
Table Of Contents


    
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
        
            
                	
                    The Little Necromancer [A Dungeon LITRPG]
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 1: The Little Girl in the Dungeon
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 2: Upside-down Book
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 3: I hate that book too, kid.
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 4: Enya Empyria
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 5: Skills & Schemes
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 6: Dungeon Quake - Part 1
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 6: Dungeon Quake - Part 2
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 7: Resolve to Save Them Both
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 8: Classes
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 9: Innate Class
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 10: Spell Circuits
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 11: Visionary - The One Who Sees The Truth
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 12: Murderer Behind The Bookshelf
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Dead Coin Diary: Entry #1
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 13: The First Spell Demands Practice
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 14: Don't Drink Too Many Mana Potions
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 15: Spell Acquired! Woodland Critters!
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 16: Hunt, or be Hunted
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 17: One-Armed Zombie
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 18: Rat Race
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 19: Rebound Talisman
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 20: Rescue Operation
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 21: Bone-meal
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 22: Cavalry
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 23: Visions’ Past has Passed
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 24: Mr. Bones vs Mr. Rat
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 25: A Valid Target
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 26: Between a Rat and A Hard Place
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 27: Pell's Note
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 28: Bone Spears
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 29: The Chase
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 30: Rat-On-A-Stick
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 31: A New Friend
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 32: Preparations
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 33: Experimental Workshop
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 34: Class Ascension
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 35: The Grim Pullet
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Dead Coin Diary: Entry #2
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 36: Custodian
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 37: Soul-Energy
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 38: New Mission
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 39: Spell Select
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 40: Monster Farming
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 41: Preparing the Army
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 42: Down to the 6th Floor
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 43: The Dungeon Boss
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 44: Five on One
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 45: Imminent Collapse
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 46: The Core
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 47: Reunion
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 48: Journey to the Surface
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 49: Realizations over the Campfire.
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 50: Common Sense Carriage
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 51: Good'ol Bandits
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 52: Tactical Retreat
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 53: The Road to Talo
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 54: Talo, The White Bastion
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 55: Hug?
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 56: Berry and Manny
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 57: No Yelling in the Inn
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 58: Registration
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 59: The Barrier Test
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 60: The Dummy Test
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 61: The Godsworn [End of Book 1]
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 - Chapter 1: Stop, Criminal!
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 - Chapter 2: Abuse of Authority
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 - Chapter 3: The City Lord
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 - Chapter 4: Attempted Escape
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 - Chapter 5: Compensation
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 - Chapter 6: Magic Association
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 - Chapter 7: Moving Pieces
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 - Chapter 8: Pyra, who sought the Eternal Flame
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 - Chapter 9: She's not my daughter.
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 - Chapter 10: Pell, behind the scenes.
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 - Chapter 11: Equipment Shopping
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 - Chapter 12: The Hunting Grounds
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 - Chapter 13: Crystal Spiderlings
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 - Chapter 14: Deeper into the Hunting Grounds
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 - Chapter 15: Attacking the Hive
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 - Chapter 16: A Soul-Forged Pell
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 - Chapter 17: The Spiderling Queen
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 - Chapter 18: Minions must serve their Master
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 - Chapter 19: Captive Queen
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 - Chapter 20: Bandit Problems
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 - Chapter 21: Staying Frosty with a New Ring
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 - Chapter 22: Preparing her “cheats”
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 - Chapter 23: Start of the Tournament
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 - Chapter 24: Hans Vs Elias
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 - Chapter 25: Enya meets a Stinkybug
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 - Chapter 26: Rats Make me Crazy
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 - Chapter 27: The Description Matches
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 - Chapter 28: The Berserker Facade
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 - Chapter 29: Edrig vs Risha
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 - Chapter 30: The Preliminaries are over!
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 - Chapter 31: King’s Stage
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 - Chapter 32: Tag Team
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 - Chapter 33: All Cards on the Table
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 - Chapter 34: Twin Colossuses
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 - Chapter 35: How Shocking
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 - Chapter 36: Come, Little Lamb
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 - Chapter 37: Assimilation
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 - Chapter 38: Three-Way Deadlock
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 - Chapter 39: Exchanging Hands
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 - Chapter 40: Crossed The Line
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 - Chapter 41: Far, Far Away.
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 - Chapter 42: Against Her Will
                

            
        
            
                	
                    B2 - Chapter 43: Prisoners
                

            
        
    




    
        The Little Necromancer [A Dungeon LITRPG]

    
    
    
    
                An adorable child studying books on necromancy? What could go wrong?

Waking up in an undead dungeon, by the cold touch of a curious skeleton poking her cheek, a little girl named Enya is stranded without her memories. After following along with this creature, she soon meets another skeleton named Pell, a rude and foul-mouthed merchant, desperate to escape.

Undead monsters roam the halls, and with the dungeon soon to collapse upon them, Enya and Pell will have to do their best to survive. But to do that, she first needs to learn how to read a book—one that isn’t upside down.

With the naivety and enthusiasm of a young, curious girl, she’ll need to study up on some necromantic tomes, all to become strong enough, to free the both of them from their prison. However, not everyone’s intentions are as they seem. Death, decay, decapitation, and deception are but constants inside of the dungeon. Her very survival, may just rely on the luck of a coin toss.

What to expect:
⬥Two Main Characters
⬥An adorable MC (Not the skeleton).
⬥Morally Ambiguous Protagonists
⬥Necromancy focused on Crafting & Enchanting
⬥A Tournament Arc
⬥Eventual Academy Arc


Chapters uploaded on Tuesday and Thursday. Uploads around 3:30PM CT. (4:30PM EST)

Uploads are only on RoyalRoad, ScribbleHub, and Patreon.


            

    
        Chapter 1: The Little Girl in the Dungeon

    
    
    
    
                
Dungeons; realms of power, treasure, and glory. To challenge these dungeons and reap the rewards is to wager your life; those that enter naïve or greedy often lose far more than they gain.

Simply put, they are not places for the innocent, for children, nor the unprepared. To them, a dungeon is nothing more than a waiting tomb.

-Penelope, First of the War Paragons


Inside a dark hallway, a small child, possibly innocent and likely unprepared, slept peacefully on the ground. Snores echoed out from within the gloomy corridor. They came unevenly, loud and obnoxious. One moment, a tiny purr, and the next—like the rattled oink of a baby pig.

Click, Clack, Click, Clack.

Another noise came from down the hall—a sharp rhythm, moving monotonously. Hollow snaps came with each beat on the stone floor.

The steps grew louder until a lone skeleton popped out of the darkness, bones rattling as it announced its arrival. A strange and awful noise had caught its attention, and now here it was, looking for the source.

The hollow sockets within its skull gazed at the space before it. It crept closer and leaned over the noisy intruder. It looked down, and with a single raise of its finger—

Poke.

The small bundle stopped its loud snore. A few moments passed in silence before the low rumbling noise began again. With its ice-cold finger still extended, the skeleton pushed forward again.

The noise stopped once more. A second later, a quiet murmur came out. Then—the bundle moved.

Eyelids fluttered, and the small clump, wrapped in a black-and-purple-colored cloak, began to shift. It lifted, and slowly, the visage of a young girl emerged from beneath.

“Nghh?” came the voice of the girl. She yawned and stretched her arms and shoulders. Her eyes adjusted to the sight before her. Her gaze fixated on the skeleton. Its hand moved forward again, the cold bone finger poking her squishy cheek. She scrunched her face and let out a quiet squeak from the cold sensation.

The skeleton retracted its finger and looked at her. It tilted its head in curiosity: What was this intruder, and why had it been sleeping on the dungeon floor?

The little girl was just as curious, and she mimicked the skeleton. It noticed her action and tilted its head the other way. She did the same. Left, right, left, right. Both their heads turned side to side, inspecting one another in a ridiculous copy-cat dance.

The skeleton was the first to stop. It stood, several heads taller than the short child. She still lay partly on the ground, legs fully extended as she sat. Seeing the skeleton’s motion, she mimicked its actions once again.

She pressed her hands on the ground and pushed herself upward. However, the hem of her long, sprawled dress betrayed her, snagging beneath her palm. Her body snapped back down to the ground with a light thud. Her eyes shot up at the skeleton, whose gaze remained indifferent. She tried to stand once more, until a hand moved in front of her face.

A moment of hesitation lingered. The cold sensation she’d felt before invaded her mind. Yet, despite the discomfort, she reached forward and grabbed the skeleton’s hand. The chill made her shudder, but she soon forgot it as she finally stood on her own two legs.

Urged along by its pull, the two of them began to move. She followed closely behind the odd creature, and along the way, she finally took notice of her surroundings.

Long hallways—multiple bisecting paths. Gray stone bricks covered the walls, floor, and ceiling. Dirt, mold, and even severed limbs and bones lay scattered across the ground. Oddly shaped gray pieces of… something littered the floor—some broken, others long—and the rest old and reddish-brown from rust.

Weird creatures moved about far ahead of her. They walked with limps, their flesh melted off their bodies and hanging below their limbs with a leathery texture. The ground was stained with partially dried blood with each step they took. Small and quiet groans escaped their decayed, torn mouths. As the two of them traveled, they saw plenty more of these monsters and other skeletons in different halls.

“Hmm… hmm… a… a…” the girl hummed. Her mind wandered as she explored the strange place she was in. Her steps contained light, subtle skips. The skeleton held her hand firmly, and the cold from its hand—it had disappeared. It wasn’t warm… but it felt warm. Not from temperature… but something deeper. Something calming.

The sound of a screech shot down the hall in front of them. It was sharp and piercing. Both the skeleton and the little girl stopped dead in their tracks.

Again, the screech sounded, but this time, it was quieter. Soon, the screech faded away, replaced by a new sound.

Deep, resonating crunches—bones snapping and breaking—the crackling sound became constant.

The skeleton tightened its grip on the little girl’s hand and moved forward at a much more controlled pace. She followed along, pulled forward by its hold.

They inched forward along their path, taking slow, subtle steps against the dirty stone. The clacks of the skeleton ceased as it became mindful of its own movements. Within moments, the two of them became weightless wraiths with no presence.

As they drew closer, the sound only grew more chaotic. The crunching—it became relentless.

They came near and found the source of the noise. To their right was a bisecting hall, and on the ground, beneath the light of a flickering torch, were small shards of bone chips.

The two pressed themselves against the wall and peered past the corner. The little girl’s eyes widened at the sight.

In the hallway, draped in the shadow of an unlit torch, stood the figure of an enormous beast. Four short legs and a body covered in fur. A long, segmented tail, coarse and gray, lay on the ground, twitching side to side as a snarl escaped from the beast’s head. On the ground before it was a lone skeleton, struggling—half its body already inside the monster’s mouth. Two large teeth bit down on sets of bones, and slowly, the skeleton lost its will to fight.

The girl was mesmerized by the sight, but soon, she felt the skeleton tug at her hand. Her eyes perked up, and she noticed her skeleton companion staring back at her. Its hollow eyes told her what it wanted: they needed to leave—before that monster turned its attention to them.

With slow shuffles across the floor, they inched out into the open. The monster’s back was turned, its gaze preoccupied with the bone meal before it.

Soon, the two of them left the monster behind—the hallway disappearing into the dark. The sound of the monster’s snarls and the inevitable doom of the skeleton echoed out, but slowly faded the further they moved away.

[image: image]

“Curse this damn dungeon architect… why does this place have to get so dusty…” came a low growl. The voice was hollow and empty, yet the bitterness was apparent all the same.

“Why couldn’t I have died on a beach… or even in the void…” he muttered.

In front of a random wall inside the stone hallway was a small indentation: a square room bordered by a narrow wooden countertop. Inside was a simple torch and a small square table. Another door in the back led to a small closet.

Cleaning the countertop was a scraggy, decrepit skeleton. He was wrapped in a white cloak that was more of a tattered rag than clothing.

His bones creaked as he wiped away the dust invading his shop. “Damn it…”

He continued his curses, and in a whisper, he uttered a name—one he wouldn’t forget, no matter how many years he’d be here.

As he wiped in self-pity, he finally heard it: footsteps.

The skeleton froze, arm mid-wipe.

Step after step, the sound of shoes hitting stone echoed down the hall. His arm reached over slowly to the other item lying on the counter: his trusted rusted iron sword. A blade he’d picked up long ago, though it hadn’t seen action for years.

Closer and closer, the steps came. However, as the sound grew, he noticed something else—the clatter of bones hitting stone. It was unmistakable. After all, he made those sounds himself with each step he took.

His hand gripped the handle of his blade. He waited as the echo grew louder, approaching behind him, and then—

Fwish!

The sword whiffed through the air in a full 180-degree arc starting from his countertop. “Who the hell are you—” he roared. His expression changed when he noticed no one was there—except for a single, lone skeleton.

“Ah?” came a quiet squeak from below his skull.

The small purple flames within the skeleton’s skull flickered briefly. He looked down, and before him was the last thing he would’ve expected—a small figure poking at his rib cage.

“Ah. Ah,” squeaked the girl.

His skull shot back up to look at the other skeleton standing behind her. “Where the hell did you kidnap a kid from?” he said, bewildered.

[image: image]

Tap, Tap, Tap.

“Will you quit that?”

The little girl poked at the ribs of the odd-looking skeleton. Something about him amused her—maybe it was the noises he made? Or perhaps the small, fun little balls of light inside his eye sockets.

Tap, Tap, Tap—

The grumpy skeleton swatted the girl’s hand away.

“Stop it, you brat,” he grumbled. His bony hand tapped her away lightly, though to her, his touch felt like a metal bar—with no soft or malleable flesh to cushion it.

He placed his palm on top of her head, tilting her face up to look directly at him instead of at his ribs.

“Who the hell are you? And how did you get in here?” he asked.

She stared up at him, looking straight at the strange skeleton as his jaw clacked with each movement. He seemed to be telling her something, though she didn’t understand what. But her attention quickly shifted to something shiny—the two little flames inside its skull dancing immediately before her.

Suddenly, she raised her hand, stood on her tiptoes, and reached for his skull, aiming to grab the small, cute flames. But the grumpy skeleton immediately swatted her hand away.

“Stop that, you brat,” he said, unmoved. “Just tell me who you are already. Is there anyone else with you?”

The girl said nothing, staying silent as she looked him over. She was curious. Extremely curious. Why was this skeleton different? He wore something white around him. She glanced down at herself, noticing she wore something similar—though hers was black and more complex.

When she raised her hand again to try touching his skull, he smacked her hand away. It wasn’t a hard smack, more of a light tap, but it sent a ripple of laughter through the odd girl. She giggled and made several more playful attempts to reach his skull.

Smack, smack, smack. Three times he smacked her hand away. She was finding this game of reach-and-swat quite entertaining.

“Enough already!” he shouted, batting her hand away one last time. He didn’t swat her hard, but perhaps it stung a bit, considering he had no soft human flesh—just cold, hard bones for hands. Yet, it quickly became clear to him that the girl was enjoying this, evident by her new wave of irritating laughter.

The flames inside his skull narrowed. “My name is Pell. Tell me who the hell you are,” he demanded.

“Peh?” said the young girl. “Peh!”

He groaned. Way to butcher a man’s name, he thought.

“No, you idiot. My name’s Pell, not Peh or Pef or whatever—” His voice trailed off as he noticed the girl’s unwavering gaze. He imitated taking a deep breath—even though he had no lungs. Human inclinations would always be human inclinations.

“You… you can’t understand a single word I’m saying, can you?” he asked.

She blinked. Pell, unaware that the little flames in his skull had narrowed further—a look clear to her but unnoticed by him.

“Peh!” she said, with the biggest, most innocent smile a child could muster. “PehPeh! PehPeh!”


            

    
        Chapter 2: Upside-down Book

    
    
    
    
                “Alright, you,” Pell said, directing his bony finger from the girl to the chair, “just sit down over there, stay still, and don’t move. Got it?”

The little girl walked over to the chair he pointed at. She looked at it briefly, then turned back to face him. Seeing that he was still pointing at her, she reached out and grabbed his finger.

“What? Hey! Let go!” Pell yelled. He tugged his hand back and heard a small snapping sound. When he looked at his finger, he realized that the little gremlin had just stolen his finger bone.

“Hey! Give me my finger back!” Pell grabbed the girl’s hand, snatched his finger back, and reattached it with a satisfying clack.

Annoyed and frustrated, Pell fixed a piercing gaze on the giggling little menace. She smiled at him, clearly enjoying his irritation.

“Ugh, fine,” Pell groaned. He needed to distract her, or she’d end up running off with all of his body parts.

The little girl climbed onto the chair as Pell walked past her toward the closet at the back of the shop. Disappearing for a moment, he returned with a family of dust settling atop his skull. In his hand was a large, hefty book.

“Alright, here—read this,” he said, voice dripping with disdain. “Well… you probably can’t, but whatever. It’s got nice, pretty pictures. Kids like picture books, right?” he asked sarcastically.

He placed the book down in front of her. It was a fiction novel called Bandit Town: The Hero Arrives. Although it was a full-length novel, it also contained many illustrations. The story was about a hero who arrived in a town full of bandits and… well, did whatever heroes did. The series had five entries, and this was the second book. Unfortunately, Pell could never find the first book being sold anywhere, so he refused to get the other entries.

Pell took a close look at her. She appeared to be… 8, maybe 9 years old. Perhaps 10? He was never good at gauging the age of children. He always avoided the annoying brats and didn’t care enough to entertain them. For all he knew, perhaps the girl could have been 5 years old, and he was severely overestimating.

He walked over to the counter and sat on his stool, glancing at the young, confused girl. She opened the book and began looking at the words and pictures. A flicker of agitation appeared in his eye sockets; the book was upside down. He turned away with a sound that was somewhere between a groan and a sigh.

Ever since he died on a dungeon expedition gone horribly wrong, his soul had been confined to the very dungeon that had killed him. Each day became a dull routine, filled with endless wall-staring. His hope that someone would come to save him dwindled with every passing day.

But now, that hope may have finally rekindled, providing a spark to the matchstick that was his freedom.

“Bo—bo—bo,” came the sound of the little girl. Her small eyes danced over the pages of a book Pell had just handed her.

Okay, so maybe someone had sparked his match, but then promptly doused it by chucking it into the ocean—after giving him a kick to the sacrum and laughing at his undead corpse. Because that was exactly how he felt right now. Fate had sent him a savior—in the form of a small child with severe amnesia.

“God… damnit!” Pell snapped, his face slamming skull-first onto his counter. Of all the people who could’ve wandered into the dungeon—an adventurer, a Paragon of War, hell, even a beggar—but no; fate sent him a child! The gods were playing a cruel trick, saddling him with a brat whose brain was more scrambled than a hen’s egg during a founding feast!

Silence filled the room as the little girl stopped mumbling. Pell turned around to peer at her. She had placed the book down and was staring at him with wide, watchful eyes. His outburst had finally drawn her attention away from the book.

“Do you even know your own name?” Pell asked. “Or how to access your status screen?”

“Sta?” she repeated, tilting her head.

Pell grumbled internally. But since he didn’t have internal organs, his grumbles were, unfortunately, audible.

“How the hell did you even get in here? Were you used as bait by an adventurer party? Why would anyone use a damn noble as bait and not for ransom?” he mused, mostly to himself. She was a noble—no doubt about it. Her clothing was a clear giveaway. The lavish black robe that doubled as a dress, exquisitely made and uniquely designed. Most people wore simple tunics or dapper shirts, not something like what she wore.

He slid off his stool and stood up. Grabbing the rusty metal sword from the counter, he turned toward the little girl. She was back to reading her upside-down book.

“You stay here, brat. I’m going to sweep the halls and see if I can find your party,” he said.

The girl didn’t even look up. Her eyes stayed glued to the book, completely engrossed.

Pell ground his teeth in irritation, imitating the clicking sound of a tongue. Why must I be on babysitting duty? he thought.

He was an old man. Well, not that old, but old enough to feel the creeping effects of age, that slow and everlasting curse. He was 44, solidly middle-aged, but the wear of hard work and stress had aged him beyond his years. Technically, he would be 48 now if he were still alive. But those days were long behind him—new skeletal body and all that. No need for muscles or worrying about “managing his health.”

The shop was tucked into a recess of the long, flat hallway. It was easy to miss unless you were at just the right angle, deep enough into the corridor. It was small, barely three shoulder-widths across—just the right size for hiding from the other monstrosities. Well, a very specific rat-like monstrosity.

He kept his sword at his side and left the shop, not sparing the little girl a single glance.

The dungeon was a maze, a sprawling labyrinth of winding halls that intersected and branched off endlessly. Take one path and it could lead you to twenty more. That also meant a simple loop of three left turns could bring you right back to where you started.

Ahead of him, a skeleton shuffled past a junction into another hallway, its broken sword dragging on the ground. Pell ignored it, walking right by the mindless creature. Damn vultures, he thought.

First hall: nothing. Second hall: nothing. Third hall: Oh, look, it’s just another walking pile of nothing.

Five agonizing minutes passed as he walked, completing a full lap around the blocked section where his shop was hidden. There was no one—nothing. Just the usual bone-headed skeletons and limping zombies, dragging their limbs as slowly as an adventurer with an arrow through their knee.

When Pell returned to the shop, the little girl was still absorbed in her book. He opened the latch, stepped inside, and returned to his stool. He tapped his fingers on the counter, deep in thought.

As long as I can keep her distracted, I’ll keep my sanity. She’s obviously here with some party, but whether she was discarded or just lost... bah, whatever. There’s no way they’d leave a noble girl behind, no matter the situation. Killing her off makes no sense when you can ransom her. Kidnapping 101, even a child from the slums knows that. They’ll probably come for her soon. Hopefully... they can finally free me from this damn dungeon.

[image: image]

Pell frowned. It had already been an entire day. He’d been sitting at the counter ever since the little intruder showed up. She was a noble, so where were her guards? Mercenaries? Hell, not even a butler? Why hadn’t anyone come for her yet?

His expression darkened as more hours passed, with no sign of anyone. The only visitors were the random skeletons and zombie dregs of the dungeon.

Glancing over his shoulder, he caught sight of the girl sitting at his table, still absorbed in his book. She noticed him looking and met his gaze with a confused expression.

"Where the hell is your party? You’ve got some shitty guards if they can’t even clear a floor full of low-level undead," he muttered.

She paused for a moment, then mimicked his words, "Shi—"

"Don’t. You. Fucking say that word," Pell snapped. "You aren’t old enough."

"Fu—"

"NOT. THAT. ONE. EITHER."

The girl giggled, ducking her head back into her book to hide her face from Pell's glare.

Pell narrowed his eyes at her, then turned away. He could hear her mumbling something under her breath, but he couldn’t be bothered anymore.

The past day and a half had been uneventful. The girl was still glued to the adventure novel, still holding it upside down. Pell found it both amusing and infuriating for reasons he couldn’t fully explain.

Sometimes, he would try to talk to her, but every time he did, all he got was an attempt at repeating his words. Unfortunately, that included swear words.

He rolled his eyes. He didn’t care if he swore around her, but if she started copying him? That was a different matter. If her noble family found out she was picking up curses from him? Well, he’d probably be tortured to death. Or un-death? Re-death? Whatever—death-death, he decided.

He was practically a babysitter now. A child had been dropped on his shop’s doorstep, and now he was stuck looking after her. It was a fortunate coincidence that he still had almost an entire stockpile of rations—small preserved cans of meat and plenty of drinking water. Some of it was his, some from the dead adventurers he’d originally traveled with. It wasn’t just about keeping the brat entertained; he also had to feed her. He didn’t even want to remember the aftermath of helping her.

What the hell was this? A daycare?

Escaping the dungeon was all he wanted, but it wasn’t something he could do alone. Once he became undead, the dungeon core took control of his soul and bound him. He was trapped. Trapped in a four-year nightmare. Whenever he tried to ascend or descend the dungeon’s stairs, an invisible force would drag him back, as if he was cursed to never leave his post.

Every dungeon had a dungeon core, hidden deep within. These were known as the dungeon hearts, the source of the dungeon's power. To claim the core was to claim the entire dungeon. In theory, Pell just needed to find it and claim it, and he’d be free—a free skeleton. The problem? He couldn’t even get close to the core, let alone fight his way to the dungeon core and take on the boss.

Pell glanced back at the little girl once more. She was nodding her head silently, like she was listening to a bard singing a tune.

Maybe if I teach her a few words, she might at least be able to pull up her status screen, he thought.

It was clear he’d have to wait a while longer, especially considering the girl’s party hadn’t made a sound anywhere near him. They might be his last lifeline, his only chance at escape. Surely, they were still looking for her and hadn’t abandoned her. They couldn’t have just died off in a dungeon full of low-level undead.

Right?


            

    
        Chapter 3: I hate that book too, kid.

    
    
    
    
                He stood there, staring at the wall opposite his shop, his head resting on his palm, utterly bored out of his mind. Two more days had passed, completely uneventful.

"B-boo?" came a sound from behind him.

Pell lifted his head and shifted on his creaky stool. The girl was there, waiting patiently. She held a closed book pressed to her chest. With a small smile, she extended her arm and presented the book to him with a "here you go" gesture.

"B-bo-bok," she stammered.

Pell let out an exaggerated groan. "Alright, alright, I'll grab you another book," he muttered, dragging himself off the stool as though it were the greatest burden in the world. He walked over, took the book from her small hands, and tucked it beneath his arm.

With a huff, Pell returned to the closet and fetched three more novels. He placed them on the table in what he considered to be an ascending order of difficulty. Not that it mattered much—none of the books in his collection were written for children. Bandit Town wasn’t a children’s book either—it just happened to have a few illustrations.

The girl reached for the first book on the stack, gripping it with both hands. Pell rolled his eyes as he saw it was upside down. But before he could correct her, she flipped the book the right way up on her own. Well, seems like she’s getting some of her memory back, he thought.

With a sigh, he turned and walked back to his counter and his stupid stool. He resumed his usual routine of standing and staring at the wall, his skull once again resting on his palm. Guess I’ll keep waiting, he thought, though he had no idea how long that wait might actually be.

Everything was strange. Nothing about the situation made sense. There wasn’t even a trace of the girl’s party. No echoes of voices, no sounds of fighting, no signs of movement—nothing. Maybe they had left the dungeon to regroup or gather supplies, or maybe they had encountered some obstacle. Worst-case scenario, maybe they’d be back within the week, if they weren’t already dead.

Pell wasn’t new to waiting. He’d been in this dungeon for four years, with nothing to do and no one to talk to. There was that other odd skeleton, but he didn’t make for much company. Besides his collection of books, there was little else to occupy him but to sit in his shop and wait. Just sitting there, hoping that something—anything—would happen to make today different from the last.

Behind him, the little girl began to bang the spine of the book against the table, like she was trying to smash a bug. Pell glanced over. There was no bug.
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Time crawled by, laughing at him for thinking things would get better. Like always, the second day melted into the third, and the third into the fourth.

The little girl stayed with him, reading more and more books and picking up a few words here and there. Pell seized the opportunity to help her learn, if only to pass the time. But more often than not, it only frustrated him further, especially in the early days when she first started speaking.

“No! Not that word, you brat!” Pell would snap at her, but all he’d get in return was her obnoxious giggling as she butchered the word "skeleton," pronouncing it “sell a ton.”

Honestly, that one was amusing, given his profession, but that didn’t make it any less annoying.

Each lesson became a battle of wills, with the rare satisfaction of hearing her learn a new word—or spending hours trying to get her to read her own damn name. Apparently, teaching someone to read was much harder than teaching them to speak.

“Boo?” she asked.

“No, not Boo. Book. Buh—ook!” Pell sounded out, stretching the syllables.

“Ba-uk!”

Pell groaned and slapped himself in the face.

Despite his grumbling and groaning, there was some solace in these moments. He wasn’t alone anymore. He had Mr. Bones, the mysterious and odd, almost sentient skeleton who had led the girl here in the first place. But Pell couldn’t communicate with him, as Mr. Bones lacked the soul-flames that would have made him more than a mindless monster.

It wasn’t easy to be trapped, to be alone, not knowing where his fate would end. The little girl became someone Pell desperately needed, though he would never admit it. He would never admit it. That was just the kind of guy he was.

He thought about his own family. Only his father remained, his mother having passed away in childbirth. Memories of happier times flooded in. How fun it used to be. How peaceful everything was. The time before he was born, when everything was just the void. How he wished he hadn’t been born to a despicable scumbag of a father who’d kicked him out—how he wished his father had been the one to die in a dungeon and become a skeleton instead.

Happier times.

Behind him, the sound of something hitting the wall broke through his thoughts. Pell turned, snapping out of his reminiscence to inspect the noise. To his right, a book lay on the ground, its cover sprawled open, pages pressed flat against the floor. And in front of him—at the table—sat the pouting girl, arms crossed, clearly dissatisfied with what she had just read.

Maybe he and the little girl had more in common than he’d thought.

I hate that book too, kid, he thought. But goddammit, that book cost me 10 copper, you gremlin.


            

    
        Chapter 4: Enya Empyria

    
    
    
    
                Faint rustling of papers came from behind Pell, breaking the silence in his shop. He chose to ignore it completely.

An entire week and a half had passed since the arrival of the little brat. Despite the short time, she had been learning at a surprisingly rapid pace. Her learning curve was impressive—was it innate talent, or perhaps she was simply regaining the memories she had once lost? Either way, her progress pleased him—mostly because she had stopped repeating words and hopping around like a rabbit.

“Pell! I’m… done with the book,” came the soft voice.

The sound of a book closing followed, accompanied by the quiet pitter-patter of little shoes approaching from behind. Pell straightened and turned on his stool to face the girl.

“I’ve read from beginning to end, in-including th-the bolded words at the end,” she said, trying to keep her stutter in check.

“You mean the glossary?”

“Uh-uhm…” she stammered, flipping through the pages of the book. “Yes! The um, glossary,” she confirmed, closing the book once more.

Pell sighed. No one ever reads the glossary, but whatever. “Alright, so you know what things like parties, dungeons, and classes are now?” he asked.

“I think so! Dungeons are places where monsters live, parties are groups of people who kill monsters, and classes are what they speciawize in,” she replied, her words coming quickly.

“Well… that’s not entirely incorrect, I guess. Could use a bit more detail, but that’s good enough,” Pell said. It was a rudimentary explanation, though it definitely left out some details. “Well, now you at least know the basics. You should be able to check your status and finally read it now.”

This was the moment of truth. He could finally learn who the hell this girl was, and if she was still in a party.

“O-okay,” she said.

After a few days of reading books, she had become less… childish. She had relaxed and adopted a softer, more timid way of speaking. Pell wasn’t sure why, but it was better than the annoying personality she had before.

“Status,” she said.

A blue, transparent panel flashed before her. It followed her gaze and could move based on her thoughts. She had read about this magical screen inside of the books, but this was her first time seeing it. She read what she saw out loud so Pell could hear it.


Name: Enya EmpyriaLevel: 0
EXP: 0/10Class: Unassigned
Skills: Mana Detection [D-], Mana Control [E+], Perception [D], Sage’s Insight [B]
Titles: High-Noble, Realm Hopper, Apprentice of Terran


The shock that hit Pell was so immense it left him reeling as she read off her stats. His entire body trembled, and it felt like his jaw had dropped to the floor.

“Um, Pell… your jaw fell,” the girl said.

Pell ignored her, mentally scrambling to process the information. Her level and skills were unusual—well, extremely unusual. Her level was zero, which was almost unheard of for a girl her age. But no, that wasn’t the surprising part—it was her titles that made him freeze.

“Realm hopper…” Pell muttered, his voice gravelly without his jaw. He himself carried that title—an indicator of someone who traveled between layers, whether to ascend or descend. He’d started as a peasant in the first layer and ascended to the second layer only six years ago. It wasn’t unusual to see people with that title, but it wasn’t exactly common either. But that title wasn’t what caused him to panic. No—it was the other title.

The first title she held made his bones rattle. It was obvious the little girl was a noble, given her extravagant attire. The fine silken material and delicate craftsmanship were otherworldly. Pell didn’t know much about fashion, but as a merchant, he could recognize expensive clothing when he saw it.

But no, Enya wasn’t just a noble. She was a High-Noble. Pell clenched his fingers and cracked his knuckles without thinking. Meeting a High-Noble was an extremely rare encounter, especially for a commoner like him.

Nobles were present in every realm. It was just how aristocracy and governments worked, no matter where you were. But High-Nobles were a different breed. Even in the fourth layer, there were barely half a dozen High-Noble families, each holding immense influence. Regular nobles were uncommon, but High-Nobles came from places above the fourth layer and seldom ventured down. This was common knowledge, even for children in the slums.

Pell struggled to find words—partially because his jaw was still on the floor.

Meeting a High-Noble was like meeting royalty in the third or fourth layers… probably. He didn’t know which was rarer—having an audience with a king or meeting a High-Noble. Normal people would never need to answer that question.

Pell stared at the brat, scrutinizing her confused and worried expression—one that did not befit nobility or royalty.

Calming down, Pell crouched to pick up his jaw and snapped it back into place with a satisfying clink. He took a deep breath as he straightened, or at least, what would’ve been a deep breath—missing lungs and all.

The last title she held seemed to be a clue about who she really was. She was an apprentice to someone named Terran. The name didn’t ring any bells, but that was probably to be expected. There was no way Pell would know the dealings of High-Nobles. But even though that title could point to her identity, one thing still bothered him—what had happened to everyone else?

Enya tilted her head, studying Pell’s shocked expression. “Pell?”

Lost in thought, Pell didn’t respond.

Where was her party? Where were her guards? Did she really come here all alone? The system could register party members, so surely she would’ve read their names off if she had one. But if she didn’t… then it meant she wasn’t in a party at all. Another question, one that had been bothering him since their first meeting, began to surface again.

Pell opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out. He wanted to ask, but it was clear she didn’t know the answer. It was a question he’d wondered once, but it had seemed trivial at the time. Now, it gnawed at him again.

Was it possible she had never been in a party at all?

Pell’s expression shifted, his thoughts muddled. “Your stats…” he muttered.

Her stats were awful. How could a noble like her have stats like this? Her level was zero, and she hadn’t ascended to a class yet. Given her age, how was that even possible? Most children, even those in orphanages, had classes—and they were younger than her.

Pell himself had been offered a class early on, but he had refused it for years, waiting until he was an adult. He wanted to see if a better class would be offered to him, but one never appeared. He was an outlier in that regard, but outliers didn’t count for common sense.

What really stood out were her skills. Four separate skills at level zero? That was odd. As far as Pell knew, it wasn’t even possible to acquire more than one or two skills before getting a class. Three of her skills seemed self-explanatory, but that last one—Sage’s Insight—what the hell was that?

Pell shook his head. Skills and all that didn’t matter right now. "Hey... you don’t happen to remember anything now, do you?"

"Uh, no?" she replied after a moment of thought.

“You… you said you were a High-Noble… Enya?”

Enya looked at him with a perplexed expression. After a beat, she seemed to realize. “O-oh, I’m Enya,” she chuckled. “Sorry, I thought you said a word I didn’t know yet.”

She glanced back at the transparent panel and read the lines again. “Yeah, it says I have a title called ‘High-Noble.’”

Pell winced. “Do… you know what that is?”

“No?”

She looked even more confused than before. It was clear she had no idea why Pell was acting so anxious since she’d read off her stats.

Pell’s mind raced as he thought of how to handle the situation. A few moments passed before he decided on the best course of action: act normal. It’d be odd if he completely changed his demeanor now, and besides, she was just a little girl. Hell, she didn’t even know her own status.

Pell thought back to when he had swung a sword but missed because she was so short when they first met. He winced, realizing the potential consequences of his actions. Maybe it was lucky she had amnesia.

He straightened and assumed his usual stance. “Well, alright. Just forget about it for now, I guess. You know what nobles are, right? People with power and prestige? You must’ve read plenty of books with nobility in them.”

“Y-yeah. I know what nobles are, but what’s a High-Noble?” she asked.

Coughing, Pell replied calmly, “They’re like normal nobles, but… more powerful. They’re better than regular nobles.”

The little girl’s eyes lit up. “So I’m actually really, really awesome?” she asked, clutching her hands together.

“Yeah, yeah, you’re amazing, brat.” Pell froze. He had been calling her a brat this whole time. Calling a High-Noble a brat? It was like throwing a pie made of horse manure at the ruler of a nation.

He glanced down at her still-shining eyes, feeling the tension slowly drain from his body. Just act normal. She still has amnesia. There’s no point in trying to impress her now, he thought.


            

    
        Chapter 5: Skills & Schemes

    
    
    
    
                “You said you have four different skills, right? What do they do?” Pell asked.

“I don't know. Is there a way I can check?” Enya replied, giving her signature head tilt.

“You should be able to just look at the term you want and focus on it. A new screen should pop up with more information.”

Following his instructions, Enya focused on the Mana Detection skill. The screen shifted, displaying the skill's description. She read it aloud.


Skill: Mana Detection [D-] [Passive]
You can detect mana more easily.


Pell paused, waiting for her to continue, but when Enya just stared back at him with little more to say, he furrowed his brows—or tried, at least.

“What?” Pell asked, incredulous.

“What?” Enya echoed.

Pell narrowed his sockets as he stared at her. “That’s it?”

“Y-yeah?” she replied, unsure if that was the right answer.

Pell fell silent for a moment, his skull subtly shaking. He took a deep breath, letting it out slowly to calm his disbelief. “What about the other one?” he finally asked.

Enya glanced back at the screen, then navigated the window back to her stats before focusing on her next skill.


Skill: Mana Control [E+] [Passive]
You can control mana more easily.


A few seconds of silence passed. “You… are joking, right?” Pell asked.

Enya shook her head, earnest in her confusion. This was what had shown up on the screen. She was still learning how to read and speak, so there was a chance she had misread something, but she was pretty sure this time she had it right.

“Okay… I guess those descriptions do make sense. Though, the skill name already gives it away…” He paused, mulling it over. “What about the third one?”

Shifting her focus, Enya repeated the process and read out the next skill.


Skill: Perception [D] [Passive]
You can perceive things more easily.


Pell stared at her, dumbfounded by the painfully simple description. His skills weren’t this absurdly basic. What the hell were these descriptions? Sure, those skills sounded like they could be useful, but come on—Perception means you can perceive things more easily? Why even bother describing them?

Enya noticed Pell’s surprise. It seemed simple enough to her, so she didn’t understand what the issue was. Why was it a problem that it was straightforward and easy to understand? Though, she did think the concept of perception was still a bit difficult to grasp.

Pell shook his head, resigned. “Alright… what about the last one? Surely Sage—something wouldn’t have such a short description…”


Skill: Sage’s Insight [B] [Passive]
You can Sage things more insightly.


“Alright, what the fu—”

Before Pell could finish his curse, Enya burst into a fit of laughter. Her laugh shattered the tense silence in the small room. She clutched her stomach, doubling over with uncontrollable giggles. A small tear formed in the corner of her eye as she tried to catch her breath.

“Wha—” Pell started, but was interrupted.

“Sor-sorry…” she managed between laughs, “I—I’m… that was just a joke. I don’t know what any of these mean, but… I thought it would be funny if I just made up the last one.”

Enya’s laughter continued, even as she tried to forcibly calm herself down.

Pell stared at the girl, his sockets wide with surprise. She actually had the nerve to mess with him. Barely able to speak or read, yet here she was, lying about her skill just to get under his metaphorical skin.

Truth be told, Pell respected the joke. Humor was something he appreciated, and the girl had definitely caught him off guard. He’d expected her to be cooperative and straightforward. Never once had she refused anything he asked. But now, she’d played him, exploiting his perception of her and completely blindsiding him. He shook his head with a faint scoff, a small smile forming on his skull. She’d really gotten him.

However, the amusement didn’t last. The little weasel kept laughing, her giggles dragging on relentlessly. Pell’s face twisted back into annoyance as her laughter slowly began to die down.

“You done yet?” he grumbled.

“Yes… sorry.” Enya replied, wiping a tear from her eye.

“I assume that isn’t what the skill actually says?”

Enya straightened up, still feeling the aftereffects of her laughter. “No, that’s not what it says.”

She glanced to the side and, trying her best to avoid mispronunciations, read out the proper description of the skill.


Skill: Sage’s Insight [B] [Passive]
You have an enhanced understanding of all things related to magic, mana, and the arcane. Your baseline talent for the understanding of concepts, theory, and memorization of related subjects is increased by 40%.


Pell’s soul flames flickered, dimming for a moment as he processed the information. A passive skill that boosted one’s understanding and retention of magic? Although Pell knew little about magic, he knew enough to recognize that a skill like this wasn’t something you saw every day.

It seemed like the little brat was going to be some kind of adept mage—or maybe a scholar. Perhaps that was why she’d regained the ability to speak and read so quickly, only a few days after meeting him. Or maybe she’d recovered fragments of her memory.

Passive skills were usually tied to specific classes or a person’s ability to adapt to something. If the little girl had multiple mana-related abilities and a magic-learning skill, then she was going to be, well, what the skill was called—a Sage.

“You… Enya Em… pyria? You said that your class was… unassigned, right?” Pell asked, his eyes narrowing as he focused on her response.

She glanced back at the screen to double-check before nodding. “Yeah, it says unassigned.”

Pell’s mind spun as he processed the information. If she was a mage, then surely she could...

“That’s... great! No, but maybe not... maybe... just maybe... but how long... the core would... how many levels would it... then maybe it would be possible...” Pell muttered, his voice trailing off as his thoughts raced.

Enya tilted her head, confused by Pell’s mumbling. Over the past week, she had come to understand that Pell wasn’t a normal person. He mumbled to himself—a lot. Aside from being a skeleton, there were other things that set him apart. Compared to the stories she’d read about adventurers, nobles, kings, and even merchants, Pell was... odd. He was always grouchy and brash. Whenever she read a book, Pell was always dully unenthusiastic.

She realized Pell didn’t care about the progress she made—at least not directly. He cared more about the end result, not the steps it took to get there. But despite his gruff exterior, Enya felt safe and comfortable around him. He was the only person who would talk to her, after all.

Pell sometimes yelled at her, but he never took it further than that. In fact, it was often quite funny to see him get upset. She patted her sides, still aching from laughing so hard.

“Er, Pell?” Enya tried again, attempting to break him from his trance, but it was no use. Pell kept muttering, his focus unwavering as he stared at the floor. Enya’s face turned impassive as she waited for him to finish.

One thing she’d noticed was that Pell often became distracted, focusing on something that he didn’t say aloud. Then, just as quickly, he’d brighten up and go straight back to muttering and contemplating—just like he was doing now.

She also noticed how Pell would occasionally glance at her while she read, muttering things she couldn’t quite catch. This had happened several times over the past few days, but she paid it little mind. Pell had been nothing but helpful, guiding her and teaching her what she needed to know. Maybe it was just a quirky aspect of his personality. After all, the protagonists in her storybooks all had unique traits and habits. Perhaps Pell’s odd behavior was simply his way of thinking, or maybe she was the odd one for noticing it.

“Considering this dungeon is... the likelihood of it... just a book or two and...” Pell muttered, his voice trailing off. He glanced up and down the sides of the room, flicking his gaze left and right as he thought.

Then, as if struck by a sudden realization, Pell’s face snapped upward. But just as quickly, his expression turned grim. His glowing eyes narrowed, a mix of determination and trepidation flickering across his skeletal features. He had come up with a plan—a very dumb plan.
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Enya and Pell moved through the winding halls of the dungeon, Pell leading the way and Enya trailing behind like a tiny duckling. They had to be cautious, sticking close to one another. As an undead, Pell was spared the hostile attention that the monsters held for intruders. Unfortunately, this also meant that the same could not be said for Enya.

Although Pell never confirmed it, he was sure that Enya was a human. She resembled nothing monstrous nor held features of the other races. Possibly, she could pass for an elf with particularly short ears, or perhaps a dhampir or a rare sylphid variant. Whatever she was, though, it didn’t matter. Anything that wasn’t part of the dungeon was considered an enemy.

They strolled along the dungeon’s stone walls, moving at a steady pace with a slight crouch, ready to break into a sprint at any moment. Pell was tall, and though technically see-through, he wore a white cloak, which made it difficult for Enya to see what was ahead of her as she followed closely behind.

Shadows danced on the walls as they walked through the dark corridors. Pell stole a quick glance behind him, checking to see if Enya was still there. She was right on his heels, so close that he risked her stepping on his heel bone—his calcaneus.

Pell had resolved to follow through with his plan, one he’d explained to Enya before they set out. Their destination was a room used as a study. A safe room, with a couple of books and a desk, clearly intended for the use of a sentient creature—likely the dungeon master or a researcher, given the nature of its contents.

The room was imbued with a special magic that kept the monsters at bay. Pell wasn’t sure how it worked or where the spell circuits were engraved, but it had never failed to protect the space—except from him. He’d tried bringing Mr. Bones into the room long ago, but the barrier had actively prevented him from entering. He wasn’t sure why he could pass through while other monsters couldn’t, but it hadn’t mattered much.

If Pell’s plan was going to succeed, he needed to get her into a safer, more suitable environment. One designed for studying and silence. The barrier around the room was just an extra bonus, a cherry on top to seal the deal.

Pell’s thoughts turned jittery as he considered the future. Would this be the moment he finally escaped this cursed dungeon and regained his freedom?

            

    
        Chapter 6: Dungeon Quake - Part 1

    
    
    
    
                Although Pell was undead, his soul still clung to his body. The other monsters in the dungeon weren’t like him. If they hungered, they’d roam endlessly, driven purely by instinct, seeking something—anything—to devour. The demon rat that roamed the dungeon was a prime example of this mindless hunger.

Then there was Mr. Bones—a skeleton who seemed different from the rest. He had guided Enya to Pell’s shop without attacking her, an action that no mindless monster would take. This strange behavior set him apart from the other slow, shambling skeletons that patrolled the halls endlessly, sword in hand.

Pell was certain that Mr. Bones had a soul and an ego, something far more intelligent than the mindless creatures that roamed the dungeon. He had no proof; Mr. Bones had never spoken—but the fact that he had spared Enya was enough evidence for Pell. However, there was one thing Pell couldn’t explain: Mr. Bones didn’t have a soul flame inside his skull, something that made no sense to him.

Pell’s attention shifted when he spotted a zombie stumbling in the distance. He raised his arm behind him, signaling for Enya to stop. They both slowed and froze, waiting as the zombie shuffled by, hoping it wouldn’t notice them. After a few moments, it moved out of sight, and only then did Pell give the signal to continue.

This dungeon was clearly an undead one, obvious from the creatures that inhabited it, including himself. They were on the fifth floor now. The upper levels housed a variety of undead—zombified rabbits, flaming skulls that soared through the air, and wisps, ghostly lanterns that flickered in the darkness.

But Pell had come to a conclusion: this wasn’t just any dungeon. It was a sanctum—a dungeon that had been converted into a base. What other reason could there be for a study with books inside of a dungeon?

The study was no different from any room you might find in a home or a library. Dusty tomes lined the shelves, filled with the basic concepts and theories of necromancy. They explained necromantic spells and the mechanics of manipulating the dead—leftovers from a scholar who had devoted their life—or perhaps death—to the forbidden study of necromancy.

Pell had only discovered this dungeon by chance. A group of travelers, clearly out of their depth, had stumbled upon its entrance by accident. For a few silver coins, they eagerly traded its location, completely unaware of what they had found.

Most dungeons that adventurers raided were in the outer realms, accessible only by acquiring the right coordinates and teleporting through the adventurer guild’s dimensional warp crystals. Pell had struck gold when he confirmed the existence of a dungeon hidden within the layers. Those travelers were far too naïve.

As they walked, Pell’s thoughts twisted in a knot of doubt and hesitation. He tried to keep his gaze fixed ahead, but his pace slowed, his steps faltering now and then. He was stalling—reluctant to reach their destination. Going through with his plan meant committing to something he wasn’t entirely certain of.

The only reason he could think of for why the little girl didn’t have a class, or why she had acquired several skills without one, was likely tied to a deeper reason. Many nobles, particularly the elite, had their classes stagnated. They often delayed obtaining a class, aiming instead for a higher tier, one that was rarer and more powerful. Enya, Pell realized, was destined to become someone important in the future. But that future meant nothing if they both died here, trapped inside this dungeon.

Suddenly, a deep hum reverberated through the dungeon’s walls, scattering Pell’s thoughts. The ground trembled beneath their feet, and Pell’s core shuddered in recognition. He knew this feeling—it was coming.

Enya froze in place, mirroring Pell’s sudden stillness. A loud hum shook the walls and the ground beneath them. The sound grew louder, creeping closer, traveling through the very stone. The vibrations steadily increased, becoming more violent. Dust and rubble began to fall from the ceiling as cracks snaked across the walls. The air grew thick with a dusty fog, and the flames atop the torches along the walls flared wildly.

“Shit!” Pell cursed, panic rising in his chest. He scanned the area, his bones rattling. It wasn’t from fear—or the shaking ground, which was throwing him off balance—but something far deeper. The very core of his being trembled. His soul was shaking. Tiny fissures appeared in his bones, and splinters and chips broke off, falling to the ground like raindrops, bouncing in rhythm with the violent rumblings that tore through the dungeon.

