not go against her, but I will not allow you to be killed, nor will I allow any harm to come to you, I swore to myself I would not allow it. Crush my heart, Alisha.”

My mind went blank at her words, this is happening far too suddenly.

“T-Tessa, can’t we talk? Why must I kill you, can’t we just talk about this?!” I didn’t want to kill her, she’d alone had helped me far more than anyone else, saving me not once but twice. I wanted to repay her somehow, so how could I kill her?!

Tessa smiled lightly and cupped my face gently. “I’m sorry, I truly am. If there was another way I wouldn’t ask this of you. It’s either this or we have to fight to the death later.”

“Why?! Just refuse Her!”

Tessa leaned forward as I felt her lips on my forehead, lingering for a moment before she pulled away.

“I’m one of her Blessed, Alisha. Once you step onto your Path, if you’re a Blessed or Chosen you can not reject your God or Goddess unless you step into the realm of Demigod. I failed to do so, I can not go against her. If I refuse her my soul will be torn from me, tortured for the rest of my life. This is why She wanted you under her complete control before you stepped onto your Path.”

I felt my very being shake, my eyes trembling as her words made me realise the truth of Celestia’s actions from all that time ago.

“Do not fear, Gastron is not like that.” As if sensing my thoughts, Tessa simply smiled. “He will speak with you before your ritual, so you can ask Him then. He is true to His word, he is neutral to all things. Now, crush my heart Alisha, if my life is to end, be it by your hand.”

“Why me?!” I resisted, I didn’t want this at all. “I don’t want this!” I felt tears streaming down my eyes as I continued to look deeply into Tessa’s eyes.

“Because if my death can become a stepping stone for power for you, then I would rather die at your hands than have my soul tortured.” Tessa took one of my hands and slowly moved it towards her heart. I wanted to pull away, tell her that we can always fight if the time came. Surely if I just defeated her that would be enough, right?!

I could tell though that wouldn’t be enough. I knew that Tessa wouldn’t lie like this, but this was far too sudden. My mind returned to its senses as my hand wrapped around her heart, fear sinking deeply into my own.

Mixed emotions threw my mind into chaos, I knew why Tessa wanted me to kill her, I knew but I didn’t want to do it. I yelled, not wanting to do this, my hand trembles and as I’m about to let go, a voice rings out in my mind, a voice that soothes my emotions as my eyes widen.

I crush Tessa’s heart with no hesitation.
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I ignored the messages from the System as I gazed at the body of Tessa, the remains of her heart within my hand. I stood there, calmly, remembering the voice that had rang out in my mind before I crushed her heart. A power beyond words could be felt from the heart, making me want to consume it to gain that power but I held back. The time wasn't right, I continued to look at her corpse, Alice standing next to me nervously.

After what felt like an eternity, it finally happened as the voice in my head had said it would. An overwhelming amount of energy, magic and Lunar magic erupted from Tessa's corpse, a massive pillar of magic reaching the heavens. I continued to stand there as the air trembled, her corpse expelling more and more magic. 

Soon, the pillar started to slowly disappear and as it did a wave of pure mana surged towards her body, flooding it completely. I could see minute changes happening to her as a giant magic circle spread out below us.

I heard a gasp come from Tessa’s body which then twitched. I felt relief spread from my stomach knowing that it had worked. At that moment of hesitation, when I was about to let go of her heart, her voice rang out in my head. There is only one way to be released from being a Blessed of a Goddess. The Blessed had to die, and Tessa knew that. 

"Alisha, my death will give me freedom. Please, release me."

Those words had rang in my mind. In my emotional state I had failed to sense the magic she had used to implant them into my mind. The flood of pure mana slowed down before stopping. Tessa slowly stood, her wounds completely healed but she looked pale and weak, far weaker than what she had once been, though it’s better than how she had been...much better than being dead.

Our eyes met as she smiled lightly, seemingly having trouble standing. She looked at my hand which still held the crushed heart before chuckling.

“A rather grim sight I suppose, seeing my heart in the hand of the one who killed me. It’s like a fairy tale I once heard. You can eat that when you want, I don’t know what kind of power you’ll obtain from it but it’ll surely do something.”

“Are you okay?” Concern filled my voice as I stepped close to her as she chuckled once more.

“Oh don’t worry about old me, Alisha. It’ll take a long time, but I’ll regain my strength. After all, a reset might be a good idea.”

“Reset?” Suddenly my mind clicked as I checked her Status.
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“Level 1?!”

“Did you think Resurrection Magic would come with no cost? Well, I didn’t exactly explain it in my little message. The cost is everything I had accumulated up to this point in life, after all I did die. The upside is that I will no longer be bound to Celestia and thus will never have to harm you. Compared to that fate, this price is little to pay.”

I felt dizzy, such a large price to pay. She’s weaker than the merchants in the camp!

“I-I-”

Tessa chuckles as she walks over, pulling Alice and I into a warm hug.

“Don’t apologise, Alisha. This is my choice. I’m free now. Though you have a new problem, Alisha.”

“W-what is that?”

Releasing us, Tessa grins as she points at herself. “You’ll have to put up with me. I’m weak now, I’ll need a strong person to protect me. Of course, only if you’re able, I won’t burden you.”

Realising what she meant, I took a moment to react before nodding slightly. “Of course…of course! Come with us, Tessa.”

“Then I will! This will be fun, levelling all over again! Maybe I’ll choose a new magic to pursue…ooo, I could try out Arcane Magic! No no, Time Magic, I have a lot of tomes from a treasury in one of my many bags! Oh, eat that heart now before that Captain wakes up.”

Looking at Tessa’s heart, I hesitated for a moment before bringing the heart filled with massive power to my mouth and eating it in one go. As it made its way down my stomach, I didn’t feel anything change for a moment, but suddenly the power from it surged through my body before arriving in my mana realm, and checking in there I saw a large moon in the sky, only that it had a golden hue to it. Nothing else had changed, nor had the System said anything. Telling Tessa, she smiled lightly.

“I see, well it’ll be a good thing. Have those mana spirits within your mana realm hatched yet?” I shake my head as Tessa nods. “As expected, they’ll hatch when you step onto your Path. It can take up to a decade before they hatch, but with the sheer amount of magic you hold your evolution will give them more than enough.”

I nod slowly as I take everything in that has just happened in the course of the last hour. From what I had thought to be just joining the merchants for a dinner turned into me killing Tessa who then resurrected into a Level 1 Human. I just gazed at her in wonder before realising our current situation. Tessa chuckled at the sight of me.

“I’ll go hide in your carriage. Explain the situation to him but don’t tell him about the Resurrection Magic, it is after all knowledge one would kill for. I’ll explain more once we’re safely inside. Don’t worry, I just knocked him out.”

Alice leads Tessa to the carriage, though she casts me one last glance before doing so. Watching her and Tessa walk off with a smile, I turn my attention to Roland as my smile fades. He had thrown himself in front of Alice and I without hesitation and refused to move when Tessa demanded him to do so. Thinking of our earlier discussion, it did seem he had meant what he said. Leaving him face down in the snow, I kept a lookout, thankfully he woke up after ten minutes.

I explained what happened to him, but slightly twisted the truth by saying Tessa had wanted to test my resolve and had forsaken Celestia herself. Roland looked confused at those words but didn’t question the story. I knew he could tell I had left parts of the story out, but he didn’t try and force me to say everything. Leaving Roland who had gone over to calm the merchants, I glanced at the campsite before sighing and heading to the carriage.

Entering, I saw Tessa fawning over Alice, squeezing her cheeks while giggling, Alice looking lost on what to do.

“Ah, she’s so cute! You’ve grown so much since I last saw you!” I couldn’t help but smile at this scene, Tessa really did seem to be overflowing with joy, a stark difference to when she had first appeared.

“Tessa?” After Alice sent me a look like she wanted help, I sat on the bed next to Tessa. “What happened? I mean, with you appearing and that Resurrection Magic.”

“Ah! I should tell you.” Letting go of Alice, who nearly ran to me and sat on my lap, Tessa pondered for a moment.

“Where to start…I suppose I should explain where I’ve been recently. As I mentioned before, I travelled south of Vale and found the garden. It’s beautiful, beyond words. There is extremely powerful Lunar Magic there, enough for us Lunar Mages to bathe in and feel comfortable. I’ll show you where it is, you have to set up a Home there when you can Travel.”

“A Home? So I should build a house there?”

“Ah, I keep forgetting you have no idea about the outside world. Staying in Vale is all well and good, but you should travel the world, you know?”

“I’ll probably do that once I’ve stepped onto my Path. I’m withdrawing from the war in Vale, I plan to sign the agreement when I return.”

“Oh? Well, small stuff like wars won’t be of any concern with your potential anyway, you’ll have bigger things to worry about.”

I wonder what could be bigger than a war? Before I got lost in my thoughts, Tessa looked towards the kitchen portion of the carriage. I heard the cry of an empty stomach as a blush spread on her face.

“Could I get food first? Having my body lose everything it’s accumulated is rather taxing.”

Getting up and making a quick meal for Tessa, she talked while watching me work.

“So while I explored this beautiful place, Astraea appeared before me. This is about a week ago now, and she told me that I had to fulfil Celestia’s task. When you, Alisha, became an Eclipse-Class individual I was to hunt you down and kill you. Astraea never told me why, only ever saying that this is the duty I had to perform to Celestia and I must not fail Her.