"Pell?!" Enya cried, her voice trembling. "W-what's going on?!" She was staring at the ground, her body wobbling. Desperately, she fought to stay upright, but gravity had other plans. A shockwave of invisible force pulsed from deep down the hall, sending ripples through the ground.

Enya pressed her back and arms against the wall behind her, bracing herself to stay steady. The quaking came so suddenly that she nearly lost her balance, but thankfully, she was close enough to the wall to use it as support.

The ground beneath her, once solid, cracked and buckled with each passing second, the fissures widening. Her body trembled, her eyes fixed on the floor as she focused all her energy on keeping her footing. She could feel her legs shaking under the pressure of the relentless tremors. The wall, which had seemed like a solid barrier moments ago, began to strain. The large stone bricks, once neatly aligned, now wobbled precariously, threatening to collapse at any moment.

Across from her, a few bricks from the opposite wall began to fall out of their cavities. A jolt of fear shot down her spine as a large brick tumbled to the ground beside her, shattering into fragments. The sharp, sudden noise made her jump, her heart racing. She glanced to her right, directly at the spot where the brick had fallen. Her pupils dilated as she saw a small black gap at the very top of the wall near the ceiling. The brick had come from nearly the highest point.

As her gaze lingered on the hollowed-out area, several other bricks started to wiggle loose. One of them, perfectly aligned with her position, moved dangerously. Enya barely noticed its shift until it was too late. As the heavy shadow of the falling brick grew larger, she twisted her neck to get a better look.

The moment she recognized the threat, her legs gave way. She slid down the wall, the silk of her garment offering little resistance. In a frantic attempt to shield herself, she threw her arms above her head in an X-shaped pattern, snapping her eyes shut, preparing for the worst.

After a quick moment, amidst the chaos and havoc happening all around her, she heard two loud sounds. One was more of a thud from above her, and the second was the same shatter noise she heard before. As the world around her shook, she slowly opened her eyes and tilted her head upwards. She saw the bony arm and elbow of Pell right above her. He stood straight, his body slightly leaning over her, his arm lying flat in a V-shape in the air above her.

"Fuck! You okay?!" Pell's shout stabbed the hesitation dead within her mind.

"Y-yes!" she continued, "thank you!" Enya took a glance over to the right of her, where the shattering sound had come up, and noticed that there was another brick on the ground. It lay a meter away and was broken into two chunks.

Another thunderous rumble sent a shockwave throughout the entire space, jolting her senses that nearly left her body, back into place. "W-what's happening Pell?!" screamed Enya. She placed her hands on the ground beside her to keep herself upright. Her vision blurred and started to shift. It was like the dungeon was tilting on its axis. The world became offset by a few degrees, yet she didn't lean to the side. The dungeon swayed and rotated slightly, but the gravity keeping her to the ground stayed constant.

"It's... it's!" Pell shouted, his legs moving and swaying as the dungeon shifted. A loud snap exploded out from his hand. His gaze moved over to the arm protecting the brat from fatal falling bricks. His entire pinky finger had just blown off his hand, shattering into white dusty particles in the air. "Damn! it!" he blurted.

A ping shot out in his mind. His status screen popped up with a new notification.


System Notification: Rapid health loss due to dungeon core instability.
Health: 94/100


"It's the...warning sign of the dungeon collapse!" he shouted, his voice rough, brittle, and pained. Pell's entire core was not faring well. The more the dungeon rumbled, the more control he lost over his own body.

Another eruption of white powder, one from the remnants of a bone inside his left foot, billowed upwards past his face. Another pop came out an instant later—this time, it was one of his right ribs. Pell's bones started to explode and dissipate one by one, turning into particles of calcium and collagen.


System Notification: Rapid health loss due to dungeon core instability.
Health: 72/100


As more and more of Pell's bones cracked, along with the trembling and periodic cries from Enya, the rumbling of the dungeon eventually began to weaken. After what had felt like centuries, but was only barely a minute in duration, the dungeon calmed. The plane of existence reverted to its correct axis, returning their vision and sense of balance back to normality. The cacophonies of shattering brick, exploding bone, and violent shock waves of pressure also ceased gradually.


            

    
        Chapter 6: Dungeon Quake - Part 2

    
    
    
    
                Pell subconsciously growled, a low, primal sound escaping his bony throat. Enya breathed heavily, her heart thundering about her body. She pressed her right hand over her chest, clutching at it as if trying to force her heart back into place, to stop it from pounding in her ears. Pell cast a quick glance down at her. Despite the terror they had just endured, her face was surprisingly dry—no tears streaked her cheeks. She had screamed several times as the waves of pressure assaulted them, and Pell had expected her to be a complete wreck. Yet, while she was clearly shaken, she was handling it better than he had expected.

Pell, on the other hand, was far worse for wear. He had lost a pinky, a middle finger, a few foot bones, and several ribs. Part of his skull had cracked, leaving a zigzagging pattern that stopped halfway down the side of his head. Fortunately, none of the critical bones—his femur, upper spine, or any key joints—had been damaged. But the overall toll that he took throughout his body was still significant.

Another minute passed by in silence, as Pell and Enya looked around them, waiting to see if another wave was coming.

Finally, Enya broke the silence. "Is... it over?" she asked weakly, her voice trembling. Her breaths, though still heavy, had become more controlled, more stable than they had been just moments ago. The roaring sound of blood rushing through her veins had subsided, leaving her feeling slightly better. She still trembled, but she didn't feel like she could die at any moment anymore.

"Yeah..." Pell replied grimly, tone low and heavy.

Enya gulped, "What...just happened?"

Pell took a moment to respond, as he looked over his body to make sure there wasn't anything else wrong with him. "That was a dungeon...quake? Well, let's just call it that. I'm not sure if what just happened has an actual name or not."

Examining for any hidden damage, Pell checked behind his arms and twisted his body to look around himself. He moved forward a step but tapped the ground in front of him first, testing its stability. He repeated this for the rest of the immediate area around them. They were still solid—for now.

"Dungeon... quakes, are a sign of a dungeon about to collapse," Pell said.

"Col...lapse?" Enya echoed, looking up at him. She slowly got to her feet, her legs still trembling. She placed her hands on her thighs, pushing herself upright while trying to keep her legs from buckling. Dust and small pebbled debris fell to the ground as she patted down her dress.

Pell looked down the hall. Everything was a mess. "Dungeon collapse happens when a dungeon core either becomes unstable or is left unclaimed for far too long. It can either be damaged or something involving the owner of a dungeon not giving it mana periodically," Pell explained. "I don't think the dungeon core is damaged, so it's most likely the dungeon is running out of mana from its owner."

"Who is the owner?" Enya asked. She blinked several times, as she began feeling the dust around them settle in.

Pell shrugged, then winced as he heard a small crack come from his left shoulder joint. "Who knows? I have an idea, but it's more of an educated guess. Probably a necromancer," Pell replied, feeling up his shoulder.

"What happens when a dungeon collapses?" she asked.

Pell took a moment to gather his thoughts. She couldn't see his face right now, but Pell wore a scowl as he looked ahead. His mind flooded with different thoughts, before turning around toward her, but also avoiding her gaze. "A dungeon collapse just means a lot of the dungeon will be destroyed, so the walls and ceiling will fall down. The only dangerous part is being aware of your surroundings, so you aren't crushed by falling debris. Otherwise, it's relatively harmless," he explained. "This place will become... less like a maze or labyrinth, and more like one big open square space."

Pell had told a lie. Dungeon collapse didn't just mean walls and other structures part of the dungeon would just shatter. It did do that, but that wasn't the primary concern. Dungeon collapses, meant the destruction of any and all things inside of the dungeon. This included his and her life. But he couldn't tell her this. If he told her how dangerous it was, then maybe she’d be discouraged to continue. Why strike fear when it was unnecessary?

He was fooling himself. Striking fear? What a load of bullshit. He knew why he lied. He knew she could leave the dungeon of her own accord. She wasn’t bound to the dungeon like he was. If she was careful, she could probably run up the stairs and sneak past the upper floors back to the entrance. It would be unlikely that she’d survive long enough to make it out, considering there were still monsters on the other floors—but that didn’t matter. She could always leave and abandon him. He wasn’t going to take that chance.

He’d also thought about having her leave and trying to call for rescue. However, the chances that her family of nobles—who were most likely searching for her—would heed her wish to save some random damn skeleton inside a dungeon that was about to collapse? Laughably impossible.

Aside from that, she would die if she went alone. There was no question about it, considering the monsters above. He was bound to the floor, so it was impossible to come with her and protect her. The best option for the both of them, was to head to the study.

Pell knew how nobles acted. They always put themselves first. They valued their lives far more than those without power or prestige. Enya might not realize this now, given her amnesia, but once her memories returned, Pell would just be an obstacle in her path. She’d cut him down without a second thought, especially if her noble guards or family were involved.

“Then, are we safe-” Enya asked with a cough. She covered her mouth and began swatting away the dust that surrounded them. The minuscule stone particles permeated from every single wall around them, leaving a murky cloud of gray fog.

Pell turned and looked ahead, down at the path they were taking. It had become much harder to see—the gray dust forming an impenetrable fortress. The old torches along the walls still burned, but only a small tinge of light could be seen through the clouds of smoke.

“For now, yeah. Another one won’t happen for quite some time, so we are good. Can you keep going?” Pell asked, sneaking a peek at the coughing girl.

“Ye-yeah-” she replied, being cut off with another cough. “I-I’m good… but… what happened to your body?” Enya questioned. Pell was covered in white calcified dust. He was mainly intact, but there were very significant changes. He was missing quite a few bones all around his body. A giant crack zigzagged down the side of his skull that seemed to get larger. He didn’t look symmetrical anymore, but more like a conglomeration of bones from various other skeletons that were magically stitched together.

Pell moved his arms up in front of him and took a brief glance down towards his ribcage and legs. He sighed. “Since I am bound to the dungeon as a dungeon monster, the dungeon quake affects me, too. Anything that happens to the dungeon reflects over to me. As the dungeon shatters, I’ll also shatter.”

Enya held a worried expression upon hearing his words. “Will…you be okay? Are you going to…” her eyes thinned as her words trailed off.

He opened his status screen.


Health: 66/100


He was still healthy enough. Reaching 0 didn’t mean a person died, it just simply represented how healthy they were. Reaching 0 could mean he would die, whatever that meant for a skeleton—but it could also mean he was extremely sick or in a coma.

“I’ll be fine,” Pell said nonchalantly. Pell tilted his head and cracked his neck. A small burst of smoke came from below his head. “I can’t feel pain or anything like that anymore. I can also just replace my body parts with other skeleton parts lying around,” he said.

Enya’s face brightened upon hearing this, but she still held some slight worry.

“Come on. Let’s keep going,” Pell continued, “the dungeon will repair itself over time.” Pell started walking forward again, with his left hand dragging along the rough and uneven wall.

Enya’s body tensed once again as she started after Pell. She mimicked him, placing her hand along the close wall as she walked forward, avoiding the jagged and sharp terrain that protruded upward along their path.

The air had become heavy. Dust from the debris that littered the walls and ground floated all around in the air. It became hard to breathe. Enya held her breath several times for a dozen or so seconds as she moved. Meanwhile, Pell trudged along without an issue, aside from avoiding slightly larger holes in the ground.

She traveled behind him, looking at his white, dirtied cloak now covered in dust. He had just saved her. She wouldn’t forget this. Everything was still so new to her. Dungeons, adventurers, and even words. But he was taking the time to teach her. He was grumpy, but… she was enjoying her time with him.


            

    
        Chapter 7: Resolve to Save Them Both

    
    
    
    
                Pell had to take a gamble—a dangerous one—on whether Enya could be the key to his freedom. If this gamble didn't pay off, he would waste weeks, maybe even months, training the girl, all for nothing. Worse yet, he would risk pissing off an entire family of high-nobles. He was essentially shooting a flaming arrow inside of a dark, mining cave, hoping not to hit anything explosive.

People only ever had one class in their lifetime. Sure, there were exceptions—pills that could reset a person’s class, but those were nearly impossible to get. Several crafting professions could make such a pill. However; he suspected even High-Nobles would struggle to acquire them. For everyone else, choosing a class was a onetime deal. Whatever you chose stuck with you for the rest of your life. That’s why nobles and the wealthy invested so heavily into their heirs, nurturing the young with immense resources to ensure they received the best choices possible.

"The danger of... how would they... ah but I can... no..." Pell was subconsciously muttering aloud.

Enya just stared at him as he did so, patiently waiting for him to finish as they walked. He was so incoherent that Enya just ignored him, as deciphering his words was just too much. She had only about a week and a half worth of actual language study.

For him to leave this dungeon, someone needed to claim the dungeon core and turn off the dungeon's restrictions. However, he was trapped here, bound to the current floor. He couldn’t do anything by himself.

The floor Pell and Enya were on right now, was floor five. This dungeon was a reverse-tower type. One that started from above, at floor one, and then led into lower floors, with increasing difficulty. The first five floors were quite easy—at least, for adventurers; they mainly comprised a few lower-level monsters. Pell had scouted out the first two floors by himself when he was alive and determined this to be a lower-tier dungeon. That was why Pell hired D-rank adventurers. People strong enough to clear the dungeon, but still green enough not to be overly confident and greedy. The last thing Pell wanted was for a higher-ranked adventurer to murder him and claim the dungeon as their own spoils.

The fifth floor, filled with skeletons and zombies, had been their party’s limit. He hadn’t expected there to be so many floors. Typically, lower ranked dungeons only contained three to five floors, yet this one contained more than that.

Of the monsters on this floor, he could fight one or two with a sword, but whatever lay past on the 6th floor was going to be too difficult for him to handle. Pell just wasn't a fighter. He had gotten into many a scuffle when he was younger in his thievery days, but he wasn't a trained fighter. He was an adult now, so he could match a young E-rank adventurer, but that was it. Pell wasn't strong enough to claim the dungeon core for himself. Not with his merchant class. But perhaps someone else could.

There were only a few classes Enya would learn enough about and be eligible to ascend with here. Monster Fighter required being strong enough to slay monsters yourself with bare fists. Swordsmen or Swordswomen—while there were plenty of swords all around—he was no instructor to teach her the basics. Just swinging a sword around wouldn't do her any favors either.

There weren’t spell books inside of the study. Not general ones for a mage. All of them had been specifically about necromancy. Ones that contained the knowledge of basic necromancy. Ones that contained enough information to surely assist in ascending a beginner…

Pell knew what he was doing. He knew that it was wrong. That it would be one of the cruelest things someone could force upon another. Once he got there, it would be him confirming with himself to go through with his plan. One he was most likely sure to regret.

Enya, the bratty little girl who had been his unwelcome companion for the past two weeks, had done nothing but irritate him with her incessant questions and inability to understand anything he said. Pell had never liked children, but he was above harming them. Still, the thought of what lay ahead gnawed at him, becoming a chaotic storm of conflicting emotions.

She would die without me. She will die without a class, he thought.

This was true, or so he tried to believe. His plan might ruin her future, but it’s a better option than letting her die now. It would be irresponsible to force her class to change—but even more irresponsible to just let her die without a fighting chance.

She needed him just as much as he needed her. That’s all there was to it.
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He silently cursed himself inside his skull for being a merchant of all things at the current moment. Pell was never good at anything but thievery and leeching off others, and trying to keep himself safe. That’s why, after everything he had been through, he had earned the option of selecting ‘thief’ or ‘rogue’ as a class. It was tempting at first, but he knew that it would just get him killed sooner than later. People with those classes never lived long, besides only the top echelon of the gifted and talented. And so, he ignored them, and waited nearly twenty years before choosing his class.

Only by mere chance did he come across old books about merchantry. Being a merchant meant being able to become wealthy and form connections. If he couldn’t fight and kill monsters, then perhaps he could simply talk and bullshit his way into a wealthy life. Merchants were greedy assholes who only cared about profit.

Pell fit that role perfectly.

Greediness, however, was exactly what caused Pell to die. He wanted to conquer the dungeon and loot all the resources for himself. That was a large reason why he had gathered greenhorn adventurers to come with him. That, and also he wanted to keep the price low. But in the end, Pell’s greed caught up to him. He had finally died. Died alone, with no one by his side. Just like his life had always been.

There was, however, one person who had stuck by him. The only person who had truly tried to save him, who had seen past the facade and glimpsed the real him. That person was why Pell had chosen to become a merchant. She was someone who cared for a failing orphanage and had walked over a pitfall because of a noble’s demonic and revolting scheme. It was because of her that Pell continued to struggle for freedom, refusing to call it quits just yet.
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Both Enya and Pell continued walking for several minutes. The dungeon was an absolute mess. Torches had fallen off their walls, and creeping shadows formed monstrous apparitions from the holes in the walls. The ground had been annihilated, upending rocks and sharp edges of earth into deadly spikes. One false step and they could fall, impaling themselves on the multiple spears of rock.

Enya was smaller and more agile than Pell. She could take small leaps over certain gaps and avoid the hazardous traps. Pell also tried to avoid some of the sharp edges, but didn’t do that well of a job at it. He didn’t need to worry about the ground as much as the fleshy human behind him. He felt no pain. No physical pain.

They soon approached a slightly more lit area, and Enya spotted a long hallway that actually led to a dead-end. Squinting, she could see a very slight divot, a small discoloring of… something near the corner of the wall. Before she could ask about it, Pell spoke up first.

“Hey kid, do you want to become a necromancer?”

Enya, having heard the word before, but not knowing exactly what it meant, simply tilted her head at the question.


            

    
        Chapter 8: Classes

    
    
    
    
                “We’re here,” Pell said.

They arrived at a shabby-looking wooden door near the far end of the dungeon floor. Pell walked up and opened the door inwards. The door scraped against the ground, and dust fell from the top hinges of the door. The inside was dark and filled with shadows as if it was a portal into a realm with no sun, the only thing illuminating it being the outside light that trickled in.

Pell strolled straight into the darkness and disappeared a mere second after entry.

“Um, Pell. I can’t really see in there,” Enya said, leaning forward and adjusting her body in an attempt to see anything inside.

“Give me a second. I’m trying to find the lights,” replied a grouchy echo of voices.

After a few dozen seconds, the room flashed with light. Enya’s eyes widened as she stepped forward.

Inside was a beautiful chamber, four stone pillars in the center, spread out a few meters apart to support the ceiling. Aligned at the far corners of the room were marble altars with engravings that wrapped around their base. They were like miniature pillars. Atop the altars was…light. They floated above the altars and shimmered, unsupported by anything she could see. At the far opposite end of the room was a desk, with various papers and books scattered along its surface. Behind the desk were four bookshelves that spanned across the entire wall with mostly empty contents, save for a few books randomly placed on the different shelves.

“Woah,” Enya gasped. “What is this room?” She looked around, taking in the unique sight.

“It’s a study, I guess. Not exactly sure why it’s here, though,” Pell replied.

The room was slightly worn, indicating that it was used frequently in the past. Being located here on the 5th floor and not the 10th floor or the 1st floor, or some hidden room, was quite odd. Why keep a study on a random floor like floor 5, and also in an area that was so…mundane? This floor contained skeletons and zombies, and aside from that, it held nothing unique to it compared to the upper floors. Pell had to question the owner's architectural placements.

The path to the study consisted of long, narrow hallways that led into more hallways, that led into even more narrow and longer hallways. There were no statues, no traps, no signs, no decorations, no anything. To an outsider who didn’t know this room was here, they may end up thinking they were going to reach a dead-end or that the floor wasn’t even finished. The entire route to the room was unsuspecting and suspicious.

“What are these?” Enya questioned from over at the corner.

Pell walked over to her. “These are light stations. They are devices that have been inscribed with the Create Light spell circuit. You can engrave these onto basically anything, and I guess the dungeon master used these marble altars as the medium. The spell itself just creates a small spark of light. It has a set brightness, but the darker the area is, the brighter it will shine,” Pell explained. "The spell is mostly used to light up rooms and some street lamps."

Pell walked over and stooped low to look at the runes. “There are also variants of the spell where it can directly illuminate whatever it is installed into.”

“Ill…loomnate?” Enya said, tilting her head as she continued looking at the altar.

Pell stood, “Ill-lum-in-nate.” Pell said slowly, emphasizing each syllable. “It means to make something glow or become brighter.”

Enya gazed at the various lines on the marble altar. There were straight lines, thin lines, lines that crisscrossed, and lines that randomly stopped. The pattern repeated itself a few times as it circled around the cylindrical altar. Enya’s eyes were entranced by the circuit. There was an invisible energy flowing through the engravings. Her eyes were glued onto the spell circuit. Studying it. Feeling it. It felt as if she were part of the circuit, gliding alongside the lines. She could feel the motion of the mana flowing, twisting, and turning, funneling into different paths, traveling along itself until it repeated.

“Brat!”

“Huh?!” shrieked Enya, losing her balance and falling over and landing on her behind.

“Wh-wh-what?” Enya asked frantically, flicking her head both ways.

“Calm down brat--err, kid. You okay?” Pell said. He extended his bony hand towards Enya to help her up.

Enya grabbed his hand and lifted herself off the ground.

“You were just staring at the altar. That was the third time I called your name,” Pell said, annoyed.

“Ah, sorry. I was just…the spell circuit looked so…I don't know. I can't explain it.” Enya said awkwardly.

Pell crossed his arms across his ribs. He sighed. “Well, I guess seeing your first spell circuit would get you a bit interested in it. Still, don’t be distracted by something so normal. That’s an extremely basic circuit. It’s practically sold anywhere for a single copper,” he continued, "some places even engrave it for free."

“Ah… okay,” she said, looking back and forth from Pell and the circuit.

“So, why are we here? Am I going to be reading those books?” She asked, pointing towards the various stacked books scattered on the desk.

“Yes, and no. There are two books here that I want you to read.”

Pell guided Enya over to the desk. He sorted out the dozen or so books stacked on top of the table and brought forth the two he wanted. Enya looked at the titles of the books. One book was titled: Sacrificing the innocent—A Necromancer’s Daily Life, while the other was called: Who Needs a Phylactery?

“Why these two books?” Enya asked, unfazed by the book titles—mainly because she didn’t know what the word sacrificing or phylactery meant.

Pell cleared his throat with a theatrical cough. “Alright, let’s dive into these delightful tomes! These two books are all about the marvelous world of necromancy. While they’re not exactly step-by-step guides, they’re perfect for beginners and offer a charming introduction to the dark arts.”

He waved his bony hand with grand flair. “Necromancers are incredibly powerful and prestigious. Who doesn’t adore a necromancer? It’s like stepping into one of those epic tales you’ve read. Imagine being able to summon the dead! The power to resurrect beloved souls is a skill that could make anyone the hero of their own story. Necromancers are like one-person armies, wielding strength and magic beyond imagination!”

Enya winced and was deeply pained by the act that Pell was putting up. It was like the spirit of anti-Pell had taken over his body. However, her eyes still sparkled at what he said. Summoning the dead sounded like an amazing ability. And if they could call upon legendary heroes or even majestic dragons—like those in the novels Pell had lent her—then necromancers must have been awe-inspiring.

"Oh, and just in case I make a huge mistake..." Pell muttered to himself quiet enough that she couldn't hear him.

"Can you please tell me what your innate class is called?" He asked, with a playful tone.

“What’s that?” Enya replied with a tilt of her head.

Pell grumbled and slammed his arms back down to his side, demeanor reverting to normal. “Just check your damn status screen. If I ever ask you for something, it’s probably inside your status screen. Just think innate class and it’ll pop up,” he said with a groan.

Enya nodded, unfazed by his sudden tonal shift. She popped her status screen before her eyes and searched for what Pell asked for. "It's something called... Visionary," she said plainly.

Pell stayed silent for a moment before speaking, "Hmm, okay. I'm not sure what that class does. Never heard of it. But I can probably bet it isn't a combat-focused class," he said, mainly to himself. "Alright, well whatever. Plan is still the same. These two books will teach you everything you need to know about necromancy. Probably."

“What about all the other books?” Enya asked. She glanced at the books behind her on the shelves, and turned to look at the ones on the table.

Enya picked up the book about sacrificing the innocent. It had a crudely drawn picture of a zombie arm reaching out of the ground in front of a standing round stone rock that had the author’s name carved onto it.

“Well, these other books aren’t too important. You can read them if you want I suppose, but only after you finish these two. These two are the important ones. The other books go a bit into advanced spell circuit theory and whatnot. While the rest are about managing the finances of a fiefdom and an incomplete adventure series.” Pell replied nonchalantly. "Seems like the owner of this dungeon also liked his fair share of literature and magic-fiction."

“So I can read them after I finish these two?” she asked.

“Sure brat--err, Enya, I mean," he replied, coughing as he corrected himself.

This was another thing that happened frequently. Pell often referred to her as a “brat”. While there wasn’t any doubt that she was a kid, Enya felt conflicted about being called a brat. She wasn't exactly sure what it had meant, but she could tell from connotation that it wasn't a good thing.

Before, Pell would just call her a brat and be done with it. However, it was only recently that he started to correct himself whenever he called Enya a brat. It was annoying, but it wasn’t something that made her upset. He made the effort to correct himself as if he was afraid of making her mad. So maybe Pell started to like her a bit more? She wore a small grin.

“So if I become a necromancer, we can leave the dungeon?” Enya looked away from Pell and redirected her attention back to the desk and looked at the book cover.

“Yes. Necromancers are pretty rare in the world, and having some actual necromancy-related books here is quite lucky for us. Necromancy itself isn't the solution for us leaving. The solution is for us to conquer the dungeon. And for that, we need to kill the monsters along the way and defeat the boss. You should know a bit of that from the novels, right?”

"Mhm! The heroes fight the evil monsters and kill the boss!" Enya replied enthusiastically.

"Good enough. Usually it’s adventurers that fight and conquer dungeons. But I’m not an adventurer, I’m a merchant," Pell stated. “Since I’ve already chosen my path, the only thing that me and you can rely on now, is your ability to still choose a class.”

Enya looked up at him, "But why a necromancer? The stories had people that could use magic like fireballs or...um...sword... ora? or...a? aura!" she stuttered, trying to sound out the words. "Will I be able to do that too?"

Pell twitched upon hearing her question. "Hmm… yes… you’ll be able to. Just not right now," he said. "Classes are what let you do most things from spells to skills, to techniques. And right now there isn't a solid way to get you any of those classes you read about in the books. All we have are necromancy books and tomes for now."

Enya nodded in understanding.

"Alright. Now, brat, listen up. I’ll only explain this once," Pell said.

Pell walked over to the door before turning around. “As I think you might have learned already from the books, most people are given classes when they are born. This is called an innate class. Innate classes are determined from birth. Some people have powerful ones, while others have weaker ones,” he said.

“However, just because your innate class may be rare or powerful, doesn’t mean you’re guaranteed a good life. You, of course, also have to have the resources needed to grow. A poor child born in the slums with a rare class will rarely ever succeed compared to others who are wealthy or have powerful backing," he explained. "And most nobles will-" Pell cut off abruptly, snapping his jaw shut. Enya stared at him with bewilderment, wondering why he stopped. Shit. He thought.

He needed to keep as much information about how nobility went about growing their heirs. She would... probably come up with that conclusion herself later on. But as long as she became a necromancer first, there wouldn't be any going back.

Pell regained his composure, "Sorry. Just ignore what I was about to say. It was outdated information."

Enya nodded again in understanding. She didn't have any reason to doubt Pell. If what he was about to say was just a mistake, then it was just a mistake.

“But rare classes are really strong or… useful right? ”

In the stories she read, there were a lot of people who looked for those with strong abilities. Clans would sometimes go out and look for children and make deals or contracts with their guardians. This was rare, and clans mostly waited for people to come to them, but certain exceptions would convince clans to look for them themselves. It was a recruitment effort, and was a common trope in the books she read.

Pell sighed, “Yes, that would be true in theory. If not for the fact that it takes a lot of resources to help those children grow. Some classes grow at different rates and some need specialized resources. A merchant like me wouldn’t earn a lot of experience from killing a monster, but instead from doing trades,” Pell answered.

“You can look at your own class now too, since you can access your status page. Your class still says unassigned, right?” Pell asked.

Enya’s eyebrows furrowed. That was right. Pell just said that children are assigned classes when they are born, but when Enya saw her status, it said ‘unassigned’.

“Uh, yes. My class is unassigned.” Enya replied.

“Your main class is unassigned. You still have an innate class. Your so-called Visionary class. Almost every living creature has an innate class, barring some specifics. I know little about the other races,” Pell said, shifting his gaze up to the ceiling.

“Now, there are two important distinctions you need to know.” Pell held up one finger. “First, Innate classes, are not your ‘main’ class. Innate classes are assigned at birth, but that does not mean you are locked into that class. They are sometimes referred to as secondary classes, sub classes, passive classes, blah blah blah,” he continued, waving around his hand in a circular motion.

“Innate classes always have a quest or condition related to them. Regular classes just require you to learn enough about a certain subject or area of expertise. The prerequisites for innate classes should appear on your status screen when you want to view it.”

“pre..req..qwi…uhh what does that mean?” Enya’s voice trailed off as she tried to pronounce the word.

“Ah... Prerequisite means something you have to do before the class is unlocked. It's like the word requirement,” Pell said awkwardly. I need to find a damn dictionary in this dungeon. He thought.

“Generally speaking, the unlock conditions almost always have something to do with the actual class. It’s sort of like… an introduction—or err… a…” Pell added, but his face became frustrated as he began fumbling his words at the end.

“I know what introduction means,” Enya said, realizing what caused Pell’s expression change. She actually just learned what ‘introduction’ meant recently. It was the beginning portion of every book she read. The very first books she read in the dungeon didn’t label themselves as that, but the most recent book she read had the word plastered in near the beginning as a chapter title.

Pell’s face cleared up slightly. “Ah good. Well yeah, whatever. As I was saying. The unlock conditions are usually like an introduction for what's to come and what the class offers.” Pell said.

Pell held up his second finger. “Second, you can technically have your main class be anything.”

“What do you mean?” Enya said as she leaned forward, showing interest.

“The possibilities for your dominant class are determined by how you live, breath, and act,” Pell stated. “Live near a volcano, use fire magic, and… I don’t know, take regular baths in fire, and you will probably get some class related to fire magic or something,” Pell said.

“How do I get my class then?” Enya asked. “Do I just need to read these books?”

“Long explanation, short, yes.” Pell gestured towards the two books on the table. “These two books have a lot of information about how necromancers act, use their powers, and how they live. Necromancers use corpses for the most part, and are weak to holy magic, for instance. These books should hopefully give you enough insight into necromancy that you can unlock it as an option." Pell placed a hand on his chest before continuing, "I, myself, became a merchant after studying about merchantry and taking part in trades."

“Ah… just saying. Once you awaken a class, it’ll be harder to use skills or spells that aren’t related to your class. A fire mage will find it hard to use water spells. It’s not impossible, but they would have an extraordinar—" Pell said, cutting off with a cough, “or very, very hard time learning how to use it properly.”

After finishing his explanation, Pell turned towards the door, “I recommend reading the Phylactery book first, as I think that is the one with information on the necromantic spells. It should be an easier of a read. I think.”

“I’m going back to the shop. This room is protected by an access spell, so the demon rat shouldn’t be able to come in, since it’s not a dungeon creature.” Pell added as he opened the door.

Enya closed the book she had in front of her and grabbed the book titled Who needs a Phylactery? As Pell started to leave, Enya wanted to ask about what a ‘demon rat’ was. However, a different question came to mind and she asked that one, instead.

“Um wait, what is your innate class then Pell? You said your class was a um…uh… oh! A merchant right? Is that your innate class?” Enya questioned quickly. "Oh wait, no. You said that was your regular… main class right?"

Pell was already halfway out the door before he stopped. Silence followed for a few moments. Enya couldn’t see Pell’s face now, or see the expression he held.

“No… I was unlucky and my innate class was that of a regular farmer,” Pell said plainly. Pell closed the door, leaving Enya alone with the books before she could voice another question.

            

    
        Chapter 9: Innate Class

    
    
    
    
                Enya opened the book up to the first page and began reading. It was about the author, a man named Sable. His last name wasn’t listed anywhere, neither the spine nor the cover. The first page listed the name of a few people, attributing the book in their honor.

“In loving memory…” Enya muttered, “of Sarah… Lyrie. Alex… Aynor… Derrick.”

Enya turned to the first chapter.


Before we start, I want you to understand that Necromancy in and of itself is not an ‘evil’ art. Necromancy in essence is the manipulation of souls and the dead. Just like how fire is the manipulation of flames and heat. Necromancy is not as evil or as dangerous as the common people makes it out to be. By comparison, Necromancy can raise or manipulate the souls of powerful dead beings, but fire magic can be used to burn down an entire kingdom. Magic is neither good nor evil. As my master once told me, “Magic is used based on how its user wants it to be used.” If you want to use Necromancy to defile the dead and harm others, then it is only a means to an end. You could do the same thing with any other type of magic—even healing magic. Healing magic is much more deadly than you realize if you understand its core principles.



Enya’s brows furrowed as she read through the passage, her mind wrestling with the ideas it presented. The theory made sense—magic wasn’t inherently good or evil; it was simply a tool for people to wield. But why, then, was necromancy seen as evil? It was just magic that brought the dead back to life, wasn’t it? You could even use it to raise someone you loved after they had died. To her, it seemed like an incredible form of magic.

“Why do people not learn necromancy? I don’t see any problem with it,” she muttered under her breath, her voice barely above a whisper.

Leaning back in her chair, Enya tilted her head, lost in thought. “How the hel—oh yeah, Pell told me not to copy him and use ‘curse words.’ How the heck could someone use healing magic to hurt others?”

Her thoughts began to wander, and she let out a small, frustrated sigh. Stupid Pell. How come he got to say curse words, and she couldn’t? “Stupid hippo…” she mumbled, unable to remember the exact term she wanted to use.

Enya, in her own whimsical and determined way, was a bundle of youthful curiosity and enthusiasm. If Pell told her not to do something, it only fueled her desire to try it. Yet, despite her rebellious streak, she had a soft spot for him and didn’t want to disappoint him. She respected his guidance, even when he was grumpy or blunt. After all, he had been quite helpful over the past two weeks. She appreciated his efforts, even if he was foul-mouthed and rude.

Hours slipped by as she continued to read the book. She found herself needing to reread several chapters more than once, trying to grasp the unfamiliar words and the context in which they were used. Now, halfway through chapter three on her second pass, she was deeply engrossed. The book featured several visual diagrams to illustrate the different spell circuits, and these were what Enya spent the most time studying.

Enya closed her eyes, leaning forward with her arms stretched out in front of her. She followed the same motion with her legs, stretching them before tucking them back under the chair, where they dangled just above the ground. She wasn’t quite tall enough for her feet to touch the floor.

She was about to resume reading, but decided against it on a whim. Swinging her legs over the side of the chair, she bounced off with a playful hop, landing in a half-crouch with her arms outstretched like a cat preparing to pounce. Straightening up, she glanced around the room at the marble altars, each one adorned with glowing spell circuits engraved into their surfaces. She walked over to an altar and crouched down for a closer look, examining the circuits as they gracefully looped around the base and top.

Her face scrunched up in frustration. “These circuits are so much easier than the ones in the book,” she grumbled. The diagrams in the book had been intricate and complex, with circuits that used at least five different patterns, while the altar's light spell only used two. Was she supposed to memorize all of them for each spell?

Pouting, Enya walked back to her chair and sat down with a sigh. She enjoyed reading, but there was a big difference between reading for pleasure and trying to memorize complex spell circuits. Overwhelmed, she stared at the book in front of her. Why didn’t Pell just stay with her and help her understand certain aspects?


-the Witch class for instance, while primarily focusing on curses—they can also learn spells that relate to souls. Although their degree of control over souls is not as profound as those of a necromancer, they still wield the ability to do the same things as a necromancer—albeit at a lesser effect. Remember, although extremely rare, an innate Necromancer class typically has a stronger affinity for souls than a non-innate necromancer.



Enya stared closely at the passage. You could have necromancer as an innate class? She thought about this for a few moments before remembering something else.

Hadn’t Pell mentioned something about innate classes? She hadn’t asked him for details, but he had mentioned that she should have an innate class and could check it at any time. Enya vaguely remembered reading that her innate class was called “Visionary,” but she hadn’t looked into it further. Pell had dismissed it as a “non-combat” class, and because of that, she had also considered it unimportant.

She looked up from the book, curiosity piqued. “Status,” she said aloud. A screen popped up in front of her, listing her stats and her unassigned class.

“What is my innate class?” she asked the floating screen.

The screen flashed briefly before changing to show the information she requested.


Innate Class: Visionary
Unlock conditions: Shatter a spell circuit and reactivate it while analyzing the nature of the mana before it dissipates.


Enya furrowed her brow. She didn’t know what the word “dissipates” meant, but from the context, she guessed it had something to do with mana disappearing when a spell circuit broke. She recalled reading in an earlier chapter that when a spell circuit broke, it would stop whatever spell was currently active or about to activate, and the mana inside it would explode and scatter. So, the unlock condition probably required her to break a spell circuit and analyze the mana before it scattered.

She squinted her eyes in thought. What did Visionary mean? Vision… that had something to do with eyes, right? So maybe this class had something to do with seeing? Maybe it would let me see better? She thought, then frowned. Seems like a pretty useless innate class. My eyesight is fine.

She got back up and walked over to the nearest corner of the room. The altars were the only things with a completed spell circuit, and Pell had mentioned there was an access spell encasing the room, but she couldn’t see any circuits for that. Either the circuit was hidden somewhere else, or she simply wasn’t experienced enough to detect it. Creating her own spells was still beyond her reach.

Enya placed her index finger on one of the engraved lines of the spell circuit. Nothing changed visually, but she could feel a subtle shift against her fingertip, like the gentle sensation of water flowing. The mana brushed softly against her skin. Closing her eyes, she focused all her attention on that feeling, directing every sense toward her finger.

The sensation was a steady, flowing power moving past her fingertip. It didn’t falter or vary; it flowed evenly and smoothly. Enya traced her finger along the engraving, following the mana’s path. The flow was consistent throughout, but when she strayed from the path at one of the non-looping patterns, the sensation of mana vanished.

Mana felt smooth—its flow was constant and rhythmic. Enya felt a deeper connection to the mana flow as she focused, as though she may have been drawn into its current.

Enya looked away and summoned her status screen. “What is my mana?” she asked. The screen updated and filled with just her mana value.


Mana: 8/8


This meant Enya had eight points of mana to use. Spell circuits were just one aspect of casting a spell. To use a spell, you had to first form the spell circuit using your mana, and then fill it with more mana.

She wasn’t sure how much mana it would take to recreate the light spell circuit, nor how much it would need to be filled completely. Pell and the books had not explained what happened if you tried to fill a spell circuit with more mana than you had available. Could you fill a spell circuit halfway? Would it explode if incomplete? There were too many questions swirling in her mind. There was only one way to find out.

Enya looked back towards the Altar, placing her finger back onto the spell circuit. She stared at it and focused on the feeling of water flowing throughout the circuit. To understand her own mana better, she imagined it flowing smoothly, akin to water. She felt a change in her body as she concentrated. She tried moving the rushing feeling to her arm, then down to her hand, and down to her finger.

The goal was for Enya to use her own mana to block the flow of the spell circuit. Like building a dam to block the flow of a river. If the spell circuit’s flow was steady, then any attempt to interrupt it would likely disrupt the channel. After a few moments, her internal mana contacted the circuit and began to push against it.

Suddenly, the entire mana circuit flashed brightly before her eyes, and then, with no physical explosion, a bright spark of light erupted outward in all directions. There was no actual hard physical sensation—just a faint gust of wind that brushed against her. The mana that had been flowing through the circuit halted abruptly and shot away from the altar. Enya felt the wave of mana hit her, but it didn’t hurt; it felt like being splashed with a few drops of water. A very faint, high-pitched noise accompanied the circuit's rupture.

Enya felt the mana burst free towards her, while the rest flew out in all directions from the circular altar. Her finger was shaking as she froze up and then frantically looked around her. The small light on top of the altar was no longer there, and the spell circuit was no longer glowing or had any mana flowing on it.

She sat on the ground, legs completely extended out as she tried to relax and calm herself. Although the mana explosion didn’t hurt her, and she was expecting it, it still made for quite a surprise.

That small portion of the room she was sitting in became dim. It was still bright—bright enough to see—thanks to the other altars, but she could now see the shadows at the corner.

She let out a deep breath before speaking, “Innate class.” She looked at a specific portion of the unlock conditions.


-before the mana dissipates


She had felt the mana rush outwards from the altar when the circuit was broken. It didn’t just disappear instantly, but it happened over roughly one to two seconds. This meant that the unlock condition wanted her to rebuild the light spell circuit within roughly one and a half seconds, she thought.

Enya leaned forward, moving her legs behind her as she went back towards the altar—dragging and shuffling her knees on the ground as she moved. Enya had gotten used to moving around in her dress without accidentally becoming tangled in it.

She placed her finger back on the spell circuit engraving and closed her eyes. Focus my mana… and let it flow into the circuit. But before her mana could flow out, she reopened her eyes quickly as she thought about her mana flow.

“Wh-what is my mana? Oh, uh, I mean, Status, what is my mana?” she said, frantically looking everywhere to find the status screen. It popped up in front of her face, revealing her mana pool.


Mana: 7/8


She let out a heavy sigh of relief. She hadn’t exhausted all her mana—breaking the circuit had only cost her one mana point. Now, she needed to figure out how much mana it took to refill the circuit.

The screen vanished, and Enya turned her attention back to the altar. Closing her eyes once more, she focused on the mana within her. She directed it to flow through her arm, hand, and then finger. She pushed the mana out, thinking about how it had moved before—its speed and density. The mana slowly drained from her, filling the circuit. Her breathing grew heavy, as if she had sprinted down a never-ending corridor. Fortunately, it didn’t take long for her to feel her own mana rush past her finger,—a sign of a mana loop being completed.

A burst of light illuminated the room from above, and Enya opened her eyes, seeing the altar's glow return. A bright smile spread across her face. She had recreated the circuit at a rapid pace.

“I-I did it!” she exclaimed with joy. She stared at the completed spell circuit in front of her, pride swelling in her chest. Although she hadn’t cast the spell herself, this was her first real accomplishment in magic.

“Yes! Yes! Yes!” she cheered, jumping up in excitement. But her triumph was short-lived as a wave of dizziness suddenly hit her, causing her to lose her balance. She wobbled, arms flailing outward as she tried to steady herself. Apparently, using magic without being used to it yet, caused you to become very weak momentarily.

“Status! Innate Class!” she called out, brimming with anticipation, ignoring her imbalance. The familiar screen flashed into view.


Innate Class: Visionary
Unlock conditions: Shatter a spell circuit and reactivate it while analyzing the nature of the mana before it dissipates.


Enya stared at the screen with a grin. She waited. And waited. And waited.

“Uh, Status? I did it. Why won’t you change?!” she demanded, her earlier excitement fading into frustration as her smile turned into a pout.

Leaning forward, her eyebrows knitted together in a determined frown. "Hello? Change already!" she shouted. Yet, after a few more seconds of waiting—nothing happened.

            

    
        Chapter 10: Spell Circuits

    
    
    
    
                Chapter 10: Spell Circuits

Enya sat in her chair with a grumpy expression on her face. Her arms were crossed tightly, and she glared off to the side, refusing to look at the mocking glow of her status screen that floated in front of her.


Innate Class: Visionary
Unlock conditions: Shatter a spell circuit and reactivate it while analyzing the nature of the mana before it dissipates.


She held a disdainful look on her face as she pouted. She had already broken and reformed the circuit, yet the status screen wouldn’t give her the class she wanted.

“Stupid class—who wants you anyway,” she muttered with a humph.

Pell, who was holding a pillow and standing in front of the table before her, let out a sigh. He had come in a few minutes ago to give Enya her sleeping pillow, only to see that Enya was talking and insulting her status screen. Calling it ‘dumb’, ‘stupid’ and ‘useless’. Coincidentally, those were the same words he would have used to describe the noble he hated back on the first layer. Well, maybe a bit more… unsavory flairs to go along with them.

“Alright,” Pell began, his voice weary, “you said you checked your innate class and its unlock conditions. You tried to meet them, and you succeeded, but the status screen isn’t giving you the class?”

“Yeah. I did exactly what it wanted, and it still won’t give it to me,” Enya replied, her tone laced with indignation.

Pell nodded slowly, tucking the pillow under his left arm. He placed his right hand on the table, tapping his fingers in thought. “So, the conditions were to break a spell circuit, any kind of circuit, and then remake it before the mana disappears?”

“Yeah,” Enya confirmed, her voice impatient.

“Did you…are you sure you actually did all the conditions? Correctly?” he asked, incredulous that she managed to pull it off in the mere few hours he was gone.

Pell had gone back to the shop after some light patrolling to gather some items to bring back to the study. This included a few cans of preserved food, some water, and Enya’s sleeping pillow. These were all items he had on himself when he first raided the dungeon. It was a general rule to always bring camping and survival gear when raiding a dungeon, as you never know what might happen.

Enya, with an annoyed expression, looked back towards Pell. “Yeah. Look over there. I broke the spell circuit and used my mana to light it up again,” she said, pointing toward the altar at the corner of the room.

Pell followed her gesture, eyes landing on the altar. It looked exactly as it always had, glowing softly, serenely, and unperturbed. “Okay. So you broke the circuit, which I assume you mean you stopped the mana from flowing throughout it. And then you poured your internal mana into the engraving to activate the spell again?” Pell asked.

“Yep,” she said indifferently.

Pell continued to tap his finger on the table. “Did you… fully comprehend and analyze what had happened?” he asked slowly. “As in… you know exactly what happened before, during, and after? Analyze usually means more than just ‘seeing’ something happen, you know.”

Enya stared at Pell. Several seconds of silence passed. The only sound that echoed the room was the sound of Pell’s finger hitting table.

“Ye-yeah. I-I did,” she said, looking off to the side again. She lowered her head slightly and crossed her arms tighter. She saw the circuit break. That much was obvious to her. Did the explosion reveal more than she could notice? The screen had told her to ‘analyze’ it. Did some special effect take place? Or perhaps a certain process or logic that she needed to comprehend?

Pell could clearly see the girl blushing in embarrassment. This was why he hated dealing with children. So unreliable, so prone to committing blunders.

Turning his gaze back to the altar, Pell began to think about the significance of what Enya had done. It’s impressive how this girl could already break and reform a spell circuit on her own. Although these altars have circuits engraved into the marble to assist with the formation, it’s still impressive she was able to do it in such a short amount of time.

Pell wasn’t a magician by any stretch. His life revolved around trade, bartering goods, and making deals, not weaving spells or manipulating mana. He knew just enough about magic to get by—the basics that common knowledge would dictate. Circuits were formed using mana, and once filled—they activated. That was about the extent of his magical knowledge. Anything more nuanced or intricate was beyond him, reserved for those who actually practiced magic daily.

He’d heard the stories, though. Tales and rumors that whispered in the streets of prodigious students in magic academies, those who mastered their mana and formed their first spell within weeks, sometimes even days. Families would boast about their genius children who could control mana with ease after just a week of training. But this little girl? She had managed to do it within a few hours. What did that make her? Although, her amnesia might have allowed her to cheat in some regard. Did this even count as being a genius?

“Alright princess, get up from your chair and let me see you do it again. I want to see how exactly you were able to reform the spell,” Pell said, as he moved over to the nearest altar.

"Okay," Enya said as she bounced off the chair and walked toward the altar. She crouched down, placing her finger on the spell circuit, while Pell stood behind her, closely watching. Enya closed her eyes, focusing on the flowing mana. She channeled the mana within her, pushing it outward to block the circuit’s flow. After a few seconds, the circuit ruptured, sending a small wave of mana outward. Even though she had done this before, Enya still flinched at the sudden, albeit minor, explosion.

“Hmm, I see, I see,” Pell said, nodding to himself.

Pell… had no idea what he was looking at. Enya crouched down, put her finger on the spell circuit, and then, after a few seconds, the circuit sparked and fizzled out. The light on the altar vanished, but it didn’t seem like Enya had done much. Pell knew the basic theory behind spells, but since he’d never really used magic before, this was all foreign to him.

Pell coughed to cover his uncertainty. “Good job. That’s… um, the correct way to break the circuit. By using your finger, you were able to disrupt the circuit itself.”

Enya looked up at Pell. “Uh, well, I used the mana inside me to stop the mana inside the circuit from flowing, not my finger.”

“Ah, yes, well—obviously, that is what I meant. You used your own mana to… send it out through your finger as a medium to stop the flow in the altar,” he added, turning his head slightly to avoid her gaze. His eyes drifted back to the altar as Enya placed her finger back on the circuit.

Enya focused her mana once again, channeling it into the altar, reconnecting the mana flow, and looping it all over again. In one second, she reignited the spell, letting the light on the altar reappear.

Pell observed her closely. She really could break and reform a spell circuit with ease. Did this mean she had an exceptional aptitude for mana control? Or was this just a fluke, something that seemed impressive but might not mean much in the grand scheme of things? Pell wasn’t entirely sure.

“Well,” he began, “it looks like it takes you around two to three seconds to refill the mana in the circuit. If the mana dissipates in about two seconds, maybe one and a half, then you’ll need to analyze it pretty quickly.”

“Did you notice anything when it exploded? Or do you know how I can analyze it faster?” Enya asked, a glimmer of hope in her eyes.

Pell shrugged slightly. “No, and practice. Probably.”

Enya sighed, her body slumping in disappointment. That wasn’t the answer she had hoped for. She secretly wished Pell knew some sort of shortcut.

Pell’s eyes narrowed slightly as he spoke. “How’s the progress on the necromancy books? I know awakening your innate class is important and all—not sure what 'Visionary' really is, never heard of it—but you should be focusing on the books. I doubt your Visionary class will have the skills that would help in slaying monsters, unlike necromancy.”

Enya stood up and dusted off her garment that had brushed the ground. “I think I’m on chapter 3 of the book right now. I had to reread the first two chapters a few times. So now, I think I’m on… the 2nd, no, 3rd—review of the chapter now?”

“Good. Make sure you keep reading them. Those books are your priority, remember that,” Pell said, a smile forming on his face. “It’s dirty and gloomy down here in the dungeon. I’m sure you also want to leave and explore the surface and go on adventures like the heroes in your stories, right?”

Enya looked at Pell, her eyes brightening a bit. “Yeah, I do. There’s not much down here besides you, the skeletons, and the zombies that keep getting eaten by Mr. Rat,” she replied.

“Exactly. So make sure you finish and get the necromancy class as fast as you can. Getting the class is only the first step—you’ll also need to fight some monsters and level up,” Pell advised.

“You can work on your Visionary class when you need to take a break, but just make sure it doesn’t interfere with your study time.”

Enya's status screen opened in front of her, along with a soft ping! inside her mind.


Party Notification: Pell wishes to invite you to his party "Pell's Party."
[Accept/Decline]


“I just sent you a party request. Go ahead and accept it. This'll let us keep track of each other's status, mana, and other things like that,” Pell explained.

Enya nodded and tapped "Accept" on the screen.


Party Notification: You have joined Pell's party "Pell's Party"


Kind of a boring name, Enya thought.

Pell walked back toward the door and opened it. “I’ll be back tomorrow. I left the pillow I brought at the side of the desk,” he added as he shut the door behind him and left.

With Pell gone, Enya returned to the desk and hopped onto the chair. She reopened the book and resumed reading, but the conditions of her innate class kept rattling in her mind. She kept glancing over at the altar in the corner.

Pell had said the Visionary class probably wouldn’t be useful for getting them out of the dungeon. But despite that, she still wanted to unlock it. It was so close, staring her right in the face—literally. The status screen hovered in front of her, taunting her with the unlock conditions. She kept closing and reopening the status screen, the message lingering in her mind.

Enya was about to turn to the next page of the book… but decided against it. She looked back at the altar with a determined expression. She had to get it.

[image: image]

Pell walked the hallways alone, a solitude he had grown accustomed to over the past four years since his death. The dungeon's cold, empty corridors offered little in the way of companionship—just mindless skeletons and sluggish zombies.

Enya had been a nuisance at first, with her endless questions and his efforts to teach her to read and speak. Yet, as annoying as it was, he didn’t dislike her. She was innocent, naïve even. He was using her as a means to his escape, but she accepted his guidance without question, believing necromancy to be a great class that would befit her. While necromantic magic was strong, it wasn’t particularly overwhelming—Elementalists, Magic Knights, and Witch Doctors were formidable in their own right. Very few classes were outright weak.

A boss monster was the last line of defense for a dungeon. Defeating the boss would grant access to the dungeon core—the heart that powered the dungeon. Upon reaching it, one had two options: destroy the core or take control of it. Technically, there was another choice: doing nothing.

Destroying a dungeon core would destabilize the dungeon, causing it to collapse within an hour. Destroying a dungeon core however, offered rewards: a significant boost in experience points, potential bonus loot, or titles. However, it would also make the dungeon permanently inaccessible, preventing others from challenging it. While not illegal, destroying a dungeon was generally frowned upon unless it was discovered by the party themselves. It was a “first come, first served” type mentality.

The other option was to claim ownership of the dungeon core. By claiming the core, one could manage various aspects of the dungeon: monster aggression, tactics, passageways, and whether monsters were hostile. Most official dungeons were of this type, owned and operated by adventurer guilds or city lords, and used primarily as farming grounds for experience and materials.

Pell knew what he was doing was wrong—utterly disgraceful and irredeemable. In this world, a person could only ever have one main class, and once it was chosen, there was no turning back. For both commoners and nobles, selecting a class was a momentous decision. Nobles, in particular, faced immense pressure. Resources were poured into noble children to ensure they obtained a class worthy of their status. Simple classes like farmer, florist, blacksmith, or chef were rarely acceptable for noble families. Instead, they favored classes that were at the very least practical, such as scholars, alchemists, enchanters, and holy knights.

Pell knew that by turning Enya into a necromancer, he was crippling her future. Whatever grand plan her family had for her would be shattered. She wouldn’t become a great noble figure but rather the black sheep—a dirty and despicable child who was tricked by a skeleton and became an abhorrent necromancer, a desecrater of death. He didn’t want this to happen, but he also didn’t want to be trapped in this dungeon for an eternity or die by its collapse. Blame it on the girl’s bad luck that she ended up in an undead dungeon with him.

If he made it out, he would apologize, then disappear. He just needed to find the right time. If anyone learned what he had done, death would be the least of his worries. Enya’s dress was not cheap, even by noble standards—she certainly had strong backing somewhere. If they discovered what he did, there would be no escaping his demise. He would have to find a way to change his appearance back to that of a human, possibly with a polymorph potion, so he could at least travel without a target on his back.

Perhaps he would regret his actions later. But not now. Right now, he needed to help the little girl. Right now, he just needed to keep up the image of a nice, kind, and caring skeleton merchant who only wants to help her.

            

    
        Chapter 11: Visionary - The One Who Sees The Truth

    
    
    
    
                A small gust of wind shot out. Enya opened her eyes to see the mana releasing outward. Immediately, she closed her eyes and channeled her mana into the circuit, filling it as quickly as she could. Mana flowed through the circuit until the loop connected, and then the light atop the altar flashed to life once more. However, realization hit her once she looked at the ball of light.


Innate Class: Visionary
Unlock conditions: Shatter a spell circuit and reactivate it while analyzing the nature of the mana before it dissipates.


Enya sat down on the ground and leaned her body back, with her arms supporting her up. “Arghh, damnit! I had my eyes closed!” Enya complained. Pell had strictly told her not to curse or repeat and copy the usage of his foul-words, but Enya couldn’t help it anymore.

This was her 7th attempt of the day at trying to fill the spell circuit before the mana fully dissipated. She was getting closer and closer with each try, but now she wasn’t making any progress. The real problem was that she also had to analyze what the mana did, while trying to repair the circuit as quick as she could. Every try she attempted was exhausting, draining her mentally, along with her mana.

“I feel like I’m missing something,” she muttered. The name "Visionary" suggested something related to the eyes. Pell had explained that classes and their unlock conditions were linked. Fire mages, for example, unlocked their class by engaging in fire-related activities. Perhaps the unlock conditions hinted at what the class did.

She examined the circuit engraving again, wondering if closely inspecting how the mana moved while filling the circuit could help. She could fill it up in almost a second if she kept her eyes completely closed and focused. This however, wouldn't allow her to actually see what happened with the circuit. But without closing off her senses to focus on her mana flow, how could she reconstruct the circuit in time?

Once again, Enya began to channel her mana, focusing on her surroundings and with great effort, forced her eyes to stay open this time. She shattered the circuit, and the mana inside the circuit bubbled out into the air. Mentally strained, she tried to force the remaining mana in her body to move, urging it forward with as much focus and control as she could muster.

This time, she noticed something new: as her mana poured in, the ambient mana that had burst out previously stopped and began to vibrate. The surrounding mana froze momentarily, before moving back slowly toward the circuit. It was as if the mana she was pouring in drew the surrounding mana back into the circuit.

As she completed the circuit, the mana in the air had dissipated. She had failed in trying to complete the circuit in time. However, she noticed something new with this attempt. The mana that had exploded outward slowly tried to crawl back into the circuit. It was like a gentle breeze of air that suddenly began blowing in the opposite direction.

Enya checked her status screen, noting that there were no updates to the unlock conditions.

Enya's eyes sparkled with a new idea. What if she could drag the mana back into the circuit before it vanished completely? She wasn't entirely sure why the mana seemed eager to return, but she was determined to find out.

“Okay… so the mana that came out… it wanted to follow the direction of my mana,” Enya said aloud, theorizing to herself. “So… if I just send a large wave of mana at the circuit separately, to gather all that mana…” She took a quick glance at her mana values.


Mana: 6/8


With a flick of her wrist, she extended her arm straight out, her palms turned toward the sky as if inviting the wind to dance. She drew mana into her arm, letting it pool in her hand before releasing it slowly. The mana trickled out in all directions, shimmering with faint blue along the edges of her vision.

Gathering her strength, Enya concentrated another mass of mana into her palm. With a decisive push, she sent a wave of mana surging upward, reaching the ceiling. As the burst of energy surged, it carried with it the scattered mana from earlier, directing it like a hole in a dam bursting free. The free-flowing mana swirled and followed her mana’s lead, flowing and shooting straight upward where her palm was pointed.

Exhausted from the effort, Enya slumped back, her breath coming in ragged gasps. She let out a soft, triumphant chuckle. "So that's how it's done," she murmured, her voice barely a whisper. For some reason, shooting a wave of raw mana outwards like that was exhausting. She needed to rest.

An hour later, she awoke from a brief nap, curled up on the fluffy pillow Pell had left her.


Mana: 8/8


Her mana had returned to a more respectable eight points, topping it off. She wasn’t sure what her mana was like after her little “test,” but it surely wasn’t full. She also hadn't yet asked Pell what might happen if she ran completely out of mana or overexerted herself.

Taking a deep breath, Enya steeled herself. "Alright, time to get this dumb class!" she declared, her voice brimming with newfound resolve.

Acknowledging that she was at full capacity, she settled back at the altar, her legs folded neatly beneath her. She extended her arms forward, placing her hands gently on the cylindrical marble surface, right atop the intricate circuit. She poured equal parts of mana between both arms, letting it flow into her palms as she prepared herself.

With a steadying breath, Enya circulated the mana in her right hand, sending it to meet the mana within the circuit. The circuit sparked, and a burst of energy erupted outward. Swiftly, Enya channeled the remaining mana from her right hand into the circuit, working to fill it completely. The expelled mana in the air suddenly stopped moving outward, and froze in place, vibrating silently.


Mana: 7/8


Her left arm was already primed. She gathered the mana in her left palm, then thrust it toward the circuit with deliberate force. A wave of raw mana burst free, inches away from the circuit, before crashing and melding with the altar.

Her mana fused with the ambient energy around her, blending seamlessly with the remnants of the explosion. As she propelled the mana forward, it drew in the surrounding energy, pulling it back into the circuit with powerful intent. With all of the ambient mana in the air pouring back into the circuit at even ratios, the mana within her palm went into the circuit with increased efficiency.

Enya was essentially recycling the mana that was previously used, increasing the total efficiency and speed of the spell formation. As the circuit filled up, she severed the flow and withdrew her mana, after feeling the completed mana loop back around.


Mana: 8/8


Her face showed a mix of surprise as she realized she had rebuilt the circuit without using any mana. The ambient mana in the air had flowed into the circuit for her, and even replenished her own supplies that she exerted. The mana inside of the spell circuit hadn’t been created nor destroyed. Enya had simply redirected the mana that was already in there, outwards—when she shattered the circuit, and back in again—when she filled it up.

A radiant glow emanated above her, and as she looked up, the light atop the altar gleamed brightly once more. A cheerful ding! echoed in the air.


Innate Class: Visionary has been unlocked.

New Notification: Mana Pool has increased from 8 to 20.

New Notification: 1 Skill point has been awarded.

Skill: Mana Detection [D-] has ranked up to Mana Detection [D+]

Skill: Mana Control [E+] has ranked up to Mana Control [D+]

Skill: Perception [D] has ranked up to Perception [C-]


Enya’s eyes lit up. The status screen panel popped up beside her. She looked at the panel and noticed that there was a new prompt.


Innate Class: Visionary
Unlock conditions have been met.

Would you like to view more information on [Visionary] 
[Accept/Decline]


She had finally done it. After so many failed attempts, she had finally unlocked her innate class. Glee and joy filled Enya's mind as she stared at the system notification, basking in its elegance. Then, she briefly got over it in under a second, and couldn't wait to see the reward she had received.

“Yes,” she said impatiently. The screen flashed, revealing additional details.


Innate Class: Visionary [Unique]
One who can see the truth.

⬥⬥⬥

Skill: Absolute Focus [Active] has been obtained.
Enter a deep state of concentration, multiplying the effectivity of your senses based on concentration strength. Certain skills will also increase in strength during this effect

[Warning] A mental backlash may occur if concentration is forcibly broken.
[Mana cost: 0MP]

⬥⬥⬥

Skill: Visions Past [Passive] has been obtained.
Periodically receive brief glimpses of what has happened or what will happen.

[Mana cost: 0MP]


As Enya read the information, it felt as though another voice was reading it aloud in her mind. Overwhelmed with joy, she reclined on the ground, her grin stretching from ear to ear.

“I friggin did it!” she cheered, her voice slightly muffled by her broad smile.

Shaking her head, Enya sprang to her feet. “Alright!” she said. However, her excitement had gotten the better of her. Her foot snagged on the hem of her long dress, sending her sprawling backward and wrapping herself up in her own clothes. “Woah-ahh!” she yelped. “Stupid long dress,” she grumbled as she began to untangle herself. Carefully this time, Enya regained her footing.

She remembered from her studies that spells required mana to be formed and activated through spell circuits. Abilities without spell circuits, like those used by warriors or fighters, could simply be activated by willing them to happen. She had now gotten a skill that could be activated by her will, and used no mana.

“I guess that’s how fighters and warriors can do cool sword waves and stuff without needing spell circuits,” she mused.

She recalled the fantasy novels she’d devoured, especially the romance ones where the hero started out as an ordinary soul. Through relentless training, he’d become powerful enough to swing a sword and slice through mountains. Enya found this rather absurd. “How could anyone wield a sword big enough to cut a mountain?” she wondered. “And where would you even put it?”

But then she realized: non-magicians could perform amazing feats without spell circuits—they simply activated their abilities through sheer willpower.

Whenever Enya had questions about magic, she’d turn to Pell. But his responses to magic-related subjects were always the same.

*****

“I’m NOT a magician Enya. I can’t use spells and all that magical stuff.”

Pell had kept telling Enya that he was not a magician. That he couldn’t use spells and knew very little about spell circuits and magic besides basic common knowledge.

“So does that mean you can’t use mana?” Enya asked.

“No. I CAN use mana. Using mana and using spells are entirely different things. I do have skills as a merchant that use mana to activate, but they don’t require spell circuits.”

Enya’s frustration bubbled up. Did this mean magicians were less efficient than other classes? Others could summon their skills at will, while she had to meticulously construct and fill circuits with precise mana control. But Pell quickly eased her worries.

“Magicians aren’t worse than other classes,” Pell explained. “In fact, they’re often much more versatile. For example, an archer might only enhance their speed or add fire to their arrows, but a magician can do all of that and more. Spells are incredibly powerful—you can achieve almost anything with them, provided you can construct the right circuit and manage the mana correctly. Generally, magician spells are stronger than other class abilities, but they come with complex casting requirements.”

He went on, “Common classes like fighters, rogues, and archers use mana to perform their skills and abilities. Magicians, however, rely on spells that require spell circuits to cast. Rogues might turn invisible or use blink steps, which are categorized as skills and often don’t rely on spell circuits, but they do require either casting times, or a cooldown period to reuse.”

*****

Enya glanced at her status screen, her spirits lifting as she saw her new ability. Though it seemed modest, her excitement bubbled over as she prepared to test it out.

Calming her breath, Enya turned her attention to the room. Her eyes narrowed as she focused on the desk and bookshelves lined along the wall, her concentration deepening as she took in every detail. The feeling of how to use the new ability came to her, as if it was as natural as breathing.


Skill: Absolute Focus has been activated.

Mana Detection [D+] increased to Mana Detection [C]

Perception [C-] increased to Perception [B]


In an instant, Enya's world seemed to slow down, each second stretching into infinity. Her eyes glowed with a brilliant yellow that wrapped around her black pupils. Everything came into sharp focus as if her senses had been amplified multiple times over.

The air brushed against her skin like clothing—the lights of the altars flickered in rapid pulses, and the ambient noise in the room grew to a loud hum.

Her mind went into overdrive, an overload of information being sent through it. It raced ahead, darting from thought to thought, analyzing every detail with a newfound clarity. Her eyes flicked rapidly across the room, picking apart the smallest things and demanding explanations for all of them.

Three lights. Four lights. Flickering—why? Were there no bugs in this room? Was the crack in the wall always there? Had that stone tile always been slightly off? Her thoughts cascaded like a waterfall, each observation feeding into the next in an endless stream.

The mana in the room also became more clear, visible even. Before, her senses of mana were more akin to a magical sensation. But now, she could see the residual mana that permeated the air like a mist. However, within this mist, something caught her attention—something darker, more solid. At the back of the room, on the third bookshelf, bottom row, a book stood out. It was subtly out of place, leaning as if something unseen held it away from the side of the shelf.

Enya’s gaze locked onto the book, even from tens of meters away. It wasn’t fully touching the side of the bookshelf; it hovered just slightly apart, an oddity in an otherwise mundane scene.

Instantly, a story from a book Pell had handed to her came into her mind—one she didn’t particularly enjoy. In that story, set in a world devoid of classes and magic, a woman had been murdered in an old mansion. The culprit had hidden away in a secret room, concealed behind a bookshelf. The shelf, rigged with a hidden mechanism, would swing aside to reveal a passageway. By the end of that story, the murderer had killed every person inside that mansion, along with the detectives.

As she stared at the offset book, the memory of that novel clicked into place. Could it be? She wondered, her curiosity piqued by the possibility that something similar was lurking in this room, a secret waiting to be uncovered.

“There’s no way…” Enya whispered. The misaligned book was such a minor detail in the scene that anyone else would have overlooked it. But not her. Her senses screamed that something was odd about the bookshelf.

            

    
        Chapter 12: Murderer Behind The Bookshelf

    
    
    
    
                Enya drifted toward the bookshelf, a strange sense of detachment washing over her, as if she were observing her own body from the outside. This allowed her to perceive things she wasn't consciously directing her attention toward. Even without turning around, she could sense everything around her with relative clarity.

Her eyes fell on a book resting on the bottom shelf, titled "King's Revolt." The cover depicted a sword embedded in the crumbling wall of a castle. She bent down, her fingers brushing lightly against the spine before gripping it and giving it a gentle tug. The book lifted as if weightless, as though it had been hovering in place all along.

Opening it, the pages told a seemingly ordinary tale of a king desperately trying to protect his empire—nothing unusual at first glance. But something tugged at her awareness. She glanced back at the spot where the book had been, sensing a faint, lingering mana still in its place. It was hard to define, like an invisible force or an ethereal field of mana that clung to the space.

Carefully, Enya crouched lower, knees bent to her chest, as she inspected the spot. In her regular vision, it was just an empty corner of a bookshelf, but her perception told her there was something more to it.

Enya slowly reached out and placed the book back to where it had been. Instead of resting perfectly on the wooden shelf, the book resisted gravity’s pull, and hovered, ever so slightly—a fraction of a finger’s width from the ground.

There was something weird about this spot, and this particular book, but Enya couldn’t explain why. Seeing, and more importantly, feeling, that there was some type of odd mana that rested there, gave Enya an idea.

With only a slight effort, Enya channeled mana into her hand, and reached out to grab the book again. Instantly, her hand felt like it was reaching into something ethereal. it wasn’t violent or intrusive—but indescribably odd.

The book resisted at first, until the entire bookshelf began to shake. In that instant, before she fully registered the movement, Enya was already several meters away, sensing that something was happening.

The bookshelf creaked ominously as it slowly rotated, unveiling a hidden passage behind it. A sharp, biting cold brushed against her face, and white, misty air seeped out, crawling across the floor like a creeping, frozen fog. A staircase stretched downward into the darkness, but only the first two steps were visible. Beyond that, it was as if the darkness consumed everything, a dark void that even she couldn’t see through, despite her skill.

“Pell didn’t tell me there was a murderer in this dungeon…” Enya muttered, her thoughts drifting to the murder mystery book she had read. She slowly backed away from the eerie passage, the glowing yellow in her eyes dimming as she retreated.
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Pell was middle-aged now. He had spent the entirety of his youth and early adult years in the first layer. After years of working his ass off, he was finally able to ascend to the second layer. He had spent 2 years working as a merchant in the second layer, and several more than that in the first—before dying and becoming trapped in the dungeon for four years.

He had little time to form long-lasting relationships with others, never mind getting into actual relationships or having children. Pell wondered what it would be like sometimes. But perhaps it would be for the best if he didn’t. He did have someone in mind, but... It was a difficult situation.

After meeting Enya, he was 100% sure he didn’t want kids.

Pell strolled down the dimly lit halls of the dungeon, lost in thought. He was caught between memories of the past and worries about the future. Was it possible to become a human again? His musings were abruptly interrupted by a voice—an urgent, frantic voice that was both alarming and utterly ridiculous.

He was walking back to the study until he saw Enya running down the hall toward him in a panicked frenzy. She was spouting absolute nonsense about… a murderer?

“Pell! There’s a murderer behind the bookshelf!” Enya’s voice echoed down the corridor, growing louder with each step.

First, Pell hadn’t seen a single person in the dungeon for the four years he had been imprisoned here. Second, that study was untouched for probably decades when Pell first found it, and it had an enchantment on the door to block most monsters out. How the hell would someone still be alive in here, and why would they even pick right now to attack? Pell was used to ridiculous ramblings, but this was something that far surpassed his expectations.

Pell groaned as he asked, “What the hell are you talking about, kid? Also, don’t leave the damn study. Although there aren’t many monsters on this part of the floor, we can’t have you dying to some random zombie that-“

Cutting him off, she ran up to him and grabbed his arm, practically dragging him back toward the study.

“Goddamnit kid, will you let up already?” Pell protested, wriggling himself off of her grasp.

Wait. Not out, but off?

“Hey! Give me back my damn arm!” Pell yelled out, as the tiny loot goblin continued running, his severed arm still in her grip.
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After a minute of running, Enya had finally realized that she had been carrying the severed arm of Pell, instead of Pell himself. She soon ran back towards Pell, who had been walking at a near casual jog, and had apparently been holding a pile of novels in his other arm the entire time.

Pell snatched his arm back from the little girl and snapped it back to his shoulder.

“The hell is going on? What’s making you panic and run so damn quick? You’re like that damn demon rat with how fast you scurried off,” Pell said with disdain as he shifted his shoulder around to pop it back into place.

“T-There’s a murderer! There’s a bookshelf, and and and, this book, and mana, and I-I- Whoosh!, the cold-“

“Holy hell, kid, will you slow down? I can’t understand a damn thing you are saying,” Pell stated.

With a small nod, Enya took in a deep breath, before resuming her tale, “I unlocked my innate class. Then, I got this skill that lets me see things really, really, good, and then I noticed there was something weird on the bookshelf,” Enya explained slowly.

Pell nodded his head, waiting for the girl to finish.

“I grabbed a book that was floating in the air, and then I put it back—then I picked it up again using mana.”

“Okay…” Pell said, unsure of where this was headed.

“Then, the bookshelf moved! It was like that book you gave me! There’s a dark staircase behind the shelf, and there’s a murderer down there!” Enya exclaimed, pointing her finger down the hall, toward where the study was.

Pell’s face scrunched up. What the hell is this brat talking about?

He was stunned, mainly by confusion, and less of the actual content of her recounting. His mind raced to process what Enya had just said. He cursed himself under his breath. He was regretting ever giving her that murder mystery novel. What had he been thinking? Giving a child a book about murder was not his brightest idea. Maybe there was something seriously wrong with him after all.

“Enya, there’s probably no murderer down there,” Pell said, trying to sound reassuring, though his patience was wearing thin. “Not everything you read in books is real, especially a fiction book. I mean, come on, you read a story about a world with no magic or monsters. How unrealistic is that? Just because the story had some secret room behind a bookshelf doesn’t mean there’s a murderer or whatever you’re imagining down there.”

“But—but—” Enya stammered, her eyes wide with fear.

“No buts,” Pell interrupted, his tone firm. “Calm down and listen to me. The book was meant to entertain you, not educate you. It wasn’t real. Sure, plenty of castles in the major kingdoms have hidden entrances and exits in royal courts, chambers, and bedrooms. It’s not as uncommon as you think,” Pell explained. “And no, that doesn’t mean there are murderers lurking in those castles.”

“Well… probably,” Pell added, scratching the side of his skull. “Some castles do keep prisons underneath, so maybe there are murderers and serial killers inside the castles.”

“See! See! You just admitted it! There is a murderer down there!” Enya exclaimed.

Pell groaned, rubbing his forehead with bony fingers. Why was dealing with children so infuriating?

“Alright, look. I’ll head back to the study with you and check out this hidden passage you’re talking about, if there really is one—“

“There IS!” Enya shrieked, cutting Pell off before he could finish.

Pell's eye sockets tightened, a sign of his growing irritation. “—if there is one,” he continued, emphasizing the word, “then we’ll figure out what to do. If it’s as real as you say, maybe it’s an exit to a lower floor, or some other hidden chamber.” He paused, eyeing her skeptically. “But if there isn’t a secret passage, then I’m banning you from all of my novels for a week. Understand?”

Enya’s face twisted in disgust, the mere suggestion that she’d fabricated the story, offending her deeply.

“Fine! But if there’s a murderer in there that kills you, then you owe me a brand new book! My own book!”

Pell stared at her, taken aback by the unexpected demand. “Like… a blank book? One to write in? Like a journal or a diary?”

The little girl nodded vigorously, her eagerness unmistakable.
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After a few minutes of walking in delicate silence, they arrived back at the study. Pell pushed open the wooden door and stepped inside. Immediately, his gaze fell upon the bookshelf at the back of the room. It was no longer in its usual position; instead, it had been rotated outward, revealing a staircase behind it that led down into pitch-black darkness.

“Damn, you were actually—” Pell’s words were abruptly cut off as he caught a flash of movement in his peripheral vision, something darting beside him so quickly it barely registered in his skull.

“Wha—” Pell's exclamation was cut short as something cold and unyielding grabbed his clavicles and slammed him backward into the wall with terrifying force. The impact sent a sharp crack through his bones, a sound that would have been alarming to anyone with more than just bones, but Pell’s skeletal body managed to stay relatively intact. The books he carried scattered all over the floor.

“Argh...!” Pell groaned, struggling to loosen the grip of his sudden attacker. “You damn—how the fuck did you get in here?” he spat, his voice tinged with a mix of fury and disbelief.

In front of him was a zombie, but not the feeble, weak, and decaying kind he was used to encountering in the halls. This one was different—stronger, more intact. Its flesh clung stubbornly to its bones, not peeling away or hanging in loose, decayed strips. It was as if the corpse had been reanimated only recently—its body still in unnervingly good condition.

“P-Pell!” Enya’s voice cut through the tension, a high-pitched scream coming from the hall. Pell's gaze darted to the little girl, who stood just a few meters away. She was torn between stepping in to help, or staying outside. She hovered at the threshold of the doorway, her body caught in a half-step, uncertain whether to advance or flee.

“S-stay out there, kid!” Pell commanded, voice shaky as he tried to peel the zombie off him.

“RRAGHH!” the zombie screamed, a disturbingly guttural and wet sound—emitted from its rotting throat. It leaned forward, pressing its body weight against Pell, while also tightening its grip on his clavicle. Its rotting mouth gaped wide, flesh melted at the sides of its jaw, and the horrors within its mouth revealing themselves to Pell—horrors enough to make anyone wet themselves.

However, Pell didn’t exactly have the organs to do that.

“Rah to you too, asshole!” he shouted back, his voice a raspy echo of the zombie’s own, tinged with dry, bone-on-bone friction. The pressure the zombie exerted was overwhelming, far beyond what Pell expected from a creature at this level. He could feel his bones straining under the force, stress fractures forming and rippling about his clavicle.

With another guttural roar, the zombie surged forward, its strength reaching a terrifying apex of power. Pell barely had time to register the impending doom before both of his clavicles snapped with a sickening crack. The zombie toppled forward, collapsing onto Pell’s upper chest.

“Sorry, ain’t interested in corpses!” Pell quipped, seizing the opportunity presented by the zombie’s unbalanced position.

With a swift, decisive movement, Pell released his grip on the zombie’s arms and quickly wrapped his own around its head. His right arm locked onto the top of the creature’s skull, while his left arm braced against the bottom. With his palms facing each other from opposite sides of the zombie’s head, Pell pulled back with all the strength his skeletal frame could muster.

The zombie growled in frustration, its legs stumbling from the fall, as Pell twisted his body and shoulders in a clockwise motion. The zombie’s head was trapped between Pell’s arms, its movements growing more erratic and desperate as it struggled to regain its footing.

Pell tried his best to snap the zombie’s neck, hopefully decapitating it in the process.

However, within a few seconds, Pell’s grip on the zombie’s skull loosened. Its strength was simply too strong—it was too abnormal. The zombie quickly regained its balance, and with a slight twist of its head, it easily reversed all of Pell’s efforts.

“What the hell are you!“ Pell growled.

A ghoulish growl came out of its throat as It reached down, grasping two of Pell’s ribs with an iron grip. With a brutal yank, the bones snapped off as if they were brittle twigs.

Pell was struggling—desperately trying to snap the zombie’s neck—but his skeletal frame wasn’t strong enough. He knew that skeletons like him were faster, but zombies were much stronger. In this close-quarters combat scenario, Pell was hopelessly outmatched by the zombie’s abnormal strength.

Thwack!

A sudden sound echoed through the room as something heavy hit the ground behind the zombie. Both Pell and the zombie’s grips loosened momentarily. Pell’s eye sockets widened as he spotted the source of the noise—a large book, open and sprawled on the ground beneath the zombie’s legs. It was a split-second distraction, but it was enough to break the monster's focus.

Pell’s gaze flicked to the side, catching sight of Enya standing on the opposite side of the study. Her eyes glowed with a vibrant yellow, her focus entirely on the scene unfolding before her.

“The hell?” Pell blurted aloud. He hadn’t seen Enya’s skill yet, so the sight of her glowing with yellow eyes alarmed him. But this didn’t alarm him nearly as much as what the zombie was about to do.

With a fervorous rage, the zombie lifted its head and glanced back towards Enya briefly, before turning back and facing Pell in the next instant. With a deep growl and ignition of blood-thirsty rage, the zombie exerted its monstrous strength upon Pell, snapping off one of his center ribs. But instead of discarding the bone, the zombie gripped it tightly, fashioning it into a makeshift dagger. In a swift motion, the creature released its hold on Pell and spun around.

It roared once more and leaned forward, make-shift bone dagger in hand—and ran toward Enya.

Pell, faltering in place from the sudden release of pressure, screamed, “BRAT!!”

The zombie barreled toward Enya, both arms outstretched, the bone dagger poised to strike. Enya’s eyes widened in shock as the creature’s focus shifted entirely to her. Panic surged through her, but the yellow glow in her eyes remained, allowing her to see the zombie’s sluggish, lumbering movements with crystal clear clarity.

The zombie lunged at her, its clawed hand aiming for a lethal strike towards her neck. But Enya’s senses, enhanced by her skill, allowed her to react just in time. With a near instant reaction, Enya threw herself to the side, landing and rolling along the ground to where the open bookshelf had been. The zombie’s swipe missed its mark, and it crashed into the wall with such force that it was briefly stunned.

With a low, guttural rumble, the zombie’s jaw unhinged wider, revealing more of the rotten, gaping maw within its body. It quickly regained its composure, its hunger for flesh driving it forward once more. The creature turned toward Enya, closing the distance with frightening speed, bone dagger raised high, ready to bring it down upon the little girl.

With another quick motion, Enya noticed the zombie’s intent and forced her body to roll once more, narrowly escaping the deadly stab. As she completed her second rotation across the floor, she saw Pell charging forward. He slammed into the zombie with all his might, tackling it backward just before the bone dagger could strike the spot where she had been lying.

Pell let out a trying grunt, as he slammed his body against the zombie’s shoulder. Pell felt like he had just slammed himself against an iron wall. However, the force at which a person threw themselves upon something was not to be taken lightly.

With a loud crash, he rebounded off the zombie’s shoulder and landed hard on the ground. The zombie, caught off guard by the sudden assault, staggered and lost its balance, tumbling backward toward the stairs. The room echoed with the heavy thuds of its legs slamming against the floor, momentum sending it rolling uncontrollably down the dark abyss.

“BRAT!” Pell shouted, his voice commanding and urgent.

“Y-Yes!” Enya stammered, snapping to attention.

“Do you know how to close that damn bookshelf? Cause if you do—fucking do it!” Pell ordered, his tone leaving no room for hesitation.

As Pell’s words echoed through the room, the sound of the zombie’s chaotic descent down the stairs abruptly stopped, followed by a single, loud thud. The zombie had hit the bottom, wherever that was, and the silence that followed was almost as terrifying as the noise had been.

Enya scrambled to her feet, her heart pounding.

“HURRY UP!” Pell’s voice rang out, filled with desperation. He knew that if she didn’t seal the passage in time, the zombie would come charging back up, more enraged than before. The fall down the stairs wouldn’t have killed it—Pell was certain of that. Even he would’ve survived a small tumble like that, considering the duration and intensity of the final crash he had just heard. But he was in no condition to fight anymore, not with half his ribcage gone.

Enya didn’t waste a second acknowledging Pell’s command. Her heightened senses slowed the world around her, sharpening her focus to a razor’s edge. She spotted the book she threw—the one that was originally on the bookshelf—scattered among the novels that Pell had dropped earlier. She sprinted towards the messy pile, grabbing the book without hesitation. She rushed back to the open bookshelf, her breath coming in quick, shallow bursts.

With a surge of mana, probably more than necessary, she encased her hand in a faint blue glow. Enya slammed the book back into its ominous spot on the shelf with a determined force.

The bookcase rumbled and began to move, sliding and creaking along the ground. But even as it shifted back into place, Enya’s ears picked up the sound of heavy slams coming up from the staircase. The zombie was on its way back up.

Panicking, Enya grabbed hold of the side of the bookshelf, desperately trying to force it to move faster. But the shelf resisted her efforts, moving at a steady, unyielding pace. She knew her attempts to hurry it were futile, but she couldn’t help herself.

Just as the slams on the stairs grew louder and closer with each passing moment, the bookcase finally slid back into its original position with a final creak. The stomps of the zombie instantly muting once the bookshelf snapped into place. The hidden passage was sealed. Enya stood there, panting and wide-eyed, her hands still gripping the edge of the bookshelf.

Pell stared at the closed bookshelf, his eye sockets narrowing as he waited to see if the barrier would hold against the boss-like zombie. The seconds ticked by, each one dragging longer than the last. After what felt like an eternity, Pell finally slumped back onto the ground, his body clattering on floor as he rested his skull against the hard stone.

“Hey, brat,” Pell said after a few minutes of long silence.

“Y-yeah?” Enya replied, voice shaky and weak.

“You’re banned from reading novels for the next two weeks,” Pell deadpanned.


            

    
        Dead Coin Diary: Entry #1

    
    
    
    
                Hello! ........ Book!

So…I finally got Pell finally gave me a book. I think this is called a diary? I had to beg him for quite a few days after… well, a zombie attack. I have no idea how that zombie had gotten in.

Pell said that there was a barrier spell or something that surrounded the study, and it prevented monsters from coming in, besides from Pell that is. Not even Mr. Bones could can could come inside. But... I guess the staircase was also inside the barrier? So that zombie actually lived inside here with us?

But… that zombie. The one that had nearly killed Pell, if he could die, I guess. Could Pell die? What would that make him? Dead undead? Words are confusing.

XX

But more importantly, it almost stabbed me! That thing ran at me using a knife! Using Pell as a knife! using one of Pell’s ribs as a knife! I was so lucky that the stupid system gave me my Visionary class. Thanks to the absolute focus skill that it gave me, I could see the zombie move really, really slowly.

….

My back was really sore for that entire day. Rolling on the ground really hurts.

XX

I wish they made soft-ground. That would be really cool.

XX

But anyways, that zombie had ran at me, and I only barely got out of the way. The stupid zombie actually ran into the wall, which was funny, haha.

It’s kind of funny when I look back at it. But… it was scary too…

Pell had reminded me to not show up in front of any of the monsters in the dungeon. Mr. Bones was an exception, because he was really nice. But the other monsters in the dungeon? They weren’t like Pell or Mr. Bones. They didn’t care about being friends or anything like that.

The novels that I read—oh yeah, the ones that Pell (big meanie) had banned me from reading, even though the whole bookshelf thing was not my fault ,it was his!—had many adventure stories. There was even one book where a girl died somehow and was reborn again as dungeon core itself. She could summon monsters! She summoned things called…dino…boars? Dinoboars, and she could just make them go poof! And they’d appear in front of her! She could make her own friends from inside the dungeon!

I… wonder… will I be able to do something like that?

The book, Sacrificing the Necromancer—A Necroma

The book, Sacrificing the innocent—A Necromancer’s Daily Life that Pell had given me to study, mentioned that necromancers could summon basically anything they want! the undead or something that had a soul. So… maybe I’ll be able to summon my own friends too? A dinoboar would be really cool… I wonder if they exist...

I wonder what they taste like XX

Man, why does Pell use a pen and not a pencil. I don’t get it. Am I writing this right? I have to cross out so many things…

XX

There were a lot of different spells for summoning skeletons, and… stupid zombies. But the book said something about how they weren’t real friends. (the book said monster, but Pell is technically a monster, so I’m going to call them friends from now on. Except for zombies. Zombies can go die. Again. And Again. Again. Again, and Again. Stupid zombie, die, die, die.)

I wonder if I can become really strong to kill the zombies. I don't really like them. I want to kill them. Again.

XX

There was something about a soul fire soul-flame the book mentioned. Pell had them, they were really, really cute! They were like the small fires on fires torches, but his were small and purple-colored, and they grew big and small every time Pell used a swear word.

Oh... I forgot to mention, Pell is my first skeleton friend! And Mr. Bones is my second! Well... I think I met Mr. Bones first, but he doesn't really talk...

Anyways, soul-flame.

I think they grow bigger whenever he says a lie… but I’m not going to tell him that. That’ll be my little secret from him. Because I think Pell is hiding a lot of secrets too. (:

Sometimes Pell looks like he’s sad. He… banks blanks out some times, and I can see it from the fire in his eyes. I’m not really sure how to make him feel better. H3 He calls me annoying a lot, but I think he really cares about me, but… I don’t know. I think he gets really happy whenever I tell him I made really good progress in the necromancy books. So I guess I’ll keep studying to make the skeleton sellaton(skeleton) happy.

I don’t think he would want to make me sad, either.

Well, maybe… I don’t know, he screams at me a lot.

Enya, out!

Well… actually. Who is supposed to read a diary? Plenty of people had diaries in the stories, but… who were the ones meant to read them? The novels kind of just… read them out for me, so I could see inside and read what the characters wrote, like little love notes or daily reccaps recaps of something like that in the romance books. I don’t really get it but, I’ll keep writing in this diary. I think it's fun.

Goodbye.

            

    
        Chapter 13: The First Spell Demands Practice

    
    
    
    
                A few days passed by—at least, it felt like a few days. Time was a slippery thing in the dungeon, it was difficult to organize it into hours and minutes. The only gauge that Pell or Enya had, was Enya's own sense of fatigue, the weight of exhaustion eventually pulling her into sleep. Not the most reliable clock, but it was the only one they had.

The murderer-zombie had been sealed behind the bookshelf, its presence vanishing completely. Not a whisper of sound, not a single rumble or thud seeped through the wooden shelf. Whatever magic operated that bookshelf’s mechanism worked exceptionally well, so well that it even silenced the very air behind it.

Enya was shaken for what felt like a day and a half, though it might have been longer. The encounter had been her first time experiencing real danger, the first time she'd seen something that actively wanted to harm her. The image of the zombie's jaw, agape and filled with the horrors of rotting flesh, coupled with its foul stench, had burned itself into her mind. And to hear Pell say that this zombie was far stronger than any of the others that roamed the dungeon wasn’t exactly comforting. Neither was the fact that it probably stood only a few meters away from her inside the study.

But time, as it does, softened the edges of her fear. Enya managed to calm herself, but the thought of the zombie still pounding against the back of the bookcase, kept her anxious. Yet, as the days passed by, she slowly returned to normal. The bookcase stood firm, unyielding, never so much as shuddering. Even her heightened senses, courtesy of her Absolute Focus skill, gave her no indication that anything was amiss.

Her own injuries, minor aches from frantically rolling across the floor, faded with some good rest. Pell had been right—it wasn’t worth using a healing potion on something so insignificant. But Pell, on the other hand, had not been so lucky during the chaotic encounter.

Both clavicles and eight ribs had been shattered and broken off of him during the battle. The zombie had snapped off Pell’s clavicles like they were twigs, while several ribs were forcibly ripped out of his ribcage immediately after. The remaining ribs he lost were due to the initial impact of him crashing against the wall, forming stress fractures all throughout his body. This, combined with Pell's last ditch attempt at a body slam against the flesh walker, caused them to finally break.

For the undead, recovery was a strangely seamless process. Most of his ribs were still in good condition; all he needed to do was press the broken pieces against their original places and channel a few pulses of mana. The bones would naturally reform and reattach themselves. However, some pieces had shattered into too many pieces to fully repair. Fortunately, Pell had a small chest filled with assorted bone pieces he’d collected throughout the dungeon, which allowed him to piece himself back together. In just two days, he was as good as new, clavicles and all.

[image: image]

Enya sat at the desk, the chair now positioned on the opposite side of the desk so she could keep the bookshelves fully in view. The page she read was filled with dense text and complex information.


The undead, particularly creatures like skeletons and zombies, form the cornerstone of a necromancer’s power. Though they may seem the weakest in a necromancer's arsenal, they are the foundation upon which all other spells and magical practices are built. At the higher levels of necromancy, a skilled practitioner can extract increasingly potent energies from the dead, eventually achieving the resurrection of a corpse with all the power it possessed at the moment of its death.



She flipped the page.


To summon a skeleton, there are two primary methods available to the necromancer. The first relies on actual bones—either a complete skeleton or partial remains. The second method involves the creation of a skeleton purely from mana. The former requires you to interact with a skeletal corpse, such as those found in graves or battlefields, and cast the Reanimate Skeleton spell. This technique consumes only a fraction of your mana to reanimate the existing bones. The second method, by contrast, does not require physical bones. Instead, you will use your mana to craft a skeleton from nothing. The more knowledge you possess about skeletal structure and bone anatomy, the more efficient and effective this process becomes.



She moved her gaze over to a different diagram, one that showed the anatomy of a partial skeleton. It was perfectly split in half, down the skull to the pelvis.


You may also combine these methods. If you have an incomplete skeleton, you can use your mana to substitute the missing bones. It is advisable to carry spare bones with you, as even a single bone can improve mana efficiency by at least 50 percent. However, bear in mind that the bones used must come from an unanimated corpse. Bones from existing skeleton monsters or summons cannot be re-purposed.



The opposite page didn't have many words, but contained a picture of a spell circuit. She read the caption above.


Below is a depiction of a skeleton summoning spell circuit. The circuit varies depending on whether you are reanimating an existing skeleton or creating one from pure mana. These spells are known as Reanimate Skeleton and Create Skeleton, respectively.



On the page, was two separate depictions of a spell circuit. Both looked similar, but had slightly differing patterns. The picture wasn’t labeled and didn’t have any explanation on them, and it was hard to make out the specific circuit patterns.


I have devised a circuit that merges both spells into a single incantation, which I have named Summon Skeleton. While I cannot be certain if this is an original creation, I present it here for the benefit of all who seek knowledge. This combined spell can be used on a pre-existing skeleton or to create one from pure mana. It serves as the foundation of necromantic summoning magic, with advanced spells such as Summon Skeletal Warrior or Summon Bone Dragon building upon and greatly modifying this base circuit to increase its complexity.



Enya examined the circuit diagram, tracing the intricate lines with her fingers with a mixture of determination and frustration. This circuit was leagues beyond the simple light spell she had seen on the altars. It was her second time scanning over this passage, yet the complexity of the circuit seemed way too difficult. The light spell’s circuit was straightforward—two repeating patterns, one long and one short, looping in a neat circle around the marble altar.

But this summon skeleton circuit was a different monster altogether. Five distinct patterns, each with varying lengths and intricacies, wove together in a design that felt almost chaotic in its complexity. Enya's gaze drifted momentarily to the bookshelf across the room. No movement, no signs of disturbance. She let out a quiet breath of relief before refocusing on the diagram.

She steadied herself, forcing her mind to quiet its distractions. The circuit demanded her full attention, and with her newly acquired Absolute Focus skill, she hoped the task might become more manageable. Though she wasn’t entirely certain how her skills would affect her spell learning, they had to be of some help—at least, that was her hope.

As Enya concentrated, her eyes glittered with a yellow hue, and the world around her seemed to slow. The air grew still. Her brain began to process the information along the page, sending rapid bursts of understanding and questioning thoughts inside her head.

Five patterns. Similar patterns. Long, short. Looping. Disconnected. Combining, splitting, reconnecting. Her mind connected all the information she was seeing. She visualized the mana flowing through the circuit, seeing how quick and efficiently each pattern affected the mana. She tried to understand where the mana would go, when it would split, and where it would loop back to complete the circuit.

She could see it now—the rhythm and pulse of the circuit, the way the mana would surge through each segment and the points where it would diverge and converge. It wasn’t just a jumble of patterns; it was a carefully crafted design, each part essential to the whole.

"Splitting the channels... it moves to these three patterns," Enya murmured, her voice barely above a whisper as her eyes traced the intricate lines on the page. "The first pattern stops midway, then the second loops back to another segment before connecting to the third. But the third... it’s not even a pattern, it only appears twice. And the fourth—it’s just a straight path that ties the previous three together... but the fifth pattern..."

Her voice trailed off as she immersed herself deeper into her spell studies. Several hours slipped by unnoticed as Enya wrestled against the logic of the circuit, her mind slowly unraveling the mysteries of each pattern, piecing together how these five distinct elements interlocked to form a cohesive spell.

Finally, after what felt like an eternity, she began to grasp the spell’s underlying structure. She could see how each pattern functioned, how they combined and flowed together, and the purpose they served within the circuit. The spell that once seemed impossibly intricate now began to make sense.

Enya closed the book with a soft clap. The yellow glow in her eyes dimmed as she released the hold of her Absolute Focus skill. A deep exhale escaped her lips, the mental fatigue weighing on her like a physical burden. Though the skill didn’t drain her mana, it pressed an enormous pressure onto her mind. She took a moment to steady her breath, allowing her body and mind to recuperate.

After a few minutes, Enya checked her status screen, specifically on her mana.


Mana: 20/20


Her mana had increased to 20 points upon acquiring the Visionary class, and she had also gained something called a Skill Point. However, Enya didn’t know exactly what it was, or what it did. During the chaos of recent events, she had forgotten to ask Pell about it. She made a mental note to bring it up the next time she saw him.

With her current mana, she should have enough to practice the summon skeleton spell. However, if she failed, a significant amount of her mana would be wasted, meaning she’d have to wait hours for it to regenerate. Despite the risk, she knew she had to try. Reading alone wouldn’t advance her skills—she needed to practice, just as she had with the light altars. Just that, this time, she had no engraved guidelines to help. This was all on her now.

Raising her arm in front of her, Enya began channeling mana into her palm. She coaxed the mana out of her body, letting it slowly drift into the air. It was... difficult. When she had filled the mana on the altar, she had a guideline—the engraved spell circuit that directed the flow. Now, she had to create a spell circuit in mid-air using only her memory and no physical guide. This was the most widely adopted way of casting spells.

Her mana wavered, unstable and difficult to control. The mana flowed out, wobbly and shaky, with nothing to guide it. Enya’s brow furrowed in concentration as she tried to replicate the intricate circuit patterns from the book. Unbeknownst to her, a soft yellow glow flickered in her eyes, growing brighter as her focus deepened. Without consciously being aware of it, her Absolute Focus skill activated, sharpening her mind and steadying her hands.

Her control over the mana became much easier. The unruly lines wobbled less, and she could move them into better and more accurate positions. But even with the assistance of her skill, the task remained arduous. She carefully formed the outer layer of the spell circle first, ensuring that the mana stayed confined within its boundaries—a critical step in maintaining the circuit’s integrity.

With the foundation laid, Enya moved on to the internal patterns. The first pattern came together with relative ease, a simple design that needed only to stay within the circle's edges. However, as she moved to the second pattern, the complexity increased tenfold. She had to weave the mana into a looping formation, all while keeping a precise distance from the first pattern. A single mistake would completely disrupt the spell.