“I didn’t know what to do. I made a promise a long time ago and I didn’t want another friend to die, much less at my own hands. That’s when I remembered the Resurrection Magic I had. An extremely powerful item, it can resurrect an individual, but it has to be consumed ahead of time and if not used within a day it won’t work anymore. The drawback is as you can see, my body has been completely reset, all of my previous evolutions gone, no magic or mana realms. I’m a blank canvas.” Tessa gives me a wink before chuckling.

“How did you find me?” I had been curious about this question, and Tessa obliged in answering it.

“Luck, for the most part. I had been Travelling back to Vale to find you, but the other day I sensed you, as well as a Delta-Class. I arrived shortly after it had finished but you were extremely wounded, so I decided to hide and wait till you had recovered. When you exited the carriage tonight, I saw you had mostly recovered and that’s when I decided to put on that act…sorry about that, I had some unresolved emotions about you. Before I lost everything, I wanted to be sure you had resolved yourself, but the moment you asked me to protect Alice I knew you had the resolve. Your eyes showed that.” Tessa looked at me with a faint smile as I handed her the food I had prepared.

“Oh? You can make food on this level? Even just casually?” The food I had given her would increase her Stats by 500, and while I felt worried giving her food like this, I knew she would know if she could handle it. “Well, a jump start sounds wonderful. I plan to stay at Level 1 for some time and build my foundation.”

“Tessa?”

“Call me Tess. You have that right.”

“Tess…do you know why Celestia told you to kill me?”

“Oh, you sound like you have it figured out! Alright, let's hear it, I want to know if my theory makes sense.”

“It’s to make me stronger…” Explaining everything to Tess while we ate, including about what happened in the Underworld Trial, Tessa’s frown continued to deepen.

“That’s…” For the first time since I’ve met her, Tessa had become completely speechless, her eyes swimming around as if searching her memories. “For Her to go to such lengths, but why? She’s already a God, she has command over the night sky as it is…”

“Not exactly. She has command over the moon, not the night sky itself.” Speaking up, I told Tessa about my revelation that led to merging my magic into Noctilucence. Tessa sunk into thought before slowly nodding as I told her about what happened to Melody, my mother.

“You’ve gone through a lot, haven’t you? Do you mind me hanging around you like this for a while? If not, I can always find my own way.”

Shaking my head, I looked at Tessa. “No. You’ve done so much to help me, let me help you now. I may also have a way to help you too…” Deciding to tell Tessa about the Dungeon Core, she became speechless for the second time, her mouth opening and closing before standing up, her half eaten meal completely forgotten about.

“Alisha.” Tessa sat down, gracefully as if her looking shocked didn’t just happen. “Don’t use that in Vale. And not for the belief that they don’t deserve it. That dungeon has too much potential to be stuck in a city. Oh right, we completely sidetracked about what a Home is, but this is perfect, you can set up that dungeon core there, it will help it immensely too.”

“I’m confused, Tessa. What’s a Home?”

“I’m explaining that, silly. You really do need more help learning the outside world.” Tessa sighs as she looks at me. “A Home is a point where you can Travel to, regardless of distance. You can only ever have one and there are rules to it, unique to your path. For example, my old Home had to be constantly within sight of the Moon. It made it rather difficult to find a suitable home. By setting a Home at a location, it means no matter where you go in this world, you can always return home, though it will mean you need to travel again.”

“So I still need to get to Black Grade.”

“Pff, Black Grade? Alisha, take the Sapphire Grade test once you’ve stepped onto your Path. Going through the normal route will only ever lead you to leadership, you’re not a leader you’re a fighter, don’t make the mistake of becoming a leader. It doesn’t suit you nor me.”

“Sapphire Grade test?” I knew about Sapphire Grade, the grade above Black Grade but could only be obtained by special means.

“Mm, what has Alexander been teaching you exactly?”

“Magic control, I can walk in the air now.”

“Sigh. Once I’ve recovered enough I’m going to sit you down and lecture you about this world, you truly don’t know anything. Alright, I don’t know the inner workings of the Guild, I never bothered joining but you’ve made the right choice in joining, they have a lot of power in this world and will be a good resource for you, like the teleport gates in cities, while owned by the respective cities can be accessed by those at Black or Sapphire Grade.

“About the test for Sapphire Grade, you need to have exceptional feats to even be eligible to take the test, and you’d have no problems with that. The Guild Master of the entire Guild will then assign you a task, this is the start of your test. I have no clue what the test includes, but if you are successful you will become one of the Sapphire Grades. Last I heard there were only three Sapphire Grades in the world, not even the Guild Master is one, it’s a test that has been passed down since ancient times. That’s all I really know.”

A bit surprised by all of this, I pondered for a while. Only three in the world? I don't know how big this world is, though there are a lot of people in Vale, and lots of Gold Grades. I didn’t exactly have an idea on what a lot of people looked like, but I knew if there were only three Sapphire Grades it meant becoming one is extremely difficult.

“You think it over, Alisha. It’s your choice at the end of the day, I’ll just tell you what you need to know. I have to rest, losing all of my strength isn’t easy. I may sleep for days on end, I’ll be relying on you to protect me and feed me in the brief moments I awaken. I need energy more than flavour, so don’t go overboard for my sake. Mind if I sleep in your bed?”

“Sure. I don’t need sleep unless I fight, we should be okay with Roland here.”

“Alisha, never assume your safety. I’ve just abandoned Celestia and I’m riding with you who also has abandoned Her. It’s extremely possible that Astraea will send a Demigod from the Sisterhood to hunt us down or a powerful monster might wander towards the convoy, don’t let your guard down.” Tessa looked at me with a very tired expression, as if she would fall asleep at any moment.

“Okay, I got it. Go and sleep, Tess.” Helping her to the bed, she thanked me before falling asleep before her head even reached the pillow. Looking at her, I still felt overwhelmed by everything that had happened earlier. The fact this incredibly strong person who had always supported me is now a weak Level 1 that is sleeping in my bed depending on me had left me feeling rather emotional, to the point where Alice had become affected. She too looked sad and giving her a stiff smile I sat down next to her while we both remained silent.
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                An uneventful month followed Tessa’s reset. As she said, Tessa only slept during this time, waking only to eat. She looked horrible when she woke up, as if ready to pass out. I made food for energy but she only said more before falling asleep. The next time she woke, I had prepared enough to feed ten people and that hadn’t been enough. I had no idea where she’s putting it all, but it did force me to hunt to get more food.

I had spent my time ensuring that the food that I had prepared would be stocked with as much energy as possible, while also putting as much energy into it as possible to create dishes that would strengthen her. Ensuring that she would be fine after each of these meals, I spent the rest of the time with Alice, the two of us working on merging our magic together to see if we could replicate what we had done in the Tomb of Lilith, without merging ourselves.

We didn’t bear fruit with these efforts, but we did discover our magic had high compatibility with each other, which made sense considering our link. It also offset Alice’s boredom a bit, with her seemingly determined and a bit desperate to train like this. Thinking of what had happened when Tessa had unleashed her pressure on us that time, I realised that Alice may have been wanting to get stronger herself. She’s also at the Crossroads and has selected a Path, but her only condition is to be with me when I step onto my Path.

After this month passed, I heard a knock at the carriage down and upon opening it was met with Beth, who gave me a sly smile.

“We’ve arrived at Hiems. They’re confirming our identity chains. Captain Roland left before we arrived, so you’ll have to be ready to confirm your identity as our bodyguard.”

“Ok, let me know when we’ve stopped in the town.” Thanking Beth, I closed the door and wondered what to do about Tessa. Hearing a knock at the door, I opened it to see a guard this time who looked at my neck and grunted.

“Adventurer? You must be the bodyguard of these merchants. Any others in there?”

“My daughter and friend.”

“Then that’s fine. I need to confirm their identity chains.” I showed the guard Alice’s and when he asked about Tessa’s I pursed my lips and spoke.

“She doesn’t have one and is currently injured and asleep.”

“That’s fine, it happens on the road. I need to confirm her Status before letting you through, you can have an identity chain issued at the courthouse.”

Nodding slightly, I observed the man for a moment before realising he is only about level 80. Letting him in, I stood in front of the bed, allowing him partial sight to Tessa as he held a crystal lens to his eye, a magic coming from it. He nods and puts the lens away.

“Very good. Level 1 Human, no hidden illusions or System disguise abilities. I thank you for your time Miss Alisha.” The guard leaves the carriage and moves on, as if well practised in these sorts of situations. A bit relieved he didn’t kick up a fuss, I closed the door once more and sat down at the table, wondering what to do with Tessa. I had hoped she’d have recovered by now, but she’s still sleeping.

Feeling the carriage start moving after ten minutes, I picked up all of our belongings like the bloody clothing from my last fight and stored it all away, feeling eager and excited to finally finish this task. The carriage comes to a stop as a knock comes from the door once more. Beth informed me that the convoy ends here and upon getting that confirmation I ask her if there is an inn nearby that we could go to.

“There is an inn near the Guild branch here dear. They have good security too.”

“Thanks, Beth.”

“No, thank you, Alisha. If it hadn’t been for you we would’ve been killed. If you ever need a discount, all of the merchants here will be more than happy to provide one in the future.” After chatting with Beth for a bit longer, she left while I headed inside and with no other choice picked up Tessa gently.

“Alice, just be on the lookout in case anyone gets any ideas.” With Alice giving me a strong nod, the three of us left the carriage and following the directions Beth gave headed towards the adventurers district.

The town of Hiems is rather big for a town, but it’s still quite small with about ten thousand people living here in total. According to Beth, there is one Delta-Class who resided here that protected the town from monster tides and had been elected as the leader of this town for the last hundred years. The biggest attraction in this town is the auction that happens once every five years and is due to start in two weeks, meaning the town would start filling with more guests than before.

We made our way through the town attracting a few interested gazes but upon seeing the Gold Grade plate around my neck and Alice’s they turned away with a bit of fear. It seems like the citizens here are afraid of our status as Gold Grades, but without caring much I continued and soon we arrived before a small tavern called The Snowman’s Retreat.

Registering at the front desk, we were given the choice of having a Gold Grade room which cost 50 Mithril Coins for three months, but came with free meals, a tour guide and a maid for the duration of our stay. The room we would get would include a private room for the maid so they would be available twenty four seven. Wondering if they would assist me with my cooking without running away, we were led to the room and entering it I found myself satisfied at the sight of a rather well equipped kitchen, three bedrooms and cleanliness.

The receptionist leaves after informing us that the maid will be available the next day and seeing her off, I sat down on a chair and pondered on what to do now. I had slightly expected Alexander to have found us so we could head to Mt Lunaria. With Tessa here, travelling without others would be extremely difficult, especially since she’s only level 1 now. While I could travel by myself, I didn’t want to leave either Alice nor Tessa alone.

“Mum?”

“What’s up Alice.” Alice sat down next to me before glancing at Tessa.

“Is Auntie Tessa okay?” At first Alice had been a bit uncomfortable around Tessa, after all they hadn’t really conversed and everytime Tessa had been present around Alice it had been as an authoritative figure. Over the last few weeks Alice had asked me about Tessa and I had told her. From those stories, it seems Alice had realised Tessa had been helping us far more than we had thought and had started to call her Auntie Tessa.

“She’ll be fine. Remember, she did say she needed sleep. When she’s better we’ll go on a trip with her, ok?”

Alice lays her head on my lap and stays silent, and like that we spend another week stuck inside, though I didn’t mind, I wanted to ensure Tessa stayed safe. I had thought of claiming the rewards for 'killing' Tessa, but something told me not to until I have Alexander's protection, so I didn't.

***

Thankfully during the week, Tessa started to wake up more often, eating all of the food I had made while leaving some dishes untouched. Curious as to why, I found it to be food related to increasing or strengthening one's magic. At first I had been confused, but then realised why; Tessa is a blank canvas, meaning she has no magic to speak of, no mana realm or veins, meaning that food is useless to her. I was rather surprised she’d been checking each dish and skipping magic related food.

On the eighth day, Tessa woke up after only four hours of sleep and walked up to us, she greeted me and Alice.

“Morning, or is it afternoon? Thank you for taking care of me.” Tessa sits down opposite me and starts eating happily. “This food has helped a lot. Stat increases, Stat Rank increases, meals that toughen my skin and much more. You have no idea how much you’ve boosted my foundation from just these meals, you truly are worthy of being the Chosen of Gastron.”

Smiling happily at her comments, I watched as she finished eating with a satisfied smile. Handing her a pouch, Tessa tilted her head and opened it, a chuckle escaping her lips as she pulled out dried meat, flavoured with a variety of spices.

“Ah, snacks. You shouldn’t have!” Eating a piece Tessa happily put the pouch away before looking at me. “I want to talk to you about my future. I know you’ve got your own path you’re on and if you don’t want me around, I’ll make my own way.”

“Mm, Tessa I can’t abandon you like that, you’re free to follow along with me, though I do need to head to Mt Lunaria.”

“So you’re indeed heading there.” Tessa looked me up and down before sighing. “I’ll talk to you about Lunaria later. For now, my plans are to remain at level 1 for a period of time. I’ll be building my foundations slowly before I start levelling.”

“Why are you doing that?” Tilting my head I see Tessa chuckling.

“I won’t go into a lecture about foundation building but I’ll give you the basics. See, a lot of people just go with the flow, which you have been doing yourself, when they first start out levelling. A general rule of thumb is to not interfere because everyone sticks with the rule of thumb that others must find their own way. Stupid rule, but the Sisterhood follows it to the extreme. Anyway, the Sisterhood doesn't matter for this discussion.

“If one builds a very strong foundation from level 1, they will of course be much stronger when they get to level 100. Common sense but a lot of people that are in power don’t want this to happen, imagine if a generation comes along that has far more potential? Though it does happen, the main difficulty is getting through the Crossroads as most just give up and remain at level 100. So for now my plan is to train my body and awaken my mana realm through a ritual to find my True Magic Nature and start strengthening my mana veins and realm.”

“Ritual? Where can you get that done, Vale?”

“Oh sweety, Vale is small time in comparison to the rest of the world. No, I’ll conduct the ritual myself, I know an ancient technique, I just need to find a pure mana lake that has started to crystalize pure magic stones, which is incredibly rare but I know the location of one.” Tessa gives me a wink as I smile slightly.

“That garden you spoke of?”

“Bingo! As you are now, we can’t go but once you’ve stepped onto your Path you’ll be strong enough to reach it. The garden itself is safe with no monsters within it, but the surrounding Wilderness is incredibly dangerous, but I know a route to get through safely so I can guide you once it’s time. Don’t worry about me though, Alisha. I’m already asking a lot and I can’t repay you, at least not yet.”

“It’s okay, Tess. I want to repay you anyway.” She smiles as I say that before I turn my attention to Alice, who had been listening with a bit of boredom. “For now, I want to look at heading towards Mt Lunaria.”

“Oh, not sticking around for the auction?”

“Will we get anything from it?”

“You never know, a powerful item may show. The auction attracts those beyond the Crossroads frequently and stories of world-class items appearing have circulated before.”

Thinking it over, I thought it would be good to see if there is anything and if we could get anything to help Tessa I would be more than happy to do so.

“Do you mind, Alice?”

“Alice is happy to be with Mum.” Alice hugs my arm as I smile at her. Part of me wanted Alice to be a bit more independent and not just follow me all the time.

“I don’t mind what you want to do, Alisha. This is your journey, I’m just here for the ride at the moment.” Tessa gives me a smile as I decide to stay for the auction. There is another objective I need to handle in Hiems as well.

“I need to find those twins.” Explaining the situation with the elven twins, Tessa frowns slightly while tapping her chin in thought.

“Yin and Yang magic? Pair of twins…I’ve heard of unique magic like that before. Twins commonly are born with very unique magic that connects them for life, though I’ve never heard of that connection being damaged before. The fact you can sense it means it’s related to Lunar magic in some way, though it’s also possible that those two need to evolve for that connection to be solidified. Alright, let’s go find them.”

We leave the inn, informing the maid, Jennifier, that hasn’t really done much, about our plans. She offered to lead us to the Guild, but I declined and asked her to get more food for us. I had provided her a Diamond Coin as a budget and though she had been shocked at being given such a high amount she had taken it in stride.

We left the tavern and headed towards the Guild while I kept myself alert. I wasn’t only on guard for surprise attacks but I also kept an eye out for the twins in case we ran into them. I noticed the stares that came towards us as we walked, some fearful, some full of admiration and others that were on guard. Ignoring the stares as usual, I heard Tessa chuckle.

“Is this a standard for you two?”

“Mm, but usually they ignore us too after a glance, but some are staring as if in disbelief.”

“It’s a small town, a Gold Grade arriving earlier than usual for the auction likely has some interest. I wouldn’t be surprised if you’re the only Gold Grade here, after all small towns like this usually don’t have anyone above level 50 as most just leave for the city since the Guild can’t accommodate them above level 50 or they seek higher fame.”

“I see…” It made sense when explained like that. Vale had their dungeons and the surrounding areas that offered levels, money and a lot of shops. Most of the shops we walked past here were for clothing, food and blacksmithing, none seemed to be aimed at adventurers. The Guild appears in our sights and I further understood what Tessa had been saying.

The building is nothing like Vales. It’s a two story building, a bronze walled first floor and a silver coloured second floor. There wasn’t a floor for Gold Grades at all, and the foot traffic here barely existed.

“Are there no dungeons around here?”

“Nope. Most rely on going out and fighting monsters in the surrounding areas, collecting their materials and gaining experience that way. Those that come from these small towns are usually a lot stronger than those from a city. Those that come from a city usually have resources around them with usually little to no danger, while those in towns need to risk danger often to get stronger. The only problem is that when those from a town get to a city, they become complacent because of the luxury of safety and stop growing. Those like you, Alisha, that continue to face danger become far stronger.”

I found myself glad that Tessa had joined us, she didn’t hesitate to tell me all of this information when I asked, giving me a bit of relief.

“Are you going to become an adventurer, Tess?”

“Me, a dear old level 1? Maybe, the resources of the Guild are vast and the freedom is nice.”

“Oh, we need to get you an identity chain too.”