As she neared completion of the second pattern, her concentration peaked. The final step required her to reconnect the pattern to itself, a delicate maneuver that demanded exact precision. But in that crucial moment, her hand faltered. The point of connection misaligned itself by just a centimeter, creating a small but critical gap in the channel.

Instantly, the circuit began to unravel. Mana spilled out of the gap, surging uncontrollably into the surrounding space. The loose energy collided with the first pattern, the central focus of the circuit, and the outer boundary, destabilizing everything. The entire circuit collapsed, and the mana exploded outward in a wave, much like the time she had overloaded the light altar.

"Arghh!" Enya screamed in frustration, the sound echoing through the chamber as the dissipating mana left the air humming.

Breathing heavily, she glanced at her side and opened her status screen, her heart sinking as she read the numbers:


Mana: 12/20


Enya scowled. She had only 12 points of mana left from the 20 needed to complete the circuit. When the mana wave exploded, she realized she could have recycled some of that mana. If she had guided the excess mana back into the circuit, she might have been able to restart. However, the entire circuit had broken apart.

If she wanted to recycle the mana that she had just wasted, she would have to expend even more of her internal mana to guide it back into the circuit. It was like trying to reverse the flow of a river by pushing against it with an even stronger current—an extremely taxing method. It worked better for a lesser cost—more simplistic spell, and ones she had full mastery over. If she made even the slightest mistake, she risked depleting her mana completely. She didn’t want her second try to be filled with such risk.

The Summon Skeleton spell was, in theory, the simplest spell she had encountered so far. But despite its relative simplicity, it still demanded a substantial amount of mana, at least, compared to her current pool. While other spells she had studied varied in their mana costs, they all shared the same foundational patterns and formations as the Summon Skeleton spell. Some of these advanced spells featured even more complex patterns, requiring significantly more mana or control.

Enya knew she needed to master this basic spell before moving on to anything more advanced. But for now, she had no choice but to wait. There was nothing else she could do until her mana had a chance to regenerate. The frustration of being forced into inactivity gnawed at her, but she had to be patient. Rushing forward would only lead to greater setbacks.


            

    
        Chapter 14: Don't Drink Too Many Mana Potions

    
    
    
    
                Pell returned to the room, a large leather backpack slung over one shoulder, a bow and two rusted iron swords underneath his arms. As he entered, his eyes immediately went to the bookcase, checking if it remained securely in place against the wall, blocking any possible entry from the zombie. Luckily, it seemed completely unperturbed.

He turned his attention to Enya, who sat on the ground with her eyes closed. Her posture was upright and alert, not exactly the type of pose one would have while sleeping. Pell leaned the weapons against the wall and closed the door behind him before facing towards Enya once again.

"What are you doing?" Pell asked.

Enya opened her eyes, "I was just waiting for you. I was trying to concentrate and see if I could use my ability to focus on the spell circuit in my mind in the meantime."

"Okay... I see. Still trying to memorize the spell structures from the book?" Pell inquired, his tone a mix of anticipation and skepticism.

"Not really," Enya replied, shaking her head slightly. "I’ve already memorized all the patterns for the Summon Skeleton spell, but I don’t have enough mana to keep practicing it."

"What... do you mean you already memorized it?" Pell asked slowly.

Enya tilted her head. "I have already memorized the spell circuit. I know how the patterns are drawn and connected. But I don't have enough mana to practice. That’s why I was waiting for you," she said. "Do you, um, have any way for me to increase my mana?"

Pell's expression shifted to one of surprise. She had already memorized the structure for the Summon Skeleton spell? Pell himself couldn’t use circuits—well, he could manage simple ones that were pre-engraved, but creating one from scratch with mana required immense mental concentration and control, something he definitely lacked. Even children in prestigious magic academies would spend semesters learning a handful of spells. Though, that was for non-High-Nobles.

Pell cleared his throat, trying to mask his astonishment. "Yes... if by increasing your mana, you mean replenishing it, and not increasing your capacity," he replied, his voice steady but his mind still reeling from Enya's rapid progress.

He crouched down, his bony fingers digging into the depths of his well-worn backpack.

Enya’s eyes lit up with curiosity. "Replenish?" she asked, her voice carrying a feather of interest.

"Ah... replenish means—" Pell began, but before he could finish, Enya, ever eager to always interrupt, chimed in.

"To restore or bring back, right?" she interjected, words quick and bright.

Pell paused for a moment, his hollow gaze shifting from the bag to Enya. "Yes. Yes, it does," he confirmed, his tone carrying a hint of amusement and annoyance. Enya had gotten used to interrupting him frequently now.

After a moment of rustling, Pell’s hand emerged from the backpack, clutching a small circular bottle that shimmered with a dim but beautiful blue light. It was about the size of his hand and held a wooden cork at the top. He walked over to Enya, holding it before her eyes.

"This," Pell began, "is a small mana potion. The entire potion should restore roughly 30 points of mana. If you take half, it will restore 15 points. You can do the math." He paused for a moment. Can she do math? Shit. Pell wondered briefly, a flicker of doubt crossing his mind.

Enya took the potion bottle into her hands and inspected it. It was a clear blue liquid, almost perfectly transparent. She pulled the tiny wooden cork from its neck and brought it to her nose. With a single whiff, her face lit up like a radiant moon. "Oh, it smells really good!" she exclaimed, her delight genuine.

Pell shuddered. He had just realized that the dungeon… probably smelled horrible. His sense of smell had been lost long ago. But the little brat’s was still there, perfectly fine, possibly more than fine, considering her sensing skill. The dungeon was filled with corpses, dried blood, and rotting flesh. Certainly not something someone should be growing up around. Oh, well. What could he do?

Pell chuckled, a sound that echoed like the rustle of dry leaves. "Yeah, that variety of mana potion is made from Blue Lilies. They have an extremely pleasant smell."

"Do I just drink it?" Enya asked, her eyes wide with curiosity and temptation at the miracle elixir.

"Yeah," Pell nodded, his tone shifting to one of gentle caution. "But try not to drink more than you need. If you were at full mana and drank the whole vial, you might experience mana overload."

Enya tilted her head. Before she could ask for clarification, Pell continued, "Mana overload is when your body absorbs more mana than it can handle. There’s a reason your mana pool has a maximum amount. If you absorb more than that, then the excess mana acts like poison."

"What would happen to me?"

Pell shrugged. "You'll feel massive pressure throughout your body because your mana vessels can’t handle the excess mana. Your mana control will also plummet. Other side effects would be things like nausea, dizziness, ruptured blood vessels, heart attacks, a stroke, cardiac arrest, splintered bones, internal organ failure, instant death, spa-"

"Okay, I think I got it,” Enya interrupted, her face scrunched up at the flood of torture Pell had just mentioned.

Bringing the bottle up to her mouth, she paused. “Did… you say instant death?”

Pell shrugged again. “No?”

Enya’s eyes tightened as she scrutinized Pell. His flames danced. He was lying.

Ignoring the comment, Enya looked back at her mana.


Mana: 14/20


She glanced back at the sweet-smelling bottle in her hand, realizing she needed to drink about a quarter of it. With a determined breath, she took a small sip, only for her face to twist into an expression of pure disgust.

"Bleh! This tastes awful!" Enya exclaimed, wrenching as her face distorted as though she had just bitten into a sour lemon.

Pell couldn’t help but laugh, the sound he emitted sounding like dry leaves. "Yeah, Blue Lilies taste like the stuff from nightmares. That’s why no one likes them. They’re great for replenishing mana, but most people prefer to pay extra for better-tasting potions, like Clearblue potions," he explained, also amused at Enya’s reaction.


Mana: 16/20


Enya winced, already feeling like she might throw up from the small amount she just drank. Only two points of mana had restored themselves, and the thought of drinking more of the potion filled Enya with dread. She glanced at Pell with a pleading expression, hoping for some type of alternative.

He shrugged. “Look, I mentioned it yesterday, but regardless of whatever danger that damn mutant zombie poses, there’s something down in that passage. Considering the abnormal strength of that zombie, it may be some type of lab or private chamber of some sorts. Hell, the dungeon core could be down there for all we know,” Pell said.

“We are going down there. Not because I want to kick that asshole down the stairs a few more times, which I do, but also because of the potential down there. I have some actual weapons here this time, so it won't get a sneak attack off like last time," Pell said.

Pointing his finger at Enya, he continued, "You on the other hand, need to get as strong as you can, and practice this summon skeleton spell or whatever. I’m not exactly a normal undead, so your summoned creature will probably be just as strong as that zombie, if not stronger,” Pell continued. “Probably. Don’t know really. Having an extra body is helpful regardless.”

“But anyways, drinking these is all I got, there’s no other way to restore your mana,” Pell stated.

Enya looked crestfallen. "Well, okay..." she said, taking another reluctant gulp of the vile potion.
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A sudden burst of mana flared from the corner of the room.

"Fu...Damn it!" Enya's voice echoed in frustration as she stomped her foot, the sound sharp against the stone floor.

Pell glanced up from his book, his eyes narrowing into slits that seemed to radiate disapproval. His gaze was sharp enough to slice through steel, and Enya, feeling the full force of it, blushed. Her anger slipped away, replaced by a rush of embarrassment. "So-sorry..." she stammered, her voice barely a whisper. She lowered her head, her eyes darting toward Pell in a quick, anxious glance before she focused intently on the floor, hoping to avoid further scrutiny.

Pell turned his gaze back to his book. Maybe I swear a bit too much around her, he mused. It was clear she was trying to slip an F-bomb past him, but had settled for a "damn it" instead. Cheeky brat. I see what you're doing—testing how close you can come to the edge with me. Pell sighed inwardly. Perhaps he should just let her swear if she wanted. After all, he wasn’t her parent. So what if she let a few curse words slip? It was only the two of them here, after all.

Another explosive burst echoed through the room. Pell sighed, resigning himself to the fact that it was going to be a long, noisy day.
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The last page of Pell’s book flipped and turned beneath his fingers, and he let out a yearning sigh. He really needed a new novel to read.

Looking up from his book, Pell noticed Enya on the far side of the room, peacefully asleep. She had made herself comfortable on the cold ground, her head resting on a pillow Pell had brought from his adventuring gear—a relic from his living days. A small bottle of water, half-empty, along with a preserved can of rabbit meat lay on its side—completely empty, next to where she slept. Pell no longer had a need for such necessities, being undead and all.

With Enya fast asleep, Pell realized he had a rare moment of quiet, the perfect opportunity to try something he had long forgotten to do. His curiosity lingered at the back of his mind for some time. He had meant to try this sooner, but never found the right moment.

Pell looked at the sleeping Enya—more specifically, her black robe, and focused the mana within his body. “Appraisal,” he said, his voice hushed.


Item Name: ######## Lia's Decorative Robe
Tier: Platinum 
Rank: S+
Value: Skill Level Too Low
Effect: Skill Level Too Low


Before Pell could even process the appraised stats, his body began to tremble violently. The soul flames within his eye sockets flared wide as a new screen overrode the appraisal’s findings.


System Notification: Your mana has reached 0 out of 40.
You have been inflicted with Mana Burnout for attempting to use more mana than is available.


“Shit!” Pell cursed, his voice tinged with panic. His skeletal frame shuddered uncontrollably as a suffocating wave of darkness descended upon his mind, accompanied by a crushing mental weight.

As quick as he could, he fumbled his hands into the backpack near him, before yanking out a mana potion. With a swift, desperate twist, he tore off the cork and splashed the mana potion over his skull. The potion’s droplets trickled down, soaking into his bones, but the relentless wave of nausea didn’t abate. Pell didn’t hesitate. He snatched three more potions in rapid succession, repeating his actions, until his body rested once more.

Finally, after what felt like an eternity, the oppressive shadow over his mind began to recede, the suffocating fatigue lifting its weight. Pell grumbled under his breath, “What… the fuck…” He had narrowly escaped a near-comatose state from mana exhaustion.

Appraisal, the skill granted to Pell through his merchant class, was typically a reliable tool. It was akin to the “Identify” skill found in other classes, capable of revealing intricate details about living beings. But Appraisal was designed specifically for inanimate objects—clothing, herbs, monster cores—anything tangible yet not alive. And yet, here he was, nearly obliterated by his own skill.

Pell cast a wary glance at Enya’s robe, the object of his near downfall. Maybe I should leave the appraising for another time, he thought, still rattled by the close call.

The mana usage of the Appraisal skill bore similarities to other mana-consuming abilities. While appraising low-tier items, it barely cost any mana, sometimes even none at all, but the cost escalated with the rarity and power of the object. Enya’s robe, being a Platinum tier item with an S+ ranking, had drained Pell’s mana reserves completely, going completely negative—nearly 90 points negative, give or take. He had to factor in the diminishing returns of the potions.

As a regular merchant, Pell's capabilities were limited to appraising up to Gold tier, D- ranking items. Even this feat consumed nearly all of his mana—39 points out of his 40. Viewing a Platinum S+ ranked item had forced him to use three entire mana potions just to put him back in a stable state.

His appraisal hadn’t even viewed more information other than an incomplete name and rank. He wasn’t able to gleam the information about its price or effect. Luckily, it told him the robe had an effect—he just couldn’t determine what it was.


Mana: 6/40


“Damn… that entire robe is probably worth more than an entire city in the first layer, tenfold,” he murmured. Perhaps I could buy her a dress from some random store and pawn off that robe in the black market… Pell thought.

However, Pell’s musings quickly disappeared after realizing what a high-noble family might do to him if he had somehow sold off a Platinum tier, S+ ranked item. But it's not like that would be the only reason they'd probably try to hunt him down for. Not like he was already committing an irreversible sin by suggesting a different class for Enya, one probably vastly different to what they aimed for her to be.

But more important than that—the name of that robe—who the hell was Lia? And why did Enya have her robe? Perhaps the craftsman or tailor named the item after themselves? It wasn't too uncommon to do this, as it represented pride and signified the item as their personal work.

However, creating a custom-tailored outfit was different than naming something Gerald's Dragon Slayer Blade. Clothing was generally named for the wearer, and although not always, it would be a very odd choice to not name it after a High-Noble client. This was unless the craftsman was that talented or revered.

            

    
        Chapter 15: Spell Acquired! Woodland Critters!

    
    
    
    
                "Aghhh!" Enya's frustrated cry echoed through the small study.

"I was so close!" she exclaimed.

Pell, on his fourth novel, barely glanced up. It wasn't worth it anymore.

Enya had been awake for about four hours, and she hadn't stopped trying to cast her spell since she first woke. In that time, she had gone through seven more mana potions, each one more painful to use than the last, for both her and for Pell. While Pell's supply was abundant, the internal agony of wasting so many potions without seeing a single sign of progress gnawed at him. But Pell knew better. Spend money, make money. Or in this case, Spend potions, and fucking survive. The perfect saying for his situation, artisinally crafted by Pell himself. But even though he tried to convince and delude himself into that logic, no one would exactly be happy watching someone else waste your own fortunes for little to no gain. The more she practiced, the more his pockets wailed in agony.

From the start, Enya had been repeating variations of the same phrases like "Ah, so close!" or "I almost had it!"—to where they had basically become catchphrases. Pell had no idea if she was actually making progress or if she was simply deluding herself. The more she insisted she “almost got it,” the less he believed that this entire ordeal would be over soon.

Finally, Enya sat down, taking a break. She let out a large exhale, her eyes flickering before the yellow hue in them disappeared. Pell had noticed this glowing effect during their encounter with the zombie. Initially, it had freaked him out—he thought she might be possessed or transforming into some vengeful wraith. To his relief, Enya had explained that the glowing eyes were just a part of her skill when he had asked about it.

Pell was deep in his rereading when he was interrupted by Enya's voice.

"Hey, Pell," Enya said, walking over to him, her eyes fixed at the wall above him. It was clear she was reading her status screen.

"What?" Pell responded, lowering his book and glancing up at her. "I honestly don't have any tips on how you can learn the spell faster. If we weren't stuck in this dungeon, maybe a professor could tutor you or something, but—"

He was cut off mid-sentence.

"No, not that," Enya said, her voice tinged with uncertainty. "Um... when I got the Visionary class, I, uh, got this new thingy... Oh, here, it's called a skill point. I meant to ask you about it before, but I forgot. Do you know what this is? It says I have one." Her gaze remaining fixed on the air above him.

Pell raised his book to cover his face, shielding his expression. "Skill points are... things you get when you level up in a class, or sometimes from class quests. They can be allocated into a skill to increase its level. When skills level up, they gain additional effects or benefits. Sometimes, using a skill repeatedly or growing proficient in it can also increase its level. For magicians, learning more about the skill itself—like circuits and whatnot—can also help it level up. Skill points can also be used to learn new class skills when they’re offered."

"Oh..." Enya murmured, absorbing the information. Pell lowered his book slightly but then quickly raised it back up as he added, "I would recommend just saving it for now until you get some type of combat-oriented skill."

Enya frowned slightly, still curious. “But aren’t my skills based on spell circuits? How does using a skill point make any of my spells stronger if the spell is based on spell circuits and patterns?”

Pell, his face still hidden behind the book, answered, “Skill points only increase class-specific skills. In other words, skills that you unlock directly from your class, not from a spell circuit. For example, your focus skill is a class skill—you can use a skill point on that. But the summon skeleton spell you’re learning from a spell circuit? That won’t be eligible.”

“Oh, okay,” Enya replied, nodding slowly as she processed his words. “Then… what kind of spells will a necromancer get? Will I learn a summon skeleton spell from it?”

Pell shrugged, his book shifting slightly with the motion. “Maybe, but probably not. I doubt the system will offer you one outright. The system kind of… adapts to your choices in a way. There’s a type of logic to the randomness. If you want specifics, though, don’t ask me. That’s more of a question for the magic research association.”

"Ah...okay," Enya said softly. She turned around and walked back to her pillow and gently sat down.

Enya already knew what Absolute Focus did. But the Visions Past skill was something she hadn’t used yet. The description mentioned that it could reveal glimpses of the past or future, but only periodically. Enya rechecked the skill, just to be sure.


Skill: Visions Past [Passive]
Periodically receive brief glimpses of what has happened or what will happen.
[Mana cost: 0 MP]


The skill was passive, unlike an active one like Absolute Focus. Being a skill, it didn’t cost any mana, but was that true for all skills? Or did she just happen to have two that didn’t cost anything? Pell had mentioned that some of his skills required mana, so it seemed like mere coincidence that both of her skills were free to use.

“I wonder how this activates…” Enya muttered to herself. What exactly did "periodically" mean? She stared at the screen, hoping something would happen. Could this "passive" skill be manually activated, like an active one?

Her mind began to race with possibilities. Enya’s eyes focused intently on the skill’s description, trying to think of any possible hidden mechanics. As she pondered the potential activation requirements and what “periodically” might entail, her thoughts quickened, unknowingly activating her Absolute Focus skill. The stimulation of her thoughts heightened her senses, and a faint yellowish glow enveloped her eyes. Then—a sudden wave of nausea washed over the room.

"What are you…" Pell began, lowering his book as a rushing sensation overwhelmed him. His mind went blank for a split second, his entire body freezing as if time itself had halted. Though only a fraction of a second passed, it felt like an eternity.

Enya stood motionless, her body stiffening as a vivid, dream-like vision flooded her mind. The scene was hazy and unclear, as if she were peering through a small hole in the wall, only able to focus on one small portion of a larger picture. The sides of her vision and peripherals were blurred and indistinct.

She saw something… strange. There were two furry creatures. They had four legs and five-fingered paws with large, sharp nails. Each creature was small, about the size of her hand, with adorably bushy, long tails that were as large as their bodies. Their fur was mostly brown, but their undersides were clean and white. Their faces resembled that of Mr. Rat that had terrorized the dungeon. The two creatures squeaked in argument—a fierce one at that.

In their hands was a creamy-brown-colored… ball? It was wide and rounded, with an outlined crease down the center. Though it was small to her, it was quite sizable to them, as it was larger than their own hands as they struggled to rip it from each other's grasp. As they tugged and pulled, Enya noticed something peculiar—a small portion of the ball’s side was broken, revealing something within. The object was a type of shell, encasing something smaller inside, nearly identical to its outer shell.

One of the creatures, the slightly larger one, managed to snatch the object free from the other’s grip. Before the other creature could react, the larger one quickly shoved the entire shell into its mouth. The shell bulged against its cheeks, creating a comically large outline that distorted its face. It stood large, both small hand-paws on what Enya thought were its hips.

Then, just as suddenly as it began, the vision ended.

Enya blinked a few times, trying to regain her bearings. Her body had frozen during the vision, and she was left disoriented by what she had just witnessed. She had… no idea what she had just seen.

"Why… squirrels?"

Enya glanced over to a bewildered Pell, who was staring back at her with the same confusion. "What?" she asked, just as confused.

"That was… was that your… scrying ability? Considering I’m in your party, I must have received the same vision. It seems to work like a team-oriented skill, which, while extremely rare for a fortune skill—why did it show two squirrels fighting over a walnut?" Pell mused aloud, more to himself than to Enya, as he tried to make sense of the bizarre vision.

He had seen exactly what Enya had—two brown squirrels bickering and fighting over a walnut, each clinging tightly to the prize. There didn’t seem to be anything significant about the vision. It was just… two squirrels. They appeared to be in a forest, standing in front of a tree with a few scattered leaves on the ground. Beyond that, there was no other information to glean. Perhaps these squirrels lived in the forest above the dungeon? But even so, why had the vision shown squirrels? Pell was at a loss, unable to come up with an explanation.

"What's a squirrel?"

Pell took a few moments before answering, "Squirrels are those furry creatures you saw. They generally live in trees and eat nuts, seeds, and sometimes insects, I think. That thing in their hands was a walnut, a type of nut that grows on walnut trees." Normally, Pell would have given a short, and probably rude response, but the utter confusion that had danced before his eyes left him dumbstruck.

"But, why did you just show me a vision of squirrels?" Pell asked, his tone tinged with confusion.

"Uh, I don't know. I just… I don’t know. I was looking at the description for my skill, and then I suddenly saw all of that," she replied, just as perplexed as he was.

"Was… that an important vision? Are those two things something I have to fight? I don't want to kill them!" Enya quickly added, her voice tinged with concern.

"No, you won’t," Pell groaned, feeling a headache coming on from the wild outbursts and fantasies Enya was having. Why would a kid even think about fighting a squirrel? Pell was pretty sure that if it came down to a fight, the squirrel would probably win nine times out of ten against her.

"Those are just woodland critters. That vision showed a tree in a forest. They might be in the forest above the dungeon, so there's no reason to kill a forest critter like that." Pell explained.

"Now, the reason you were shown squirrels… No clue. Did you even have anything specified in your mind? Or does that skill just show you random junk whenever it wants? It’ll be annoying if we’re in a middle of a fight and suddenly we see a vision of a damn rock," he complained.

"If you thought about something specific, then it might give you a vision on that next time. Like maybe if you thought about the passageway, you may get to see a vision of what's down there before we go down."

"Oh-okay," she said, relieved she didn't have to fight the cute squirrels.

Enya returned to her sitting position on her pillow. Once again, she opened up her status screen to stare at the skill. She thought about the passage, the pitch black abyss that was locked away behind the shelf—the deadly zombie that had attacked them, and… nothing. Nothing happened, even as her absolute focus skill flashed into existence.

Enya maintained her state of focus for a couple of minutes, before feeling slightly fatigued. Canceling the skill, she let out a small huff. She wasn't going to get it to activate again that easily.
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An entire day passed, and after nearly a dozen more failed attempts, Enya finally shouted out something different from the usual frustration-laced curses and screams.


Notification: You have successfully learned the spell: Summon Skeleton.
Add the spell “Summon Skeleton” to spell list?
[Accept/Decline]


Barely skimming over the notification message, she instantly hit accept. A small ding! rang out inside her mind.

Enya was practically jumping with joy as she heard the notification sound ring throughout her head. Her fists were curled up together, close to her chest as she screamed with glee internally. She had gone through eleven of the disgusting, foul-tasting mana potions before she finally got the circuit correct. She had suffered the awful, bitter taste—all just to get this one spell—and her efforts had finally paid off.


Spell: Summon Skeleton [E+]
Target a full skeletal corpse or partial bone and reanimate it as an undead skeleton under your command. The basic stats of the skeleton will scale additionally based on your stats and skill proficiency. This skill can be activated without an applicable target at the cost of additional mana to make up the difference.


[Summon Limit: 2]
[Mana cost: 20MP]


The skill was almost exactly as the book had described it. She could summon an undead skeleton with a skeletal corpse—full or partial, or without one, in exchange for an increase in mana cost.

"Congratulations brat. You got your first skill," Pell said. He had put his book down when he saw the happy Enya scream with joy. "Well, I guess, first spell," he corrected himself. "What's it do exactly?"

Enya explained the skill, word for word, as described by the status window. "And it says I may only have up to two active undead skeletons. The base mana cost is 20 mana," she added.

"How much mana do you normally have?" Pell asked.

"The screen always says I have a maximum of 20."

"Sounds perfect then. If partial works, then..." Pell said, his words trailing off as he snapped the small outer pinkie bone off of his finger. "This should work just fine, right?" Pell said, holding the small bone in his palm.
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A few minutes passed by. Pell had setup a small area in the center of the room for the ritual summoning. He honestly thought he was part of a cult, about to summon a demon. And the weird part was, was that the demon would be forming from his pinkie bone.

After some preparations, Enya topped her mana off, with another disgusting gulp of the mana potion, making it her twelfth of the day—she finally began casting the spell.

The circuit formed and her mana poured in, recreating the cascade of patterns. As the mana filled up to completion, the entire spell suddenly shook before inevitably shattering.

Dumbstruck by what had just happened, Enya began to recall some information from the book.

Apparently, although she had a bone, that bone was technically now Pell’s bone—having been filled with his mana and fused directly to his skeleton. This meant that it conflicted directly with one of the stipulations of the spell.


Please note, that you can only use the bone from an actual corpse that is not currently being reanimated. You also cannot use the bones from already existing skeleton monsters or summons.



"That's... not good. Not unless we can find something for it," Pell muttered. "Your skill says that it would cost 20 mana as long as you have some type of target, whether it's a full skeleton or not. So that means unless we find something, you won't be able to summon a skeleton since it will cost more than 20 mana."

Pell thought about it for a second. If she needed a skeletal corpse, then obviously the skeleton monsters that actively roamed the halls would be a good choice. But with that extra caveat, almost specifically designed to spite them, they couldn't use those. In an entire dungeon filled with undead monstrosities, the very first necromancy spell that the brat had learned couldn't be used on any of the walking skeletons? What kind of bullshit was that? Was this fate testing him, trying its best to make life as difficult as possible for him?

"Okay... what if... the skeleton monster is no longer... alive? Or... dead? Undead? Whatever—if we kill a skeleton walking outside, would it still count as a monster? It would just be a pile of bones then, right? Maybe your skill... would work then?" Pell questioned, his words randomly speeding up and slowing down as he tried to piece together a solution.

"Uh..."

Enya had no idea. After all, she barely knew anything about the system, monsters, or skills themselves. She had just gotten her innate class, first spell, and learned her first words all within barely a month. She had no answer to any theory that Pell came up with. She was also pretty sure that he knew she couldn't answer him either. It was more of a comment made to himself, trying to see how plausible it sounded out loud.

"Alright. No point in just standing here and thinking about it. How about we just go grab a skeleton outside, and kill it—I'll smash its skull, and then you try to see if you can reanimate or summon its corpse as a minion," Pell suggested. "The skeletons won't be immediately hostile to me, so I can simply just grab one and drag it back here. The instant either one of us attacks one, it will turn hostile and try to retaliate. So I'll have to try and kill it in one hit. We could also go back to my shop, and grab a spare bone, but it might be faster to just look for a skeleton to kidnap."

"D-does that mean we have to kill Mr. Bones?" Enya asked with apprehension. She liked Mr. Bones. He was the first skeleton she had seen when she woke up. He even protected her as they tried to sneak past the demon rat that was eating another skeleton. Well, 'protected' was probably not the right term. 'Safely guided' probably worked better to describe what he had done.

"Err... I guess we can leave him alive if you want. There are dozens of skeletons everywhere. We can use whichever. The main problem is the vastness of the dungeon on this side. It may be hard to find one quickly," Pell said, complying with her unwillingness to harm Mr. Bones. He quite liked him also, even if he was the strangest monster he’d ever seen in his life.

"Yay!" Enya exclaimed, "Let's kill the skellies!" Enya clutched both fists together with a slight crouch, eager to finally summon and use her first spell—successfully this time.

“We’re not committing mass genocide on skeletons, brat. I am one of them, you know. We just need a single one.”

The plan was straightforward but risky. They would find a skeleton, and Pell would try to disarm it without aggravating it. Then, he would bind it up with a rope and drag it back to the study. It was too dangerous to kill it out in the open; if they made too much noise or another skeleton saw them attacking, the surrounding skeletons would likely become hostile. The last thing they wanted was for every skeleton and zombie on the floor to instantly become an enemy. They also had to be careful not to alert the demon rat to their presence.

Enya didn't need to come with him—staying in the study would have been safer—but she had begged him incessantly, tired of being cooped up for the past several days. In the end, Pell agreed, but only if she promised to run back to the study at the first sign of trouble. He was fed up with her constant begging and pleas, and the main reason he had relented was because of her ability. She had suggested keeping her skill Absolute Focus active while they walked, which would give them a better chance of detecting monsters or the demon rat. As much as Pell wanted to disagree, it was a smart idea.

And besides, if they did encounter the demon rat, their only option was to run. Pell would technically be okay if he lost a few limbs here and there—he was just a skeleton, after all—but Enya was alive, with flesh, internal organs, and, most importantly, muscle. Even though she was just a young child, she could run, and probably faster than Pell. He didn't know exactly how skeletons could move—probably mana or something, but he was certain that they—him—were slower than the living, child or not.

            

    
        Chapter 16: Hunt, or be Hunted

    
    
    
    
                Pell grabbed some rope from his backpack. He looped it around his shoulder and went towards the door. Enya followed closely behind him, taking a deep, steady breath as her eyes began to flash.


Skill: Absolute Focus has been activated.


Pell opened the door and stepped out of the study, with Enya in tow. He led the way, choosing a different path from the one that led to his shop. The route between his shop and the study was a safe one, carefully mapped out with minimal encounters with monsters. But if they were going to try and find a skeleton, they’d need to take a different path.

Enya stuck close to Pell as they navigated the dimly lit corridor. The scent of death and decay filled the air, bitter and uncomfortable but not unbearable. She didn't mind it too much, though she couldn't help but compare it to the sweet, flowery aroma of the blue lily potion she had smelled previously. It made her realize how pleasant the world outside the dungeon could be. Would the entire world smell fragrant?

Pell was on high alert, scanning for any signs of a wandering skeleton. His vigilance wasn't limited to skeletons, however. He was also keeping an eye and an ear out for something that wasn't a skeleton or zombie—the demon rat. Though he called it that, Pell was pretty sure it wasn't demonic. It was just a rat that had been mutated by the high concentrations of death and mana in the dungeon. What had once been an ordinary rat had become a catastrophe—a devourer. He was sure that nothing could take it head-on, lest they were level 15 or higher and held a combat class.

Enya's senses were also heightened to the extreme with her Absolute Focus skill active. Her eyes glowed faintly as she walked, her gaze flicking left and right, taking in every detail. She could feel the air brushing against her skin, the sound of her shoes and Pell's bones creaking as they walked. Even the heat radiating from the torches lining the walls washed over her. It was as if she were walking into a sea of flames herself.

After almost ten minutes of meandering through a maze of shadowy paths and winding intersections, Enya suddenly flinched, her entire body tensing as something stirred within her sensory field of detection. She could hear the unmistakable clatter of bones in the distance.

“Pell, there’s a skeleton up ahead, to the left,” she whispered.

Pell halted mid-step. “What do you mean, there’s a skeleton up ahead?”

“There’s… a skeleton up ahead. To the left, at the next intersection. I can hear it. I… can almost see its shape. It’s walking to the right,” Enya explained, her brow furrowed in concentration.

This time, Pell’s skull tilted to the side as he looked at Enya with the utmost confusion and disbelief etched into his skull.

“How fucking far can you see with that skill?” he asked, his voice tinged with a hint of skepticism. He glanced ahead into the abyss of complete, utter darkness. The torches, spaced about fifty meters apart, cast only the faintest glow, barely enough to pierce the heavy, damp fog that cloaked the dungeon. “I can’t even see the next intersection. Are you messing with me, brat?”

Enya shook her head, her expression serious. She really could see that far, though it wasn’t seeing in the usual sense. It was more like sensing. Trying to explain it to Pell was difficult; it was as if all her physical senses had been amplified to impossibly high-extremes. She couldn’t physically see the skeleton nearly two hundred meters away, but she could feel it—its movements, its shape, the way it clattered as it walked. It was like a blurry yet unmistakable image in her mind. All of her senses helped to form an almost ethereal image inside her mind.

Pell paused once again, still uncertain. “Alright… if you say so,” he muttered. “Then, is there anything else? Zombies? Demon rat?”

“No, I don’t feel anything else,” Enya replied, her voice calm but focused.

With a nod of acknowledgment, Pell ushered for them to keep moving, both their paces steady but cautious. Pell's anticipation grew with each step, until finally, the intersection came into view, shrouded in a veil of impatient tension. Enya on the other hand, walked with a calmness, already knowing what was up ahead.

Moving ahead, Pell took a left and disappeared into the darkness beyond. Enya followed along, but kept her distance away from Pell, remaining in the hallway where she could continue to sense anything that might approach.

Pell had repeatedly stressed the importance of retreating at the first sign of Mr. Rat. It was some type of high-level, mutated terror, most likely capable of outrunning both of them. Unlike the skeletons or zombies, whose movements were sluggishly slow and predictable, Mr. Rat would be much more agile and fierce, and on a whole other level, compared to the zombie that was behind the bookcase.

None of the creatures on the current floor were a match for the demon rat. Not a single one.

Enya's enhanced senses picked up the faint sound of Pell whispering. It seemed he was trying to negotiate with the other skeleton. The rustling of rope followed, then the sound of shuffling steps as they both performed some sort of dance around each other. A few moments later, Pell reappeared, dragging a comedically bound skeleton along with him.

"Alright, I got the little bastard. Hey! Hold still!" Pell muttered, struggling to keep the skeleton under control. He had tied the rope around its arms and torso, looping it several times over, possibly a bit more than needed. The result was a rather unwieldy skeleton slung over Pell's back with one end of the rope gripped tightly in his hand. It was probably the world’s first skeletal backpack.

He glanced at Enya, his voice low but urgent. "Come on, let's get back to the study first. If I smash his skull now, it'll be too loud. Skeleton skulls, along with their spines, are hard to break with just a swing or two."

Enya nodded, stepping aside to let Pell take the lead. They retraced their steps in silence, the only sound that they heard was the soft clatter of bones and the faint echoes of their own footsteps. Two minutes passed uneventfully, but then, something sharp and distinct pierced through Enya's sensory range.

"Pell, stop!" she whispered urgently.

Pell froze, his grip on the skeleton tightening. He turned to face Enya, his voice a tense whisper. "What? What is it?"

Enya’s eyes darted around, her senses on high alert, searching for whatever had triggered her sudden alarm.

Enya's body tensed, her posture lowering slightly as she leaned forward, her senses honing in on the faint, rhythmic sound. Pitter. Patter. Pitter. Patter. One, two, three, four. One, two, three, four. Her expression grew serious as she whispered, "It's Mr. Rat. I can hear the sound of something stepping in a four-by-four rhythm."

Pell raised a metaphorical eyebrow, thinking, That's not how you describe a quadruped walking. That's how you measure music. But he quickly dismissed the thought—this was hardly the time for corrections. He shifted his focus back to the dark hallway ahead. They were still about two minutes away from a junction that split into a bisecting hallway, but for now, all he could see was a wall of impenetrable darkness. This side of the dungeon wasn’t well lit, with the torches here much weaker than those on his usual route.

"Is the demon rat in this hallway? Or is it up ahead in one of the bisecting hallways?" Pell asked quietly, his skeletal sockets narrowing as he strained to see anything beyond the dark.

"It's in this hallway. It's walking straight towards us," Enya replied, her voice barely more than a whisper.

Pell's grip on the rope tightened as he cursed under his breath. "Has it already passed the side hallway, or no?"

"Yes, it just passed it."

"Shit!" Pell hissed. "Alright, on my count, turn around and run for it. When we get to the hallway where I grabbed this guy," he added, jerking his head toward the bound skeleton slung over his shoulder, "we'll take a left, then keep going until we loop past the rat. After that, we'll make a run for the study."

"O-okay," Enya stammered, her voice tinged with anxiety. She could feel her heart pounding in her chest, the sudden rush of adrenaline making everything feel more intense. Pell’s urgent tone was doing little to calm her nerves; if anything, it made the situation feel all the more dire.

Enya gulped, her body taut with tension. Maybe having heightened senses also amplified her anxiety—every sound, every faint movement seemed to carry an ominous weight. She wasn’t used to this kind of fear; the feeling was new, raw, something she hadn’t truly experienced until the recent zombie attack. Her mind raced, trying to process Pell’s instructions as she prepared herself to run.

Enya began to inch backward, her focus locked on the rat’s approach through her sharpened senses.

"Alright...3...2..." Pell’s voice cut through the tension as he started retracing their steps, "1...Go!" he suddenly shouted, far louder than necessary, jolting Enya out of her concentration. With a lurch, he took off in an uneven sprint, the skeleton strapped to his back flailing wildly.


Notification: Absolute Focus has been disrupted.


“Argh! Pell, I was right next to you! Why did you yell?" Enya hissed in a frantic whisper, her yellow eyes flickering as her irises reverted to normal. The sudden shock sent her reeling, her vision spinning as she stumbled into a run behind Pell. It was like someone had shoved her into a barrel and sent her careening down a hill—it was not a pleasant feeling.

"Deal... with... it!" Pell called back, nearly tripping over his own feet as the skeleton on his back writhed in protest.

Enya pushed herself into a full sprint, trying to shake off the disorienting after-effects. The nausea gnawed at her, but she managed to force it down, refocusing her mind. After a few frantic heartbeats, she reignited her skill.

As her eyes flashed again, Enya stretched her senses out, though the disruption had severely shortened her detection range.

Desperately, she honed in on the hallway behind them, pushing her senses to their limit. That’s when she felt it—the rat was no longer just walking. It was sprinting after them, having caught their scent or sound, she couldn’t be sure. But one thing was clear—they were being hunted.

Fear spurred Enya’s legs into overdrive. The echo of thudding footsteps from behind, growing louder and closer, boosting her fear and strength to run. Pell had a head start, but the weight of the struggling skeleton on his back slowed him down. Enya quickly caught up, her heart pounding in her chest as they raced through the dim corridor.

The guttural roar of the rat reverberated down the hallway, spurring Enya to push even harder. She reached the hallway where they’d found the now-backpacked skeleton and risked a glance back. Pell was a few seconds behind, struggling to maintain his pace as the skeleton-backpack thrashed violently, trying to break free of Pell’s rope.

"Don’t worry about me, just keep—" Pell’s words were cut short as Enya had already darted down the left hallway.

"Agh, you filthy brat, at least pretend to care!"

Pell’s shout echoed with frustration, but Enya didn’t even glance back. She could hear him grumbling, but she was too focused on the path ahead. Pell had drilled it into her that whenever danger loomed, her priority was to run—no hesitations, no looking back. He made it clear that she only had one life, and she needed to make sure she kept it.

The dimly lit hallway ahead was littered with scattered bones, but Enya paid them no mind. She was too caught up in the adrenaline-fueled rush, her heart pounding as she raced forward.

For a brief moment, she found herself grinning. This is kind of fun! she thought, feeling a spark of excitement. It was like the adventure stories she had read about—but the thrill quickly faded as exhaustion began to set in. She wasn’t used to running like this. How do people do this for so long?

Her breath turned ragged by the time she reached the second intersection. She had to make a left turn and keep going until she hit another intersection, which would lead her back to the neutral hall. She glanced behind her—no sign of anyone, but the uneven stomping of bones on the ground told her Pell was close. Enya turned and started another sprint. With every single stride, she felt her muscles telling her to give up. She wanted to stop and take a break.

As she ran, there was some type of large root that stuck out of the ground. It may have been from a tree or some other underground vegetation. Right now, it blocked her path forward. She had to either crawl underneath or jump over it.

Enya ran up to the root, placing her hands on the large, green plant, ready to vault over it. But the moment her fingers touched the root, it crumbled away like ash, dissolving into tiny particles of dust. Caught off guard by the sudden disappearance, she lost her balance and stumbled forward, crashing onto her hands and knees.

"Arghh, what the hell!" Enya yelled in frustration, her voice echoing through the hall.

"I heard that!" a faint, distant voice called back, barely audible but unmistakably Pell’s. The only reason Enya caught it was because of the echo in the corridor. Her Absolute Focus had worn off long ago, unbeknownst to her—thankfully not due to another disruption. If it had been active just now, the sudden shock would have probably knocked her out cold.

Enya winced, pushing herself back up and forcing her legs to move again. She muttered a spew of curses under her breath. The words she spat out would’ve made Pell either proud or deeply concerned—probably the latter, considering noble children weren't supposed to swear.

For what could have either been a few seconds or a few minutes, she ran, breath ragged and her heart pounding in her ears.

Suddenly, a figure appeared in her line of sight—a zombie. It was a regular, non-enhanced zombie from the dungeon, frail and weak-looking, but the sight of it filled Enya with hesitation.

The zombie was in rough shape, missing its entire left arm, and its right leg wasn’t much better, dragging along the cold stone floor with every sluggish step. It let out a low, guttural groan, stretching its lone arm toward Enya as it trudged in her direction. Though still several meters away, it was clearly trying to attack her.

Enya quickly glanced over her shoulder—nothing there. She turned her attention back to the zombie, deciding to stick close to the left wall as she ran. Maybe she could avoid it if she kept her distance. She hugged the wall as she dashed forward, knowing she’d be only a couple of meters away from the creature as soon as she passed by it.

Just as she was about to pass it, the zombie suddenly lurched forward with a grotesque, unnatural motion. Its body twisted sharply, a full 90 degrees, as its left leg flicked over its right, causing it to stagger towards her. It leaned its head forward, almost not caring about gravity as it motioned its body to fall straight at her.

Enya's eyes widened with utter fear and disgust, as the zombie's mouth opened, unleashing a wave of its putrid breath towards her—its decayed teeth and bloodied maw closing in on her faster than she could naturally react.

            

    
        Chapter 17: One-Armed Zombie

    
    
    
    
                The zombie's right arm sprang forward, its rotting hand latching onto Enya's right shoulder with surprising force. She hit the wall with a thud, her eyes wide with shock and confusion. The zombie had moved far quicker than she expected, defying everything Pell had told her about them. He had mentioned that zombies moved slowly and were more disgusting than dangerous unless you got too close. The sharp numbing pain radiating from her shoulder as she began to slide down the wall confirmed she had indeed gotten far too close.

The zombie pressed down harder, its head leaning in with jaws open wide, the stench of decay overwhelming her senses. The sight of its peeling skin and hollow, bloodshot eyes filled her with a terror even greater than that of the zombie behind the bookcase. This one was just too close.

Enya let out a yelp, her voice raw with panic, as she realized how unprepared she was for this. She had believed she was safe, that she had kept a safe enough distance—but now she was trapped, the zombie’s arm gripping her shoulder, and the vile maw of the zombie’s face closing in.

In a last ditch attempt of self-preservation, Enya brought her arms up, shoving against the zombie’s chin with her palms, trying to push its head away from her. As she did this, she sent out a double simultaneous kick with both of her legs. She had already long since fallen onto the ground—now sitting flat against the wall as the zombie was slightly above her, and this gave her a chance to kick with all of her strength.

Her shove sent the zombie's head snapping back, while her double kick connected with its chest. The impact was strange, almost like kicking into a mud-filled sack. The zombie’s chest was solid on the outside, but beneath the surface, it felt like everything had rotted into a viscous sludge. Its internals had fully decayed.

However, despite the force she had put into the kick, the zombie only stumbled back half a meter, barely fazed. Enya’s heart sank. She had given everything she had in that kick, but the zombie was barely pushed away. She was still just a young girl and not nearly strong enough to fend off a monster like this.

Now that she had created some space between herself and the zombie, Enya turned onto her elbows and desperately tried to scurry forward. She crawled for only a brief moment before pushing herself up, lunging forward with any of her remaining strength and stamina. Her first foot kicked off the ground, propelling her a few centimeters forward. But just as she tried to push off with her second leg, something yanked her back down.

Her body painfully collided with the ground, her chest and shoulders taking the brunt of the fall. The sudden shock of pain sent a wave of agony through her, but she did not have the time to dwell on it. She glanced back, peering from underneath her right arm, her eyes in a slight blink as she winced from the pain. The zombie had her by the ankle, its rotting fingers gripping her tightly, refusing to let go.

Pushing through the pain, and being filled with adrenaline and fear, Enya began to kick rapidly and frantically at the zombie. With wild movements, she flailed the leg that had been seized by the zombie. Her other leg joined in, stomping down at the zombie’s head repeatedly. The zombie let out a painful groan as her shoes kept hitting its head, causing its arm that held her to weaken.

Enya’s kicks definitively had an effect, as indicated by the distorted expression on the monster’s face. Its nose caved in, pulling the flesh of its cheeks and eyes into a wet, bloodied pulp. The sight was horrifying, but Enya couldn’t look away—she was fighting for her life.

Pell’s warnings echoed in her mind. Zombies were supposed to be less dangerous than skeletons, but Pell had been clear: if you were going to die by one, always pick the skeleton. Zombies would devour you slowly, their rotting mouths tearing into your flesh bit by bit. They would eat until you bled out or, if you were fortunate, hit a vital area like your neck.

Skeletons, by contrast, killed quickly. They crushed throats, stabbed vital organs, or delivered bone-breaking blows. Rather than having a festering hunger, their preference was to immediately kill their targets. But zombies—they dragged out the process, leaving you conscious to suffer as your body slowly gave out. They were worse than wild animals, who at least ensured their prey was dead before feeding. Zombies lacked even that mercy, tearing into the living until there was nothing left.

"Ge-get away!" Enya screamed, her voice raw with terror as she continued to kick at the zombie with all the strength she could muster. Panic surged through her—she didn’t want to be eaten. Her kicks rained down on the decaying creature, desperate and unrelenting.

With a final burst of adrenaline, Enya pulled up her free leg and delivered a powerful stomp onto the zombie's skull, its face now a horrifying mess of exposed bone and rotted flesh. The impact sent a sickening crunch reverberating up her leg. Without wasting a moment, she flipped back onto her chest, clawing at the ground with her hands. Inch by inch, she dragged herself forward, gaining momentum as she went.

"Get! Off! Please!" she cried out, her voice breaking as tears began welling up in her eyes.

Determined, Enya planted her free foot firmly on the ground and pushed herself into a crouch. She gathered her strength that she had left and launched herself forward. For a split second, she felt the zombie's grip tighten in midair, but then it gave way. The resistance vanished, and she tumbled forward, stumbling as she tried to regain her balance.

She glanced back, her chest heaving, and saw the zombie’s right arm lying severed on the ground. The creature, now pitiful and broken, was crawling toward her with its mangled legs and smashed-in head. Its once-threatening presence had been reduced to a grotesque, shambling mess.

Enya's breathing was erratic, her lungs burning with each inhale. She was almost in a state of hyperventilation. With one last look at the crawling zombie, she turned her head back towards the darkness of the corridor and resumed her uneven sprint, wiping away the tears that began to blur her vision.

She ran, her legs heavy and uncoordinated, driven by sheer willpower. Her heartbeat thundered in her chest like the call of a war-drum. She didn’t stop until she reached the next intersection, where she finally collapsed against the wall, gasping for breath.

Suddenly, a loud, thundering noise echoed down from the hall she had just come from. The walls of the dungeon shook, and a rush of air swept toward her. The ground trembled only slightly, but it was a vibration she could still feel, nevertheless.

Enya's heartbeat spiked, racing up another rung on the ladder of fear. Her eyes widened, hyper-focused on the darkness behind her as her body froze in tense anticipation. A few seconds passed, each one dragging on in eerie silence. Nothing followed. The dungeon returned to its deathly stillness, as though whatever had caused that pulse of energy—had simply vanished.

Even after several desperate but calm exhales, her heart continued to race. She strained to hear any additional sound that might signal danger. But there was nothing—the echo of footsteps and bones had faded. She couldn’t be sure if anyone, whether it be Pell or Mr.Rat, was still coming down the hall.

What... was that? Was that Pell? A dungeon quake? Did the zombie explode? A flurry of thoughts ran into Enya's mind as she tried to ponder what caused the vibration. However, without her skill active, there was no way for her to confirm her thoughts.