“Ah. Right, we’ll do that once we’ve finished here.” Tessa grins and we enter the Guild. The layout is very similar to Vale’s, except there is a board for requests on the ground floor and instead of half of the floor being a bar it has merchants peddling their wares. Approaching the receptionist, he looked up at me briefly before doing a double take before looking at Alice and Tessa.

“W-Welcome Madams. How can I assist you?”

“I’m looking for a pair of twins…” Describing Yin and Yang to the attendant, he nods and looks down at his notes.

“Yes, those twins have been here. They accepted a request to help set up the auction house and have been there for the last few days. The two come back here to report back for payment, would you like me to leave a message.”

“Please tell them Alisha is here and they can find me here…” Passing the details of our tavern room, the attendant nods and informs me he will advise the other attendants to pass on the message in case he isn’t here. Asking him if there are any requests that needed to be done, I had expected him to reject us, and he did.

"While I appreciate it, we do not have any problems. Madam, it will be best for you to ensure you're in peak condition for the auction instead."

Hearing his words made me feel a bit confused but deciding to leave it at that, we asked the attendant where we could get an Identity Chain for Tessa.

"We can organise it while also enrolling the young madam into the Guild."

"Mm, let's pass. We'll do it later." With Tessa's words, we decided to pass for the time being and headed out. "Alisha, don't worry about my identity chain. I just remembered that it can tell the age of the person. It's either going to tell them I'm only about a month old or my true age."

"How old are you, Tess?"

"Haha, let's change the topic! Can you make me more stat increasing food? Lets spend the next few days making food! You could even make a ton of money from selling Stat Rank increasing food!"

With our plans settled, we decided to buy out all the stores worth of ingredients, while planning to use the last of the high quality monster meat I had left.

            

    
        Chapter 150 - A Dream

    
    
    
    
                Beings who defy the Gods. They came in many shapes and sizes. They all have their own reasons and motivations. Some have more of a reason than others. Many of those who defy Gods have succeeded in the past, prevailing against them and bringing fear to the Divine Realm. Many have failed, laughed at by those they wanted to defy.

This tale is about one who tried to defy the Gods, only to fail at the last moment.  She, a Chosen of a God, wanted to defy the Gods. A strange conflict of interest, but her Goddess found it entertaining, giving Her support so that Her Chosen may defy the Gods and claim her fate as her own.

Hundreds of years ago this child was born. There wasn't anything special about her, she was simply a monster, no special characteristics. A Demonic Fox like her could be found in any dungeon or wild area at the time. As she grew, she started to experience change unique to her.

It happened fifty years after her birth. One day, after fighting a large Brute Ogre and killing it, she started to feel tired, a tiredness like no other. Returning to her den, she fell into a slumber, exhausted and bruised from her fight.

Her den wasn't anything special. Bones piled up around her, leftover scraps of meat hanging off them. She had never bred with another so there were no cubs to care for. What this Demonic Fox didn't know was that underneath her den lay a piece of the Moon, a small piece but filled with so much divine energy that it had slowly twisted the surroundings, though far too slowly to have a noticeable change.

Little did this Demonic Fox know, this slumber was unlike any other. This is her evolution, an evolution that would change her fate forever more. The shard of the moon under her den reacted with this evolution, its divine energy streaming into her, awakening her mana and body.

A monster that becomes humanoid is rare, in fact it’s so rare deep in the wilds like this that most believe it to be impossible. An evolution unique to her had begun, and after two years she transformed. A young, attractive girl with long, beautiful black hair and blue eyes woke in the den. 

All alone, a monster no more but still considered one. Confused and scared, the girl stumbled out of the den, into the cover of the night sky. For a moment, she gazed up, becoming lost in the night sky. The first sound she heard broke her focus, a sweet melody is what the girl heard. At that time, the System decided on her name.

The girl, stark naked, slowly stumbled towards the noise. A camp opened to her, a group of men were sitting around the camp, one who held a musical instrument. When the girl appeared, they all turned their heads, surprise in their eyes before greed took over.

Fear, an emotion that all feel. Some say they never feel it, but they simply have forgotten the feeling. The girl felt it for the first time when those men looked at her, eyes filled with lust and greed. The men made their move quickly, eager to sink their fangs into this beautiful naked girl.

Perhaps it's instinct, or maybe latent talent. The moment the men approached her, she chose to fight, not to take flight. Like a clumsy school kid throwing a ball, the girl swung her fist at the head of one of the men with all her strength. The punch landed, flattening his head against the ground, instantly killing him.

With another wild and untrained punch, she killed her second human before finally landing a kick to the last man. There she stood, three men dead. She wasn't sure what happened, but she felt glad it happened.

Gently, the girl lifted up the harp. She liked the sound it made, that gentle and soothing sound. Carefully cradling the harp as if it were a newborn, she quickly ran back to the den. There she gently caressed the harp, as if trying to coax it into playing for her. Accidently touching a string, she heard the sound it made. 

Very carefully, she plucked the other strings, hearing the sounds they made. An overwhelming feeling of happiness showed itself on her face as she slowly tried the strings in different order, slowly playing a melody.

There, she spent a week slowly playing the harp, each strum bringing her an indescribable happiness. Her thoughts only ever on making the sounds but a new sound interrupted the one that brought happiness, one that gave her a sense of pain. The rumbling of an empty stomach sounded throughout the den and the girl, who had become addicted to the harp, knew she had to find food.

As if on instinct, she made sure to hide the harp, though not very well. As she left the den, it didn’t take long for her to find prey. A large Hellfire Rabbit, a delicacy to Demonic Foxes. The moment she saw the rabbit, she knew she needed it. Without hesitating, she charged out with a roar, swinging her fists once more. The rabbit hesitated at the sound of her roar, a fatal mistake. The strength of the newly evolved girl had become mutated because of her unique evolution and with a single blow the rabbit was blown from its spot, slamming into a boulder, turning into a pancake.

Happy with her hunt, and eager to return to her harp, the girl grabbed the corpse of the rabbit and dragged it back. Tearing into its flesh with her fangs, she devoured half of the rabbit before feeling satisfied. Curling up into a ball, she fell asleep once more.

This cycle continued for months. Unbeknownst to the girl, each time she killed she became stronger. While she saw the System, she didn’t understand it but knew accepting certain ones would be good for her, doing so on instinct. She didn’t care for it; however, she remained focused on her harp. Her fighting style had become rough and fast, but the harp had become the only thing she would be gentle with.

A new problem arose for the young girl. Thanks to her senseless killing, a nearby town had become aware that a dangerous, high level monster was in the area. So a request was sent to the nearby city’s Adventurer’s Guild, who responded with an up and coming group of Silver Grades.

Ego is a dangerous factor for an adventurer. To make matters worse, those who had been sent out had been pampered, told they would become Black Grade adventurers in no time and that they were some of the best talents to be seen in centuries. And so, this group of adventurers investigated the wilds, eventually tracking down the dangerous monster. To their surprise, and glee, they discovered the ‘monster’ is an evolved one, and a beauty at that.

Thus they planned to capture it, turn it into their plaything and drag it around for show. The group of seven slowly planned out their attack, and at midnight that night, they launched their attack on the den of this dangerous monster.

The young girl in her den sat alone, playing her harp like usual. She looked innocent, but she is a nearly sixty year old monster. She may be immature as an evolved monster, but her long life meant her instincts were tuned to their peak, especially when it came to sudden danger. Sensing the barely contained malicious nature, the girl leapt to her feet, carefully storing the harp behind her and bared her fangs as the adventurers blitzed into the room.

What had once been a plan to quickly capture the girl now turned into an all out fight. The girl faced humans far stronger than she’s ever faced. Coordinated, well equipped and sharp, the adventurers fought against her well, but it wasn’t enough. They had come with the intent of taking the girl as theirs, intending to use her as their plaything. They didn’t want to harm her lest they ‘damage the goods.’

The girl however is an evolved monster that has never known a civil life. When she sensed her life to be in danger, she wouldn’t fight meekly, allowing it to happen. From the moment the adventurers set foot in her den, she tossed aside any hesitation and fought them with every ounce of strength her body could produce.

There were no surviving adventurers that night, all of them died under her hands. It was a result the adventurers didn’t dream of, nor did The Guild. Weeks passed by until The Guild had to admit that they were foolish in sending Silver Grades to deal with this monster, so they upgraded the threat level…right to Ruby Grade.

Appearing above the den of the girl, a cloaked figure looked down at the hole that led to the scene of a massacre. Slowly descending, the cloaked figure lightly stepped into the den, cautious as to not alarm its resident. What awaited the person is a scene that one could only describe as horrifyingly beautiful.

The girl sat there, still as naked as the day she evolved, playing the harp like an expert would, releasing a beautifully sad tune. Around her is the scene of a fierce battle, ripped apart corpses of the Silver Grades, piles of bones from monsters and signs of magic.

The cloaked figure stood there, their presence hidden, carefully observing all of this. Soon, the girl stopped playing, lovingly looking at the harp. A different sound played out, the sound of clapping.

The girl jumped at the sound and turned to the cloaked figure as if only realising now that it was there. But she froze in place as her eyes saw it. She knew right away on instinct that this person wasn’t her opponent; she would die if she attacked.

“Bravo, little girl. That was a beautiful song.” The cloaked figure approached the girl who started backing away. “Ah, I apologise. Here, a peace offering, I mean no harm…do you understand my words?” Out of thin air, the cloaked figure pulled out a basket of the finest cooked meats from his city.

Placing it on the ground, the cloaked figure stepped back, gesturing to it. “It’s all yours so take it.”

The girl sniffed the air, her stomach growling at such a delicious smell. Slowly approaching it, she grabbed a piece and slowly ate it, her eating speed quickly increasing. The cloaked figure only watched patiently until the girl finally finished before kneeling beside her.

“I know you don’t understand me, but there is nothing to be afraid about. Come with me, little girl. I will guide you to greater strength if that is what you wish for.” The cloaked figure suddenly pulls back their hood, revealing the face of a lanky man with black eyes and black hair. He held his hand out to the girl, a soft smile on his face.

The girl hesitated, not knowing what to do. Her instincts told her the man wouldn’t hurt her, but they also said if she took that hand everything would change. With some hesitation, she soon reached out, her hand taking his.

“Good choice. Don’t fear, if you’re with me, no one else will try to harm you.” The man checked her System, after all it was the only way for him to see her name. “Your name is quite beautiful and very fitting. It’s lovely to meet you, Melody. I am Alexander the Corrosive Dragon, and from this day forth you will be my disciple.”

***

Jerking awake, Alexander massaged his brow while slowly rising from his hammock.

“That dream…tsk, and right when she’s about to step onto her Path.” Standing, Alexander looked over the Wildlands, a dangerous place even for him. “Why did I allow you to disencourage me to become stronger…is it because you overtook me so quickly? Heh, your daughter is just like you in that regard. But not this time, I can’t be slacking as her Master.”

Alexander looked at the sky, breathing deeply as he sensed his surroundings. “So she’s in Hiems? I better get a move on, reaching Eclipse-class wasn’t easy, but now I can at least buy time if that freak ever showed up again.” With a determined look, Alexander stomped his foot down, disappearing into a fog of black mists.

            

    
        Chapter 151 - Auction, Part 1

    
    
    
    
                Looking over the ten meals I had made, which all increased various Stat Ranks, I nodded with satisfaction. We could deliver these to the auction and have them sold off on our behalf, with the town taking 5% of the profit. With only a day left until this auction, I decided to relax thanks to being the only one home.

Tessa had taken to Alice very quickly, doting on her like a mother would. Alice at first was resilient, hiding behind me whenever Tessa was around, but very soon she started to open up to her, eventually not minding how Tessa spoiled her. Currently the two were out, exploring the town and shopping. I knew Tessa would be safe with Alice, that girl can have her moments but she’s reliable.

As I'm about to sit down, a knock comes from the door and getting up, I walk to the door and open it, expecting to see the Yin and Yang twins. However, who I saw surprised me.

"Yo, Alisha. It's been a while." Summer grinned while giving me a small wave. Xeno, who stood next to her, nodded a greeting. Turning my head, I saw the last person and smiled warmly.

"Alisha, are you okay?" Looking at me with concern, Aubrey approached me, raising both hands and cupping each side of my head, as if inspecting me carefully. Raising a hand, I grabbed one of hers.

"I'm fine, Aubrey. A lot happened, come in you guys, I just made some food."

"Haha! A long journey comes to an end with Alisha's cooking, don't mind if I do." Xeno, grinning widely, stepped into the room as I led them to the dining room. Serving the food I had just made, I sat down next to Aubrey.

"We heard the truth of what happened in Vale from Elise. Are you alright?" Summer looked at me with a bit of concern.

"Oh I'm fine. Can't say the same for those who raised their weapons at Alice."

“So, it’s to be a slaughter?” Xeno, who looked rather angry, grunted as he clutched an axe in one hand.

“Mm, once they’re exiled they’re free game. Anyway, enough about that, what are you three doing here? Where is Xia?”

“Xia is at the shops. She insisted that she saw you before dashing off. We decided it would be best to head here in case it wasn’t. There are a lot of people…tons that are beyond the path.” Summer, with a nervous frown, looked out the window. “I wonder if we can get anything from this auction?”

"Well we have money, so we'll easily get things." Saying this in a cheery tone, I saw Summer about to speak before Xeno patted her shoulder and shook his head. "Hm? What's wrong?"

"No, nothing. Rather, shall we go look for Xia? I fear she may have gotten lost."

Shaking my head, I looked in a certain direction. "No need. They're coming back now." 

A few minutes later, the door opened showing Xia, Alice and Tessa all walking in, carrying dozens of bags of what I can only assume to be clothing.

“Welcome back, how’d it go?” Standing, I walked over to them as Xia looked at me then at Alice before looking at Summer and Xeno.

“I told you I had seen her.”

“Well I’d be damned, they look like twins, except Alice is younger.” Xeno’s eyes flick between Alice and I while Summer looks stunned. 

“Well, a lot happened. But first, food!”

Getting a variety of snacks and drinks, I spread them on the table while I retell the story of what happened in the Tomb of Lilith. They stayed hooked on the story and finishing the story, while leaving out the part about the idiots outside of the Tomb, I watched as the others started talking happily.

“Well damn, there goes an easy supply of materials for Vale. Actually wouldn't that decrease the value Harrington holds for Vale?” Summer tilts her head while in thought while I shrug.

“Not really my problem anymore.” Standing, I stretch and look over everyone. “We should get some rest, the auction starts tomorrow. I also need to find the twins.”

“Good call. We booked the room down the hall. After the auction, we are heading to Mt Lunaria, right?” Summer looks at me expectantly.

“No, I'm going alon-.”

“Not with that freak and his army after you. We stick together, all of us here are at the Crossroads now. We would rather die at your side than let you wander off and die.” Xeno spoke up next, making me smile. I had truly made some great friends.

“Alright, we will do that then. But I do need to complete the dungeon alone.”

“Yea yea, but you can have companionship till then.” With Summer’s declaration, we headed to bed. Laying in bed, with no desire to sleep, I looked up at the ceiling while Alice soundly slept next to me.

“It's been a long journey, hasn't it?” Muttering to myself, I thought about every trial and tribulation I had gone through. Now I had two more steps to accomplish before I stepped onto my Path.

It felt unreal that I went from that scared little monster, afraid of those humans to one who could wipe out Crater dozens of times with a single spell.

Being lost in my thoughts, time passed by quickly and before I knew it the sun had risen and so had the others. Getting up gently so as to not wake Alice, I joined everyone else, those I considered lifelong friends and started making breakfast for everyone.

***

“Oh wow, when did this building appear?” Craning my neck side to side, I found a massive building had appeared at some point.

“Did you not leave your apartment? This is the auction house. Alright, let's get in and try to get good seats.” 

“Oh Summer, tell the receptionist the group has a networth of at least 5 Diamond Coins, they'll give you a VIP room. Of course, you'll need to produce that amount.”

“Good idea, Tessa. Let's do that, at least we won't be squeezed in on the general floor.”

After entering and speaking with the receptionist, she left us up a flight of stairs and showed us to a large room. After introducing us to the maid in the room, she left, appearing very happy.

On the opposite wall of where we entered is glass instead of a wall, and walking towards it I gasped in surprise. Thousands of people sat facing a podium, which had two people standing on it, obviously well above the Crossroads. People kept spilling into the place, it felt like it would never fill. Looking up, on the same level as us were more of the private booths, the glass all darkened. Figuring that ours would be similar, I knew it would be a way to hide the identity of the VIPs, though I didn’t know why.

“Quite a small auction but they'll have some good stuff.” Hearing Tessa's words, I raised a brow and glanced at her. How is this ‘small’? “Don't look at me like that, Alisha. Come and sit, they will be starting soon.”

Scanning the crowd again, I tried to find the twins but unable to see them amongst this massive crowd, I sat alongside Tessa and asked her what an auction is, and to her amusement she started explaining how a person would show off an item on the stage, everyone would ‘bid’ an amount and the highest would win.

“It'll be best to see it in action yourself…oh, they're starting everyone.” Tessa calls out as the others join us on various seats around the room. Turning my sight to the podium, I could see a young lady in a one piece dress walking down the podium.

“Welcome to the 617th Merchants Guild Auction, this time held in the lovely town of Hiems! I hope all of you aspiring buyers have a full wallet, because they will be empty by tonight! Let the auction begin! Our first item here is one of our biggest by far. 

“Discovered by an adventurer who braved the depths of the forbidden zone out to the east, this item caught their attention. It's a good thing it did, because it is a pair of Hermes Sandals! All of those that want extra speed in battle, these are for you!”

Behind the lady, a pair of men brought out a table with a cloth on it. Removing the cloth revealed a pair of sandals that had a pair of wings on top. Instantly the crowd started yelling, overwhelming my hearing with ease. All I could hear were the voices of numbers and coin types. The lady on the stage didn’t seem bothered, in fact she was keeping up with everyone, pointing and shouting numbers too.

Eventually the noise slowed down until only a few spoke. 10 Mithril Coins, 10 Mithril Coins and 2 Golds. It steadily kept going up but as it did less people spoke up. I turned my head to Tessa who quickly shook her head.

“No. Those sandals are useless for you, your natural speed is too high for them as it is.”

“A-ah, no I’m wondering what just happened.”

“Oh, sorry. So everyone who wanted those sandals shouted their bid, the hostess’s job is to keep track of who bids the highest.”