Enya's face creased as she tried to focus and concentrate. Her body tensed as she tried her best to make the skill work, but after 10 stress-filled seconds, she gave up with a deep exhale. The skill wouldn't work. She tried to activate Absolute Focus, but it refused to activate no matter how hard she tried. Was it because she couldn't concentrate right now? Her mind was in a mess, and she knew that. She was anxious and nervous. But she thought as long as she concentrated, the skill would activate. But perhaps she needed to be in a regular or calm state of mind.

Her breathing slowed down to a more steady pace. She needed to move back to the study, not worry about something way behind her. Especially since whatever that rumble was, had suddenly stopped. But now, there would be a nagging feeling of paranoia about not knowing where anyone or anything was.

Enya walked forward at a steady pace, still exhausted from all the running and panic. She had started walking instead of running in attempt to conserve energy. If she heard anything from down the hallway behind her or saw another monster, she would have to force herself back to a sprint, but whether or not she could was a different issue.

And with that, Enya began walking down the final side hall until she reached the main neutral-hallway. From there, she could make it back to the study, and have plenty of light to see, and more importantly, rest.
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After about thirty seconds of walking, Enya picked up her pace, albeit slowly. She shifted to a brisk walk. Her breathing had returned to something resembling normal, though anyone looking at her could tell she was forcing it. Exhaustion weighed heavily on her, and she doubted she could manage a sprint for more than a few seconds.

In a couple more minutes, she reached the brightly lit neutral-hall intersection. She glanced left, down the hallway where they had started running and where the demon rat had begun its chase. The corridor was empty, with nothing in sight. The intersection itself was well lit—four torches burning brightly at the corners. To her right, the hallway led back to the study, illuminated by torches placed at much closer intervals than elsewhere. Enya suspected Pell might have possibly lit them himself, though she couldn't be sure.

The silence was almost deafening, broken only by the occasional crackle of the purple flames above her. Enya felt alone. The solemn atmosphere of the dungeon crept into her mind, and she soon realized what it truly meant to be inside of one.

Standing at the center of the intersection, Enya allowed herself to relax slightly. She closed her eyes and tried to concentrate once more. Her heartbeat, though still fast, had calmed significantly from the life-threatening encounter she’d just survived. It took longer than she expected—nearly twenty seconds of intense focus—but finally, she felt the familiar tingle.


Skill: Absolute Focus has been activated


Enya opened her eyes, now glowing a faint yellow—one much more muted in color than ever before.

With a systematic turn, she scanned the hallway she had just come from. A slight headache began to build, her mind throbbing in time with her heartbeat. She saw no signs of movement, not in the hall she had come from nor in any of the others. The headache quickly grew worse, and she canceled the skill before it became unbearable. Turning back, she resumed her path toward the study.

Her dress was disheveled, her hair a tangled mess—she looked as though she had truly been careened down a hill from the inside of a barrel. But appearances didn’t matter. She was safe. All she had to do now was make it back to the study and trust that Pell would do the same. He’ll make it. He will.
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Pell was lagging behind Enya—quite drastically, in fact. He simply wasn't as nimble or agile as the little girl. That was one perk of having a functioning muscular system. Bones alone didn’t offer the same versatility as a body made of flesh. He was still faster than a zombie, of course, but the undead were not athletically talented.

It didn’t help that Pell was carrying an entire skeleton on his back, one that weighed about as much as he did, and was flailing around like a child being kidnapped. Technically, it was being kidnapped, but Pell was fairly certain the skeleton wasn’t a child. At least, its physical skeletal structure didn’t suggest it.

The skeleton strapped to Pell knew it shouldn’t be tied up and carted around by another skeleton while staring into the darkness, as a massive feral rat chased after them, but it could do nothing.

Pell was running as fast as he could, but his steps were not as steady as he would have liked. He couldn’t be sure exactly how far away the Rat was. Perhaps it was several hundred meters behind him, or perhaps it was already perched upon his back, making tea, eating cheese, and just waiting for him to notice. With all the chaos from the thrashing skeleton on his back, his senses were overwhelmed; he could barely see or hear anything.

But reality often answers to expectations. Whether that be in a positive manner, or a negative light.

He heard it.

“ScReEAAaaAAkK!”

The deep but high-pitched growl of the demonic rat—a sound he knew he would never forget—resounded down the hall from behind him. It was here, and it was close.


            

    
        Chapter 18: Rat Race

    
    
    
    
                Pell strained his eyes, but Enya had already disappeared from his field of view, swallowed by the encroaching darkness. The faint flicker of torches along the walls did little to illuminate the path ahead. As the torches that served as his waypoints began to fade, only the looming veil of darkness remained.

He had begun sprinting after his countdown, inadvertently also snapping Enya out of her concentration. That was his bad—he’d forgotten that disrupting her skill would give her a mental backlash. Not that it mattered now. The brat had bolted ahead, leaving him in the dust almost immediately. Worse even, she had ditched him mid-sentence as soon as they reached the first left turn.

Following their—well, his—plan, Pell made that same left turn, his skeletal feet clattering clumsily as he tried to redirect himself. He was now barreling down the first of three hallways that stood between him and the neutral hall that they had just been in. The echo of Enya’s footsteps ahead had grown faint, while behind him, the ominous sound of four heavy, horse-like footsteps was growing louder by the second. The demon rat was gaining on him. But with the flailing skeleton strapped to his back, Pell couldn’t afford to glance behind—lest he get elbowed straight in the skull.

As he reached the first intersection, Pell didn't stop. He veered left without breaking stride, sneaking a quick glance behind him. He might have caught the edge of the demon rat coming into view, but it was impossible to be sure with the dim lighting and flailing arms of his captive.

A few seconds into the second hallway, Enya’s voice echoed from somewhere ahead, cutting through the tension like a blade through butter.

"Argh, what the hell!" she yelled, her words bouncing off the stone walls.

"I heard that!" Pell instinctively yelled back, though his voice lacked the breath to carry far. What was she yelling about? It didn’t sound like she was in danger, more like she’d stubbed her toe or tripped over something. She must have put some serious distance between them, as her voice was barely audible even with the echo. But a much closer sound drowned out her sudden complaint—the rapid stomping of four legs pounding the stone floor—sounds that grew too loud for comfort. The demon rat was dangerously near, the vibrations of its pursuit reverberating through Pell’s bones.

"Damn it! Damn it! Damn it!" Pell muttered through clenched teeth, his sprint never wavering. His undead body might be immune to fatigue, but that didn’t mean he was immune to the mental toll. The bizarre nature of the undead still baffled him—why did he need sleep at all? He didn’t get tired in the traditional sense, yet every few days, if he didn’t rest, his control over his body would start to slip away—almost like he’d become feral. And right now, the last thing he needed was to lose focus with a ravenous demon rat breathing down his neck.

Soft but unyielding tremors rumbled the stone floor beneath him. Small pebbles crunched and cracked under the weight of the approaching beast. Low, deep breaths, laced with menacing growls, echoed through the tunnel.

Pell knew the demon rat was nearly upon him. If he didn’t act fast, it would inevitably reach him, and that would likely be the end. Pell wasn’t a regular dungeon resident like the others. He couldn’t simply respawn like all the other monsters. If he could, then his former party would have still been alive. The thought of being chomped in half by those massive teeth filled him with dread—not because of the pain, but because of the unbearable discomfort he knew he’d experience. When his body was damaged, it wasn’t physical or mental pain that tormented him; it was something far worse, a soul-rending agony that felt like his very essence was being torn apart.

“SquEaAhHH!!” The rat’s growls intensified, a blood-curdling sound that signaled it was almost within striking distance. It was probably near in visible light now, inching closer and closer.

In a split-second decision, Pell tightened his grip on the rope that tied the skeleton to his back. Summoning every ounce of his strength he had, he leaped into the air, twisting his body in mid-flight. With a dramatic swing, he flung the skeleton backward, hoping to catch the demon rat off guard. It was a bit of a ridiculous maneuver, but he had to try it anyways.

In hindsight, he should have assessed the distance to the rat before making his move. Ideally, the skeleton would have struck the rat in the face, disorienting it and buying Pell some time to escape. They could always retrieve another skeleton later.

Reality, however, was less forgiving. Pell’s strength allowed him to carry the 15-kilogram skeleton with ease, but hurling it a few meters was an entirely different matter. The skeleton flew through the air, but fell short, landing about two or three meters behind himself, and ahead of the demon rat.

Despite the miss, Pell’s desperate plan worked in an unexpected way. The rat, unprepared for the sudden obstacle, barreled straight into the skeleton lying in its path. Its legs tangled in the scattered bones, and the monster stumbled, its massive body tripping over itself.

Pell knew that while the demon rat’s teeth were terrifyingly powerful, capable of crushing bone with ease, its body was still composed of relatively soft flesh. That is, if you compare iron to steel. The rat’s immense biting force didn’t translate to an indomitable physical body.

For a brief moment, the beast was off balance, its rhythm disrupted, and Pell saw his chance to gain some precious distance.

The skeleton’s bones had served their purpose better than Pell could have hoped. As the demon rat’s legs became ensnared in the skeletal remains, it collapsed under its own weight, sending it hurtling forward. The rat’s snout smashed into the cold stone floor with a loud, hammering-thud, the force amplified by its furious speed. It was as if the bones had become a makeshift “skeleton banana peel,” which was more than enough to trip the giant overgrown rodent.

Momentum carried the rat’s body sideways, crashing it headfirst into the stone wall. The impact left a small but noticeable dent in the wall and brought the creature to a halt. For a moment, the rat lay still, stunned by the abrupt collision.

Pell seized the opportunity with a grim smile. He let out a malevolent chuckle as he turned and sprinted off into the darkness. His laugh echoed through the hallway, perhaps a bit more sinister than he intended.

A minute passed by of constant running, though it only felt like a mere dozen seconds. A set of torches came into view, helping illuminate the surrounding area, but not by much.

As Pell sprinted down the hallway, he spotted a large pile of decayed roots in his path. These roots had long since wilted and were void of any life or vitality. They were scattered about and cluttered the floor. Further ahead, a massive root stretched from wall to wall, its middle section conspicuously missing for some reason, as if it had been vaporized.

“SqrueEaaAAAaaaHH!!”

Another throaty squeal echoed from the darkness, signaling that the rat had shaken off its disorientation and was now charging back at Pell with renewed vigor. Its footsteps thundered down the hall, growing louder and more frenzied as it closed in on its prey. Pell had only managed to buy barely a minute of time with his little banana peel.

“Fuck… Fuck!” Pell cursed under his breath. He knew he was running out of options. There were still several minutes left of sprinting between him and the neutral hall, and even once he reached it, he would still need more precious minutes to make it back to the study.

This was time he didn’t have.

Pell resolved himself, as he began to think of a solution. Pell’s tone remained stagnant as he spoke. “Status.”


Name: Pell Meltere
Level: 13/33
EXP: 447/1851
Class: Merchant
Innate Class: Farmer
Skills: Bargain Sense [C], Appraisal [C-], Inventory [E+], Crop Analysis [B-], Coin Bag, Ledger, Guaranteed Transaction
Titles: Realm Hopper, Merchant of Aces, Alchemist, Wandering Merchant, Black Snake Authority, Orphanage Assistant


Pell’s eyes squinted. It had been a long time since he had actually read his stats. Surprisingly, he still held the Orphanage Assistant title. That meant that place was still up and running…

Pell shook his head. His demeanor changed, standing tall and at attention as he ignored his stats completely. “Mana.”


Mana: 40/40


Pell’s mana reserves were brimming with 40 points, topped off and ripe to use. His gaze darted back toward the encroaching darkness of the tunnel. The demon rat, now a rapidly approaching shadow, was mere moments away from reappearing in Pell’s line of sight. Outrunning the demon rat seemed futile without some form of spell or other way to hinder its relentless pursuit.

“Damn it… You’re really going to make me waste this…” Pell muttered, frustration evident in his voice.

With a decisive flick of his wrist, Pell thrust his right arm into the air. In an ethereal display of spatial magic, his skeletal arm and hand vanished into the ether, slipping into a sub-spatial dimension only available to him.

This was one of the most coveted tricks up a merchant’s sleeve. Very few classes had an ability like this. While his appraisal skill served admirably for assessing an item’s worth or its effects, they needed more than just that. They needed a means to safeguard their treasures.


Skill: Inventory [Active] [E+]
Open a small personal subspace to store any non-living item. Retrieving an item costs twice the amount of mana.
[Mana cost: 5 MP]


Inventory was Pell’s personal pocket dimension, a small, ethereal vault where he could stash away any item of his choosing, as long as it met the space requirement. Accessing it required a bit of mana and a brief moment of concentration. Pell’s current skill rank of E+ meant that the space was rather tiny, and extracting items from it was still an expensive affair.

From the miniature portal, Pell retrieved a small red orb. It was no larger than a fingernail, its surface a deep, blood-red hue, stoic and solid. This was an item he had gained years ago, initially intended as a defensive countermeasure against bandits or ambushes. That was its marketed use, but many preferred to use it in far more… direct way. Pell had several more of these orbs tucked away in his backpack, but they were all defective. This was the sole gem he could count on.

He held the orb up, feeling its weight—absolutely weightless. However, the mere power within this orb was a surprising one.

This was an alchemical pill, crafted by an alchemist—a true alchemist, not just one who had simply received the title—like Pell did—for making the most basic of pills. This pill was of an inferior quality—Pell’s appraisal deeming it a gold tier, rank D+ pill, a stark reminder of Pell’s unfortunate overpayment. He’d been swindled, technically. Pell knew he was paying nearly double for a subpar pill. Still, Pell had purchased it with the hope of re-engineering the formula, hopefully with the help of a commissioned alchemist. It was a business investment, one that he would have to now forgo.

The demon rat’s thunderous approach grew louder, and Pell knew that activating this orb might be his best shot at buying some time. With a determined but much more reluctant nod to himself, Pell resolved himself.

Mana trickled from Pell’s bony fingers into the red orb, causing it to hum and shiver with increasing intensity. He shifted into a throwing stance: left foot forward, right shoulder cocked, and right hand clenched into a fist.

These pills were called Sparks of Hellfire, a name befitting of their nature. The more potent versions of these pills were prized even in the 3rd and 4th layers. Pell had been fortunate—or perhaps unfortunate enough—to acquire a lesser version. However, he would have to waste it here, all just to survive.

“Damn rat bastard… I don’t think this’ll kill you, but I fucking hope it hurts like hell!” Pell growled, his voice a mix of grim determination and fiery rage.

As the relentless sound of the rat’s footsteps grew nearer, Pell tightened his grip. His bones creaked with the effort as he hurled the Spark of Hellfire into the abyss. The moment it left his hand, Pell spun around, sprinting past the tangled mess of roots and decayed vegetation that lay in his path.

The pill glowed with Pell’s blue mana for a fleeting moment, before its light faded into a fierce blood-red. It quivered as it soared through the air. From within the deep shadows, the Pill briefly lit up the rat’s face as it came into view, right before-

BOOM!!!

A massive torrent of flashing lights, immense waves of heat, an ear-shattering thunderous boom, and a shock-wave strong enough to knock over concrete walls burst free. The entire hallway quaked with the raw power of the explosion. The walls cracked and splintered, and the ceiling above where the demon rat had once been began to crumble. Fiery tendrils swiped outwards in a twenty-meter radius, consuming and enveloping everything around it.

Though Pell had bolted away the instant the pill left his grasp, he was still too close to the blast zone. The shock-wave slammed into him with the force of a battering ram, sending him hurtling forward. He tumbled several dozen meters before skidding, skull-first, across the now heated stone, coming to a stop after several micro-bumps along the way.

He quickly regained his footing, shaking off the disorientation. Despite the chaos, Pell emerged with minimal damage. The lack of impressionable skin or a central nervous system had its perks—he was merely a bit shaken, but otherwise intact.

“Hah… goodbye six gold coins…” Pell muttered, the sting of lost profits resonating deeply within him. “Damnit…” He grumbled as he set his gaze forward once again and resumed his sprint.

The demon rat’s furious pursuit had vanished into silence. In fact, Pell could barely hear anything at all. The fires from the pill continued to blaze, and the fallout of debris cascaded from behind him, causing additional rubble to plummet from the ceiling.

Pell wasn’t sure if the Sparks of Hellfire was strong enough to take down the demon rat. It was a powerful explosive, sure, but it was still only a rank D+ item. This was especially worrisome, when Pell hadn’t received an experience notification. The demon rat was still alive.

After what felt like a span between mere seconds and several minutes, Pell emerged into a new section of the hallway. The destruction from the pill had long since left his view, but perhaps he could see a tiny tinge of red fire in the distance. Or perhaps he was just deluding himself.

Thankfully, solace reached Pell, as he noticed quite a few miscellaneous bones just lying on the ground in several places. Some were short and small, but as long as it was not attached to anything—they were fair game. Pell took a few seconds every so often and picked up roughly six bones. He didn’t know what they were called, but four of them were small, and the other two were larger, possibly bones in the arm. This will make up for the summoning ritual. Pell thought.

After taking a few precious seconds to pick up the dregs of dead skeleton droppings, Pell continued to run forward, until he saw a fresh sight.

Revealing itself from the darkness, something crawled into view. A lone figure lay sprawled on the ground, dragging a trail of blood that led back to its lifeless body. It was a zombie—one with a severed arm that was missing. Well, both arms were severed. Pell could only spot one of the severed limbs—it was next to the wall, lying in a pool of blood. The other one was nowhere to be seen.

Enya was nowhere in sight, so she must have already darted past the zombie. The zombie's… sluggish state, one that comprised more of dragging and crawling, made it for quite an easy avoidable obstacle. Suddenly, a very whimsical idea flickered into Pell’s mind.

It was reminiscent of those childhood games where you’d jump from tile to tile on the pavement, driven by some inexplicable, childish urge. A game with no real purpose, just an odd, satisfying game with no winners. Pell never indulged in such trivial amusements as a child, but now, facing the opportunity, he felt a sudden, irresistible urge to play along.

In front of Pell was a large tile that was just extremely… step-on-able. With a mischievous grin, Pell leaped forward.

His foot came down with a decisive stomp, landing squarely on the zombie’s head. The impact was brutal, squashing the head into a pulpy mess. Pell’s elevation shifted with the squelchy thud beneath him. Then, Pell regretted his decision, as he could almost feel the gooey and mushy texture on his skeletal foot.

He quickly adjusted his stance, straightening his knee joints to bounce off the now-squashed zombie head. With a nimble spring, he landed a meter behind the zombie.

He looked at the zombie for a moment and realized something. Although gross, Pell spotted that its large tibia bone was exposed, as the surrounding flesh was also rotting away.

Pell sighed, feeling disgusted with what he was about to do. Reaching down, Pell grabbed at the leg of the zombie, and ripped out its tibia. It snapped off easily, having already been rotated and misaligned. The bone itself held a few fractures, and was missing some large bone fragment chunks near the bottom, but other than that—it was in fine shape. Pell pocketed the large tibia within his rib cage, along with the other bones he had found, and angled it so that it wouldn’t fall out.

Pell continued to run forward, jumping on one foot in a comedic manner to remove the rest of the zombie’s slimy brainy-innards, when a sudden noise resounded within his mind. Ding!


Party Notification: Pell has assisted and landed a killing blow on Zombie (Level 4).


“What?” Pell said, as he stopped dead in his tracks, all but for a brief moment. "Assisted?"

            

    
        Chapter 19: Rebound Talisman

    
    
    
    
                Wait... what? Assisted? Pell’s mind raced. Enya had fought this zombie? And she did enough damage that simply stepping on it had killed it instantly? Normally, a single stomp wouldn’t be enough to kill a zombie, especially not one with most of its body still intact. Pell’s body weighed several dozen kilograms, but that wasn’t nearly enough to crush a zombie’s skull to the point of death. The fact that it was missing both arms meant it had taken some serious damage, but even then, a zombie could still be "healthy" enough to pose a threat. Yet, here it was, felled by a single stomp.

But how? Enya didn’t have any offensive spells at her disposal, and she certainly wasn’t strong enough to wield the heavy bronze longswords that were strewn across the dungeon floor. He had warned her repeatedly not to engage monsters in close combat. Despite being relatively low level, the dungeon’s inhabitants were still dangerous, especially for someone like Enya—a mere human child.

“How the hell did that brat…” Pell opened the party status window as he ran.


Party Member: Enya has received 24 EXP (84% contribution) 
Party Member: Pell has received 4 EXP (16% contribution)(-50% incompatible EXP)


“Holy shit,” Pell whispered in astonishment.

This confirmed it—Enya had contributed nearly 80% of the damage to the zombie, while Pell’s contribution barely reached 20%. She had done so much damage that his casual stomp had been enough to finish it off. Pell had received four experience points from the kill, a single drop in the bucket of what he needed to level up. Worse still, those experience points were combat-related—something Pell’s class wasn’t compatible with.


System Notification: 2 of 4 EXP has been allocated to “Merchant”.
Warning: 50% of EXP has been lost due to incompatible class type.


Of course, there was an experience penalty. He only ever earned full exp credit by participating in trade and merchantry. This was precisely why Pell avoided fighting the dungeon monsters directly. Sure, he could handle a skeleton if he meticulously planned out the attack, but the noise might attract the demon rat or mark him as a hostile target, making his life even more difficult. Dragging a lone zombie or skeleton to a secluded spot and executing it quietly was an option, but that was easier said than done, and not worth the exp he would get.

As Pell continued running, he finally had a chance to check the party menu. With a flailing skeleton on his back earlier, it had been nearly impossible to accurately see Enya’s status or health bar.

As he looked at the party status, he noticed that there was a change. Enya's health had gone down. It was slight, but the health bar was not full. It was missing roughly 5%. This measurement didn't mean too much, but it served as a basis for a person's vitality. If a person's health value reached zero, it didn't mean that the person was dead. It simply meant that that person was ‘unhealthy’, whether that meant extremely exhausted, or in the face of death’s door, both could represent by the same number.

Pell wondered how exactly Enya had fought the zombie. Did she throw punches at it? Maybe a kick or two? Or did she secretly learn some spell that could have severed off the zombie's arm? Whatever the case, this meant that she was capable. She was able to fight monsters, and even escape a zombie 4 levels higher than her with nothing more than probably a scratch. The little girl was probably feeling pretty proud of herself. Pell's mood lightened. Perhaps she really could free him from this dungeon. Maybe I need to praise that brat, after all.

Pell quickly approached the final intersection before reaching the main hallway. The last two minutes had been surprisingly quiet, aside from the steady rhythm of his footsteps against the stone floor. He also noticed the little oval-shaped tracks in the dirty ground, leading to the left. It had seemed Enya already made it up here and ran back towards the main hallway.

He took another glance at the party menu, and noticed her health was still the same. She might already be at the study, waiting for him. She's probably ecstatic that she fought off a zombie by herself after I told her how dangerous they were. Cheeky brat. 

Unbeknownst to him, Pell was actually smiling for once. He was pleased because Enya was making progress with her necromancy, but now she could even take on low-level monsters while barely taking any damage. It kind of reminded him of seeing a seedling grow into a large stalk of a plant.

Though, I will need to remind her to not fight on her own. He thought. The ideal strategy would be to praise but also criticize them. Children needed to learn what they did wrong.

He continued running. Do I scold her first, then praise her? Or praise, and then scold? Pell sighed. I'll just make it up as I go, I guess.

Various thoughts of Pell’s past came into mind. I don’t know how the hell she did this job so perfectly. Brats cause so much trouble and were prone to jumping off a cliff if you didn’t watch over them, all to play a game of ‘run-from-the-mean-guy’. Load of bullshit. That damn noble couldn’t appreciate any of this. Once I buy that place back, I’ll work myself to the vaporized-bone just to destroy his reputation. Pell scoffed. As if his reputation wasn’t already more rotten than this entire dungeon.

Pell's thoughts snapped away as a deep growl and the rapid pounding of steps echoed down the hallway. The sound hit him like a sudden monster wave, as if a horde had breached out from a portal behind him. Panic flooded his mind, and he quickly whipped his head around, eyes darting into the darkness. He couldn’t see it yet, but he knew. The demon rat had recovered from the brutal attack that nearly burned it alive, and now it was closing in, and fast.

"Shit!" Pell exclaimed. He turned around and started sprinting further down the hall. Somehow, the demon rat had caught up to him, much faster than he had anticipated.

The demon rat was the alpha predator in the dungeon. Everything in it was beneath it—just simple food that was just waiting to be eaten. But Pell and Enya were different. They actively resisted its attempts to consume them, by hiding or by running. This meant the rat had to get crafty and become a predator lurking in the shadows, waiting to strike. There was no other way Pell wouldn't have heard the rat get this close, considering its lumbering size.

The main neutral-hall was extremely close—just under a minute away. But Pell knew it didn’t matter. Even if he reached it, it was still a long sprint back to the study. And even then, he wasn’t sure he could outrun the demon rat for that long. There was nothing left to slow it down, no more tricks or distractions to throw in its way.

Pell reached into his inventory, fiddling around with the items he still had in there. The space was only barely bigger than his own skull at his current level.

Book… health potion… mana potion… small dagger… and… the rebound talisman.


Item Name: Rebound Talisman
Tier: Gold 
Rank: B-
Value: 10g
Effect: Block one attack and rebound it back towards the attacker. The stronger the attack, the stronger the rebound.


Pell shook his head, cursing the cruel irony of his situation. That talisman was his lifeline, his most precious treasure in the dungeon. It was a thing of value, a treasure that was appraised by someone far above his level.

Even though the talisman was several ranks higher than the Sparks of Hellfire—a gold tier D- compared to a gold tier B-, the price had barely even doubled. This was because tiers and ranks only indicated the effectiveness of the item. The talisman was useful but it paled compared to other items. A gold tier, A-rank Sparks of Hellfire, would be worth triple that of a platinum tier, S-rank Rebound Talisman.

This was Pell’s ace in the hole, a golden ticket he refused to waste unless absolutely necessary—only when he was about to have a chat with the grim reaper face-to-face. The incessant pounding of the rat’s stomps echoed in his mind, like a clock, ticking away his remaining time: Use it... don’t use it... use it... damnit, damnit, damnit!

Pell had found the talisman, buried under rubble at the site of a carriage attack owned by nobles, possibly by demons. Bandits had already apparently raided the site, but had overlooked the item. Pell had taken it as a sign, a fateful relic, one able to net him opportunity and profit.

Pell originally wanted to use the talisman against the boss of the dungeon, hoping that it would kill it in a single strike if his party proved too weak. The loot of the dungeon itself would pay back the talisman, hopefully several-fold. But if he didn’t need to, then that would be an easy 12 maybe 13 gold straight into his pocket if he flipped it correctly. A fighter or a general in the midst of battle would find great use in the item, whereas a merchant like Pell would hardly find anything to justify its use, bar dire scenarios—like the one he was in right now.

Never would he have thought he might have to waste it against a damn fat rodent.
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Enya continued to run down the original route back to the study. The hallways were dark, but grew brighter with the steadily increasing amount of torches that lined the walls. Along the way, there were no signs of monsters, or shambling creatures ready to suddenly take her life. The halls remained an eerie quiet, an almost desolate prison of isolation.

There was only one thing that echo’d through her mind as she went on, aside from the heightened sense of self-preservation. Pell will make it. He will.

Something made her nervous, something… almost unnatural, something that she herself didn’t think of in her mind, but felt. She couldn't describe it, but she could feel as if something bad was going to happen.

Perhaps it was just her nerves getting the better of her.

As the last minute fell by, Enya took the final left turn, and reached the now familiar safehaven that she had called home for the last rough month. The door at the end of the hallway was now in her sights.

Enya finally reached the study room and ran inside. Her breathing had calmed down considerably, but her nerves were still in overdrive. She could finally think rationally once again, but her Absolute Focus skill was not working on command like normal.

Enya sighed a breath of relief. As she closed the study door behind her, she heard a sound. She flinched reflexively, but then realized what it was. It was the system notification ping. She opened her status screen and looked at the new message.

Party Notification: Pell has assisted and landed a killing blow on Zombie (Lv.4).
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                Enya's eyes widened in surprise. Pell had killed the zombie? For a moment, she was left speechless. Considering that Pell had been right behind her, it could only have been one zombie—the same one that had tried to attack her. Pell had caught up, faced the creature, and ended its stupid existence.

A grin spread across Enya's face. Of course, he did—Pell was awesome. He had taken care of that stupid zombie, just like he'd tackled the other one down the staircase before. The thought filled her with a mix of relief and pride.

She straightened her back and puffed her chest out in a haughty and complacent attitude. "Serves that zombie right. Enya isn't food!" she declared confidently. She had a beaming smile on her face as she looked at the rest of the message.


Party Member: Enya has received 24 EXP (84% contribution) 
Party Member: Pell has received 2 of 4 EXP (16% contribution)(-50% incompatible EXP)


"This must be... the experience points Pell was talking about," she murmured, regaining her composure as she pieced things together. Pell had mentioned how important it was to level up classes to grow stronger. The higher your level, the more powerful you became. You would gain access to more abilities and skills, so it was good to gain as much experience and levels as possible.

Enya had a combat class and a non-combat class. Or, at least, was going to have a combat and non-combat class. Right now, all she had was the visionary class, which, most likely, would not be regarded to as a combat-class.

Combat classes grew stronger by fighting monsters and defeating enemies, that much was clear. But the Visionary class? She had no idea how it was supposed to gain experience. Maybe it was like a scholar class, which advanced by learning more and reading books. That seemed straightforward enough, but what exactly did a "Visionary" do? How was she supposed to gain EXP for it? Could an innate class like that even level up? Or was experience reserved only for her main class?

Visionary gave her the ability to see the truth, or so the class description had said. But what did that really mean? Did she need to uncover lies, find hidden truths? Enya pondered this, imagining a scenario where she could ask Pell to lie to her, just so she could catch him in it. She chuckled at the thought.

But then, a system notification blinked into her view:


System Notification: 24 of 24 EXP has been allocated to “Unassigned”


"So that's what happens if I don’t have a class," Enya muttered, blinking a few times as she processed the message. "But… wait… does this mean…" Her voice trailed off, confusion creeping in. Her experience points were being funneled into something called "Unassigned" instead of going towards her Visionary class. That answered one question, at least. But now another one popped up: would this unassigned experience transfer over when she finally became a necromancer?

As she swiped away the system menus, her body froze mid-motion. "Wha-?" Her sentence was abruptly cut off as a familiar sensation washed over her. It was the same feeling she’d experienced the day before—the sensation of her skill activating.

Her mind went blank as a new scene formed right in front of her. It was an image of a hallway. The main neutral hallway that she had traveled through.

The hall didn’t seem any different from where she just ran from. So it must be a relatively close vision, time wise.

A blur rushed past her vision—a white blur. Immediately following it, a large brown blur almost completely filled her sight. The scene shifted slightly, giving her a new perspective from near the ceiling, looking down at the intersection of all four hallways.

After a brief second, she saw what the white blur was. Pell. He ran into view, sprinting frantically without the skeleton tied to his back. As he glanced around, the brown blur revealed into something terrifyingly familiar. Mr. Rat—but its fur was singed and burnt, and its face was marred by a large burn almost blackening its entire head to match its pupils. Mr. Rat pounced atop Pell, pinning him down with its massive forelegs.

Pell's left arm popped free from its shoulder joint, spinning away down the hallway like a lost toy. Bits of his ribs snapped off, clattering to the ground next to his spine, and his knees shattered as Mr. Rat’s massive paws crushed them without mercy.

Pell whipped his head around, turning his skull completely backwards while the rest of his body was pinned down. His hand… distorted briefly, flickering out of existence before reappearing, now clutching a yellow piece of paper. The parchment was scrawled with letters or symbols—though Enya couldn't make them out clearly in the vision. Before he could do anything with it, Mr. Rat’s paw came down like a hammer, shattering Pell’s shoulder and dislocating both of his arms. He seemed to be shouting, but no sound accompanied the vision—just an eerie, suffocating silence.

Mr. Rat loomed closer, its head dipping down, saliva dripping from its furred maw. It opened its jaws wide, revealing rows of jagged teeth hiding behind the two prominent, white spikes. The rat clamped down onto Pell’s skull, cracks forming in the smooth bone as its teeth sought purchase. Then, with a grotesque finality, Mr. Rat’s mouth engulfed most of Pell’s skull, leaving only a sliver of bone visible between its gnashing teeth.

And then, just as abruptly as it had started, the vision snapped away, leaving Enya trembling as if ice had just been poured down her spine. She stood there, breathless, heart suddenly racing.

"P-Pell?" Enya said, as she swept her gaze across the room. She turned in circles twice, snapping into position until she stopped as if bracing for impact.

She let out a shaky breath, her muscles slowly relaxing as the realization hit her. The vision was of the future—one that was rushing toward her far too quickly. That couldn’t have happened just now. It would have been too early. She had barely just escaped from that hallway minutes ago. That had to have been a vision of the future.

Maybe the vision was a lie. Maybe Pell had already escaped and was right outside the door, ready to barge in and tell her it was all fine. But deep down, Enya knew better. That was just wishful thinking, a comforting delusion.

Pell was in trouble. No, worse—he was about to be in trouble. He was pinned down, helpless, and killed.

Enya’s gaze flicked to the door, and she reached for the handle. She had to do something. If she didn’t, Pell would meet his end at the claws and teeth of Mr. Rat.

Her hands grasped the doorknob, but then… she hesitated. Her grip tightened as doubt crept in. What could she possibly do? She couldn’t fight; she didn’t know the first thing about wielding a sword. She didn’t have any useful spells up her sleeve. And when would the vision take place? Had it already happened? Maybe it was just seconds away. There was no way to know for sure.

Slowly, Enya released the doorknob and turned away. Her eyes settled on the large backpack Pell had brought inside. Desperation drove her forward as she knelt beside it, pushing aside heavy swords and blades that clattered against the stone floor.

She yanked the bag open and began to rummage through its contents, her hands darting into different compartments, feeling around for something—anything—that could help. The backpack was full of supplies, more than she had expected. There were health and mana potions in abundance, far more than Pell had let on. He’d told her not to worry about using them, and he was right—she counted at least fifteen mana potions. But those wouldn’t help Pell now.

Enya shoved the potions aside, continuing her frantic search. A few items caught her eye—like a small medallion-shaped object made of metal and stone. It had a spiral pattern etched into it, with four pointed edges forming a cross. She carefully lifted it out and placed it beside her on the ground, unsure of what it did—but was small enough for her to carry.

As she continued her search, she carefully displaced one potion after another, eventually opting to gather them all and remove them from the backpack to clear up space.

As Enya continued to pull out potions, her hand brushed against something that wasn’t glass. Her fingers closed around a small, spherical object, no larger than the width of one of her fingers. She lifted it up to inspect it. The sphere was dark red, perfectly smooth and without any visible imperfections or markings. She had no idea what it was, but it was definitely tiny. Carefully, she placed it beside the medallion, wedging it against one of the edges to keep it from rolling away.

Her search continued, growing more frantic with each second. She rummaged through a different compartment of the backpack, her hand suddenly brushing against something cold. As she pulled it out, she knew what it was. Or at least, how it was meant to be used—more specifically—worn.

Enya looked at the circular object in her palm. It was a bracelet. A black bracelet with small engravings on it. The patterns reminded her of spell circuits, like the ones etched into the light altars she’d seen in the corners of the dungeon, but these engravings were much smaller, and hard to determine that exact patterns—if she’d even recognize them. It was quite large, too large to stay on her wrist. Regardless, she moved her hand into the bracelet and pulled it all the way up her arm, past her elbow, just so it wouldn't accidentally slip off.

Over the next minute, she found two more of the red spheres hidden away in the backpack, identical to the first. But aside from those, there was nothing else of immediate use—just a few more potions, some cans of food, and a metal canteen of water.

Enya sat back and took stock of everything she had pulled out. The black bracelet was now wrapped securely around her upper arm. Three dark red orbs, roughly the size of her pinky finger, lay in front of her. And then there was the mysterious medallion with four pointed edges. It resembled a badge of some sort, hefty and thick, with intricate designs hidden within the center, partially obscured by an outer edge that acted like a metal cage. She squinted, trying to make out the details, but it was too hard to see.

Along with these items, there was finally… a dagger. Tucked neatly into a side pocket of the backpack was a small, well-crafted blade. The metal dagger had a wooden hilt and appeared almost unused, save for some minor wear, perhaps from cutting rope. The blade gleamed, pristine, and the handle was clean and sturdy, ready for whatever lay ahead.

Enya took a deep, composed breath, her resolve hardening. She was going to save Pell. She didn’t know what the items she had found would do, or even if they were truly useful. If it came down to it, she’d throw them at Mr. Rat as a distraction, anything to buy Pell enough time to escape. Her eyes twitched with determination. She had to act quickly, hoping the events from her vision hadn’t already transpired.

She had been in the room for a little over a minute. It wasn’t long, but the uncertainty of the vision’s timing gnawed at her. It could have shown something that would happen in seconds, or maybe hours—she had no way to know. What she did know was that she had to check. If there was even a chance she could help Pell, she had to take it. Because he would do the same, she thought.

Making sure she wasn't missing anything important, she patted herself down one last time. Confirming to herself that she forgot nothing, she reached for the door and opened it. Determination flared within her as she left the room—the door slamming behind her as she broke into a sprint.
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Enya raced out of the study, her heart pounding in her chest. She regretted running so fast almost immediately; her legs burned with fatigue. It hadn’t been long since she had fled from the neutral hallway to the safety of the study, and the strain on her muscles was catching up with her. Although she lamented the decision, she didn’t let up. Pell was in danger. Some leg pain wouldn’t match up to that.

The portion of the dungeon near the study was relatively intact compared to the rest of the hallways scattered about. This area seemed to have been the least affected by the dungeon quake weeks ago, which meant Enya didn’t have to navigate the sharp, jagged ground that had turned into dangerous spikes elsewhere.

Pell had mentioned that the dungeon would repair itself slowly over time, and she could see the evidence of that now. Many of the holes in the stone brick walls were filled with fresh gray bricks, and the ground, though still cracked and pocked with holes, had become more stable. She wasn’t entirely sure how it worked, but it seemed as if the bricks that had shattered and fallen to the floor had simply vanished, only to reappear back in their original places.

She was still several minutes away from reaching the specific spot her vision had depicted. But what was she going to do once she got there? Perhaps Pell could use the dagger to fend off Mr. Rat. Maybe—just maybe—Mr. Rat could be reasoned with and didn’t actually want to fight. The blade she held was sharp, and the thought crossed her mind that intimidation might work. Perhaps she could point it at the rat, and it would flee. Pain hurt, and surely Mr. Rat didn’t want to be hurt.

Enya took a right, then a left, and another right. The dungeon was enormous, a sprawling labyrinth of interconnected hallways that seemed to go on forever. It was like a single giant square that had been divided into four smaller squares, each of which was then cut down into even smaller sections. A single hallway could have upwards of ten different connecting passages, creating a massive web, one that took long to navigate.

Enya honestly wanted to just stay inside the study. Every part of her screamed to stay put, to avoid the confrontation with Mr. Rat. She didn't want to run toward danger, toward the possibility of fighting a creature as terrifying as Mr. Rat. But the thought of leaving Pell alone, helpless and in danger, was worse.

She remembered how Pell had protected her from a falling brick during the dungeon quake. That was one of her first memories, the earliest she had since waking up here. She still didn’t know who she was or how she ended up in this place, but Pell had been there from the start. He was the first person to protect her, the first to show her kindness in this dark, confusing world. He had taught her words, helped her with magic, and guided her toward getting a class. Pell might have had a foul mouth, but she knew he was selfless, kind, and if she were in trouble, Pell would help her without hesitation. That meant she had to do the same for him.

She was now halfway to the main intersection, but her pace had slowed considerably. Despite trying to sprint forward with all her might, her body wouldn’t allow much more than a brisk run. Her breath hitched in her throat, and she realized with a sinking feeling that she might not make it to the hallway in time, not in good condition, at least.

As her body continued to betray her determination, something caught her eye up ahead. Enya let out a huge exhale, her knees bending as she leaned forward, hands gripping her legs tightly. Her vision blurred slightly from exhaustion, but she could make out a figure in front of her—a skeleton, sitting down with its back against the wall, staring blankly ahead until she arrived.

“Mr… Mr. Bones?” Enya said, her voice exasperated and in disbelief.
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                Pell continued sprinting down the hall. The echoes of his footsteps bounced off the narrow walls, intertwining with the sharp, skittering sounds of the demon rat behind him. He was close to the main intersection, and though he didn’t know what he would do once he reached it, Pell’s mind focused solely on making it there. It was familiar, at least. How he would make it the rest of the way back to the study was still a mystery.

The demon rat, now severely singed, had slowed down. Its body was marred by patches of charred skin where flames had licked and scorched it, leaving much of its fur burnt away. Its face was particularly damaged, half of it blackened like the surface of a burnt marshmallow. Despite its gruesome appearance, there were more things to be concerned about.

As he bolted ahead, Pell noticed the rat’s calculated steps, the way it had suddenly masked its own presence. It was creeping closer, biding its time, waiting for the right moment to strike while he was oblivious. Pell had heard its steps, but they came much closer than expected, almost like a deliberate ploy to catch him off guard.

The demon rat was faster than Pell—there was no denying that—but now, its speed had slowed to something manageable. It moved like a wounded predator, its once lightning-fast strides reduced to the pace of a well-trained soldier. Its legs, crippled by burns, stuttered as it scurried forward, and Pell couldn’t help but draw an odd comparison. It reminded him of his own stiff movements in the later years of his life, when old age had crept in. Strangely, it also brought to mind how Enya had fumbled clumsily when they first met, her body uncoordinated and awkward.

That flicker of memory, though brief, only fueled Pell's frustration. It didn’t change the fact that the demon rat was gaining on him, its speed still outpacing his own despite its injuries. He knew it would catch up in mere moments. With a grim resolve, Pell twisted his torso around, grabbing one of the bones he had scooped up earlier—the zombie’s tibia. He gripped it tightly in his hands, thinking of whether he should or shouldn't.

Though he couldn't cause much harm to the rat due to its gigantic size, Pell could think of one advantage—causing distractions. If he could throw the bone with enough force, perhaps he could slow it down, even if just for a moment. His legs continued to pump forward, unimpeded by the awkward twist of his upper body. Being a skeleton had its perks—what would have been uncomfortable or impossible for a human was effortless for him.

Pell locked his empty eye sockets onto the demon rat’s snout, the only vulnerable point he could aim for. He wound his arm back, then flung the bone with all his might. The tibia soared through the air, spinning end over end in a tight arc. A split second later, a sharp crack echoed through the hall. The bone had hit its mark, striking the rat square on the nose. The impact was enough to snap the tibia in half.

The sound of the bone breaking was a testament to the strength behind Pell's throw. It took considerable force to break a tibia, especially one as thick and solid as the one he had just thrown. Pell wasn’t the strongest skeleton around, but he could hold his own against a decently strong human. Where humans had natural limits—pain signals and muscle fatigue—Pell had none of that. He was free from the constraints of flesh and nerves, able to push his body beyond what any living being could without consequence.

The demon rat flinched as the bone shattered against its snout, a brief pause in its relentless pursuit. It snarled, shaking its head in annoyance, but Pell didn’t wait to see the full effect. He kept running, hoping the small distraction would buy him the extra seconds he needed to reach the intersection.

The loud snap of the bone splitting in half wasn’t just from Pell’s strength; it was also an indicator of the sheer force driving the demon rat. The tibia had shattered as if it had struck a steel pillar, an immovable object that only seemed to grow stronger with each passing second. Even so, the rat faltered, and that’s all that Pell needed.

Although the bone didn't do any actual damage to the rat, it provided him with seconds. After all, if a person ran as fast as they could and a leaf flew in front of their face—they would slow down. One second wasn't a lot, considering the rat didn't completely stop. But what if he threw multiple bones?

Without breaking his pace, Pell hurled another bone at the rat. Again, he aimed for the snout, the only soft spot he could see. The bone shattered on impact, and the rat, though undeterred, was momentarily slowed. Pell’s eyes glinted with a hint of hope. If he could distract it just long enough, he might make it to the main intersection where he had a better chance of escaping.

He threw another bone. Bone fragments littered the ground as it collided with the rat’s tough hide or snapped mid-air. By the fourth throw, Pell noticed the demon rat’s movements had changed. It was no longer running in a straight line. Instead, it began to dodge. The rat was growing increasingly irritated, actively weaving left and right to avoid the projectiles.

The fourth and immediate fifth bones missed their mark entirely, but Pell didn’t care. He wasn’t aiming to injure it in the first place. Each dodge forced the rat to lose forward momentum, creating even more of a gap between them for Pell to continue sprinting ahead.

The distance was increasing, and Pell wasn’t about to stop. He had only one bone left, but if need be, he was prepared to start throwing parts of his own body. Every second counted, and he would use whatever he could to survive.

Pell hurled the sixth bone, a pathetic little thing, most likely a clavicle or some useless foot bone. As soon as it left his hand, he knew it wasn’t going to do much. The bone was too light, and it barely made it halfway between him and the rat before gravity yanked it down to the floor. The sight of it falling short might’ve been laughable, if the situation weren’t so dire.

Still, the demon rat dodged instinctively, leaping to the right, reacting to Pell’s motion before realizing it had avoided nothing. When it figured out that Pell threw a weak pebble at it, it snarled, low and guttural.

Crack! Crack! Crack!

The sound of crushed stone sounded behind Pell. Every rocky pointed stone that jutted out of the ground was squashed and pulverized with its steps. Small empty holes that littered the ground sunk even deeper as the rat stepped in them, the weight of its body pressing hard into the stone.

Pell raced ahead, mind spinning as fast as his legs, frantically searching for a plan, any plan. The rat was closing in, its breath hot on his nonexistent fleshy heels. He needed a miracle. Maybe he could dive forward and hope the rat overshot? But even then, the creature would recover too fast, its jaws already prepared to snap him into shards. Or maybe he could leap into the air, flip, and land on its back? Pell shook his head. He was going crazy. How in the hell would that ever work?

As the rat drew closer, the reality of the situation sank in. He was out of bones, out of tricks, and soon, about to be out of time. He could use his own bones, but would it even matter at this point? The main intersection was still a dozen or so seconds away, but it might as well have been miles. Even if he reached it, what then? What did he have left to fight this thing off?

His only option was the rebound talisman, tucked away for extremely dire emergencies. But now, in here, with a large overgrown rat, and not even inside of the boss room? It would be such a damn waste!

Yet, as the thundering footsteps of the demon rat echoed louder behind him, the thought gnawed at him—he might not get another chance.

Pell’s sprint dwindled to a jog, each step heavier than the last. The demon rat’s relentless footsteps echoed louder, closing the gap. This was it. Pell let out a sigh, slowing even further until he came to a stop. He turned around, facing the inevitable. The rat was bearing down on him, its monstrous figure a shadowed blur in the darkness.

There was no choice now. He had to use the rebound talisman. But the timing had to be perfect. He could only reflect one attack, and it needed to be the most lethal one. The rat would strike hard when it leapt, and that’s when he’d activate it. No sooner, no later.

At least the brat was safe in the study. The rat couldn’t reach her there. All she had to do was stay put, stay hidden. Pell’s flame flickered, momentarily soothing his panic.

"Pell!"

A girl’s voice cut through the murky air, and Pell’s soul flame wavered in shock. He shook his skull, momentarily dazed. He was hallucinating, hearing the voices of children again. Was this his punishment for all those years of swearing at the orphanage? Had Elara come back to haunt him?

"Pell, I came to save you!"

The voice rang out again, and this time there was no mistaking it. It was real.

"Fuck," Pell muttered. Of all times to be interrupted...

He whipped his head back around, scanning the darkness in front of him. The torches barely lit the corridor, but he knew that voice—it was her. The brat, yelling from deep within the shadows. She hadn't returned to the study, but came back straight into danger.

Pell's instincts faltered for a split second, his gaze turning, trying his best to locate where Enya's voice came from. That hesitation, however brief, was all the demon rat needed.

In an instant, the rat lunged forward, its hulking mass crashing toward him from behind.

Pell’s vision soon became that of the cold, hard, ragged ground. His skull skull-planted itself straight down, as he felt the force of two large paws descend upon his back ribcage. A small crack formed in front of his forehead, as small bone fragments splintered and lay in front of him as he kissed the ground.

Pinned beneath the massive creature, Pell tried to twist his body, desperate to move and reorient himself, but the rat’s strength was too overwhelming. He could barely muster the power to shift. Instead, he rotated his head completely backwards, forcing himself to look up at the drooling, monstrous face above him. A long, thick droplet of saliva dangled from the rat’s maw, then fell, landing with a wet splat across his face. Argh!

The rat let out a low, grumbling growl, its breath rancid and oppressive. Its beady black eyes glared down at him, devoid of any white or sign of life—a black void of hatred and hunger. Pell didn’t know much about rats, but he knew that wasn’t normal.

The pressure from the rat’s weight grew, pushing against his fragile skeletal frame. He could feel his ribs begin to give way under the strain. It wasn’t the same sinister feeling as when the dungeon quakes had hit, but it was definitely comparable. His body was on the verge of breaking entirely.