“Why doesn’t someone just…take them?”

“I was wondering when you’d ask me that. The answer is simple. Firstly, you’d be very quickly exiled from many countries. This Auction is run by the United Merchants Guild, who like the Adventurers Guild, is in every town and city. If you attacked this place, you’d be blacklisted from every location with a population. Not only that, but those two there.” Tessa nodded at the guards. “I can’t sense their strength anymore, but I wouldn’t put it past the Guild to have hired Eclipse class, hell even Omega class, to protect the place.”

Realising the fruitlessness of trying to steal, for all that amounted to a pair of sandals, I shrugged it off and continued to watch the auction. While nothing appeared that interested us, we did have a great time watching. Xeno and Summer would occasionally laugh as they watched someone get ‘ripped off’ and Tessa would also woo an item that came up. When asked if she wanted me to buy it for her, she waved her hand and said she just found it pretty.

“And now we’ve reached quarter way into today’s Auction! Remember, today is only the beginning. We have the nightly Auction followed by tomorrows! Hopefully the town survives! This next item suits all of those who wander to themselves if they ever have enough time! Or that things just move a bit too quickly around you. Introducing this next item, an ancient tome containing the ever elusive Time Magic. The spell? Time Warp! Bidding starts a-”

“5 DIAMOND COINS!” Tessa nearly leaps from her seats as she yells out. Not even half a second passed and more voices from the other VIP boxes rang out. Tessa too kept yelling, an action I’d never expected from the otherwise elegant figure. The numbers kept going up, until Tessa called out 45 Diamond coins, where people slowly stopped bidding. Eventually Tessa won the spell book for 50 Diamond coins.

“Thank the Gods. That’ll be extremely helpful in my quest for Time Magic.” As Tessa spoke, a new person dressed in merchant-like clothing entered.

“Payment, please.” Tessa bounced up and handed the person 50 Diamond coins easily. The person just accepted it like it was nothing before handing over a ring and leaving.

Tessa sat down while putting the ring on, grinning while looking at it. “Where’s the spellbook, Tess?”

“This is a storage ring, it can hold about three books worth of stuff in it. Not very popular because of the small size, so the Merchants use it during Auctions to safely hand things over. Oh, they’re starting again.” And so they did, bidding once again resuming on the newest item.

Eventually powerful items started showing up. Xeno won a very big shield, elegant in size, while Summer won a pair of daggers that seeped their own deadly poison. Soon another item came out, this time one that caught my eye.

“Our next item is pretty awesome! In fact, it’s three items!” The men removed the cloth to reveal three small boxes and opening them showed three small crystals, one purple, another green and the last black, but it had swirls of silver in it. “Mana Spirit Crystals! Arcane, Nature and Lunar! Bidding starts at 10 Mithril Coins!”

Everyone in the hall once again erupted into noise. I stood to bid, but Tessa grabbed my shoulder and shook her head.

“Not yet, wait till they quieten down a bit.”

So I did, waiting for most of the voices to die down. When the total reached 2 Diamond coins, I yelled out 3, joining the few remaining as the price slowly climbed. Soon it reached 12 Diamond coins and with no one else bidding, I won the three spirits.

Exchanging 12 Diamond Coins for three rings, I sat down and looked at the rings, a question coming to mind.

“Tess, how do I get things out?”

“I'll show you later. It's best to not open things right now.”

Wondering why it shouldn’t open them, I followed her instructions. We kept watching and even participating in some. I had about 5 Jade coins on me so I wasn't concerned about cost and with a few more pickups, I got things like a bag of fruit seeds which were rare for 10 Mithril Coins, a dimensional bag with a castles worth of space for 10 Diamond Coins and a pair of what Tessa called glasses which would allow me to see the flow of magic for 5 Gold Coins.

I noticed that the more we won, the more stares our VIP room got. They weren't annoyed looks but looks of greed. I wondered why and asking Tessa she simply chuckled, not giving me a response.

“And now for the main event, and the last Auction before the night one begins! A lucky adventurer stumbled upon this and then died trying to absorb it. Not for the faint of heart, this item is from several eras ago.”

The men brought out a small palm sized item, covered with cloth that surged with mana, as if sealing the item. But my eyes locked onto it and refused to look away. I felt a calling from whatever it is and standing, I walked over to the window, my hand on the glass.

“This item is the Blood Core, the very life essence, of an ancient Demonic Fox. It’s said if one can absorb it, they will attain pure youth for the rest of their lives as well as the powers of this ancient Demonic Fox. Be warned however, its presence is still very much alive, and it will consume you if you fail to assimilate it. Starting bid is 10 Diamond coins!”

The bids came flying, the count quickly hit 60 Diamond coins. A lot of people dropped off, but those in the VIP rooms kept bidding and soon dropped off as it hit 80 Diamond coins. At that point, I raised my voice.

“1 Jade Coin!”

The hall goes silent as looks of astonishment glanced our way. Ignoring them, I held onto hope that no one else would bid, but alas that wouldn’t be the case.

“2 Jade Coins.”

That same voice that bid against Tessa sounded out. I found it familiar but I couldn’t place it at all. It’s like it’s muffled and slightly distorted. Feeling desperate, I raised my voice again.

“3 Jade Coins!”

“10 Jade Coins.”

The voice sounded out once more, and feeling dizzy I shot a look over at the VIP room the voice came from. I couldn’t see into the room, similar to most VIP rooms, but that didn’t stop me from thinking if I killed this person, then they wouldn’t get it…

“15 Jade Coins.”

Next to me, Tessa stood and called out. Looking at her, she gave me a wink as she looked at the room as well.

“20 Jade Coins.”

“30.”

“50.” The voice countered and as soon as it did, Tessa glanced at the lady on the podium.

“Wealth check please.” Tessa called out. The lady nodded, the building going completely silent for a while. Soon another voice came from the same room.

“Cleared, bidding can continue.”

“Tsk. 60 Jade Coins.”

“Wealth Check.” The voice called out. Tessa shook her head, amused as the door to the room opened. Tessa met with them quickly and after a quick exchange, with Tessa showing them something that shocked them, they too called out.

“Cleared, bidding can continue.” The person then stood to the side, as if waiting.

“70 Jade Coins.” “Cleared”

Tessa remained silent for a moment, as if deep in thought, looking at the other booth before sighing and shaking her head.

“1 Rainbow Coin.”

This time the hall went completely silent, the announcer now staring wide eyed at our room. 

“Cleared.” The person who came in earlier shouted out. Before anything else could be said, the voice from the other side sounded out once more.

“2 Rainbow Coins.”

“Cleared.”

Tessa blinked, looking at the other room, speechless. “Who the hell spends so much on an ancient core?” She mutters before shaking her head towards the person in the room. Turning to me, she gives me a small smile. “Sorry, Alisha. I tried.”

“A-ah, it’s okay…” I felt disappointed and seeing the item leave the stage, I shrugged slightly. Every instinct in my body screamed at me to chase it down and get it. I knew it would be impossible and thus I sat down next to Tessa.

All of the motivation had disappeared from me, nothing else they showed held any interest to me. I had wanted to ask Tess what a Rainbow coin is but I just didn’t want to. Soon, the announcer yelled about the end of the Auction.

“Alright, make sure you're all ready. I reckon we'll have a lot of trouble getting home. Alisha, I'm depending on you.” Tessa gave me a wink as I looked at her questioningly.

“Did I forget to tell you? Well, there is a certain rule with these auctions.” Tessa, looking at me with amusement, then explained everything. “See, once you leave this building, and until you either make it back to your room or the sun rises, it's a free for all. People can attack and rob you all they want. The only rule is to avoid killing where possible.”

“Then…” I glance over my shoulder, at the room that voice came from, outbidding us for that ancient core.

“No. Anyone but them. If they have 2 Rainbow coins then they're powerful, far more powerful than anyone here.” Tessa shook her head at me. Disappointed, I gave up on the idea. Summoning my Chakrams, I equipped them with my belt, tied my hair back and cracked my knuckles.

We were escorted from our room out to a side entrance, a privilege of those in the VIP rooms, but also a well known fact by everyone in attendance. Trading off being a part of the swarm exiting the building, we got space but everyone would know where we were exiting from. Once more I looked around for whoever had outbidded us for the ancient Demonic Fox Blood Core, hoping that maybe they were just some frail old man and failing to see anyone, I followed Xeno as we burst through the doors.

Within seconds dozens of spells spring up all around us. Stomping my foot down, I unleashed raw, pure darkness that surrounded our group as cries came out.

“DELTA LEVEL! DO NOT ENGAGE!”

I heard the yell giving me pause for confusion but remembered that Aubrey said that my Primordial Darkness magic was said to feel like Delta-level. I didn’t mind this at all and strangely it also meant safe passage back to our residence…

“Huh, that never happens to us. I’d thought a Delta-level would’ve come along.”

“Except for my time book, everything you guys have isn't really desirable above the Crossroads. Only Alisha’s Mana Spirits are, but even then you’d need to be the right element for them.”

“That reminds me!” I took off two of the many rings on my hand and passed one to Xia and one to Audrey. “Here, I got them for you two.” Giving them a smile, Xia and Aubrey glanced at the rings and looked at me a bit stunned.

“I-I can’t accept this, I thought you wanted to collect more?” Aubrey hesitated a bit while Xia nodded along. Before I could say anything, Tess giggled, drawing our attention.

“Alisha already has three; A pure Mana Spirit, Astral Ice Spirit and a Primordial Darkness Spirit. With the addition of the Lunar Spirit there, she’ll be at maximum capacity. In fact, most don’t even have more than one or two. Now, to extract from these rings, you simply send a bit of mana to the ring and request the item to come out. Fairly simple.”

With a bit of practice, we got the items out of the rings. Tessa then explained we should hold onto the rings then trade them back in at the auction as they can reuse them before telling me I should cook more food for the auction. Tomorrow there would be a section where we can provide our own items for auction and considering the sheer amount that was spent today, there would be more spent.

“Why would more be spent tomorrow?”

“It’s the nature of auctions. And tomorrow is when all the big items come out, the section where they sell adventurer turned in items usually has a lot of hidden gems.”

“I see…what’s a Rainbow coin?” I asked Tessa who nodded.

“Figured you’d ask. A Rainbow coin is worth five hundred of every coin. To obtain one, you must exchange 500 Jade, Diamond, Mithril, Gold, Silver and Bronze coins at a large country's treasury where they will then give you one Rainbow coin. It sounds simple enough, but the downside is that your entire net worth is reduced to a singular coin that if you lose…well, good luck. Plus you don’t exactly use Rainbow coins unless for unbelievably huge purchases.”

“So that Blood Core was worth that much?” Summer, who looked interested, joined our conversation. Tess shook her head and sighed.

“No. That Blood Core is barely worth one Jade coin. I knew that if we kept bidding we’d reach several hundred Jade coins so I decided to just use my Rainbow coin. I’ve never had the chance to use it before, so I thought now would be a perfect chance to do so. Alas, I was wrong…whoever that other person is, really wanted it…to think they had two Rainbow coins.”

Tessa sighed before clapping. “Alright, let’s get ourselves washed up and ready for tomorrow. Once tomorrow is over, we’ll hunt for those twins that Alisha is seeking out, then once we help them we’ll head off to Mt Lunaria.”

With those words, we parted to wash up, cook and rest, eagerly awaiting the next day.

            

    
        Chapter 152 - Auction, Part 2

    
    
    
    
                After a good night’s rest, filled with cooking far too many meals, we packed everything and headed out towards the auction house. I kept an eye out for the twins, but soon I found myself distracted due to the signs of battle throughout the streets. None of the buildings seemed to be harmed, which Tessa said is due to the Major’s barriers, but the roads had lots of signs of massive, tough battles.

“Huh, seems like people beyond the Crossroads also fought here, how curious.” Looking where Tess was, I could see lingering signs of magic that was beyond the Crossroads. Frowning a bit, I saw some black smoke that seemed familiar to me, but brushing it off as a coincidence, I followed the rest to the auction house. Once more we’re seated in the same private booth.

“Right, let’s keep a close eye out for any big ticket items. Oh? Seems more of the private booths are filled today. Things might get rough afterwards, so be ready.” Tessa gives us a cautionary look as we all nod.

Once again, the announcer came out and proclaimed the second, and final, day or the auction had started. She yelled that this time, the auction would run all day and night, with the adventurer turn in happening at nightfall. 

“Ah…that’s not good.” Hearing Tessa mutter, I turned my head as she showed me a stiff smile. “It means that all day tomorrow there will be fights. All buildings will be locked down, meaning we can’t just get back to our residence. It’s also why we were left alone after those attackers believed you were Delta-level, since they would’ve had to wear us down and it would’ve taken too long, meaning we could easily escape. But now…”

Knowing what she meant, I simply put the thoughts of the fighting off. After being in Hiems for a few weeks, I’d become a bit bothered. I wanted to fight so if the chance came up, I wouldn’t say no. 

“Now, our starting item is an oddity! It is the egg of a Spirit Beast that was found in the dungeon of the Underworld. While Spirit Beasts are extremely rare, this one is even stranger; it’s a Lunar-type beast!” Hearing this, my interest was piqued as the men brought out an item covered by a cloth. Gently taking it off revealed a small egg, the size of my palm, silver in colour with extremely familiar black patterns and symbols…

“Coffee?!” I flash stepped to the window, peering at the egg. I felt a strange, broken link between myself and the egg.

“That Spirit Beast from Celestia? That’s not possible…” Aubrey muttered from behind me as Tessa walked up next to me.

“Are you sure, Alisha?”

“Yes. I don’t know why it was in the Underworld, but I can absolutely feel the link…at least, faintly, it’s like it’s broken.”

“Bidding will start at 10 Gold coi-” Before the announcer could even continue, a loud shout that shut her down came from one of the VIP rooms that caused everyone to turn to it, including me, stunned at the words.

“1 Rainbow coin.”

Who?! Who is this person?! That’s my Spirit Beast, not his! I stared at the room across from me, ignoring everything as my rage built, my monster form raising itself, a very fine string of reason the only reason why I hadn’t broken through this window and attacked that voice.

“Alisha! Don’t! Release your pressure!” Hearing Summer, and ignoring her, I blinked and found one of the men from the stage directly in front of me, holding out a palm.

“Wait! Do not harm her. She’s still immature in the ways of our world, good sir. Forgive her this one time.” Tessa, sounding out of breath, used me to help herself stand. Seeing this, I realised that the pressure from my rage had caused her to collapse and quickly releasing the form and pressure, I helped her to her feet.

“Doesn’t matter, she’s clearly shown intent to harm, she will have to lea-”

“Haha! I do not mind. I did indeed rudely outbid her yesterday and I have done the same today. Please, allow her to stay, she has not caused me any disturbance.” The voice rang out from the VIP room and the guard frowned and looked at the stage. The announcer, who looked unconcerned about all of this, simply shrugged then nodded once. The man shrugged and disappeared back to the stage.

“Alisha, come and sit down.” Tessa led me to the couch where I sat, feeling a bit heartbroken. Aubrey then sat next to me, giving Tessa a light nod. 

“Alisha, don’t worry. Whoever that person is we’ll find them in the future and take Coffee back. For now, let’s just enjoy ourselves, he’ll be okay, that person doesn’t sound bad…” Aubrey took my hand in hers. For some reason that action by hers caused my heart to skip a beat. I simply nodded and rested my head on her shoulder, finding an odd sense of comfort in doing so. Aubrey wrapped her arm around my waist causing the distance between us to become nothing.

The announcer closed off the bidding as the egg was once more covered and carried it away. Once again, another item is introduced but unlike before I didn’t feel unmotivated. After a couple more rounds, I found myself looking forward to the next lot of items. Around midday, the door to the room opened as a member of the United Merchant Guild came in.

“Hello, we’re here to collect anything you may have for the auction. Please keep in mind we will have a preliminary check now and if we don’t believe it will sell well, we will reject it.”

Not wanting to part from Aubrey, and because Alice had at some point sat on my lap, I simply handed the storage bag to Tessa who just chuckled at the sight of me before heading over to the merchant. Xeno, Summer and Xia were all handing over items they had found randomly and after they were all accepted, I heard Tessa explain the contents to the merchant.

“Sorry, we don’t just accept food. We’re aware that some people might make Faster Regeneration drinks and Better Vision food, but honestly they’re worthless.”

“Ah, you shouldn’t say that. The fox eared one there, she’s a Chosen of Gastron. Her food is a bit more…advanced, here have a look.” I heard the rustling of the storage bag before the smell of a particular recipe hit my nose. After a few minutes, I heard the merchant gasp in shock.

“P-plus 1 rank of all Stats?!”

“That's small time compared to what else is in here. Here, look at this.”

“Ten percent more experience and thirty percent more Stats for forty eight hours?! H-how is this type of food possible?!”

“Can’t let a trade secret out now, can we. We’re eager to sell and judging by the drool you’re nearly letting loose I can tell you’re eager to auction this off. I know the Merchant Guild usually does a seventy thirty split, but we’re looking for a ninety ten split.”

Eventually recovering, the merchant stayed silent for a moment. “No, that’s too much. While we have far more VIPs today, we still need to create an illusion of scarcity. By having so much of this food, it’ll cause prices to come down since most will be a one time use. Eighty twenty split.”

“Ninety ten or we’re not interested.”

“Fine, eighty five fifteen split.”

“Deal! Swear an Oath on it.”

“We don’t do Oaths anymore, we do binding contracts.” I heard and smelt the smell of paper and ink, the scratching of a quill on paper. “Sign here please.”

“Ah, Binding Vows? Interesting.” Hearing more scratching, I felt a surge of mana for a second before it disappeared. “Wonderful, I’ve never liked System Oaths, they’re too harsh.”

“Indeed. It’s settled, we’ll sell as much as we can of these, but we may need to keep it aside to sell in other locations, depending on the performance tonight.” The merchant left and as she did, the announcer came up and introduced a new item.

“A recent find that came to our attention; this small stone holds a strange power that we have yet to identify correctly but believe to be Yin and Yang magic.” The item revealed a palm side stone, one side white the other black, both having the opposite colour as a small dot. “The starting bid for this is 10 Silver Coins!”