Pell's hand scrambled toward his inventory. His hand disappeared briefly into the void, before returning with the rebound talisman, clutching it tightly in his palm. Timing was everything. He had missed his first opportunity when the rat pounced, and now he had to wait for the precise moment the beast would strike again—this time with its jaws. The talisman only worked against a single, significant attack, and he needed the rat’s bite to be that attack. But that meant he had to endure the rat’s crushing weight until then.

The creature’s hind legs shifted, applying even more pressure as they crushed Pell’s lower half. The pain—or what he knew would be pain—coursed through him. His upper right ribcage shattered as the rat’s front right paw ground it into dust, which also inadvertently caught the side of his lower right shoulder, severing his arm completely.

He was breaking—and fast.

The talisman felt like his only lifeline, but in that very moment, survival seemed as distant as the brat’s voice echoing somewhere in the darkness.

Damn it! I—can’t! Pell cursed internally. The rat wasn’t attacking in the typical sense. It was just slowly crushing him, its enormous weight bearing down without delivering a single blow. If he used the talisman now, it would be wasted, barely doing more than nudging the giant rat with a love-tap.

“Eat me already, you damn mutt!” Pell spat through a mixture of fury and panic, his voice rasping under the pressure.

His soul-flames flared as he locked eyes with the demon rat, its face marred by seared muscle and burnt flesh. Despite its grotesque appearance, the rat was calm, almost indifferent. It leaned in, applying even more force, as if taking sadistic pleasure in Pell’s slow demise.

Snap!

“No!” Pell hissed in frustration as his left shoulder cracked and snapped, severing his arm just like the right one. He felt the talisman slip from his useless hand, sifting away from his body. The rat barely gave it a glance, returning its black, soulless gaze to Pell, ignoring the artifact as if it were just another discarded bone.

His eyes—or what served as them—were filled with nothing but the rat’s gaping mouth, its slick tongue and monstrous teeth poised to end him. Two oversized buck teeth clamped down, pressing against the top and underside of his skull. Pell felt the immense pressure, like the real weight of the dungeon quakes, pushing relentlessly against him.

Cracks splintered across his skull, jagged fissures running along its sides. The rat’s bite force was probably stronger than a lion. Pell had watched it obliterate skeletons, snapping apart the sturdiest bones with ease. Now, instead of witnessing it, he was experiencing it firsthand, every crack in his skull a reminder of how close he was to being crushed entirely.

As the vibrations in his skull became more violent, Pell tried to curse again, but his jaw bones were locked in place by the crushing grip of the rat’s teeth. His soul flames flickered weakly—they were dying out. Damn it... he thought, his mind too hazy to form another curse.

Yet, as his life flashed before him once more, a sudden clarity hit him. Pell’s expression—if he could even call it that—turned grim, his dwindling soul flames flickering in the darkness. He had heard Enya’s voice just moments ago.

Why the hell did she come back?

Had she really returned to save him? It was a noble gesture, but also utterly stupid, reckless, irresponsible, and thoughtless. Only a brash, impulsive child would throw themselves into a situation this dangerous. Yet... she had.

His soul flame in the left eye socket sputtered out, leaving only the faintest flicker in the other. It was a dying dance, dimming as the final notes of its song faded into silence. Pell’s thoughts grew fragmented, disoriented, slipping through his mind like water through cracked fingers.

The world around him twisted and distorted. The vibrations that had once pounded in his head melded into a single, constant hum. A fracture began crawling through his skull, rippling outward with every second. The surrounding lights—the faint, sickly glow of the dungeon and the decayed white of the rat’s bloodstained teeth—began to fade, swallowed by despair.

He felt his skull dislodge. The force of the rat's bite sent shockwaves through him. A bright flash of light pierced the darkness, though he couldn’t tell what it was. Thuds and tremors reverberated through his fractured skull like distant thunder.

Was this it? Was it the sound of his skull finally cracking in half?

Pell couldn’t tell. He was slipping away, losing track of where the pain ended and the black void began.

A voice called out from within the shadows, blending seamlessly with the constant rumbling as if they were one and the same. It sounded like it was calling for him. But that couldn’t be right. No one ever called for Pell. No one ever needed him. No one ever wanted him. The only person who ever had was long gone, lost to the world just like everything else he had once cared about.

The orphanage... its memories began to surface in his mind, slowly but surely. He remembered the director, the only person who had ever treated him with kindness. She had been filled with warmth, a beacon of light in his otherwise cold and bitter existence. She had cared. But she was gone now. Long gone. Only a few souls even remembered her. And her daughter... Pell had watched her fall into the hands of a pompous asshole of a fool, a man draped in undeserved aggravating luxury.

He had wanted to help, to repay the kindness that had been shown to him all those years ago. But perhaps... it was never meant to be.

A strange sense of peace washed over him as his title drifted into his fading consciousness: Orphanage Assistant. It was a small thing, but it reminded him of that place, of the good he had once been a part of. That title signified that the place was still up and running, and that she—the one person who had ever given him a chance—was still suffering. He had ascended through the layers for nothing, fought through so much... and for what? Not even a second chance at life had let him fulfill his simple goal. He just wanted to help. One last time.

One final thought crossed his mind as the world around him grew darker, closing in.

Damn… that brat’s probably going to find my backup note. So damn embarrassing... Not that it matters anymore... Maybe it really does take a noble to take down a noble, and not some commoner...

Before he could finish his thought, Pell’s consciousness began to fade into the void.

            

    
        Chapter 22: Cavalry

    
    
    
    
                "Mr... Mr... Bones?" Enya forced out between ragged breaths, her chest rising and falling as she tried to catch her breath. "Why...?" She was trying to ask, Why are you here? but the words wouldn’t come.

Mr. Bones sat slouched against the cold stone wall of the dungeon, knees pulled up, arms resting at his sides. A rusted sword lay on the ground next to him, untouched. He had been staring blankly at the opposite wall, but when Enya came into view, his hollow skull turned toward her. His eye sockets, empty and black, locked onto hers. Unlike Pell, who had the eerie purple soul-flames burning in his eye sockets, Mr. Bones had nothing. Just void.

Mr. Bones was... odd. More so than Pell, which was saying something. Pell had his quirks, but Mr. Bones was different—he understood things. He would nod when Pell spoke to him, comprehension clear and apparent. He wasn’t like the other skeletons that aimlessly wandered the dungeon, mindlessly patrolling with their weapons drawn. They moved with no awareness, no deviation from their set paths, but Mr. Bones... he didn’t follow any routine.

He didn’t carry any weapons most of the time, and he didn’t attack Enya on sight like the rest of the dungeon monsters. Instead, he ignored her, sitting along the walls as if taking breaks from whatever task he was supposed to be doing.

"Why are you here, Mr. Bones?" Enya managed to ask after regaining her voice.

Mr. Bones didn’t move. He just kept staring at her, motionless. There was no recognition, no nod, no response. It was as if he was just… taking a rest. Enya had seen him do this once before, when Pell had been guiding her through the dungeon. Just sitting there, doing nothing, like he was on some kind of break.

If he was here now, maybe...

“Um… hey, Mr. Bones, can… you help me? Please? Pell is in danger, and I’m… not sure if I can do anything to help him…” Enya said, her voice growing softer and more desperate with each word.

Mr. Bones’s skull seemed to twitch slightly at her plea. It was so subtle that it might have gone unnoticed by anyone else, but Enya caught it. She continued to stare at him with wide, hopeful eyes.

After a tense moment of silence, Mr. Bones slowly rose to his feet. He picked up his rusted sword and stood tall, looming over Enya. She gazed up at him, feeling a mix of awe and relief. For some reason, Mr. Bones seemed… oddly dependable. Not quite heroic, but certainly trustworthy. He slung his large, rusted sword over his shoulder, the blade pointing upward, and stood completely straight, waiting for her to speak. Up close, Enya realized just how much taller he was compared to Pell—an entire head taller, at least.

“D-does this mean you’ll help me?” she asked, her voice trembling with hope.

Mr. Bones nodded his head. Enya’s eyes brightened with gratitude and joy.

“T-thank you! Pell’s in the main hallway, or… well, he’s about to be, I think,” she explained. Her vision of the hallway was still uncertain, but it was the best she could provide.

Mr. Bones looked at her with an unreadable expression. Enya, still exhausted and struggling to maintain her composure, felt the weight of her fatigue. Her hair was disheveled, and sweat was streaming down her face.

Without a word, Mr. Bones swung his sword back onto the ground with a decisive motion. He turned away from her and crouched down, then pointed toward his back with his free hand.

Enya stared at him, puzzled. What was he doing? Surely he wasn’t…

“Are… you telling me to get on your back?” Enya asked, her voice a mixture of surprise and exhaustion. She was beyond tired, and if the undead didn’t get fatigued, she definitely wouldn’t mind if Mr. Bones was offering to carry her.

He confirmed with a nod.

Hesitantly, Enya approached him. It felt awkward as she tried to climb onto his back. Her long dress made things harder than expected, tangling around her legs, and her hands were occupied with a dagger and a spiky medallion. She also had the red orbs hidden in her dress, and she was worried they might break if she wasn’t careful.

She wrapped her arms around Mr. Bones’s neck, ensuring the dagger pointed away from him. As her feet left the ground, she tightened her grip, pressing her face against his back, keeping her nose sideways to avoid bruising it. The weight of her body pulling downward made the task even more difficult than she’d anticipated.

As Enya tightened her grip around Mr. Bones, he began to move forward. He took a few slow steps, but quickly sped up. After just five seconds, Mr. Bones was in a full-sprint. Enya’s entire body shook constantly as he ran. Her body grew sore, as it felt like she was constantly being hit against circular stone beams that were his bones and back ribs. She soon forgot about this pain, as Mr. Bones sprinted at an unbelievable speed, rattling her brain back into full alertness.

With her face pressed against his back, Enya couldn’t get a clear view of their surroundings. She could only glimpse the blurred ground and dungeon walls speeding past them. She couldn’t measure how fast they were moving, but it felt like they were flying. Mr. Bones was fast—possibly even faster than Mr. Rat.

As they raced forward, Enya struggled to adjust her position, trying to secure a better grip. She managed to pull herself up slightly, and noticing her effort, Mr. Bones leaned forward even more, making it easier for her to shift and find a more comfortable anchor point.

Enya tightened her grip around Mr. Bones’s neck, adjusting her position as her face now hovered above his shoulders. Her chin rested carefully against her own shoulder to protect herself from the jarring impact of his powerful strides. Though still somewhat uncomfortable, she could finally see ahead of them.

“Right!”

“Forward!”

“Left!”

Her voice cut through the rushing air as she called out commands. Mr. Bones responded perfectly, adjusting his path with flawless precision.

As they sped through the winding dungeon corridors, Enya was awestruck by Mr. Bones’s incredible speed. He was covering ground in minutes that would have taken her three times as long. They breezed through the narrow, dimly lit halls with almost no effort. But even as they raced ahead, a gnawing worry tugged at Enya’s mind.

The vision she’d seen hadn’t told her when the event took place, only where. For all she knew, Pell could already be inside of Mr. Rat’s jaws. The thought tightened her chest. Please don’t be too late… she begged silently.

Mr. Bones made one final right turn, and they were just moments from the main hallway intersection—the place where Pell and the demonic rat would be running and chasing after one another, or… where she’d find no one at all. She steeled herself, her heart pounding as uncertainty gnawed at her.

With a deep breath, she closed her eyes briefly, forcing her mind to clear. The mental exhaustion she’d been fighting off slowly began to lift now that she could rest on Mr. Bones’s back. Though she wasn’t at her best, she could think more clearly now. And, most importantly, she could focus.

Enya sharpened her focus, letting the world around her dissolve into clarity. The wind brushed her face, every strand of her hair moving as if in slow motion. She could feel each shift in the air, each flicker of movement. The damp, rotting smell of the dungeon lingered, mixed with the sharp scent of moss and the gritty dust of stone. The world outside faded into a dull hum, muffled in the background. She became encased inside of a miniature bubble, one that expanded rapidly.

Her eyes snapped open, glowing with a bright yellow hue.


Skill: Absolute Focus has been activated.


She pushed her awareness outward, the range of her perception expanding several meters ahead. But it wasn’t enough. She pushed harder, her breath stilled, her mind settling into a cold, concentrated state. The world slowed further, and her focus narrowed into a razor-sharp beam shooting forward. Her sensory field shifted, contracting from its usual wide range into a focused line.

Though she wasn’t fully sure how Absolute Focus worked, it always felt like her senses formed this type of familiar bubble. But now, she willed that bubble into a concentrated point, one that extended forward like the shot of an arrow, as if her mind was reaching out, trying to target something in the distance.

As Mr. Bones sprinted through the dungeon’s hall, her senses surged ahead of them, scanning the space like invisible tendrils. Then—something. A faint disturbance rippled through her awareness, a tremor in the otherwise smooth sensation of the air ahead. It was too far away to discern clearly, but something was there. She could feel it.

Her Absolute Focus didn’t quite mimic sight or sound. It wasn’t like touching something physically, either. It was more abstract—like sensing the flow of magic or mana through spell circuits. She wasn’t just watching something like a spectator; she was intertwined with the very essence of the space ahead. The feeling grew stronger, reinforcing itself with Enya’s urgency.

Enya’s heart pounded as she focused on the strange sensation ahead. It felt like two presences merging into one—an odd, almost disorienting overlap that blurred the lines between them. Her mind raced to process what her ethereal sense had detected, but as Mr. Bones dashed forward, the reality of the situation snapped into view.

Two figures emerged from the darkness, one unmistakably Pell. The other—the monstrous rat. Her senses caught up, and the truth hit her like a hammer: they were about to collide. The rat was rapidly approaching Pell at an alarming speed, its grotesque form about to lunge toward Pell.

“Pell!” Enya’s voice tore through the silence. “Pell, I came to save you!”

But the words barely left her lips before the rat's massive body crashed into Pell. Enya winced as she saw Pell’s skeletal frame buckle under the force, his bones shifting and cracking from the impact. A faint, sickening crack echoed through the hall, and her breath caught in her throat.

“No…” The word slipped out, barely audible, her voice trembling with dread.

She was too late. Mr. Bones, though fast, wasn’t fast enough. She had mere seconds—just moments—before the monstrous rat would sink its teeth into Pell’s skull. The vision had warned her of this, but now, seeing it unfold before her eyes, the sense of helplessness weighed down on her chest like a large stone.

Her mind raced. There had to be something, anything, she could do to stop the rat from delivering the fatal blow.

“Mr… Mr. Bones! P-Pell! He-He’s about to die! Can you go faster! Please!” Enya pleaded, her words and voice stammering as she tried to grasp onto any hope she could.

Mr. Bones reacted instantly upon hearing Enya’s plea. His body shifted, the bones in his right arm that held his sword snapped. Pop! Pop! Pop! The joints in his arm moved in a sudden swift motion. His upper torso leaned and rotated to the right.

“H-huh?” Enya said, words breathless.

The bones in his hands crackled with intensity, as the rest of his body seemed to compress, as if he was straining himself, about to perform something with all of his might.

Mr. Bones’ hand let go of the hilt of his rusted sword for a moment, twirling it around and gripping it once again at a different angle. His body shifted, almost sending Enya flying off of him. His arms moved and his body tensed up, as he positioned himself into a throwing stance—the blade of his sword facing straight forward, arm cocked back, and ready to throw.

            

    
        Chapter 23: Visions’ Past has Passed

    
    
    
    
                “Wo-woah! W-wh-what are you—” Enya’s words stumbled out as her entire body jerked violently to the left. Her grip tightened around Mr. Bones' neck, knuckles white as she clung on for dear life. The world around her reeled as her vision shifted from the sudden movement. Despite the chaotic movement, Enya held tight. Her legs swung forward and off his back, turning Enya into a miniature pendulum.

Bang! 

A deafening crack ripped through the air, like the sound of a thousand brittle branches snapping in unison. Wind rushed past, pushing against her as Mr. Bones' arm—already a maze of small cracks—whipped forward with immense force. His joints let out a cacophony of rapid-fire snaps, each sound tumbling over the other in a single sequence.

The sword, once held in his hand, was now a blur. It surged forward, faster than her eyes could truly comprehend, but one slow enough for her senses to envelop. The air in front of the flying blade parted, as if allowing the sword a royal passage.

She could see it—the sword’s path, clear as day, a single unwavering line cutting through the chaos. Mr. Bones, too, shifted back into place, his body returning to its usual eerie calm, as they both stared at the rapidly vanishing sword.

Up ahead, the gruesome scene unfurled in the dim light. The hulking beast of a rat was mere moments from crushing Pell’s skull between its foul jaws. Enya winced at the faint crunching sound, like brittle parchment being ground into dust. It wasn’t just distant, but muffled by the horrifying reality that half of Pell’s skull was already wedged deep in Mr. Rat’s maw.

But the sword—it was unstoppable. Its flight was clean and true, slicing through the air, unwavering and unnaturally steady. It neither wobbled nor veered, a straight line of resolve heading directly for the rat. For one brief, breathless moment, Enya froze, waiting to see what would happen.

And then, it struck.
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As the monstrous rat gnawed down on Pell’s fragile skull, a sudden tremor rippled through its body. Something was wrong. Instinct, honed by years of survival in the dark, kicked in like a jolt of electricity. Its tail snapped upward, straight as a spear, while the few remaining patches of fur along its spine bristled in alarm. Its ears twitched, straining to catch the faintest hint of what lay ahead, and its beady, black but bloodshot eyes scanned the abyss in front of it.

In one violent motion, the beast jerked its head sideways, flinging Pell’s skull like a discarded toy. It clattered noisily along the stone floor, bouncing off walls until it came to rest in a small heap. The rat, sensing the unseen threat drawing near, coiled all its muscles in preparation. Then, with an explosive leap, it sprang to the right, trying to escape the danger it couldn’t yet fully see.

But Mr. Bones’ sword, though old and rusted, held formidable striking power and speed. The blade glinted for half a heartbeat as it sliced through the shadows, revealing itself just before it struck.

Schrlk!

The sound of metal biting into flesh echoed through the corridor. The blade pierced the rat's upper left shoulder, burying itself deep into sinew and muscle with a sickening thud. It shrieked—a high, banshee-like wail that clawed at the ears, filled with agony and rage. Its fangs snapped in fury, dripping saliva as it writhed in pain, each movement sending tremors through its massive frame. Its tail lashed the stone floor, leaving jagged cracks with every furious strike.

The rat staggered, its left leg buckling beneath it. For just a short moment, the rat faltered, its body tilting until it slumped down into the rat-equivalent of a human kneeling to show subservience. Though as that may be—Its eyes, wide and blazing with pain, darted around wildly, projecting anger and resentment. Though wounded, its feral instincts refused to let it show weakness, its gaze flicking into each dark corner, trying to locate where the attack had come from.

Despite the sword lodged in its flesh, the rat managed to rise once more, its hulking form slowly straightening until it stood tall on all fours. It roared in defiance, tail slamming down onto the stone with a thunderous crack, leaving a deeper, more jagged impression into the ground. The battle wasn’t over yet. The rat's eyes narrowed, now fixed on the center of the hallway. It sensed prey. Unwilling prey—ones that struggled to survive—ones that would inevitably die, and become its food.
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"Nice throw!" Enya called out, her voice carrying a mix of excitement and lingering fear as she tugged on Mr. Bones’ back.

They had reached the main intersection now, and Mr. Bones, ever vigilant, slowed his pace. He kept his distance from the demon rat, who was still pacing in the shadows ahead, its body taut and ready to strike again. Enya, hands trembling, slid off Mr. Bones' back as he crouched low to the ground. The moment her feet touched the floor, Mr. Bones sprang upright, his skeletal form poised and alert.

Enya’s eyes darted toward the rat, but her attention quickly shifted to Pell. The sight that greeted her turned her stomach. Pell’s body was crumpled on the ground, a disjointed pile of broken bones scattered around him. Her breath hitched as she surveyed the damage. Small shards of bone littered the floor like fragile porcelain fragments, and larger pieces were missing entirely—parts of his arm, his leg—gone, either in too many pieces to identify, or having already been blown away.

But that wasn’t the worst of it.

Her gaze slowly shifted to his skull, lying a few meters away, propped awkwardly against the wall. An enormous crack, jagged and harsh, sliced through the bone like a lightning bolt. It stretched from the top of his skull, down past his left eye socket, and continued to where his right cheek should have been.

His eye.

Enya’s heart stopped. Her breath came in shallow gasps as she realized what was missing. His skull was empty—Pell’s left eye socket, usually glowing with a small spark, was now dark and hollow.

Half-draped in flickering light and creeping shadows, Enya stood frozen, the weight of the moment sinking in. The silence stretched out, taut and heavy, the air thick with anticipation as if the world itself held its breath for what would come next.

The familiar purple sparks that had always danced within Pell, flickering faintly in the hollow of his bones, were now snuffed out. She’d seen him lose bones before, even entire limbs, but this? This was different. Bones could be mended, but his flame—his essence—his soul—was gone.

The silence that followed was thick and oppressive, broken only by the guttural snarls of the demon rat. Its hulking form shifted with a deliberate slowness. Its claws began extending ever-so slowly, piercing the stone beneath it as though the ground were made of soft clay. Every motion felt drawn out, as if time itself had been caught in the same suffocating pause that gripped Enya.

Time seemed to slow as the demon rat and Mr. Bones stared each other down.

The rat’s stench was overpowering, a blend of rot and burnt fur, its foul odor hugging the air. Its maw slowly parted, drool sliding free to pool at its feet, revealing rows of jagged, glistening teeth but decayed within. It coiled, ready to strike, muscles tense beneath its mangled hide.

Mr. Bones stood firm, his skeletal frame rigid but unyielding, arms raised in a crude but defiant stance. Despite the odds, he was prepared to face the beast head-on. For a moment, the rat’s narrow gaze flickered toward Enya, dismissing her as little more than a nuisance. Its focus quickly shifted back to Mr. Bones, the real threat in its eyes.

The tension in the air thickened further. Something had to give.

The flicker of a flame atop a nearby torch was snuffed out by a sudden gust, as if the dungeon itself had signaled and commanded the coming clash. Anticipation disappeared, replaced by reaction, as the demon rat—still with a sword lodged deep in its flesh, was the first to move. It surged forward with terrifying voracity, its gaping maw wide enough to engulf a person whole. It aimed directly for Mr. Bones.

Enya flinched, and a shock jolted up across her entire body. Without thinking, she lunged forward, skidding across the cold stone floor as she reached Pell’s skull. Her back slammed into the wall, but her mind barely registered the pain. The beast didn’t even glance her way—it had been completely fixated on Mr. Bones.

The beast closed in quick, its body halfway in the air as its jaws widened. Mr. Bones shuffled his legs around and leaned ever so slightly to the right. He rotated his entire body by shifting his momentum around and spun. With a whoosh of air, the demon rat flew past him before coming to a halt barely a meter away.

With a snarl, the creature snapped its head back toward him, its tail cracking like a whip. The sound was sharp and violent enough to split the air—the tail itself became a blur of motion as it lashed forward. Mr. Bones barely had enough time to react, but was able to raise his left arm in defense.

Crack!

The impact shattered the bone in his arm, sending fragments flying in every direction. The force of the blow was so great that it lifted him off his feet—his skeletal frame flung backward like a ragdoll. Bone shards rained down, clattering against the stone floor as he tumbled through the air toward the stone wall behind him.

Mr. Bones crashed into the wall with a loud clatter, bouncing off and staggering forward until he came to a shaky halt. His body stiffened with a sudden jolt, pulling him back into a steady stance as if he hadn’t just been flung like a heap of discarded bones. But something was missing—half of his left arm had been shattered into oblivion. Only the thin radius bone clung together, a fragile connection between his upper and lower arm, but it would have to do.

As the final piece of exploded bone fragment touched the floor, the demon rat lunged again. Mr. Bones shuffled back, his heels scraping the ground until his left ankle tapped against the wall. He waited, still as a statue, eyes locked on the monstrous blur that was rushing toward him.

With one quick motion, Mr. Bones ducked and sprang his body forward into a roll. The rat flew past atop him, aiming directly at the solid wall. Mr. Bones whipped his body around, bones cracking unnaturally as he forced himself to turn as quickly as possible. His back pressed against the ground and he compressed his knees together. The rat’s brown, hairy, and charred belly passed above his view. Another snapping sound of bone joints burst forth. His legs shot out liked a coiled spring, slamming straight into the rat’s stomach.

The impact snapped the rat’s head downward before flinging its entire body into the stone wall with a deafening crash. A wave trembled beneath them as stone dust erupted from the collision, clouding the hallway in a swirling haze of debris. A crater formed in the wall, deep enough to swallow part of the demon’s body, leaving only its thrashing tail visible as it kicked up more dust in a frenzied struggle.

The air grew thick with the gritty fog, obscuring the monster as it fought to free itself, its tail sending wild shadows dancing across the walls.

Mr. Bones leaped back to his feet, bones clicking with every motion as he shuffled over to Enya. His hollow gaze fell upon the girl, now on her knees, clutching Pell’s skull in her lap. Her fingers trembled against the formerly smooth surface—eyes wavering and lost.

“I-I-I…” she said, but her words wouldn’t come out.

“I-I-I…” Enya stammered, but her voice faltered, the words catching in her throat. Anger, dread, and sorrow, regret, all fighting for dominance. Her gaze drifted back to the skull in her hands, Pell’s lifeless eye sockets staring blankly at her, empty and cold. She could see clean through, inside to the other side, the torchlight above her serving as a perfect back-light.

“I don’t… Pell is…” Her voice quivered, teetering on the edge of breaking.

Just as the first tear began to well in her eyes, a faint vibration buzzed beneath her fingertips. Her heart skipped a beat. She turned the skull slightly, angling it toward her with shaky hands.

“P-Pell?” she whispered, voice filled with hope, but laced with fear. The soul-flames that had once flickered in his eyes were gone, snuffed out. Or perhaps… not completely. There, deep within the socket, the barest hint of a flicker remained—tiny, fragile, like the last ember of a dying fire. But it was fading fast, barely a glimmer in the vast emptiness.

Her focus, the one that had sharpened her senses to a razor’s edge, had slipped the moment she jumped from Mr. Bones’ back. She willed herself to bring it back, to pour everything she had into finding that spark again, to know for certain if Pell was still… there.

But before she could activate it—before she could regain her concentration—

“You… damn idiot…” a raspy voice muttered, so faint it barely reached her ears. The skull hadn’t moved, and the words seemed more like a distant echo, a whisper on the wind, yet unmistakably Pell’s.

"Pell! You're… you're okay?" Enya’s voice trembled with hope, her grip tightening around the skull as if she was trying to hold hold and tether Pell to the mortal realm with only her bare hands.

"Pillow… get… out… damn…" The skull vibrated faintly, the movement barely noticeable as Pell’s voice slipped through, weaker than before. "So…e," he rasped, the final syllable crumbling into nothingness, leaving the room hollow. The tiny quivers stopped altogether.

Then, a soft chime.

A notification screen materialized before her eyes, ethereal and sudden, its glowing text cutting through the haze of her emotions.


System Notification: Pell has requested a Guaranteed Transaction with you.
He wishes to offer: [Rebound Talisman]
In exchange for: [Nothing]
[Accept/Decline]


The words danced across her vision, but Enya had no time to process them. The moment Pell’s name appeared, her heart surged, and without hesitation, she accepted. She barely saw the details before the screen vanished into the air.

The talisman—a small rectangular slip of paper, the same one she had seen in her earlier vision—rested under the shattered remains of Pell’s hand. His body was now nothing more than a heap of broken bones. A sudden flash of light sparked from the talisman, bright and brief, and in an instant—it disappeared from beneath his fingers and reappeared in her palm.

She barely glanced at it, her mind already pulled back to the skull in her lap.

"Pell? Pell? Please…" Her words trailed off, her breath catching as the truth finally sank in. The skull was still. No flicker, no faint vibration, no whisper from beyond.

The soul-flame had gone out.

Pell was gone.
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The silence that had settled like a heavy fog did not last long. Loose stones crumbled and fell as the demon rat pulled itself from the wreckage, shaking off the dizzying daze. Its beady, glowing eyes locked onto Mr. Bones, brimming with utter malice. The skeleton and the monstrous rat stood motionless for a moment, two combatants sizing each other up—one of all bone and resolve, the other a twisted, charred, and grotesque house pest.

Mr. Bones towered protectively over Enya, his empty gaze fixed on the rat. But after a beat, he crouched slightly, extending his bony hand toward her in a gesture that might have been tender if it weren’t so mechanical. Enya looked up at him, tears shimmering at the corners of her eyes. She clutched Pell’s skull tightly in her left hand and reached for Mr. Bones' offered hand with her right.

But as her fingers brushed against his, he pulled his hand back. Enya blinked in confusion, thrown off by the sudden reluctance. Mr. Bones shook his head slowly, side to side, then pointed with one skeletal finger to something beside her.

Her gaze followed his gesture.

"O-oh… yeah… it’s… not like I can use it..." she muttered, voice low and heavy. A somber sigh escaped her lips as she picked up the object—a worn, battle-scarred dagger. She handed it to Mr. Bones. Without missing a beat, he spun the weapon twice in his hand, getting a feel for it, before gripping it tightly.

“And… I guess… these?” Enya’s voice wavered, nearly devoid of emotion now, as she reached into the folds of her robe. She produced three small pills, their crimson-red hue gleaming ominously in the dim torchlight.

Chrrrsk!

A sharp sound filled the air as the demon rat snarled, its teeth clacking together in a rapid, menacing chatter. The moment it caught sight of the red pills, its entire body tensed, a low growl rumbling in its throat. Its eyes locked onto the orbs now resting in the skeleton's hand—it recognized it. The rat stared with a mixture of weariness and ferocity—but not fear. No, the rat held no fear, nor a sense of retreat. Whether those pills were like the one that burned half of its body, it did indeed care—but not enough to abandon its prey.

The battle was far from over.

Mr. Bones shifted and moved around Enya, standing in between her and the demon rat, blocking their sights of each other completely.

The demon rat’s beady eyes flickered between its two cornered prey, hunger radiating off it in palpable waves. It flexed its left shoulder, wincing as the weight of the rusted bronze sword, still lodged deep within its flesh, tugged at the wound. Yet it barely acknowledged any true pain.

The rat’s vertical-slit pupils thinned further, and its body rumbled, shaking loose clumps of dirt and debris from its ragged fur. A primal tension filled the air, its muscles coiling, readying for the pounce.

Mr. Bones readied himself, prepared to react in an instant. As he held the blade, its polished surface shimmered, mirroring both the dancing flames from the torches above, and an image of Enya sitting behind him.

There was a brief, almost imperceptible flash that glinted from the darkness, within a tiny cavern that held two openings—dancing, before wisping away, leaving no trace of its existence.

The atmosphere thickened like a weight, pressing down on all of them. Both Mr. Bones and the demon rat stood motionless, locked in a silent, deadly analysis of one another. The rusted sword protruding from the rat’s side had loosened, black blood oozing down its leg, staining the matted fur.

Time slowed, freezing still, as if waiting for the gods to take their seats in attendance. Silence became the announcer, walking around to meet both contestants, announcing their strengths and weaknesses, stirring anticipation among crowd for the upcoming fight.

As just like that, between the two fighters, the clang of a metaphorical gong rang out—the call to begin their fight, had sounded.


            

    
        Chapter 24: Mr. Bones vs Mr. Rat

    
    
    
    
                Enya peered out from behind Mr. Bones, her small frame trembling, her eyes wide as they fixed on the demon rat. For the first time, she truly saw it—not just as a nuisance or a terrifying presence, but as a predator. Its eyes gleamed with a feral hunger, its fur bristling with an almost deathly energy. She had watched it eat before, devouring scrap bones, destroying skeletons that were helpless against it. But never had she seen it this up close, feral and ruthless.

Her gaze dropped to Pell’s skull resting in her lap. Her fingers dug into the bone, knuckles white from the pressure. A storm of guilt swirled within her. Was this her fault? Had her weakness led them here? Her inability to study quicker? Too slow to even comprehend the most basic of circuits? Maybe if she hadn’t spent so much time reading those comforting stories instead of studying magic like Pell had asked… Would he still be here if she had listened—if she had focused?

Her eyes tightened as chaotic thoughts whirled about within her mind. Countless possibilities and outcomes could have avoided this. Maybe she could have helped Pell distract Mr. Rat… no, to distract the demon rat. If she hadn’t fled, she could have assisted Pell and they could have safely fled together. Yet, she did nothing and ran off, leaving him alone.

Her heart clenched painfully. Then, like a sudden flash of light cutting through the fog, an idea struck her. Summon Skeleton! Her body jolted at the thought. Her hands instinctively moved to cradle Pell’s skull, as she stared at the hollow sockets. A spark of hope flickered in her chest—just maybe. Maybe she could bring him back. The spell could summon a skeleton from bones—Pell’s bones! Maybe it would work!

But as soon as her hope bloomed, doubt crept in like the unwanted guest that it was. Could the spell really work on Pell? Her mind raced, recalling every detail from the book. One specific passage from the summoning tome surfaced in her memory:


Please note that you can only use the bone from an actual corpse that is not currently being reanimated. You also cannot use the bones from existing skeleton monsters or summons.



Her eyes wavered, and a knot twisted in her stomach. Pell wasn’t just any skeleton. He was… different.

The spell wouldn’t work on existing skeletons or summoned creatures, but what did that really mean? Did it only apply to skeletons summoned by other necromancers and ones naturally spawned by the dungeon itself? And Pell—what about him? Was he being reanimated? If Pell was dead now, would he come back, even if the spell worked?

Pell’s soul was bound to the dungeon somehow, and the specifics of the process was still lost to her.

None of the necromantic spells in her book described the magic that kept Pell and the other dungeon monsters alive. It wasn’t a simple spell, she was certain of that. The dungeon’s magic could also be something entirely different, some primal force or ancient method. Perhaps it wasn’t even magic that bound Pell’s soul.

Her thoughts were interrupted as she caught movement in the corner of her vision—Mr. Bones’ hand hovering just above her. She glanced up to see him gesturing, a wave backward. His grip tightened on Pell’s dagger, the polished blade reflecting flickers of torchlight.

Enya hesitated, her lips parting as if to say something, but no words came. She clamped her mouth shut after a pause, and sprang to her feet, retreating into the shadowed hallway behind her. Staying here would only make her a burden to Mr. Bones, and that realization stung deeper than she could have imagined. She felt useless. Helpless. She was simply repeating what she had done before.

As she shuffled away, the demon rat’s beady eyes flicked toward her for a brief moment, watching her movements with mild interest. But it made no move to chase her. It remained fixated on its true opponent, the towering skeleton holding the dagger. The two were locked in a silent, deadly standoff.

Enya’s steps were heavy as she ran further down the dim corridor, her grip tightening around Pell’s skull. She glanced back just once—back toward Mr. Bones, who now stood alone against the monstrous demon rat. Her vision blurred with unshed tears, the sorrow etched across her face a mixture of guilt and regret. She should have said something, anything—a thank you, a goodbye—but the words had stuck in her throat. It was too late now.

She had seen it before. That single attack, a mere swipe of its tail, and half of Mr. Bones’ arm had exploded, knocking him backward as if he was a nuisance. The power behind that blow—it was too great. That demon rat was too strong—too deadly.

In moments, her small figure vanished into the shadows, her footsteps growing faint until they were swallowed entirely by the silence. Now, only Mr. Bones and the demon rat remained. The broken remains of Pell's skeletal form were strewn nearby, while jagged rocks and uneven ground turned the space into a crude battlefield.

The earth trembled under the rat’s paws, signaling its readiness. Muscles rippled beneath its fur, tightening like coiled springs, and its sharp claws dug into the ground. Its jaw parted slightly, not wide enough to devour—no, this was not a hunger-driven battle now. The demon rat’s predatory instinct had shifted. This was no longer just about food and hunger—no; it was about domination.

The tension snapped in an instant. Mr. Bones lunged first, his bony frame moving with surprising speed, dust and gravel scattering in his wake. A moment later, the demon rat launched itself forward, its powerful hind legs propelling it with force, the ground buckling beneath the impact.

Mr. Bones ducked low, his dagger angled toward the ground, as he barreled forward. The demon rat had already leapt halfway into the air, mid-pounce, but not high enough for Mr. Bones to slip beneath it as he had before. With a sharp, bone-cracking twist, Mr. Bones spun his body, his blade whistling through the air in an arc as he attempted to glide past the creature’s side.

The dagger struck home, slicing into the rat’s left shoulder, where the rusted bronze sword still jutted out. Black, viscous blood oozed from the fresh wound, but it was little more than a scratch, barely slowing the beast. With a heavy thud, the demon rat crashed into the ground, shaking off dirt where Mr. Bones had been moments before. The minor injury only seemed to fuel its rage. The air quivered with the sound of its roar—a deep, primal growl unlike anything it had made before.

Without pause—giving Mr. Bones no time to react, it charged forward once again—this time on ground like a rampaging bull. With each stomp, its steel-like legs created tiny dents in the ground, leaving a trail of impressions. As it moved forward, it sent small rubble and rocks flying in all directions, obliterating anything in its path.

Its maw gaped wide, razor-sharp teeth gleaming, ready to snap and crush. The intent was clear: the demon rat aimed to grind Mr. Bones into dust, to shatter his skeletal frame in a single devastating blow.

Mr. Bones, undeterred, attempted his spinning strike again, aiming for the same vulnerable shoulder. His bony fingers gripped the dagger tightly as he twirled toward the beast, hoping to land a decisive blow. But this time, the uneven ground betrayed him. The jagged stones shifted beneath his feet, throwing him off balance just as he swung his blade. The dagger whistled through empty air, missing its mark entirely.

For the first time in the battle, Mr. Bones faltered, and the demon rat’s blazing eyes locked onto him, hunger and fury burning behind them.

Stumbling, Mr. Bones managed to redirect his fall, pushing off the ground and jumping sideways as the rat charged past him.

The rat, although big and hulking, and sneaky—was not as agile as the small skeleton. Its body turned, and its beady eyes stared at the skeleton as it barreled past him. The beast slammed its right paw onto the ground in anger, sending a miniature shockwave of force in all directions.

Mr. Bones recomposed himself, changing his pose back into a fighting position. He stared at the demon rat before him.

The tension thickened as they began a slow, deliberate dance. Both moved to the right in unison, circling each other like two seasoned duelists, wary of any sudden moves. Their footsteps mirrored one another, with Mr. Bones gliding sideways, pivoting, while the rat's four limbs shifted with equal precision. The ground beneath them held its breath as they measured each other up, calculating the next strike, each movement dripping with intent.

Seconds passed like hours, and then, without warning, the demon rat’s patience snapped. It bared its fangs, a glistening snarl curling its lips, and surged forward again, in a blur of fur and fury.

But Mr. Bones had already prepared. As the beast hurtled toward him, he bent his bony knees ever so slightly, his form crouched and ready. Then, with a sudden burst of speed, Mr. Bones leapt into the air, resembling a pale-white ghost against the dim dungeon lights. His hand found purchase on the demon rat’s snout, using it as a springboard. With a simple push, he hoisted himself up, vaulting over the rat’s head as it snarled in confusion beneath him.

The ground shook and trembled as the demon rat ran wildly forward. Mr. Bones clung to anything he could find a grip on, from long strands of fur, to eventually gripping its scruffy neck and upper back like a makeshift saddle. The demon rat flailed about wildly. Its forelegs bounced and its upper body rose into the sky, in an attempt to shake off Mr. Bones.

The demon rat shook and twisted around, but Mr. Bones held strong. Seizing the panicked motions of the rat, Mr. Bones took this opportunity to strike. His right arm snapped back, dagger poised, and with a quick flick, he spun the blade downward. The rat’s matted fur slapped at his face, but he paid it no mind. His eyes were locked on the bronze sword still lodged in the rat's shoulder—a perfect guide for what came next.

The dagger drove forward, pinching itself against the skin of the beast and the bronze blade. It pierced the skin as it wedged up against the sword and slid down like a makeshift knife-guard. The blade grated against the bronze, forcing itself into the wound with a satisfying hiss as it pried open the flesh.

The rat shrieked—a noise so piercing it could’ve shattered glass, if there had been any around. Its cries grew frantic, filled with fury and pain.

Mr. Bones wasn’t about to let go, even as the dagger hit its limit and refused to budge any deeper. Whether it was its thick skin or tangled fur stopping the blade, he couldn’t quite tell—too much fluff, too little time to worry about it. He pressed harder, as if he wanted to shove the entire dagger inside of its body—handle and all.

As the rat wailed about and swung its upper body side to side, Mr. Bones found it harder and harder to hold on. With the dagger serving as his anchor, he wildly descended down the upper back of the beast, securing his grip on the handle with both arms. Mr. Bones was desperately clinging to it, while swinging wildly side-to-side off of the demon rat.

The demon rat let out a roar before whipping its body back down on all fours. Its eyes were wide open and looking over at the dangling skeleton that was prodding at its wound. It slammed down on all fours, eyes blazing with hatred, and charged with full tilt toward the nearest wall.

Mr. Bones’ skeletal legs finally met the ground again. His knees scraped against the jagged floor as the rat dragged him along like some unfortunate, forgotten accessory.

The wall ahead of them rapidly approached. The rat was aiming to introduce him to that wall in the most violent way possible, smashing its massive body into it with Mr. Bones as the unfortunate cushion.

In one swift motion, Mr. Bones straightened his legs out so that they no longer dragged. He was now standing in a half crouching motion, running alongside the beast as he held onto the blade.

Just before the creature could slam its body into the stone, Mr. Bones pulled back and down with all his strength. The dagger, embedded alongside the bronze sword, resisted at first. But as he applied more pressure, it began to slide through the tough skin. The rat's growl grew louder, a sound of pure agony that echoed around them.

The growl of the monster grew louder and more agonized, echoing through the surroundings, while its heavy paw strikes along the ground boomed out like thunder. Skin from around the embedded sword began to rip and tear. The blade tried to move, attempting to slash down the skin, effectively splitting the tendons and possibly severing the rat’s entire left leg.

As he pumped more and more pressure on the blade, pulling it towards himself, the demon rat decided to change tactics.

Without warning, the demon rat tensed and sprang into the air. Mr. Bones felt his feet lift from the ground as his body bounced up, limbs flailing awkwardly in the brief moment of weightlessness. His grip on the dagger tightened instinctively.

As he rose, Mr. Bones’ eye sockets shifted from the impending wall to the ceiling above. The sudden change in direction caused his body to rotate, flipping him so that his back faced the ground. It wasn’t a high enough jump to crush him against the ceiling—no—it was the opposite.

Understanding the rat's new tactic, he scrambled to react. He tried to bend his elbows and push himself further onto the now-twirling beast, but the effort was futile. The rat's sudden movement and the disorienting effect of gravity made it nearly impossible to stabilize himself while upside down.

Considering his options, Mr. Bones weighed the possibility of letting go of the dagger and attempting to push off of the rat like a springboard. Yet, he had already spent precious moments trying to reposition himself uselessly in the air, leaving him with little time to decide.

The demon rat, meanwhile, completed its leap and twisted mid-air. It was attempting to slam itself back onto the ground, to crush Mr. Bones and reduce him to broken splinters and fine powder.

Mr. Bones displayed an agility and reflexes far superior to any of the other skeletons the beast had encountered. The rat’s attempts to slam its body from a distance had proven ineffective against such a nimble target. Yet, now, it had found a new strategy: using Mr. Bones as a makeshift cushion.

The world that appeared before Mr. Bones’ eyes shifted and crashed into him with a powerful blow. In the next instant, the world became a dark brown, as the crunching sound of his body all overlapped one another in the same moment. His fastened grip on the dagger completely loosened, and his arms fell back onto the ground. Countless cracks marred the once smooth ground, resulting in a large, human-shaped impression.

The demon rat’s fur pressed heavily against him, wedging into every crevice of his skeletal frame. The sheer mass of the rat pinned him firmly to the floor, making any movement impossible. His skull sustained significant damage, with cracks spider-webbing across its surface, though it remained surprisingly intact.

Moments later, the rat’s growls echoed in the oppressive darkness that surrounded him. The crushing weight on top of him eased and eventually disappeared. Mr. Bones’ vision, however, remained obscured. The world was still enveloped in darkness. Above him, a deafening roar was followed by a sharp, resounding snap.

The rest of the world dimmed out, as the sound of bones breaking echoed in the halls.

            

    
        Chapter 25: A Valid Target

    
    
    
    
                Trembling roars shot throughout the corridors, their sounds bouncing off the long narrow hallways, amplifying their sounds and creating a noisy reverb.

It had been roughly five to ten minutes since Enya had left Mr. Bones and the demon rat to their violent clash. Her eyes, once clouded with tears, were now dry, marked only by dark shadows and a few pink blemishes.

Her fingers gripped and held tightly around Pell’s skull as she ran. She held the remaining memory of her friend close to her chest.

As she walked, the looming darkness and isolation of the hallways sent their graceful hugs. After a while, the rumbling noises died out, and Enya walked in complete utter silence. She didn't even encounter a single undead along the way, further reinforcing the feeling of loneliness.

Enya made it back to the study with little to no problem. Nothing looked out of the ordinary. But the atmosphere of anxiety and expectation enveloped her as soon as she saw the door.

She entered and shut the door behind her, scanning the familiar surroundings. The floor was still littered with various items from Pell’s bag, left in disarray after her earlier search. She glanced down at Pell’s skull, her expression softening. The skull that didn’t move, sigh, or even call her a brat, and her eyes furrowed slowly as she stared at it.

Looking up briefly, she spoke with a whisper, “Status.”

She stared at the screen that appeared before her. She still wanted to ask Pell what exactly the system screen was, and why it existed. Some novels she read mentioned it, but others did not.


Mana: 20/20


With only Pell’s skull available, Enya would need to expend extra mana to regenerate the missing parts of his body. Fortunately, even a single bone like the skull could significantly enhance the efficiency of the spell, thanks to the combination spell devised by Sable.

Enya crouched in the center of the room and carefully placed Pell’s skull on the floor. She then set the small, papery talisman on the desk before returning to her position. She still wasn’t sure of what its true purpose was, but it didn’t matter right now. Pell could tell her once he was alive again—undead again.

The skull rested unevenly on the ground, bearing the marks of battle—chipped pieces around the base and top, and a prominent crack running down its front. Despite the damage, his skull was still roughly intact, though that probably did not matter for the spell.

The spell didn't work before, because Pell was still alive. However, now that he was gone... Perhaps it would work? She could only have hope as she mentally prepared herself.

She extended her hand toward the skull, pausing just inches away. Her focus was unwavering as she prepared to cast the spell that she had barely just learned.

Enya willed the power inside of her to move. The surrounding air stiffened as she guided the mana along her mana channels. Power surged to her right arm as bright ghostly wisps appeared a few centimeters away from her palm.

The circular circuit formed in front of her, and her mana began to pour in, filling the channels and creating the patterns.

Enya watched as the spell came to life as the mana she infused intertwined and linked together. Once the mana channel had spread out and filled every pattern, it then contained itself inside the circuit, marking the successful completion of the spell.

Ding!

The status screen notification sound rang out in her head. She willed her status screen to appear in front of her, and her eye’s widened at the message.


Skill: Summon Skeleton has been activated.
System Notification: Reanimation failed. Target vessel is currently occupied by a soul under the control of [Sanctum: Tower of Sable].


Enya’s hand and fingers twitched. The control she used over the spell circuit in front of her palm shimmered. Her mana channel became disrupted, and the spell circuit followed suit, dissipating into the air.

Sanctum? Tower of Sable? Under control?

Questions flooded Enya’s mind as she read the notification. The dungeon had been the one that reanimated Pell, turning him into an undead skeleton. His soul flames had disappeared, however, even now, the dungeon still held control over him? Was Pell still alive? Did the dungeon own the physical skeleton?

“Why…!” Enya cried out in frustration. Why was the dungeon still exerting control over Pell? Pell was gone—his soul-flames were extinguished. Now she couldn’t even bring him back because the dungeon was being selfish?! Did this mean the spell wouldn’t work on any of the dungeon residents?

Pell mentioned it once, briefly in passing. Sanctums were… bases? Homes? Something along those lines—a former dungeon, turned into some type of operable fortress. Like they had concluded early on, the one who wrote the books Enya read—Sable, he—he was the one who owned this dungeon.

Her eyes, filled with a mix of blankness and lifelessness, stared at the screen before her. In a fit of emotion, she swatted the screen away, though she knew she could simply will it away with her thoughts. Her frustration had overtaken her composure.

Enya took a deep breath, drawing mana back into her body and channeling it into her palm. She began to recreate the intricate mana patterns, preparing for another attempt at the spell.

The spell shattered halfway through forming its intended circle. The mana from her palm burst with a powerful force, causing the surrounding mana to scatter in a chaotic dance. Her body was engulfed in a mind-numbing pain that caused her to wince. In a split second, her vision blurred and she began swaying unsteadily.

“Ah..! Ah….w-wha…” Enya cried out. She clutched her head with her hands as the world started to spiral and morph around her. Something went wrong. What was happening? She found herself in a state of confusion, as her thoughts were all over the place, unfamiliar with this kind of sensation.

Ding!