As with smaller items, there wasn’t much of a reaction, only a few dozen people started bidding. Because of this, my eyes finally located the twins. The Guild had said they headed here after hearing of the possibility of an item like this showing up. The amount quickly went up to 1 Gold Piece. The twins looked desperate, glancing at each other before painstakingly raising the price to 3 Gold pieces. As soon as they did, they were once more outbid, causing their faces to crumble. Looking at them, they seemed rather healthy, but I could tell now that the link was on the verge of collapsing. The stones I had given them were likely the only thing keeping them alive.

The cost slowly went to 10 Gold coins, and as the announcer was about to close it off, I raised my voice. “One Diamond coin.”

The adventurer who thought they had won shot me a hate filled glare before realisation showed, causing him to look away. With no one else bidding, I won the stone. When the merchant came in, I told her to instead deliver it to the twins, pointing out where they were and what they looked like. 

“Oh, and tell them ‘meet me at The Snowman’s Retreat, room 31B and bring the stone’.” The merchant nodded and left.

“That’s a nice thing to do, Alisha.” Aubrey giggles as I snuggled up on her shoulder once more. 

“Mm, those are the twins I told you about, remember?”

“Oh, are they? The ones with the strange, broken link?”

“That’s them.” As we watched, the merchant approached the two, handing them the ring. They both looked absolutely confused at both the ring and the message, but very quickly the sister, Yin, seemed to realise something as she grinned and whispered to Yang, who went wide eyed and glanced at the room. Yin slapped him, seemingly telling him off as I giggled.

“They don’t act like elves, do they?” Summer chuckled at their behaviour.

“Speaking of elves, I hope Olivia is doing well.” Olivia had been left in the care of Elise, though she had started making great strides with her new party. Last I had heard they’d braved a beginners dungeon while Elise acted as their advisor. On that note, my thoughts turned to Elizabeth. She too had remained in Vale, seeking to find her own path to the Crossroads. She had wanted to join our party, but first she wanted to find Leon and help him overcome what had happened.

The auction continued, with us picking up more items. I got a great deal on a box of recipes from a town across the world, as well as more seeds and sproutlings. As mid afternoon rolled around, the announcer turned to the crowd.

“There hasn’t been too much spending! So let’s finish out this section of the auction with a few specials! Coming from a forbidden location called the Garden of Everwinter, this next item is not only beautiful, but powerful! It is said that if prepared by a master, it could allow one to return from the dead; this is a Yin Ice Flower, formed from the deepest parts of the Garden for thousands of years!”

Unveiling a small ice flower in a jar, the crowd erupted with bids before the announcer could even say the minimum. Tessa tsked next to me before talking.

“Idiots. Even if you found someone to make it into an Elixir of Rebirth, what makes you think they’d give it to you?” Though she said this, the bid very quickly eclipsed 20 Jade coins by the VIPs, before selling for 25.

“That’s more like it! Onto the next item!” The next item came along with more spending happening, all selling for high amounts of Diamond coins or Jade coins. While we enjoyed ourselves by watching how much things sold for, my mind kept being distracted by the fact that Coffee was still here, just outside of my reach.

Soon the high valued items came to a close. I managed to win a quiver for Oliver that when used would automatically cover arrowheads in poison that constantly changed. It cost me 35 Diamond coins, but I felt it would be a good gift for her. 

Soon, night fell and the announcer changed gears. The table was replaced with a cloth covered set of shelves.

“To start tonight's nightly auction, we decided to pull out some delicious items, literally life changing food!” The cloth is removed to reveal an assortment of my cooked foods, less than a hundredth of what I had submitted. Confusion sounded out amongst the crowd and the announcer walked over and picked up one of the Hearty Eggs.

“This is not any regular old food. Made from the very hands of a Chosen of Gastron, this food is life changing! This Hearty Egg meal increases all your Stat Ranks by one! You heard me, your strength is down at E? Well this will permanently increase it to D!”

A silence so heavy rang out that a distinct ringing could be heard. “See, I told you all it's not regular food. The assortment here has been arranged to provide the best bonuses to the winner and we will be regurley auctioning off sets like this throughout the night. Now the bids start at 10 Diamond coins!”

Screams and shouts blew me away, all of them coming from the VIP rooms. I had no idea what was happening until Tessa told me.

“Your food is powerful, Alisha. Those in the VIP rooms likely come from large Clans, Families or Guilds. They all have people that they want to strengthen, so the food you make is highly sought after. Even if they sell everything you prepared, the price will barely go down.”

The bidding reflected her words, quickly moving into Jade coins. Soon, the bidding slowed and the first set sold for…18 Jade coins.

My head spun at the amount that it had sold for. From what Tessa said, I’d get 15 Jade Coins and a few Diamond Coins in return. Of course, she gave me serious advice at this moment.

“Alisha, now is a good chance to teach you about the world’s banks. Along with running literally everything to do with merchandise, the United Merchant Guild also has a system called a ‘bank’. You need to only sign up for it with a drop of blood, in exchange they will give you a ring that will identify you at any of their branches so you can withdraw the money.

“Carrying so much will only lead to despair if you lose it all. Unless you’re a Demigod who has virtually no need for money, you can’t carry so much of it around.” Hearing her advice, I decided to take her on it. I’d been carrying my money around for nearly my entire time as an adventurer. As the night went on, they kept bringing out my food between every 5 to 6 auctions, with the bidding going slightly higher each time. 

As the end of the auction neared, I had earned nearly 200 Jade coins. I had no idea what I would use the money for, and with a merchant coming in to report the total amount, I asked about the bank, which they got set up right then and there. With a singular drop of blood, everything was set and with my new ring, I was informed that it would be accepted at any bank.

“How can they tell how much I have?”

“Simple. It's a storage ring and within it it’s a note that is carefully crafted by the merchant guild, with ink and paper only they know how to produce. Well, the auction is ending. We didn’t get much so let’s find somewhere to relax before we head home.”

Making sure to arm ourselves, as we had bought a few things through the day, we exited through a side door once more, however this time things didn't go exactly as planned.

We walked two blocks before finding ourselves surrounded by 10 people. All of them felt around Level 100, meaning that if we were to get into a fight it would be a tough one.

“Lay down the rings and walk away, then no one gets hurt.” A woman with flaming red hair steps forward, looking seriously at Summer.

“We have a Level 1 and a Level 5, we request that they get safe passage away from here first.”

Looking annoyed, the red haired woman looked at Tessa and Alice before shaking her head. “Fine, but they must leave their rings with you.”

Alice had none. She hadn't cared about the auction, but Tessa had 6 in total. They weren't worth much, but this group either didn't care or they were blindly robbing those they could. 

Alice and Tessa walked away, with the surrounding people making way for them. After another 10 minutes of waiting, the red haired woman scoffed.

“Alright, we doing this or wha-”

Slamming my foot down in the snow, I released my Domain without a word as the ten surrounding us were caught off guard. At the same time, Summer disappeared while Xeno raised his new shield. Xia started casting a spell while I prepared one.

High above everyone here, a massive magic circle appeared. I heard the shouts of those around as they sensed the amount of power I put into it. As mana surged as they prepared to attack the barrier, Xia waved her hand around.

“Arcane Bindings.” 10 purple symbols formed around her and shot out, hitting each person. As soon as it does, purple and blue chains erupt, binding them and sealing their magic. It wouldn't last long, but it's all I needed.

“Starfall.” I aimed to only severely wound them, not kill them. The ten beams struck down and as the light faded, ten heavily wounded people appeared, obviously no longer able to fight.

“Grab their bags and rings.” Hearing Summer, who had been on backup in case anyone dodged my spell, say this, I went over and robbed those who tried to rob us. They had quite the collection of auction rings and bags. Looking at them, it seemed they weren't a part of some group, likely just joined forces to blindly rob people. Releasing my domain, which dumps the injured in the street, I'm about to breath out as a wave of pressure hits us, causing all of us to fall to our knees.

Straining myself to look, I saw an old woman standing there in front of us. A flowing black shirt that matched her old, silver hair. The pressure increases, a sinister smile forming on her old lips as she raises a hand, a familiar band around her wrist.

Her hand slowly descends, the pressure increasing every centimetre. I knew once that hand reached low enough, we would die. Killed by pressure alone. I didn't know what Class she is, I just knew it's well above Delta.

The moment her hand reached the halfway point, she laughed. “And so the shame of Celestia ends here. Pity that others had to join you.” I heard bodies behind me slamming into the ground as the pressure increased several fold. My one thought at that time is that I was glad Alice and Tessa had gone ahead, at least they'd live…

A calm breeze blew past me, a gentle yet violent pressure descended from all around us. It fought the pressure from the granny as she cackled.

“If it isn't Alexander of the Corrosive Dragon. What does a weak Beta class think he can do against I, a Eclipse Class of the Sisterhood of the Moon.”

A voice sounded from directly behind me, one filled with amusement. “Ah, so you're still up to your old tricks. If you had killed them without showing off, you'd have completed your mission. But now, you've failed.”

The granny only grinned as more pressure was released from her. However, as if a dam broke, I felt my Master’s pressure slam into the old woman as he slowly stepped to my side.

“Are you okay, Alisha?”

“Y-yes…”

“Good, then you'll get to witness a battle between the Epsilon Classes.”

Master has become an Epsilon class?! As those words stunned me, he rose two fingers intertwined, a powerful energy erupting from him.

“Dimension of the Ancient Corrosive Dragon God.”

            