Her eyes flinched as she jolted her neck upwards. Her status notification had rang out once again.


System Notification: Your mana has reached 0 out of 20.
System Notification: You have been inflicted with Mana Burnout for attempting to use more mana than is available.


As Enya read the words on the screen, she struggled to make out every other word, but she could still comprehend the primary message. She had depleted her mana pool, a crucial threshold for any mage.

She had forgotten to top her mana back up with a potion. Trying to cast the spell again with a depleted mana pool would be akin to taking a dose of poison. However, Enya had been careless, and continued to pour mana into her spell without checking her reserves. It was a surprise that a failed spell still took most of her mana regardless. This was something she would have to make note of.

As her body wobbled, her knees gave way moments later, causing her to stumble. She collapsed to the ground, using her knees and hands as a support, before eventually tipping over onto her elbows and lying on the ground.

Everything had gone wrong. She couldn’t prevent her vision. She couldn’t save Pell. The spell she spent so long learning and trying to use, all for the sake of escaping with Pell, was useless. She couldn’t even use it to save her friend. The damn dungeon wanted to oppose her. What was the point of everything she did so far? Her thoughts spun in her mind as she stared at the scattered and assorted items from the backpack that lay across the room, before her vision eventually faded to black.
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Enya’s mind drifted into a dream. She found herself wandering through the corridors of a luxurious palace with walls adorned with intricate tapestries and gilded accents. A smell reminiscent of flowers, like the blue lilies, filled the halls. Soft and distant strums of a harp and the gentle chords of a piano echoed through the halls, mingling with the gentle rustle of gowns and murmured conversations.

With each step she took, she passed by glittering rooms featuring extravagant furniture and large chandeliers with multiple tendrils which held orbs of light that spread across the rooms. She wore no shoes as she skipped across the palace, as she could feel the plush carpet beneath her feet. The soft bristles and fuzzy fur sent a sensation of comfort, luxury, but also normalcy.

Everywhere she turned, there were glimpses of a life she couldn't quite remember but felt deeply connected to. There was a large and elegant banquet table topped with sumptuous dishes. A variety of delicacies were presented before her—all of different but equally beautiful presentation.

In the dream, she was not alone. Figures moved with grace through the palace, their faces indistinct but their presence familiar. Each walked with a flair of elegance and strict discipline. They all stood straight and moved with practiced sequence. There was a sense of belonging, a feeling of warmth.

She caught glimpses of herself—or perhaps someone like her—in the polished mirrors that lined the hallways. A figure dressed in fine fabric, a robed dress of black and purple, adorned with jewels around her neck that sparkled like the fleeting embers of a flame. A delicate balance between grace and restraint surrounded her, as though she were chained to a paradise that was only an island in the center of a continent.

Despite the splendor and opulence she was seeing, there was an underlying sense of melancholy, as if something… essential, was… missing from this perfect picture.

She then found herself inside a magnificent garden. It felt serene, with its winding paths, blooming flowers, and the gentle sound of cascading water that flowed from the fountain. A profound sense of peace and freedom enveloped her, a connection to nature that was free from high walls.

But even in this tranquil haven, there was a sense of something that which was lost—something she couldn't quite grasp. It was as if she was searching for a truth hidden just out of reach, a truth about herself and her place in this world of dreams.

The figures from the palace appeared almost ghost-like at the edges of her sight, their laughter now infused with a subtle touch of sadness. Two figures stood out from the crowd of faces, their presence more grand and impressive than the rest. Their smiles reached their ears, but the sound of laughter was muted, as their visages slowly distorted.

Her world shuddered, and was suddenly consumed by the ominous sound of cracking skies. The serene garden dissipated, and the people before her flickered in and out of existence. The world tore itself apart, trying to rectify what reality had truly been all along. Soon, everything disappeared into a deep black, as she felt her body falling down into a deep abyss.

Enya’s consciousness stirred. Slowly emerging from the depths of her pleasant and melancholic dream, her body tensed, signaling her return to reality. The beautiful world she dreamed of, the opulent palace, the mesmerizing banquet, and the serene gardens, all slipped away like sand between her fingers.
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“Agh…” Enya groaned. She pushed herself up into a cross-legged position as she rubbed circles at her temple with the ball of her palm.

Her eyes winced as the world came back into view. The blur and twisting of the surrounding room stabilized as she tried to calm and readjust her sense of balance.

“Wh-what…” she murmured in confusion. As she massaged her temples, her mind also began to wander. Why was she lying on the ground and why did her body feel so sore?

She remembered the… status screen? Yes… yes, that was it. The status screen… Her face scrunched inward as she tried to keep thinking.

The status screen had appeared in front of her. It had mentioned something about… her mana. Mana… What was it about her mana? Something about her mana... and a spell? She felt nauseous, like she had suffered a mental backlash from being disrupted during absolute focus, but this was different—this was full-body soreness.

After a few moments, as if clarity reached her mind like a falling brick from above her, she remembered everything. The recent events of the past... day? Possibly more? They all came back, rushing into her mind.

Right beside her, a solitary, cracked, and broken skull lay on the ground. Her gaze met with the deep black eye sockets, as she became motionless.

This was… Pell’s skull. The skull of her first, or she supposed, second friend—if she counted Mr. Bones as the first. This was the same person who also took care of her. The person responsible for teaching her literacy, language, and knowledge of the world. He, who had saved her during a dungeon quake from falling bricks that aimed to hurt her. This was also the same person who was easy to anger and agitate—and loved to call her a brat.

Silence passed by as she stared at the skull, unmoving. Her fingers tensed, alternating and deciding between relaxing or clenching into a fist. She stared blankly ahead, her eyes devoid of tears. They were already red, and a portion of her sleeve that she slept on was damp. It seemed like she had already cried all she needed as she suffered from Mana Burnout.

The lingering remnants of her dream had fleeted by. No emotions or memories of that experience remained. She couldn’t remember anything during her slumber, as the emotions right now overwhelmed her.

Pell was gone, and Mr. Bones was also… Her thoughts trailed off. This time, she did clench her fingers into a fist. Pell wasn’t the only person she had lost today. She had left Mr. Bones alone with the demon rat. She had run off once again.

Enya shifted her position and sat upright, bringing her knees close to her chest. She wrapped her arms around her legs and rested her head on top of her knees.

Minutes of silence passed by as she kept looking at Pell. Her thoughts wandered, wondering about what to do from now on. That was, until something rumbled outside.

Enya’s ears perked up, and her body shivered.

Crunch. Crunch.

A sound came from outside of the study. Something was in the hallway, moving towards the door.

Enya instinctively got up and slowly backed away from the door as she looked at it with anticipation and weariness. Her body tensed up as the sound approached. She held her breath and listened intently. She couldn’t quite pinpoint the exact nature of the sound, but it bore the same rhythm of footsteps on the ground.

Enya gulped and her body shuddered as the long silence drew out. Her thoughts raced as she became anxious. Was it Mr. Bones? Did he win? Or… did Mr. Rat… no, did the demon rat, did it come for me? She thought. Her eyes became captives of the door, unwavering, as her fingers began to sweat and become clammy.

Almost an entire minute passed in complete silence, with neither side making a single noise or movement. Enya’s eyes flashed briefly, but even her senses couldn’t detect anything outside. It seemed like the protection barrier of the room prevented her skill from fully working.

“M..Mr. Bones? I-Is that you?” Enya croaked. Her voice was dry, and she had to force the words out as she spoke.

A few moments of silence passed by with no response.

“Mr. Bones? H-hello? Are you out there?” She said, louder, with a clearer intonation.

Once more, a few moments of silenced passed with no reply or rustling of movement.

Her eyes dimmed back to their regular color as her skill wore off. Enya continued to stare at the door for a moment. It could also be Mr. Bones just sitting outside the door. But… there was also a chance it could also be the demon rat. Could it have won the fight and followed her here?

Slowly and quietly, she walked towards the door. She stepped cautiously, attempting to be as silent as possible. As she got closer to the wooden door, she carefully inched her hand towards the handle and began to slowly twist it open.

A massive force of wind and abnormal pressure slammed into the door, swinging it wide open as her hand and arm instinctively withdrew. The force of the impact sent her sprawling backwards on her rear as a thud escaped from below her.

Enya winced as she fell, but in the next instant, her eyes filled with terror as she looked up at the open doorway. There, the enormous demon rat stood, teeth fanged out, and the bloody bronze sword still embedded into its shoulder.

Enya was left breathless, unable to even let out a small yelp, as the sight of the demon rat left her stunned frozen still. In the next instant, the demon rat crept close with a single small step and its jaw snapped shut with a deafening clack!

            

    
        Chapter 26: Between a Rat and A Hard Place

    
    
    
    
                Enya’s scream tore through the air, sharp and full of terror, the loudest sound she’d ever made, but also the shortest. Her eyes clamped shut as the world around her quaked, the ground trembling beneath her.

But she wasn’t dead. She wasn’t even hurt. As the rumbling lasted a moment too long, her eyes snapped open, only to regret it immediately as she locked onto the demon rat’s beady, slitted gaze. Its eyes seemed to pierce straight into her soul. It snarled, baring its teeth as it lunged at her for another attack.

She flinched, eyes twitching, but not quite shutting this time, as everything moved too fast to process. Her body froze, bracing for the inevitable pain, but instead—

Ka-chunk!

A resonant, ethereal echo reverberated around her. The air shimmered as a translucent barrier of light rippled outward from the doorway, covering the entire room in a protective glow. The barrier hummed in defiance, holding strong against the demon rat’s attack—just like Pell had said it would.

Enya’s breath was unsteady, as her heart pounded with alarming quickness. Her hands moved like large sandbags, trying to drag herself away from the rat as she sat on the ground. Her legs were too weak and her knees had given out, so she could only rely on her trembling arms to pull her backwards.

The demon rat stared at her the entire time, its eyes unnaturally wide and blood-shot. Although its mouth drooled and its rough and intimidating appearance stood before her—she was still safe.

Another crash came and the barrier protecting the room shimmered, but the spell still held. The rat’s snout pressed against the transparent blue mist of mana that shielded the room. Its legs tried to step forward, but all it did was further push its body up against the barrier. It growled in annoyance as it tried to bare its fangs once again.

As she looked at the rat, she noticed its left shoulder was still bleeding. Its thick brown fur was covered in a dried black and reddish blood, hardening the fur into miniature spikes. The wound left by the still embedded bronze sword was wide, stretching beyond the actual width of the blade. The wound had been gashed open a few dozen centimeters, exposing some of its bloodied and dark pale skin.

Enya’s senses came back to her in a fleeting moment, as she forced her body to stand up with all the energy she had left. She stumbled in a half crouch towards the opposite side of the door, where it had been flung open. The beast watched her move, its head turning and locking onto her. Enya ignored its gaze, and grabbed the edges of the ornate wooden door, and swung it backward as hard as she could, slamming the door shut in front of the monster’s face.

Trying to regain her composure and calm her nerves, Enya slowed her breathing once more. She flinched as the sound of muted thuds kept clashing against the barrier, sending ripples of transparent mana waves throughout the room. The attacks eventually stopped after a few attempts, leaving the room in utter silence.

Her eye’s tightened, as she felt tears starting to well up once again.

What was she supposed to do now? If the demon rat was here, then that meant… that meant that Mr. Bones was also… dead. There wasn’t even a point to make a joke about them being “undead” anymore. She had asked for his help, and got him killed in the process. She withdrew her gaze from the door and looked down to the floor in front of her, her dark purple and black dress lying sprawled in a mess along its surface.

She was alone now. Completely, and utterly alone. Pell was gone, and Mr. Bones was gone. Both of them were dead—because of her. Enya’s hands clenched and she pulled her knees up to her chest, as she lay her head atop them and sobbed. The sound of her cries and sniffles periodically being overshadowed by the loud drums of impacts against the barrier that protected the room.

This continued on for the next half-hour, until Enya finally ran out of tears to water the floor.
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The sounds of relentless thrashing outside came back for a while but eventually stopped. Despite the rat’s relentless attempts that led nowhere, its footsteps would leave and come back periodically. When it left, the demon rat still remained close, as far as Enya could tell. It was constantly checking up on her, after few dozen minutes to an hour at a time, it would come back, wait, and leave.

Enya had stopped sobbing soon around its third check up. She knew it was still close by, but at least the danger wasn’t immediate. But even so, she wasn’t safe. The barrier could protect her, but how long it would last—whether it was permanent or could potentially fail—added even more worry. It came back every so often, standing close behind the door, but not attacking. It crept close, to hear inside, but didn’t attack—not until it knew its prey was there.

She reorganized all the items that she had taken out of the backpack previously. This also included some items she had brought with her to come and rescue Pell. She placed all of them neatly in the room’s corner next to a light altar.

Among her possessions were 3 health potions, 8 mana potions, 4 cans of food, a sizable water canteen along with two smaller bottles, the four-pronged medallion, and the black bracelet. There were also several rusted swords and other small daggers that Pell had brought, still lying over at the side of the room. She couldn’t count on any of these, though, as they were too large and too heavy for her to use. And the spare daggers were too short for her, and honestly, she didn’t feel comfortable using them, regardless.

She put all the items on the ground neatly next to each other, except for the black bracelet. Because it wasn’t too much trouble, she kept it on her upper arm.

Enya had tried to move the desk also, but found it impossible. Truthfully, she wanted to move it to the side of the room, so she could have clear line of sight on both the entrance, and the hidden passageway behind the bookshelf. Unfortunately, she couldn’t move the desk, as it was rooted in place and bolted to the floor.

Most of the time Enya spent in the hours after organizing her inventory was for studying. The mysterious passageway with the zombie still worried her, so she pulled the chair over to the long side of the rectangular desk table, and began reading and studying there, while also keeping a keen eye on the shelf.


Necromancy is all about manipulation of souls, and the dead. There are other branches of necromancy which dive deeper into other topics such as body manipulation and curses. Although they focus on different aspects, they all come back into the study of the dead.



Necromancy was about raising and using the dead to their fullest potential. Some necromantic magics branched off quite a bit from this philosophy, but they all revolved around manipulation of souls, or the body in some way, shape or form.

According to Sable, anything could be revived, even if the souls of the dead were absent. Every single being left a lasting imprint, and by empowering that lingering remnant, it becomes feasible to resurrect a hero from a distant past, even if they lived a thousand years ago.

Initially, she skimmed the book’s contents to see if there was any spell that related to reviving the dead and their souls. This proved to be quite difficult, as the contents of the book shifted around. Apparently, Sable wanted the book to be more about learning and discovery, instead of giving away free spells circuits. The later spells were labeled, but the effects were vague, as he wanted the reader to learn what the spell effects were from the patterns that were used. That… was extremely frustrating and stupid.

Enya read more about the summon skeleton spell that she had learned. There were a few more sections about that spell in the later pages of the book, and some extra notes that she glossed over.


As explained in an earlier chapter, the summon skeleton spell was created by me, to pipeline the efficiency of two separate spells. This proves to be quite useful in creating an undead skeletal servant, although the creature is created and controlled by mana, instead of its soul.

Although the spell itself doesn’t work against already magically revived undead, the spell itself still proves quite useful. Summoned skeletons will still respond to absolute commands, and its abilities rely on your knowledge of necromancy. The mana you use will be the catalyst that binds your control over them, and not the creature themselves.



The summon skeleton spell wasn’t about reviving souls, not directly. It was a simple manipulation—a way to control the physical structure of a skeleton by pouring your own mana into it. Nothing more.

As Enya read through the worn, yellowed pages, she found something curious: a mention of a "pseudo-consciousness" linked to the caster’s mana. It allowed the skeleton to follow commands, even act autonomously to an extent, but it didn’t mean the skeleton had a soul. It was a puppet, bound to her will through magic, perhaps retaining some faint memories from its previous life, like swinging a sword or… basic math? She wasn’t sure about that last part.

She reread the passage, frowning as her thoughts wandered. Even if she succeeded in summoning the skeleton, it wouldn’t be Pell. It would just be his body, a lifeless structure animated by her magic. No soul, no spark—just a shell of what he used to be. Her chest tightened at the realization that the spell might have been a mistake all along. Pell wouldn’t return. Only his bones would. Her eyes furrowed at the thought that her one and only hope was a misinterpretation.

Her frustration grew the more she read, skimming for anything, anything that could mention reviving a soul. But the text was dense, full of words she struggled to understand. Her fingers tightened around the pages, her eyes narrowing as she sighed in irritation.

“What the heck is… actual-lization? Dis…inter…gration? Rebound… Implosion? What is implosion? Isn’t that just explosion but… backward?” Enya muttered to herself, her voice filling the empty room with a faint echo. She found herself speaking aloud more and more, as if hearing the words would help her make sense of them. It was strange, sitting alone, talking to no one, but somehow, it helped ease her mind.

Enya, exhausted from studying all day, finally stood up with a frustrated expression. She was mentally exhausted from the events of the past day, but there were still things she could do. She carried the book with her and sat down cross-legged near the mana potions she reorganized in the corner. Her eyes were droopy, but she urged her body to keep going despite her fatigue.

Using the book by her side as a guide, she channeled magic into her hand. Even though she possessed the summon skeleton spell, she never had the opportunity to employ it effectively. She could no longer safely gather any skeleton bones without Pell assisting her, so this meant she would have to get some herself—and this meant she needed a way to defend herself.

Enya glanced down at the book with the spell circuit in front of her. It was an offensive spell—one strictly used for attacking, and wasn’t summon related. The summon skeleton spell had five distinct patterns, but the spell she was trying to learn now only had three. One of the patterns was also used in the summon skeleton spell, so she only had to learn two new patterns this time.

Mana flowed into her palm as a magic circle slightly bigger than her hand appeared in front of her. She manipulated her mana to form the outline of the new patterns. There was no need to retry the pattern she already knew, as it would just waste her mana.

Mana poured into the circuit steadily, as she carefully drew out the first new pattern. It was a zig-zagging pattern that touched the outer edge of the magic circle. Consistency defined the design, while the difficulty was in ensuring there were no irregularities.

After a few seconds of channeling, the spell circuit broke apart. Enya sighed with dimmed eyes. One zigzag she formed was a bit too steep, and that caused the spell to become unstable as she poured more mana into it. She grabbed a mana potion and took a small sip as she continued to practice. Forming a single pattern at a time cost less mana, so she could afford to fail at an early stage like this.

After a few more practice tries of the first pattern, and a few more failures, it was time to swap to the second pattern. She hadn’t fully mastered it yet, but getting used to both at the same time would probably allow her to refresh her mind so that she wouldn’t be bogged down so hard.

Enya had been up for possibly hours, maybe a day or more, just studying and reading. She was mentally exhausted. It was a good time to take a nap and rest, before resuming her diligent but exhaustive studies.
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Enya rearranged some of the scattered items in the room and began to settle into a small corner, fluffing up her pillow to make the space more comfortable. Just as she was about to lie down, Pell’s words flickered in her memory. Something about her pillow… his words had been cut off, but she distinctly recalled the mention of it.

She picked up the pillow, ruffling it in her hands. At first, nothing seemed unusual, but then she heard it—a faint rustling sound from deep inside the pillow. Her heart quickened. Carefully, she unzipped the pillow and reached in, her fingers brushing past the soft fluffy fuzzies, until she found something—something papery.

Pulling it out, she realized it was a folded piece of paper that had been crumpled and tucked away in the center of the pillow. As she unfolded it, Pell’s crude handwriting made itself known, with its scraggly letters and words scrawled across the page.

The note was longer than she expected, covering the entire front page and the back. On the front, in shaky letters, was a warning. Enya had to squint to make out the words—Pell had never been one for neat penmanship apparently. After a bit of effort, she managed to decipher the warning.

Her expression softened, eyes brimming with a storm of emotions. As she read further, the jumble of feelings churned—confusion, understanding, a tinge of sadness, and even warmth. Her eyes softened, mixed with a flurry of conflicting thoughts as she read Pell's confession.

            

    
        Chapter 27: Pell's Note

    
    
    
    
                On the very top of the note was a warning, one that Pell made sure was visible, before any of the inner contents of the note were. Enya unfolded the note and parsed through the awful, squiggly handwriting.




Brat, if you find this note, and I am still alive—don’t you dare make some kind of joke—then I want you to forget you ever saw this note and leave it folded up inside your pillow. ONLY OPEN THIS UP IF I AM DEAD, YOU HEAR READ ME? If you open this up while I am still alive and kicking, I swear to every single holy god out there, I will personally burn every single novel and book I own and you will be banned from ever reading anything but those necromancy books again. I. Am. Serious. Enya. Don’t. You. Open. Dare. Open. This. Up. If. I. Am. Still. Alive.

…

…

…

Alright, you opened the damn note. This is your last warning. If you opened it up by accident or it unfolded itself, close it right now. Once again, I am serious.




To the Brat,

If you’re reading this, that means I bit the dust for real this time. I’m either dead, gone, or whatever counts as not coming back for a stubborn sack of bones like me. I told you before, don’t read this unless I’m really, truly done for, because if I catch you peeking early, well... let’s just say you wouldn’t hear the end of it.

Alright, now that you’re actually reading it, here’s the deal.

First off, I know I’ve been hard on you, brat. I’ve yelled at you, called you names, and probably made you think I hated your guts half the time. Well, most of the time.

I didn’t sugarcoat things, and I didn’t exactly treat you like you’re special, even though you are. You’re a noble, for crying out loud, one of those high-and-mighty types that I usually can’t stand. And? You were such a whiny, stubborn little thing when I met you. But... you didn’t deserve how I treated you. Honestly, even as I’m writing this, I’m still insulting you, so, that’s my bad, but deal with it. Ah, whatever. Deal with it.

So, I’m sorry. Yeah, you heard that right. I’m apologizing. Don’t get used to it, alright? You’ll only read this once—literally. Because I can’t write you another note. But I need you to know that all the yelling and name-calling wasn’t because I hated you. It’s because I had a plan. And, well, because I’m a bit of a bastard sometimes. But mostly, it was the plan.

I needed you to become a necromancer. Not just for your sake, but for mine. You might’ve thought that all those dusty books I shoved in your hands, all those lessons about raising skeletons and controlling the dead were for your survival in this hellhole of a dungeon. And yeah, in a way, they were. But mostly, it was for me. I needed you to get strong, to fight the monsters, and to go deeper into the dungeon. My endgame? The dungeon core. If we could’ve fought our way to it, I figured we could’ve taken control, maybe found a way out.

But you already knew that. Just fight the monsters, go down the floors, beat more monsters, take down the boss, and maybe secure our freedom. If you got stronger, we’d both make it out alive—it’d be a win-win. I show you the ropes and anything you’re unfamiliar with, and you master all the magical garbage to get me out of the dungeon.

But here’s the thing I didn’t tell you: you didn’t need to do any of that. You, brat, you could’ve walked out of this dungeon any damn time you wanted. I knew know the way out. I could’ve told you to head upstairs, past the monsters, past the traps, and you’d have been free. Sure, it wouldn’t have been easy—the monsters up there would still want to kill you, and getting through all that without getting eaten isn’t exactly a cakewalk—but it was possible. Hell, I even drew up an entire map of how to get out. I recorded all the passages that me and my party took during the first month after I died down here, in hopes I could somehow make it back out.

But I never told you. I kept you here, turned you into something you probably never wanted to be, because I needed you to stay. Although, maybe you like necromancy? You seemed to be quite interested in it after all— but that is besides the point.

You see, I’m bound to this dungeon, stuck here by the damn core, and I couldn’t leave even if I wanted to. You know this. But you? You weren’t bound by anything. You could’ve escaped, brat.

I guess this is the part where I admit I was manipulating you. I didn’t care if you had some fancy noble class waiting for you. Hell, I knew you did. You’re a High Noble, after all. Your family probably had grand plans for you, waiting for you to ascend to some rare, powerful class. Maybe something that’d make you a hero, a mage of legend, or whatever fancy title nobles like to give themselves.

But I didn’t let that happen. I still don’t even know how old you are, but considering what age you might be, then you were obviously going for a powerful class. I ain’t no scholar, just a damn merchant. I’m clueless about sorcery and whatever you magic people call it. The only classes I knew of weren’t compatible with you—unless you wanted to become a brawler by repeatedly punching zombies in a brawl.

This dungeon—this sanctum, or whatever—it had books on necromancy, a class that I barely knew anything about. But I knew one thing. They could fight in battle. Summon the undead to do your bidding, or use curses and all of that other dark evil crap. With your skills in handling mana and magic, this was my perfect solution for getting me out of this prison. So I pushed you toward necromancy—the one thing that could keep you here with me, fighting through this dungeon.

Necromancy, the dark art, the thing nobody looks kindly on, especially not nobles like your lot. I knew what I was doing. I was ruining your future, making sure you’d never get that high-noble class you probably had waiting for you. All so I could have a shot at freedom. I’m not proud of it, but it was the only option I saw, and so I took it. I don't blame myself to choosing this path, either.

See, I’ve got a reason for wanting to get out of here. It’s not just about me. There’s someone I owe a debt to. Not gold, but something more important. Back in the first layer of the realms, there was someone who meant a lot to me. They took care of me when I was a wreck, helped me out when nobody else would. They’re gone now, but their daughter, Elara, she’s still there. She’s running an orphanage in a place called Eiyuria.

She’s in trouble, brat. A noble’s got her trapped in a debt she can’t pay off, and has been aiming for her for years. I know from my title that she’s still alive—still running the same orphanage. I was supposed to help her, but then I got stuck in this damn dungeon. I wanted to get out of here, make enough money to free her from that noble’s grip, and give her a life she deserved, then fuck off somewhere until I died. I’m not exactly worth a single copper to keep alive. But I failed. If you’re reading this, that means I didn’t make it. And now, I’m asking you for a favor I’ve got no right to ask.

If you ever get out of this dungeon, if you ever make it to the first layer, go find Elara. Help her. She doesn’t deserve to suffer because I failed. I’m not asking for forgiveness. I know I don’t deserve it. I’m sure I’m rotting in hell as you read this, unless I did something to absolve my sins right before my demise—which is unlikely.

But if you can, if there’s any part of you that still cares about what I’ve been trying to do... help her. Get her out of that debt. Tell her... tell her I’m sorry I couldn’t do it myself. You’re a good kid, brat. Even if you don’t care about me—at least consider it repayment, for all the trouble I went through to teach you how to read.

You try teaching a person who doesn’t know how to speak, read, or write without going bald. I’m lucky I’m already dead and a skeleton with no hair left to lose.

I guess that’s it. I never wanted to write this. Hell, I don’t even like thinking about all this mushy crap, but you deserve to know the truth, I guess. I screwed up, but I ain't doing it for me.

I lied to you, manipulated you, and dragged you into this mess for my own selfish reasons. But I guess I'm partially proud of you, brat, even if it soully-pains me to say that. You’ve got guts. It may be because you basically grew up in the past month or so in a dungeon filled with danger, but that honestly doesn’t matter.

If you’re ready to call it quits, head back to my shop, and look in the back closet, underneath one of the crates. There will be a map that I made. Use it to get out. Just—don’t you dare die if you decide to leave that way. If you haven’t become a necromancer yet, just give up on it, as that’ll basically cement any sins I have left over, and I don’t want to burn harder than I probably already am. Just pack up a few potions, and sneak out. Find a magic association tower or something and look for some help.

So, if you do make it out... just live your life. And if you can help Elara, that’s all I really care about.

Pell.

P.S. Don’t think I’ve gone soft or anything. You’re still a brat. I basically just copied an apology from The Seven Squires of The Swords, that extremely dense novel you probably already read. So the way this is worded is probably familiar to you. I ain’t good with my words, alright? I ain’t gonna craft my own prose either for your entertainment, so don't go thinking I'm some sappy skeleton.

P.P.S You snore so damn loud when you sleep.

P.P.P.S If you’re someone else who found this note, please check up on a person named Elara in the first realm, in Eiyuria. Maybe check up on the brat named Enya Empyria too, I guess. I suppose she deserves a break.





Enya gripped the pieces of the paper tightly in her hand. She let out a low chuckle as she could almost feel Pell's personality oozing from the paper. Even as he wrote, he couldn't help but throw in some sly remarks about her in there. That's basically who Pell was in a walnutshell.

Enya sat silently, the crumpled note still in her hands, its words swirling around in her mind like the flickering torches that lined the dungeon walls. Her heart felt heavy, but it wasn’t anger that settled within her chest. It was something else—something more tangled and complicated than she could easily name. She read the words over and over, hearing Pell’s voice in her head, his familiar gruff tone even in his written words. It was strange, hearing him sound so vulnerable. The writing considerably worsened and became more scribbly as the note approached the part about his manipulation of her. But it was especially hard to read when he mentioned this person named Elara.

Her fingers tightened around the note as she reread the part about him trying to force her into necromancy. That should have stung more, shouldn’t it? The thought that he was steering her toward a path that might have ruined her future should have made her furious, but all she felt was a light sting.

It was just like Pell, always acting for himself, but in the end, it didn’t really matter to her. She’d made her own choices, hadn’t she? She had followed him not just because of his words or anything like that, but because she’d trusted him in her own way.

A sigh escaped her lips as she sank down onto the cold stone floor. She couldn’t bring herself to hate him, even now. Pell had been a good guy, even if he never showed it. She was still here, wasn’t she? Alive, fighting, surviving because of him. There were no tears to shed, no immense wave of sadness to be had. Instead, it was more like relief, more of a bitter happiness that she got to know a little bit more about Pell, and who he was.

Enya folded the note back up and placed it beside her on the cool stone floor.

She contemplated the portion about leaving the dungeon, about traveling up the floors by herself and escaping. How long, exactly, would it even take? How vast were the other floors, and how dangerous were they?

She hugged her pillow tightly, feeling its soft, familiar comfort, before placing it on the ground to rest her head. Her eyes traced the dim lines of the ceiling, debating her options.

If she decided to just up and leave, then perhaps the dungeon would simply collapse. If she left, then that probably meant she wouldn’t ever come back. She would leave Pell, and Mr. Bones behind. The idea gnawed at her. She didn’t want to leave them behind. She couldn’t. They would permanently be dead, possibly forever abandoned.

Necromancy… it promised much, didn’t it? Maybe if she could master it—really master it—there’d be a way to bring them both back. A way for them all to leave this place, together.

Enya drifted into sleep, not into the lavish dreams that had once filled her nights, but into something deeper, something darker. It was a quiet sleep, filled with a vast and endless emptiness. It was dark, and it was lonely. But it was peaceful, in a way that made her wonder if being alone might not be so terrible after all.

Time passed in this gentle darkness, as she sunk deeper into its embrace. But even in sleep, her eyebrows furrowed, the serenity tinged with a strange tension—an unease she couldn't describe.

Only later would Enya begin to understand the dream’s meaning, and how it had nothing to do with her thoughts. At least, not now.


            

    
        Chapter 28: Bone Spears

    
    
    
    
                Enya woke up six hours later with nothing out of the ordinary. There was no sign of the demon rat, and the room’s barrier had long stopped rumbling under its attacks. For now, she could breathe a sigh of relief, knowing that she was still safe in the study.

Enya made her way over to a can of food and the battered metal canteen. The water, like everything else in the dungeon, was old and stale. She took a few slow sips before opening the tin of canned meat—her only source of food since the start of her time here. It wasn’t exactly bad, but it wasn’t good either. Not like the feasts she’d read about in the adventure books. She imagined steaming plates of roasted meats, vibrant vegetables, sweet pastries—the kind of food that could make you forget where you were. A small tear rolled down her cheek, unbidden, as she ate the preserved meal, the weight of everything settling in as she did so.

When she was done, she pushed the empty can aside. There wasn’t much else to do here but practice her spell, over and over again. That was how it had been since she’d lost Pell. Eat, practice, sleep—repeat.

Enya crossed her legs and set the book beside her, once again channeling her mana, feeling it flow through her fingers with more familiarity this time. Her body was in better shape today, at least. She wasn’t as exhausted, though her mind still wandered lazily as she worked through the familiar motions. There was a kind of rhythm to it now. And in the quiet of her practiced ritual, was also some small comfort.

The next hours passed by, similar to the previous day. Mana pulsed from her body as she formed the spell pattern. Failed attempt after failed attempt came and went. With each try, her progress increased steadily as the puzzle pieces began to fit together more smoothly.

With a deep sip of a blue mana potion, she wiped away at her mouth with the back of her hand. The mana in her body restored itself. The efficiency of the potions had been reduced by nearly half, after consuming so many. Putting aside the empty potion bottle, she channeled her mana once again.

The spell circle appeared in front of her, now glowing with a vibrant blue only she could see. It was time to use all the mana she needed for the spell. It was time to stop taking shortcuts and begin casting the spell with its full mana cost.

The dashed pattern came to life with practiced ease, as it was involved in her summon skeleton spell. It was then followed by a troublesome zigzagged line. The final step involved the three circles—small, medium, and large—set evenly apart. That one was much simpler than the troublesome zigzag. Piece by piece, the patterns formed a delicate web of mana, intricately woven together into a single spell circuit.

The spell circuit in front of her connected all of the patterns together and started to shine. With a rush of energy, her mana poured into the formation, saturating each channel before the intricate process of recursion unfolded. The magic inside of the spell circuit cemented itself, and the entire spell faintly glowed, before flashing, and then shattering into residual mana.

The ground beneath her trembled. Her eyes widened as the stone floor cracked and buckled with a sharp rumble. In the blink of an eye, a massive, pale spike of bone shot up from the earth, its jagged tip hurtling towards the wall. The room shook, the barrier’s faint shimmer pulsing in response, but it held strong.

Before her stood a towering spike, a solid mass of ivory pale bone and calcified layers, jutting from the fractured stone. The sharp peak pressed against the wall, its piercing tip making a high-pitched noise as it met resistance, yet leaving no mark on the surface. The floor, on the other hand, hadn’t fared as well. Jagged cracks snaked outward from the base of the spike, splintering the ground in every direction. Some shards had even flown half a meter away.

“Wo-woah,” Enya gasped, her voice filled with awe. Her admiration was cut short, though, as a noise echoed out in her mind.

Ding!

The reminiscent sound of the system notification rang out. Quickly, she willed the screen to appear.


Notification: You have successfully learned the spell: Bone Spear.
Add the spell “Bone Spear” to spell list?
[Accept/Decline]


Enya quickly accepted the new spell.


Spell: Bone Spear [E+]
Construct a sharp spike using bone and propel it forward with rapid speed to impale your target. The diameter and length can be modified by adjusting the amount of mana used to power the spell.


[Maximum Diameter: 1 meter]
[Maximum Length: 4.0 meters]
[Mana cost: 3MP]


A flood of information and senses flowed into her mind. She instantly became more confident with it, as if she had already performed and summoned the spell a dozen times over in actual practice already. It wasn’t mastery, but it was experience, a sensation of familiarity, one valuable to any spellcaster.

This was her newest spell: Bone Spear. Unlike her other necromantic arts, this was purely offensive, a weapon born from her mana that could be conjured and unleashed with lethal precision. The more she understood about bones, their structure, and composition, the stronger the spell became. With just a surge of energy, she could summon a sharp spear-like formation of bone to erupt from the earth and impale her enemies.

Among the handful of strictly offensive spells found within the book, Bone Spear stood out. It was easier to master after her training with the Summon Skeleton spell, and the mana cost was surprisingly low. It used a minimum of three points of mana to cast, but if she wanted to use more mana to make the spell stronger—she could.

She flicked her finger, willing the status screen to appear before her eyes.


Mana: 14/20


So the bone spear that she had just constructed only used six mana. Her gaze moved back to the bone spear that jutted out of the ground. She got to her feet and approached it, inspecting it more closely. She touched the surface of the spike, and the touch felt reminiscent. It felt almost exactly like bone. It had a rough and coarse texture, and its color was slightly dirtier than the bones of the skeletons that roamed the dungeon.

The spear jutted from the ground at an angle, so it was hard to get a full estimate of its height. At best guess, it was roughly about the entire size of her body. Settling on the precise diameter of the spear proved to be a more complicated task. While the base of the spear was wide, it tapered down evenly to a sharp point at the top. The base that protruded from the ground was roughly the same length as her shoulder span.

As she inspected the bone spear from either side, she concluded that this must have been around the middle point of the spell. By adjusting the amount of mana used, she could significantly alter the spear’s size, potentially halving or doubling it. This was surprising, considering the spear before her right now was already large and could probably impale a zombie by itself. But a spear larger than this? Perhaps it could even kill the demon rat.

She gave the spear a solid knock with her fist. The deep, dense thud resonated out, and the complete lack of an echo told her it was a solid mass, bone through and through. It was dense—sturdy enough that it would take serious force to damage or break it.

“Well... that’s one down, I guess,” she murmured, a half-smile tugging at her lips. It took two full days of learning and practicing. Enya had to manage her rations carefully, along with the mana potions. But at least, right now, she made progress.

Enya’s brief smile faded, dissolving into a lingering emptiness. Normally, she’d be brimming with pride, eager to celebrate the mastery of a new spell. But this time was different. There was no one around to witness her accomplishment, no one to praise her progress. Her gaze drifted toward Pell’s skull, sitting silently in the corner. She stared at it for a moment before pivoting away, a hollow ache gnawing at her chest.

A couple of minutes passed by as Enya thought about what to do next. Returning to the table, she left the bone protrusion behind and started contemplating her options. There were a variety of things that she could do, but the problem was which one was more important.

The first concern was the collapse of the dungeon. As Pell had mentioned, the dungeon would periodically shake and rumble. This meant the dungeon itself had become damaged, and the integrity of the halls would weaken and possibly shatter. Although the study had a barrier spell around it, she didn’t know if it would hold out against dungeon collapse, where everything around it would crumble.

The second concern was that of the hidden passageway behind the bookshelf.

Enya’s eyes were drawn to the mysterious bookshelf, fixating on the book that barely touched the shelf’s walls. Behind the shelf was an absolute mystery. Pell was confident it might lead to another chamber of some sort. However, when she had first seen the passage, her senses couldn’t extend past the first two steps and were forcibly stopped. It felt like an entryway into total darkness. The zombie behind it was also an issue.

There was only one way out of the dungeon, according to Pell. It was to defeat the dungeon boss, likely a strong undead monster of some type, and then claim the dungeon core, giving them access to leave. That was until he had mentioned the new route of escape for her—backtracking up the floors. But the passageway behind the shelf, in there, could be some answers.

One of Pell’s theories was that the stairs could lead to another exit of some sort. Perhaps it could even lead directly to the reward room—the room right after the boss, where the dungeon core was situated. If that turned out to be true, Enya could bring Pell’s skull and quietly make her way out of the dungeon, avoiding any more fights with monsters. Though whether Pell’s soul would travel with her was another separate problem.

If Enya could “claim” the dungeon core as Pell said, perhaps there was a method to even bring him back. If his soul was bound to the dungeon, then obviously he would be under her control if she controlled the core, right? This would also apply to Mr. Bones too, if her assumption was correct.

The passage itself, though, gave her an uneasy feeling. Something about it felt off, as if there was more to it than just an escape route. Maybe it was her overactive imagination, fueled by the murder mystery novel she had read about a serial killer hiding in a secret passage. Or maybe it was something deeper, something more foreboding. She couldn’t shake the ominous sensation that if she ventured down there, she wouldn’t like what she found. If she went, she would need help.

Then there was the issue of time. Enya had to act quickly—not only because of the imminent danger from the dungeon collapse, but also due to her rapidly depleting supplies. The food and water she had left wouldn’t last much longer. While she could ration the canned meat, making it stretch for a week or more—the water was a different story. The metal canteen was nearly empty, and the few bottles she had left wouldn’t last long. The mana potions could partially substitute, but that only delayed the problem.

With these mounting concerns and the pressure of time ticking away, Enya couldn’t afford to delay any longer. She needed a plan, and fast.

A few minutes later as she tried to finalize all of the details about what she needed to do, she stood up. Enya walked over to the door and activated her skill.


Skill: Absolute Focus has been activated.


Her senses reached out, encompassing the space around her and bringing in a flood of sights, sounds, and scents. She firmly gripped the door handle, cracking it open ever so slightly, creating a tiny gap for her to peek through. She spread her senses outwards as she tried to inspect the hall.

Roughly two hundred meters away, she felt a disturbance. An enormous creature moved around. At this range, her senses were weaker, and she couldn’t make out any exact details. But unless there was another large creature on this floor of the dungeon—what she sensed just now—that was the demon rat.

Enya’s senses shifted from the current hall, where the demon rat was scurrying, to explore other areas. As time passed, it became increasingly challenging to maintain her focus and concentration. A slight headache rumbled through her mind, and her body felt like it was completely frozen. When she rode with Mr. Bones, she honed her senses, extending forward like a bone spear. However, this situation provided a completely unique feeling. She was actively splitting her senses up into multiple different directions.

A minute passed by until she finally found what she was looking for. A piece of bone that lay on the ground. It was cracked and broken, and might have been a bone from the upper arm. Regardless of its condition, it was the perfect catalyst for her summon skeleton spell. If this random bone didn’t work, then her entire necromantic plan with her spell would go up in flames. It either worked, or it didn’t.

In an instant, Enya retracted her senses, and they whipped back into her at an extreme force. A sensation of wind rushing straight into her mind bombarded her. It didn’t hurt, but the nauseating dizziness that impeded her made for quite an uncomfortable sensation.

Whether for good or worse, Enya was getting slightly used to this feeling of uncomfortable nausea now. Her face scrunched up as she tightened the muscles in her body and restrained herself. As the dizziness washed over her, she took a deep breath and braced herself until it stopped. After a few moments, the feeling of sickness slowly dissipated, and she regained full control of her body once again.

With a deep sigh, she recomposed herself. “Alright… I just… I just have to make it to that bone,” she muttered, in an attempt to boost her confidence. The single bone would be enough to cast her summon skeleton spell—if it worked. It would bring her some peace of mind if she had at least one skeleton fighter by her side, ready to protect her. And if the spell failed, then that meant the probability that none of her necromancy abilities worked on the undead in the dungeon, would be close to guaranteed.

Her plan, though simple, was still riddled with risks. Step one: sneak into the hallway, avoid the demon rat, and snatch the bone. Step two: rush back to safety without being torn apart. Once safe, she could summon a skeleton soldier and take Pell’s skull down into the passageway. Hopefully, the passage would lead to an exit—or at least something that would help her survive.

But everything hinged on one uncertain gamble: that her summon skeleton spell would actually work. Pell, after all, was special. His soul was bound to the dungeon in some strange way, making him different from the other undead. The other monsters didn’t seem to have souls, at least not like Pell’s flickering soul-flame. If she was lucky, the spell might still function on the soulless undead. She was banking on this 50/50 shot. She was running out of time, and sitting idle wasn’t an option—not with the dungeon collapsing and her supplies dwindling.

She wandered over to the mana potions scattered on the floor, uncorked one, and took a small sip. The mana potion, with its water base, provided a slight reprieve to her thirst, but it wasn’t enough to truly quench it. Still, it was something. If she drank all the potions, ignoring the side effects of potential mana overload, she could probably stretch her water supply for an extra two or three days. But that wasn’t a comforting thought.

Having topped her mana back to full, she walked back to the door, and steeled herself. Now that she knew the exact path of both the bone and the demon rat, she could focus her senses outwards to just those two areas. Hopefully, the strain on her mind and body wouldn’t be as intense.

Just as she was about to open the door, she remembered the rebound talisman that Pell had given her. Enya had pocketed it away, and placed it inside of her book as a bookmark. She went over and grabbed it, placing it inside of her inner dress pocket. Whatever it was, apparently it was important enough for Pell to gift it to her. Perhaps it was something that Elara owned, or some type of momento. There was also the spiked medallion, but it was too awkward to carry that thing around in her hand, so she left it back on the table.

Enya cracked the door open just a sliver, her senses flaring as she reached out, testing the air for disturbances. Her mind struggled, but the tension in her body felt much better compared to before. The demon rat had moved closer to the hallway the study was in, but still remained relatively far.

With a quiet breath, she swung the door fully open and braced herself to run. This might be her only shot. If the rat caught on—if it realized she was making a break for it, it could easily return to stalk outside the study. It would be a problem if it stayed outside, guarding the door, waiting for her to enter, or to leave. She had to do this on her first try.

Her mind raced, splitting its focus between herself, the demon rat’s movements, and the bone she needed to retrieve. Enya took one last deep breath and held it for a moment. Exhaling sharply, she took in another, quicker breath, and without another thought, she bolted out of the door, sprinting as fast as her legs would carry her.

Each footfall echoed like thunder in her ears as the hallway stretched out before her.

            

    
        Chapter 29: The Chase

    
    
    
    
                Enya’s legs sprinted forward as she tried to navigate through the sharp, jagged edges of the ground. Debris and clouds of dust kicked beneath her shoes as she ran and hopped over small crevices.

As she ran, she could feel the fine dusty stone air clinging to her skin. The air quality outside in the dungeon halls was always noticeably thicker, making it slightly harder to breathe as compared to the inside of the study. It’s possible that the barrier acted as a filter, keeping out any dust or microscopic debris that was floating in the air.

She pressed on, taking a sharp right at the first turn. Her thoughts kept pace with her movements, split between the bone ahead, the demon rat in the distant hall, and herself. The rat was still far enough away, its lumbering movements slow compared to her mad dash. She had time. For now.

Minutes blurred together as her feet pounded the ground, bringing her ever closer to her goal. The broken bone lay just ahead, nestled by the shattered remnants of a wall. She was nearly there. But then—misstep.

Her foot caught on a jagged stone, and she felt the world tip sideways. She twisted, arms flailing for balance, but it was too late. “A-Ah!” A startled yelp escaped her mouth as she fell, her body pitching toward the ground.

Quickly turning, and with a thud, she landed on her side, her arm and shoulder taking the brunt of the fall. The ground beneath her was cracked and uneven, but the elevation softened her landing, sparing her from any real harm. A bruise, maybe, but nothing worse. Physically, she was fine. Mentally? Not so much.


Absolute Focus has been disrupted.


The backlash hit her like a wave crashing over rocks. Her carefully tuned senses, once so sharp and focused, flooded back all at once. She gasped, gripping her head as a dizzying surge of information overwhelmed her. Every sound, every scent, every tiny movement of air pressed down on her at once, leaving her reeling.

"Ugh… why…" Enya groaned under her breath, her voice barely above a whisper. She wanted to shout, to scream at the dungeon itself—Why is the ground so jagged and crumbled everywhere?! But the words stayed lodged in her throat. Deep down, she knew the answer all too well.

The dungeon was a wreck, crumbling and decayed with time. Every hallway was a minefield of cracked stone, debris, and treacherous holes. Especially in the mapped out path she was heading to now. It was an unfamiliar area to her, one that had apparently suffered the most from the dungeon quake over a month ago. The other halls had mostly healed, but the ones on this side had not.

It was only a matter of time before she tripped again. Maybe next time, she wouldn’t be so lucky. The memory of her last trip flashed through her mind—the one on her way from Pell’s shop. She hadn’t been paying attention and scraped her leg pretty badly. Pell had been there, though, with a health potion ready. Why didn’t I bring one this time? she mentally scolded herself. Surely, it would’ve been annoying to run with, but the convenience of having it on hand…she made a mental note to always bring one everywhere she would go from now on.

A sharp sting in her shoulder pulled her back to the present. Pebbles dug into her skin, and a thin line of blood trickled down her arm. It wasn’t serious, but the sting was enough to make her wince. She groaned again, pushing herself up from the cold, unforgiving stone, her body protesting with every move.

Her legs wobbled as she stood, eyes narrowing in concentration. She glanced back, taking a brief measure of the distance she’d covered, then refocused ahead. There wasn’t time to dwell on the pain, or on her mistakes.


Skill: Absolute Focus has been activated.


Thankfully, her skill reactivated, though why it worked now, when it had failed before, was a mystery she would have to unravel later—if she made it to safety.

Her senses expanded with a surge of clarity, stretching out behind her like an invisible web. The bone’s position was already marked in her mind, motionless and waiting to be picked up. This meant that she could just focus her senses on the demon rat.

A thread of doubt swam through her thoughts. She hadn’t screamed loudly, right? Surely, a mere squeak wouldn’t have drawn its attention.

Her senses shot down the twisting corridors, racing around corners until they locked onto the rat’s presence. Her body stiffened in horror. The beast—a nightmare of bloodshot eyes and snarling fangs—was charging down the halls, its four muscular legs pounding the ground with terrifying force.

“No…!” she gasped, the word escaping before she could stop herself. Without hesitation, Enya twisted around, pushing her legs to move faster than they ever had before. The bone was her only hope now. The rat had heard her, and the sound of its furious stampede approaching her was haunting. She was being hunted, and every fiber of her being felt it—the looming presence closing in, relentless, unyielding, and deadly.

She darted around a corner, breath ragged, heartbeat pounding. This was it—the hallway where the bone lay. Unlike the others, this hall was relatively intact, the torches spread out evenly and dancing. However, several of the flames had long since died, leaving the passage half-illuminated, half-swallowed by darkness. The unsettling contrast sent a shiver down her spine.

Her senses retracted as the distance between her and the rat narrowed dangerously. It was clear now—the demon rat had most likely caught on to the stomping of her shoes as she sprinted. Or worse, it was tracking her scent. If it was the sound, she might have a slim chance of darting into a side hallway, hiding, and hoping it would simply run past her. But the risk of doing that was near suicidal. One wrong move, and she'd be cornered.

Enya wasn’t just scared—terrified barely did it justice. Her thoughts spiraled, leaping from one desperate idea to another, each one seeming more impossible than the last. Her legs pushed forward, trembling and uneven, her body stiffening as doubt crept in. Still, she ran, driven by pure survival instinct, her senses locked onto the rat behind her.

If only she had taken a few extra moments to map out more of the dungeon, maybe she’d have been prepared. The original plan seemed so simple in hindsight: run to the bone, grab it, and backtrack. But now, with the rat thundering behind her, she had no choice but to keep moving forward. There would be no going back. She’d have to find another path, loop around, and pray she could make it back to the study alive. She was simply repeating what she had done previously, but this time, without Pell.

As she dashed halfway down the dim hallway, her eyes frantically scanned the ground, searching near the right wall. The bone should’ve been right… there! Her heart pounded as her gaze landed on the bone, partially wedged into a crevice along the wall.

With breaths coming in ragged gasps, Enya lunged forward, wrapping her fingers around the bone and yanking it free. Small chips crumbled beneath her grip, fragments scattering on the ground—but it didn’t matter. She had most of the bone, and that was enough for her spell to work. Clutching the shard tightly, she resumed her sprint, running as fast as she could down the hall.

Although she had scouted the bone’s location before, she was running into the unknown. Her senses hadn’t yet mapped out this section of the dungeon, leaving her to navigate blindly. She had no idea what dangers might lie ahead. The only thing she could rely on was the dungeon’s relatively simple, grid-like design. All she needed to do was take three lefts—or three rights—and she would loop back to familiar ground, the path leading her toward the study.

Enya skidded to the first intersection and faced a dilemma: left, right, or straight ahead. Each path looked the same—three darkened hallways, their contents cloaked in an ominous shroud of shadow that promised only surprises.

Choosing right without any particular reason other than a pure whim, she dashed into the darkness. This hallway had fewer torches, and those that burned flickered weakly, casting a faint glow that barely stretched a few meters ahead. The rest was a deep void of black, making it hard to discern the terrain. The ground was somewhat less treacherous than other hallways, but still demanded her constant vigilance due to the dark shadows.

As she ran, her senses suddenly betrayed her with an alarming sound, and she instinctively knew what the message was about to announce before it even appeared.


Absolute Focus has been disrupted.


Enya’s face contorted to one of unease and irritation as she read the system message. Trying to divide her attention between the rat and the enveloping darkness proved to be a challenge for her concentration. Additionally, she couldn’t extend her senses to encompass the space ahead of her. She attempted to do just this, just now, but her mind felt like it was ripping itself apart.

She had never sustained her absolute focus for such a long time before, and she could feel the strain in her mind and body as time went on. It was only inevitable that the skill was going to fall apart. Fortunately, she didn’t receive a harsh and crippling mental backlash this time.

“Damn it!” Enya muttered, her voice tinged with frustration. She flinched as if expecting Pell’s familiar scolding, but the realization of his absence weighed heavily on her. “Damn it…” she repeated, missing Pell’s relentless bickering and his brand of hypocrisy. But now wasn’t the time to reminisce.

Her thoughts were abruptly shattered by a bone-chilling roar echoing from behind. The dungeon’s acoustics trapped and magnified every sound, turning the demon rat’s growl into a reverberating menace. Despite the distance, its ferocity was palpable, the sound pulsing through the stone walls.

Enya forced herself to ignore the echoing growl and concentrated on her ongoing forward momentum. She couldn’t afford to stumble or fall, not with the precious seconds that she was already borrowing.

Run, Run, Run, she thought. She needed to keep running, no matter what.

As she burst into the next hallway, she barely glanced at the intersecting paths before darting right. Without a moment’s pause, she continued her frantic sprint.

As usual, the current hallway she dashed through had the usual obstacles. However, they were all located off on the sides of the hall. Spiked rock and upturned rubble only littered the sides of the hall, presenting an open and safe path for her to run across in the center.

The loud shuddering clamoring of her footsteps on the ground became background noise in her ears. Her heart thumped, sending blood pulsing throughout her body. The loud, staccato thuds reverberated in her ears, overpowering everything except for the resounding roar that came from behind her.

As she reached the end of the hallway, the sound of the rat’s footstep resounded from the hall. It had already caught up to her in almost no time at all. The beast was now in the same hallway that took her a few minutes to traverse.

Enya’s throat caught as she gulped in the middle of a much needed-exhale. Whipping back around, she continued to sprint down the final hallway until she made it back onto her path. Thoughts intruded into her brain. Her legs were heavy, her breathing labored, and the finish line seemed impossibly far. The rat was just too fast. How was she supposed to make it out and back to the room? Her thoughts vanished as the sound of her blood pumping drowned it all out.

The torches in this hallway were much brighter. With their solemn lighting, she could peer through the darkness much more effectively. She looked back as she continued to run, and she could see the faint shadow of the rat coming towards her.

Enya took a deep breath and began to channel her mana. She steadied her hand as much as possible to her side as she ran. An outer spell frame circle flickered into existence in front of her palm. The circle formed and became opaque, before finally the rest of her mana poured into the patterns within it.

In a single split instant, Enya forced her legs to stop. She whipped her body around and lifted her palm up towards the vague shadow down the hall. With a flicker of blue light, her spell circuit flashed and exploded.

“Bone Spear!” Enya shouted.

Mana ruptured out of the spell circuit and shot down the hall. The ground rumbled in the distance, and the vibrations could be felt rippling down back towards her. The loud crackling of stone and an enormous impact that shook the walls immediately followed.


            

    
        Chapter 30: Rat-On-A-Stick

    
    
    
    
                The rat's legs scurried twice as fast, sensing its prey close by. It charged down the hallway, its footsteps pounding against the stone floor. But its sprint came to an abrupt halt as a faint rumble emanated from below. Deep beneath the stone floor, a powerful vibration surged upward with astonishing speed. The rat froze, every hair on its body standing on end, its tail whipping forward in alarm.

Something was coming. It felt the same sensation as when that pesky skeleton had launched a sword at it, but this time, the direction was different.

The rat's nose twitched as it poured all its strength into its hind legs. It stood upright and sprang backward. As it lifted off the ground, the stone floor beneath it cracked. The rat squealed in shock as a massive spiked column erupted from the floor.

The white spike shot up at an angle, nearly reaching the ceiling. Though its surface was polished, it bore small cracks and a porous texture. Fragments of stone flew in all directions as the bone spike burst through the ground, scattering splinters everywhere.

Landing with a thud, the demon rat stared at the bone spike in stunned caution. Magic and spells were beyond its comprehension, but the sudden appearance of the deadly spike, which had nearly impaled it, filled the rat with a sense of wary surprise.

The rat stared at the bone spike for a few moments. Seeing no further movement from the spike, it cautiously approached. Its instincts relaxed, and nothing signaled danger. Satisfied that there was no immediate threat, the rat whipped around and slammed its tail against the spike. The bone column cracked and shattered on impact, crumbling into large, broken fragments.

It snarled in frustration, realizing the spike posed no danger. Refocused, it resumed its pursuit, charging down the hallway, its beady red eyes cutting through the darkness ahead.

[image: image]

Enya kept sprinting down the hall. The surge of mana from her circuit still fresh in her mind, she had immediately turned to flee after casting the spell. Whether it would be enough to kill the rat was uncertain. It would be ideal if it did, but she had seen how tough the creature’s body was. Even the powerful sword throw from Mr. Bones had only partially embedded in the rat’s shoulder. She doubted whether her bone spear had the strength to match that attack.

She ran as hard as she could, but maintaining her top speed was becoming increasingly difficult. Exhaustion weighed heavily on her body. As her pace slowed, she willed her status screen to appear beside her.


Mana: 16/20


She purposely used less mana than during her initial test of the skill in the study. While a 6-mana bone spear had been quite powerful, a 4-mana spear should still be strong enough for her current situation.

As she ran, the ground ahead shifted into a more chaotic mess. The clear path in the center, once free of debris and hazardous holes, gradually disappeared. She was nearing her destination. Just a few more minutes, and she’d be back safely.

The rumbling behind her started again, signaling that the demon rat had resumed its chase with undiminished ferocity. It was time to cast another spell.

Channeling mana into her hand, Enya rapidly formed the spell circuit. With a quick motion, she shot another Bone Spear into the darkness ahead.

A loud bang reverberated back towards her from the darkness. A small vibration echoed throughout the walls a few seconds later. Enya’s back was turned, and she already began running forward again. There wasn’t a point in waiting to see if her spell hit or slowed down the rat or not. She could only hope it did.

Without her Absolute Focus skill, she could only rely on her normal senses, which just simply weren’t enough to detect the demon rat from a range. Her bone spears were simply summoned at a distance she thought would be close enough to the rat.

Despite her fatigue, Enya made significant progress toward the study. The surroundings were becoming more familiar, and a sense of relief crept over her. She was close—just a couple more hallways to go. But reality crashed down on her once again as the sound of the demon rat grew louder, closing in on her.

Mana surged throughout her body once again, as she formed two spell circuits—one for each palm. Enya almost tripped over herself again as she used her mana, but caught herself at the last moment. With the urge to keep running, she regained her composure.

Two glowing spells exploded and shot mana back down the hall. Before waiting to hear the rumbling of her spell, her legs forced her to keep running.

Enya’s status screen briefly flashed in front of her face.


Mana: 6/20


She had used three mana for each bone spear this time. The rumbling reverberated through the dungeon, signaling her spells tearing through the stone floor.

A loud roar echoed behind her, sending a shiver down her spine. She glanced back, still running. In the dim light, she could make out the demon rat’s blurry silhouette—a dark mass hurtling toward her at breakneck speed. White specks were scattered across its body, likely bone splinters from her previous attacks. The rat showed no signs of slowing, and its relentless pursuit filled her with dread.

The demon rat barreled toward her with ferocious speed, seemingly unbothered by the bone spears she had summoned. Either it had powered through her spell with sheer brute force, or it simply didn’t care about the damage or harm that they would cause.

“No..!” Enya growled through clenched teeth.

Leaping over a small hole in the ground, Enya slammed her feet down and spun to face the beast. Her body lurched into a crouch, but she quickly stood upright, forcing the mana in her body to circulate faster. A translucent spell circuit flickered to life in front of her palm. If she could hit the rat with a direct 6-mana bone spear, it might buy her enough time. In the best-case scenario, it could maim or even kill the creature.

The demon rat was now only dozens of meters away, its fur illuminated by a nearby torch. Its front body glowed in shades of red and orange, and its blackened pupils were locked onto her. Bone splinters stuck out from its hide, clear against its bristling fur.

Just as Enya concentrated on the spell, the rat suddenly screeched. Its head snapped up as its mouth opened wide, unleashing a deafening, ear-piercing shriek that shattered her focus.

Enya’s head throbbed with pain as the rat’s screech pierced through her. She instinctively raised her hands to plug her ears, but it did little to drown out the deafening noise. The pounding of her blood surged in time with her heartbeat, each pulse a hammering sensation against her palms. Her hands felt damp—whether from sweat or blood, she couldn’t tell. Eyes squeezed shut, she gritted her teeth and tried to endure the cacophony.

After what felt like an eternity, she pried her eyes open. The rat was much closer now, its beady red eyes gleaming in the dim light. Panic surged through her as she glanced at her hand—the spell had been completely disrupted.

Without hesitation, Enya whipped around and tried to flee from the monstrous rat. She barely managed a few frantic steps before a crushing impact slammed into her back. The world twisted violently as an explosion of force sent her tumbling through the air. It felt as if gravity itself had abandoned her.

Everything became a chaotic blur. The ground appeared, disappeared, and reappeared in rapid succession as she rolled uncontrollably. Pain flared across her body with each wild flip. Her limbs flailed, unable to brace against the jagged stone and debris that scraped against her skin. Dust and shards of rock pelted her face, stinging her eyes.

Then, with a brutal stop, she slammed into a large, jagged stone. The wind was knocked from her lungs as her body crumpled against it before collapsing to the ground in a heap.

Groaning, Enya’s eyes fluttered open. Her head pounded in rhythm with her heartbeat, each pulse sending a fresh wave of pain coursing through her. She stared upward at the familiar stone ceiling, now looming over her like a disapproving witness.

Rolling onto her side, Enya groaned and tried to push herself upright. Her arms shook with soreness, and her entire body ached, but she was still intact. Remarkably, she hadn't been reduced to a shattered heap, despite being slammed by a creature that could destroy stone with a flick of its tail or a single stomp. Somehow, after enduring the full force of the demon rat’s attack, she could still move.

Her vision blurred for a moment, but as she blinked, the world came back into focus. The hazy double images of the hallway merged into one, and what she saw made her question her own eyes. But no, it was real—too real to be a trick of the mind.

The demon rat had been blown several dozen meters away and now lay twitching on the ground. Shards of stone surrounded it in a small crater, evidence of the force with which it had crashed. The rat let out a low, pained groan—barely audible but unmistakably filled with suffering. Somehow, in its reckless charge, it had injured itself. The once fearsome beast was now sprawled out, defenseless, and struggling to move.

Enya glanced down at her own body, expecting to see more severe damage. Yet, aside from some minor scrapes, bruises, and faint patches of red and pink on her limbs, she was relatively unharmed. No blood, no broken bones. It seemed impossible. The rat had sent her flying across the hall, yet the injuries she sustained were almost trivial—soreness and a few shallow cuts that could easily be ignored.

Her attention snapped back to the rat as she heard the rustling sound of movement. It was still alive, its pained groans morphing into weak snarls as it attempted to rise. The demon rat struggled, barely able to lift itself from the ground. The sword that was embedded into its shoulder had been blown clean off, and a large mass of blood poured from its wound.

Enya quickly funneled her remaining mana into a spell, weaving six full points of energy into the circuit. Her focus sharpened as she prepared to launch the attack, intending to summon a bone spear from beneath the rat, impaling it where it lay. But as she lifted her arm, something felt off.

Her heart raced as an unexpected surge of mana coursed through the circuit. “What?” she gasped, her voice shaky with fear. The flow of mana was increasing—far beyond what she had intended. Worse, it was beyond what she even had.

"No! No!" she shouted, panic rising in her chest. Should she cut the connection? Disconnect the spell from her mana system before it spiraled out of control? Passing out from overusing her mana would be the worst possible scenario right here. But just as she considered this, a faint buzzing sensation from her wrist stopped her.

The bracelet she had taken from Pell's backpack was humming—so subtly at first that she might’ve missed it if her body hadn’t been so sensitive to every tiny sensation. She could feel it vibrating against her skin, almost pulsing in rhythm with the surge of mana.

The realization hit her like a bolt. The mana flowing into the spell—it wasn’t hers.

Her eyes flicked between the demon rat and the overloaded spell she was trying to control. The rat groaned and twitched, trying to rise, but Enya couldn't tear her focus away from the rapidly swelling magic in her hand. Each second, more mana was funneled into the circuit, growing in power as her control slipped further.

Mana flooded into her circuit, and the spell got brighter. Soon, the buzzing from the black bracelet died out. Her spell glowed vibrantly. She could feel the power emanating from the circuit. It was supercharged with an abundant amount of mana.

With a palpable gulp, Enya turned towards the demon rat. It didn’t make a difference how much mana was poured in or the reason behind it. If the spell was stronger, then so be it. She would hold no complaints. She just needed to cast the spell and run back to the study.

Enya tightened her grip, fingers curling into a claw as she crouched low. Her arm wound back, poised like a spring ready to snap. She locked eyes on the demon rat, now struggling to stand. The creature sensed the danger, its body trembling as it tensed. Muscles rippled beneath its fur as it forced itself up. Its tail slapped weakly against the stone floor, but it no longer had the strength to shatter anything. Half-crouched, it started limping toward her, desperation and fury blazing in its eyes.

The spell circuit shimmered as it locked into place. With a surge of determination, Enya took a step forward and swung her arm in a sharp, upward arc, the motion carrying every ounce of energy she had left. The spell followed her hand like a coiled whip.

"Die... already!" she screamed.

As her arm reached its peak, the spell exploded into a brilliant flash of blue light. The dungeon responded immediately.

The stone floor beneath the demon rat trembled—at first a gentle shake, then violently, as if the earth itself was roaring back to life. In that instant, the rat froze, its heightened senses detecting the presence of danger. Its eyes widened in panic, and it squealed in surprise, trying to flee. But its broken body betrayed it at the most vital moment. The rat’s legs buckled under the weight of its injuries, and it crumpled to the ground, too weak to escape.

A cacophony of cracking noises erupted, creating a chaotic symphony of destruction. The ground began to fracture, and stone dust billowed into the air in an instant. Existing holes and ruptured stones expanded as rock and rubble shifted and scraped, generating a grating sound as something forced its way up from below.

A massive white bone spear burst forth, rising and towering above, its height nearly reaching the four-meter-tall ceiling of the hallway. The spear’s base was nearly as wide as the demon rat’s body and could have fit several Enyas within its perimeter.

Debris and rock flew in all directions, shattering against the walls. The area around the spear’s base was stripped bare, revealing the exposed earth and dirt surrounding it.

Propelled with tremendous force, the bone spear punctured right below the base of the rat’s tail. The demon rat leaped into the air, reacting reflexively to the sudden, sharp pain. As the spear continued to extend, the wound widened. The tip of the spear burst through the rat’s lower back and continued its upward trajectory.

The rat’s guttural squeal of despair was swallowed by the explosion of stone. Blood sprayed from its tail, pooling in large puddles on the ruined floor. The rat’s body slumped forward, its lower half suspended in the air, unable to touch the ground. Its upper legs and snout lay splayed out, twitching. Immobilized and trapped by the spike that had impaled it, the rat was left helpless, unable to move or escape.

A small snarl of pain and desperation rumbled from its mouth. Left alone, it would most likely succumb to blood loss and die. Even if it managed to break free from the bone spear, there was no way that its wounds could heal. The demon rat was now permanently crippled, if not imprisoned, waiting to die.

The white smoke engulfed the entire hall, the bone spear having nearly obliterated the central section. The demon rat’s form was briefly visible before the dust began to expand and spread out.

Enya spotted the rat’s outline and quickly concluded that it was no longer capable of pursuing her. Her knees buckled as she turned to run again, and she stumbled forward, catching herself with her hands. One hand still gripped the bone, pressing it harshly into her palm. She winced at the pain but quickly pushed through and sprang back up.

In just under a minute, Enya trudged through the hallway toward the study. Her energy was spent—she could only manage a slow, disoriented walk. Her sole focus was reaching the door. Everything else faded from her mind; all she needed now was rest, and her body was beginning to give out. With each step, her willpower waned, and the urge to collapse grew stronger.

Without any further delays or distractions, she finally reached the door. She glanced back down the hallway and saw nothing but the dissipating stone dust flowing from the intersecting hall. With a weary breath, she pushed the door open and stepped inside.

Closing the door behind her, Enya surveyed the room. Everything was as she had left it. A weak smile graced her face as she let out a gentle exhale. As her breath came to an end, her body surrendered to exhaustion, and the adrenaline that had fueled her began to drain. Her vision blurred, and darkness closed in around her. Her knees buckled again, and Enya collapsed onto the hard ground, her consciousness slipping away.

            

    
        Chapter 31: A New Friend

    
    
    
    
                She couldn’t tell how much time had passed when her eyes pried themselves open again. Everything felt sluggish. Her limbs protested any attempt to move, but after a few agonizing seconds, she managed to roll over and began to slowly crawl. Dragging herself across the floor, she aimed for the stack of red potions that lay against the wall.

When Enya finally reached within arm’s length of the potion, she grabbed it with weak hands. Popping off the cork was harder than it had ever been before, but after some effort, she managed to remove it and desperately gulped down the contents. Unlike the mana potions, the health potions tasted more like stale water, almost flavorless. Her parched throat rejoiced in delight.

A sense of relief and renewed vitality slowly spread through her. She lacked the energy to carefully set the bottle down, so she tossed it aside, watching it roll toward the center of the room. Exhausted, she lay back on the ground and stared up at the ceiling. Though her body still felt sluggish, her mind was clear, and for the first time in what seemed like forever, calmness washed over her. With that peace came the inevitable pull of sleep, and once again, she let herself drift away.

When Enya awoke, she felt considerably better. After what she assumed had been several hours of deep sleep, her strength had mostly returned. She ate one of the last remaining cans of food in the room and walked around, stretching her stiff limbs. The majority of her injuries had faded. The scrapes and cuts were now faint marks, which would disappear with time.

Satisfied, she pulled up her status screen to check for any abnormalities.


Name: Enya Empyria
Level: (1)/1
EXP: 14/15
Class: Unassigned
Innate Class: Visionary
Skills: Absolute Focus, Visions Past, Mana Detection [D+], Mana Control [D+], Perception [C-], Sage’s Insight [B]
Titles: High-Noble, Realm Hopper, Apprentice of Terran


Everything looked normal. Her level was still the same as it was when Pell had killed the zombie in the hallway. This most likely meant she only ever received experience points whenever a monster actually died. So no matter how much she hurt the demon rat, she wouldn’t increase in level until it finally died. This also, inadvertently, meant that the rat was still alive. Whether it was still impaled in the same spot, or had somehow managed to escape—she couldn’t know.

The reason her level was ‘(1)’ and not ‘1,’ had something to do with how unassigned classes calculated levels and experience. Technically, she had gained enough experience to level from 0 to 1, but because her class was unassigned, her actual level was more of a ‘temporary’ level. It would only change once she gained her actual class, and then supposedly the experience would recalculate itself, depending on how it matches the new class. She wasn’t sure what the second ‘1’ on the level line meant, though.

For the next thirty minutes, Enya was lost in the details of the raise skeleton spell, her mind fully absorbed in the text. She wanted to make sure there wasn’t anything else she overlooked.

Reading past the page about the bone spear, Enya realized something. She looked up from the book and gazed at the left side of the room. Her eyebrows knitted together as she looked at the ground. The bone spear she originally conjured had disappeared.

Enya stood up and walked to the small crater. She looked at it from above. All that was visible was just coarse dirt, along with fragments of stone rock. Enya crouched down and picked at the dirt, shuffling some of it aside. Beneath the dirt… was more dirt. She sighed.

Before grabbing the bone and placing it in the center of the room, Enya did one final stretch, feeling the tension release from her muscles.

Enya took a deep breath, her body feeling lighter after a final stretch. She picked up the bone, placing it carefully in the center of the room. This was it—the moment to try summoning her first skeleton. She had practiced the spell circle numerous times, perfecting the patterns and flow of mana, but this would be her first real attempt at bringing it to life.

Closing her eyes for a moment, she focused on channeling the mana through her body. She could feel the energy surge within her, guiding it into the forming spell circle. She had done this part in practice, but the thought of actually seeing the spell in action brought a hint of excitement—and nervousness. This was especially true after all that she just went through.

As the final lines of the spell circle connected, the mana pulsed, signaling that the required amount had been reached. Enya exhaled slowly, her hand hovering above the catalyst bone. With a simple push of her palm, she passed her intent into the spell.

The circle responded immediately, lighting up with a bright flash before spreading across the ground. The air crackled with energy.


Skill: Summon Skeleton has been activated.


Before her eyes, bones began to form. They didn’t appear all at once, but rather manifested gradually, each one materializing from mana. The mystical bones emerged around the catalyst she had placed, growing steadily outward. Mana solidified near the existing bone, stretching outward to form a full skeleton piece by piece, bone by bone.

Enya watched, transfixed, as the skeleton slowly built itself.

Initially, Enya had assumed the bone she picked up was from a leg—perhaps a tibia. It had that sturdy, grounded look. But as the skeleton began to form, it became clear she had misjudged. The bone was actually from the lower forearm, one of those tricky twins: the ulna or the radius. She couldn't remember which—honestly, who could blame her? They were indistinguishable to the untrained eye, and even for someone like Enya, who had studied the body’s structure, the two bones still blurred together.

The spell worked methodically, as if following a detailed blueprint etched into the fabric of the world. First, the full arm and shoulder materialized, then the clavicle and the first traces of ribs began to weave into existence. Enya watched, utterly captivated. Each bone appeared with a faint shimmer of mana, growing from the core outward like some mystical vine climbing along an invisible frame.

It was... breathtaking, really. The skeleton assembled itself over the course of a few minutes, bones snapping into place with soft glints of light, like stars fading after a brief, wondrous flash. The shoulder girdles and collarbones formed early, but the upper spine and skull took their time, saving the core components for last.

Finally, a skull emerged, one that bore a striking resemblance to Pell’s own bony head. Enya glanced between this the skull and Pell’s, noting only the subtlest of differences in their skeletal structures. Each was unique, yet eerily familiar, like distant cousins reunited after centuries.

The last glow of mana pulsed faintly, connecting the bones in a seamless dance of magic before the shimmer faded entirely. The skeleton was now fully formed. It was complete—no longer glowing, yet alive with the lingering magic that tied it all together.

Its limbs creaked softly as the skeleton stirred to life, arms and legs testing their newfound freedom. The skull gave a slight rumble, but soon fell still. Then, from the depths of its eye sockets, two small blue wisps—definitely not purple—flickered into existence. These ethereal lights hovered within the skull, unaffected by gravity or the weight of the world.

Slowly, with a measured, almost cautious movement, it pressed a palm against the ground. A small push was all it needed to rise. In moments, the skeleton stood tall—towering, even—its height almost double Enya’s. Every bone, shaped by Enya’s magic, remained flawless. This was the first time she had seen such an in-tact and complete skeleton.


System Notification: You have successfully summoned a Level 1 Skeleton.
Would you like to give a name to Level 1 Skeleton?
[Accept/Decline]


Enya blinked as she read the words. Her attention flickered back to the skeleton, which had now turned to face her. It didn’t speak, didn’t make any sudden moves—it simply stood, waiting. Watching.

"Um… hello," Enya said, her voice quiet, tentative. "It’s… nice to meet you."

The skeleton regarded her for a moment, then, to her surprise, nodded its head. Enya’s tired eyes widened in delight—this skeletal being could understand her!

"M-my name is Enya!" she exclaimed, her words stumbling over themselves. "I am, um… I am your… master! Or… summoner? Well… maybe that’s too…" Her voice faltered, growing softer with uncertainty. "I am your friend!" she finally declared, feeling her cheeks flush at the awkwardness of the exchange.

This was the third creature Enya had ever encountered that seemed sentient—or at least capable of understanding her. Pell had been around for months now, and just recently, she'd learned that Mr. Bones could also follow her words. But socializing? Especially with anyone other than Pell? That was still a struggle for her.

The skeleton, as if sensing her awkwardness, nodded once more. Without a word, it lowered itself onto one knee, head bowed toward the floor in a gesture of solemn respect.

Enya’s cheeks flushed pink. She knew this gesture—it was right out of the adventure novels she read. Whenever someone met a king or royalty, they would bow just like this. To refuse such a gesture was a terrible sign of disrespect, the kind that would often lead to dire consequences. This was the very essence of formality, and now, a skeleton was doing it to her.

Flustered, Enya mirrored the gesture. She knelt down as well, her movements stiff and uncertain, and accidentally pinned a part of her dress to the floor in the process. Her face was completely parallel to the ground.

"It’s... um... nice to meet—" Enya bit her tongue. She had already said that! Now her mind scrambled even more. What was she supposed to do? Should she keep bowing? Stand up? What did people in books do after they bowed?

Before she could embarrass herself further, the skeleton moved. Noticing her awkward attempt at reciprocating, it gently rose from its kneeling position. Without hesitation, it reached out, grasping Enya’s shoulders and helping her stand back up.

Enya's gaze lingered on the skeleton. At first glance, it was indistinguishable from Pell, but it didn't take long for her to sense how different it truly was. There was an unmistakable connection—a sort of thread of mana, binding them together like an unspoken bond. It wasn't like anything she had with Pell. This felt... deeper, like a quiet understanding between summoner and summon.

Realizing she had just bowed to her own minion, Enya’s face flushed again. “T-thank you,” she stammered, stepping back and brushing her dress off.

Her eyes swept over the skeleton, taking in its form. Its bones were pristine, vibrant in a way that contrasted sharply with Pell’s more weathered appearance. The skeleton’s stance was straight, solid, and almost imposing, especially compared to Pell’s usual slouch. Its legs looked particularly sturdy, giving it an air of confidence and readiness.

“Do… you have a name?” she asked, her voice softer this time.

The skeleton shook its head slowly, then gave a slight bow—not a full one, but an acknowledging gesture, almost as if it understood the weight of her question. Enya blinked, feeling a sense of clarity. It wasn’t just a mindless construct; it had its own awareness, enough to know what she was asking.

“Okay… a name… hmm…” Enya murmured, pressing her thumb and forefinger against her chin in thought. Names flitted through her mind: Arthur, Samuel, Khazan, Vight… These were the grand names of heroes and protagonists from the books she’d read. They were strong, sure—but for a skeleton, none of them seemed to quite fit.

She wanted something... special. Something that felt like it matched this sturdy, silent figure standing before her. A name that was also unique, and had a flair to it.

Enya’s brow furrowed as she continued to think. She had sifted through the names of heroes and protagonists, none of which seemed right. Instead, she let her thoughts wander through other words—objects, spells, random ideas—and then it hit her, an image from one of her visions.

“How about… Mr. Squirrel?” Enya suggested with a hopeful smile.

The skeleton visibly slumped. His shoulders lowered in what appeared to be mild dejection. Enya, through their mana tether, could clearly feel his disappointment, even if it didn’t show too much in his rigid form.

“Not a fan, huh? Hmm…” Enya tapped her chin, glancing at him again. “Okay, how about… Mr. Walnut?”

The skeleton’s shoulders lifted a little, though she still sensed a tinge of reluctance. He didn’t outright hate it, but it wasn’t exactly a winning name either.

“Sir Walnut?” she tried, but the skeleton slumped again.

“Walnut?” she ventured one last time, watching as the skeleton slouched slightly but much less so than before.

Enya let out a giggle. “Alright, Walnut it is! At least, until I come up with something better.”

The newly named Walnut stood tall, accepting his temporary moniker with what could only be described as a resigned shrug. He might not have liked it, but at least it wasn’t as bad as Mr. Squirrel.


System Notification: Name ‘Walnut’ has been registered to Level 1 Skeleton

Name: Walnut
Level: 1
Type: Humanoid Skeleton
Class: Unassigned
Power Rating: 46


A shocked expression crept onto Enya’s face. There was a line that denoted a “class.” That meant that it would be possible to resurrect a skeleton, or possibly a zombie, in the future with a class. She wasn’t sure how to do it right now, but this opened up a door of possibilities for any summons she would have in the future.

There was also a line about a ‘power rating,’ and honestly, that line was completely lost to her. She could only assume that it denoted the strength of Walnut, as compared to… other undead? Her own stats didn’t have a power rating statistic, so it was hard to say.

“Alright, Mr. Walnut—err, Walnut,” she began, trying to clarify, “can you speak like Pell does?”

The skeleton looked at her, conveying confusion.

“Oh, uh, Pell is this skull over here,” Enya said, pointing over to the desk. “He’s my friend, and he’s… not here right now. He is a skeleton, like you, and he could speak.”

Walnut shook his head, indicating he couldn’t speak. Enya sighed, but wasn’t too discouraged. At least she could understand his broad emotions, which allowed for some basic communication. Walnut seemed to grasp everything she said, which was a good start.

“Well, I suppose I should explain everything that’s happened so far,” Enya said. She hopped up onto the desk, sitting with her legs dangling over the side, while Walnut settled on the floor, watching her intently.

And so began Enya’s dramatic recounting of her adventures so far. She gesticulated wildly, her body language animated and playful, and she even threw in a few sound effects for flair. Walnut observed with what could only be described as a bemused patience, his form unwavering as Enya shared her story with an infectious enthusiasm mixed with a depressing gloom.


            

    
        Chapter 32: Preparations

    
    
    
    
                “And then, whoosh!” Enya exclaimed, her arms soaring through the air as if casting a spell. “And then bang! The sword flew super fast and hit Mr. Rat—or, um, the demon rat!”

Her excitement was palpable as she recounted the events from her recent adventures. She eagerly shared her journey from meeting Pell, exploring the labyrinth with him, to her encounters with Mr. Bones, the eccentric skeleton who had been so helpful. She recounted how both Pell and Mr. Bones had met their untimely ends, her voice tinged with sadness and regret.

Enya didn’t skimp on the details. She covered every major event, her emotions a rollercoaster as she narrated. One moment she was bubbling with happiness, the next she was in awe, and soon after, her story took a darker turn with sadness and fear. Mr. Walnut, connected to her through their mystical tether, felt every shift in her emotional spectrum. Their bond was deeper and more profound than Enya had yet realized.

“And then, that’s when the bracelet glowed, and my spell got like, really, really strong. And then… BOOM! A giant bone spear shot out of the ground!”

Walnut nodded thoughtfully, absorbing her story with attentive interest. Even though he wasn’t a mage, he grasped the essence of what Enya was describing.

After a few more animated minutes, Enya finished her story. “And that’s when I summoned you—created you? Well, whatever it is. And that’s where we are now,” she said, stretching her arms wide to encompass the room around them.

“Pell mentioned that something might be inside of the stairway, something like a lab… or… maybe another study or some type of chamber? Maybe even a shortcut to the boss room? Or at least, something like that. I can’t quite remember. And, um, I didn’t want to go alone, so that’s why I summoned you. I was hoping you could come with me.” She paused, her gaze shifting towards the wall. “There’s also that zombie I’m pretty sure is still behind there…”

The skeleton nodded in understanding, acknowledging her concerns.

Enya’s face brightened with a smile. “Great! Just give me a moment to get everything ready and then…” Her voice trailed off as she contemplated the darkness that shrouded the stairway entrance. Despite her Absolute Focus skill, she couldn’t pierce through the veil of darkness. It was unsettling, but there wasn’t much she could do about it. “Then, we’ll head down the stairs.”

She busied herself with reorganizing the items strewn across the floor. Pell’s backpack was moved to the side, and she emptied out everything that didn’t seem immediately useful.

Enya had already read all of Pell’s books. Some were enjoyable, others not so much. One, in particular, was filled with overly complicated language and pompous phrasing—something that reminded her of the noble speech she’d encountered. The thought of having to speak like that herself in the future sent a shiver down her spine.

Essential supplies were packed with care. Health potions and mana potions were a must, so she gathered them up and packed them tightly into the backpack. Just in case of future emergencies, she set aside one bottle of each—health and mana potions—and placed them neatly against the wall for easy access.

There were three cans of food left. Enya calculated that she could stretch each can over two or three days if necessary. It wouldn't be ideal for her health, but it would keep her from starving. Pell had once mentioned that people could survive much longer without food than without water, a fact he brought up whenever Enya complained about the lack of tasty options. Thankfully, health and mana potions also quenched her thirst, and she still had plenty of those.

Across the room, Mr. Walnut was examining the assortment of small swords and daggers. He picked up one sword with chipped edges and a broken tip, leaving only two sharp points at the top. The sword seemed extremely fragile, but its handle was intact, allowing for a decent swing.

After a few experimental swings, Mr. Walnut tested the sword against a solid surface. With a casual swing against the wall, the metal shattered into pieces. He proceeded to test the remaining shabby swords and daggers. Of the three swords, only one was still usable. It lacked a hilt guard and had a double-edged blade that was dull on one side. The missing hilt guard was not a concern since Walnut lacked pain receptors. The dull side of the blade was inconvenient but not a deal-breaker.

When it came to the daggers, Walnut was more pleased. Both were in relatively good condition compared to the swords, and he was satisfied with their quality.

The daggers had lost their sheen but were free of any chips or damage. Their handles, though showing some slight wear, remained in good shape. The scabbards had protected them well, suggesting that the daggers hadn’t seen much use in heavy combat—daggers weren’t typically used for slashing against armor or other weapons like swords.

Mr. Walnut used a small cleaning rag, tearing it into strips to fashion makeshift straps. He tied the daggers to his left and right thighs, ensuring he had quick access to them if needed.

With his preparations complete, Walnut approached Enya, who was finishing up her backpack organization. She adjusted the straps of the oversized backpack, which kept slipping off her shoulders. She gripped the top portions tightly to keep it in place.

“Okay… I think I have everything I need. Are you good too?” Enya asked.

Walnut nodded in acknowledgment.

“Alright! Then… here’s the plan,” Enya said, her voice dropping to a whisper as she leaned in closer to Walnut.
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Enya moved swiftly to the bookshelf, crouching to inspect King’s Revolt, the book that controlled the shelf’s locking mechanism. She concentrated deeply, her eyes flashing a vivid yellow as mana surged into her hand.

In one smooth, practiced motion, she yanked the book from its spot and dashed backward, her gaze fixed on the edge of the case. The wall rumbled and the bookshelf began to slide, its creaking echoing through the room.

A guttural, strained noise filled the air—a sound Enya had anticipated. As the shelf slid further out, the noise grew louder. A rotted, decayed arm emerged from the darkness, accompanied by the unsettling sound of broken vocal cords.

Enya braced herself. She had only one chance to make this count. Though Walnut was ready to back her up, a successful strike would make their task much easier. Patience was key—her absolute focus would handle the rest.

As the shelf ground open, the mutated zombie’s torso came into view, now wide enough to push through. Mana surged through Enya, gathering in her hand as a spell circuit spun into existence. A dense circle of magic and mana flared into being before her palm.

“GrAArAGHH—”

The zombie’s growl was abruptly silenced as Enya unleashed her spell.

With a clawing swipe, Enya brought her hands upwards, channeling and guiding her spell to exactly where and how she wanted it. She made sure to summon it off to the side, preventing the spear from blocking the entrance down.

Crack! 

The ground beneath her cracked and fissured outward. The room shook as a massive bone spear erupted from the floor, piercing through the earth like it was made of paper. Enya expended 8 points of mana for this attack, her most potent use of the spell yet, not including the bracelet.

Shhhrrrik!

The bone spear impaled the zombie, tearing through its rotted flesh and any remnants of bone still clinging to its form. The creature was lifted off the ground along with the spear, which continued its deadly ascent through its back. A fountain of blackened, filthy blood erupted from the zombie’s torn flesh as the white bone spear, now stained crimson, reached the ceiling. The spear’s pointed tip punctured the stone roof, embedding itself several centimeters into the stone. The zombie was trapped between the expanding base of the spear and the hard stone ceiling.

The entire attack happened in an instant, and the zombie’s struggle was even shorter. Its arms flailed uselessly to its sides, and its blood-soaked body came to a halt, motionless.


System Notification: You have landed a killing blow on Dire Zombie (Level 2)


Enya blinked at the scene before her, a mixture of awe and surprise etched across her face. “Wow,” she said, unable to find any other words. She glanced over at Walnut, who stood beside her. He met her gaze with a nonchalant shrug, raising both arms with palms up in a “what can you do?” pose.

The original plan had been to use her bone spear to restrain the zombie temporarily, giving Walnut the chance to attack from a distance with his sword. She had not anticipated that her 8-mana bone spear would obliterate it in a single strike.


System Notification: You have received 34 EXP.
Experience has been automatically allocated to “Unassigned”.


Enya was astonished by the amount of experience she gained from defeating this level 2 Dire Zombie, especially considering she had received less from the level 4 regular zombie in the hallway. Though Pell had helped with that fight, she had still earned the majority of the experience. The fact that this zombie, which was two levels lower, yielded even more experience puzzled her. Was it because it was a ‘Dire Zombie’? What exactly made a dire zombie different?


System Notification: Your level has increased from level (1) to level (3). 
Experience Remaining Until Next Level: 11/33


She had reached level 3 with that kill, completely skipping past level 2 in its entirety.

Despite her success and narrowly avoiding danger, a new issue presented itself. “Uh… Hey Walnut… Could you, um, clean up all that blood before we head down there? I don’t… want to dirty my shoes or dress,” Enya asked with a sheepish smile.

Walnut turned to her, a slight wince crossing his skeletal features.
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After a few minutes of diligent cleanup, the blood was mostly cleared away, at least, enough for Enya to walk without worry. The zombie remained suspended from the ceiling, impaled on the bone spear. The spear would eventually dissipate, causing the zombie's body to drop and land messily on the floor again, but Enya had no idea when that would happen.

“Alright, I think we are—” Enya began, only to pause as Walnut pushed the last of the cleaning rags to the corner of the room.

“Wait…” Enya murmured to herself. There was actually something she could do here.

Enya crouched down and set her backpack on the floor. She fished out a mana potion, taking a generous swig that left her grimacing at its awful taste—a flavor she knew she’d never quite get used to. Walnut observed from the corner, his skeletal gaze fixed on her as he anticipated what she was about to do.

With a surge of mana flowing into her palm, Enya formed a spell circuit, her eyes glowing as she began to cast. The zombie’s body on the bone spear trembled and writhed, its decayed flesh pulling away and compressing. After a minute of unsettling movement, all that was left was a pristine white skeleton, parts of it slowly reconstituting with the mana’s influence. With a final plop, the skeletal frame dropped to its knees before rising to its full height to face Enya.


Skill: Summon Skeleton has been activated.
You have successfully summoned a Level 3 Skeleton.
Would you like to give a name to Level 3 Skeleton?
[Accept/Decline]


“Yes!” Enya cheered. She now had two skeleton minions to guard her. Having Walnut by her side was comforting, but with this new Level 3 Skeleton, she felt even more empowered. She was well on her way to becoming a true necromancer. Curious, she decided to check both the details of Walnut and her new summon.

Enya pulled up and looked at another screen, something that she could apparently do.


Name: Walnut
Level: 3
Type: Humanoid Skeleton
Class: Unassigned
Power Rating: 56


Enya squinted at the screen, absorbing the details. Walnut had leveled up from 1 to 3, just like she did. A thought struck her: did summoned minions always match her level? If that was the case, then as she grew stronger, so would her minions. This was further evident by the fact Walnut’s power rating also rose by 10 points. The correlation seemed pretty clear now.

She closed the stat window and turned her attention to the new skeleton. Naming it was the next challenge. Considering its history of nearly killing her and hurting Pell, she decided on a name that reflected her feelings.


Name: Dummy D. Dumb Dumb
Level: 3
Type: Humanoid Skeleton
Class: Unassigned
Power Rating: 98


“Woah,” Enya marveled. Dummy D. Dumb Dumb’s stats mirrored Walnut’s, but its power rating was significantly higher. “Wow. You must be really strong, huh?” she mused, glancing between the screen and the skeleton. “You’re almost twice as strong as Walnut, if that power rating means what I think it does.”

Walnut, standing to the side, pouted visibly. He crossed his arms and glared at the new skeleton, clearly displeased with the attention Enya was giving it rather than him.

“Aww…!” Enya exclaimed, rushing over to hug Walnut. “Don’t be jealous, Walnut. You’re still my favorite—third favorite skeleton, right after Mr. Bones and Pell!”

Walnut continued to glare at Dummy D. Dumb Dumb, his arms stubbornly crossed.

“Okay, okay. You’re my favorite skeleton,” Enya reassured, tightening her hug around the childlike skeleton. It was one of the rare moments she had the chance to hug someone; Pell was never fond of it, and she didn’t see Mr. Bones often enough.

Walnut eventually relented, uncrossing his arms and giving Enya a gentle pat on the head. Her face lit up with a big, goofy smile.

“Alright! Walnut, give Dummy D. Dumb Dumb your spare dagger, and let’s head down the stairs!” she announced with enthusiasm.

At the mention of parting with one of his daggers, Walnut’s mood darkened again. He slumped and pouted, clearly reluctant to relinquish one of his weapons to the new skeleton.


            

    
        Chapter 33: Experimental Workshop

    
    
    
    
                “Alright, you go first Dummy D. Dumb Dumb,” Enya said. Honestly, the name was a mouthful, but she really hated this zombie—skeleton? She didn’t hate it as much as the one from the hallway, but that was besides the point.

Dummy D. Dumb Dumb nodded and ventured into the black abyss—a swirling void of complete darkness. Moments later, his head emerged from the mist with a slight comedic rattle. He gave a nod to Enya before retracting back into the obscurity.

“Okay… so… it’s… safe,” Enya said, her voice a bit unsure as she spoke.

Taking a deep breath, she stepped into the mist, her eyes glowing with a yellow hue as she did. Walnut trailed closely behind, his presence reassuring to her. The plan was for Dummy D. Dumb Dumb to be the one to take on any potential threats first, given his higher power rating. Plus, Enya was more willing to risk Dummy D. Dumb Dumb’s safety compared to Walnut’s.

Her fingers brushed against the mist, which felt like nothing—an illusion that obstructed her senses. As she descended the third step, the hallway gradually revealed itself. It was a narrow corridor, with about 20 to 30 steps leading downward. A faint light glimmered from a room below, providing little light and barely illuminating the path she walked on.

Dummy D. Dumb Dumb was already halfway down the stairs as Enya moved forward. She and Walnut carefully made their way to the bottom. Both of her skeletons brandished their weapons as they moved, ready to form a protective perimeter around Enya in case any danger emerged.

At the bottom of the stairs, Enya entered a room that, while modest compared to the vast dungeon, felt large in its own right. The stone brick walls were a deep black, contrasting with the smooth stone floor, which, though clean of cracks or damage, had gathered a noticeable pile of dust and mold in the corners.

To her left stood a small wooden-planked table, its surface cluttered with dusty black books and an assortment of tools hanging from the wall nearby. Scissors, pliers, a small knife, a hammer, and other miscellaneous implements that were scattered about.

Opposite the table, a large chalkboard dominated the space. It was covered in complex spell circuits and intricate patterns that were beyond Enya’s understanding. The symbols and lines were foreign, hinting at advanced or an even ancient esoteric form of magic. They were also weathered, hardened, and blurred, almost as if they had become permanently etched onto the board itself after someone had tried to erase them.

The room was very similar to the study up above. It seemed like some type of academic research was conducted here, judging by all of the tools and circuit diagrams on the wall. On the side, a rectangular table held a few papers that had been corroded to the point where Enya couldn’t discern if there were any words written on them, or if they were stains.

At the back of the room, an open doorway beckoned. Enya glanced at Dummy D. Dumb Dumb, sending a mental message that he needed to proceed first. He moved towards the opening, with Enya following at a steady distance, prepared for whatever lay beyond.

Inside the connecting room, Enya and her skeletons discovered a grim scene: three zombies, each chained to the walls with shackles binding their limbs. They all lay on a makeshift table or bed of some sort at an angle. A fourth set of chains remained empty, which was most likely where Dummy D. Dumb Dumb had been confined.

Each of their bodies had decayed to the point that their flesh was paper-thin. Over time, their bones had eroded to a stained brown, turning into a mush that had almost corroded away.

Scattered throughout the room were smaller tables, each bearing a nameplate and a catalogue of texts. Enya approached one of the tables and picked up a weathered document, one that didn't seem to be related to the chained zombies. She began to read while Walnut and Dummy D. Dumb Dumb explored the area.


Test Subject #36 - Barrier Zombie

Test Materials - Mylarite Crystals, Mana-infused Tricate powder, 2X Lesser Reformation Pills.

Results: Subject perished under reverse mana-influx. The Lesser Reformation Pills expanded the body’s vessels, but the decay caused the vessels to split and tear, leading to mana leakage. The Mana-infused Tricate Powder was of too low quality to test its strengthening properties. Mylarite Crystals proved ineffective.



It was evident that these zombies were part of some specialized experiments. The mention of necromancers conducting research on the dead in Sable’s books upstairs now made sense. This chamber seemed to be where Sable had carried out his research.

Enya moved to inspect the other zombies. None of them showed signs of life, having long been deceased—likely well before Pell’s discovery of the dungeon. The zombies included a Nimble Zombie, a Stealth Zombie, and a Hulking Zombie—whose immense size had nearly reached the ceiling. The last one was identified as the Dire Zombie, whom Enya recognized as Dummy D. Dumb Dumb.

There wasn’t much to this chamber itself, besides an overwhelming scent of decay, one that Enya was unfortunately becoming used to inside of the dungeon. The stations next to each zombie were barren, as if Sable had abruptly abandoned the place.

Disheartened, Enya and her skeletons returned to what she was now going to call ‘The Workshop,' given the similarities to what she read inside of her stories. Dummy D. Dumb Dumb took up a vigilant stance and guarded the entrance between rooms, while Walnut continued following closely behind Enya.

Her preparations, from mastering the bone spear spell to nearly confronting the demon rat, had led to this—an empty room with nothing of importance. Enya felt a pang of disappointment. The chance that the passageway might lead deeper into the dungeon, possibly to something more valuable, seemed slim. For now, she was faced with a room of dead zombies and incomprehensible circuit diagrams.

Determined to salvage something from her effort, she turned her attention to a table with a book titled “NOTES.” It wasn’t a book in the traditional sense but rather a journal or scrapbook filled with handwritten notes and diagrams. She flipped through the pages, hoping for something useful.

One entry caught her eye:


By using some Jerulnak leaves and Blue Lilies, crushed together in a mortar and pestle, the mana efficiency of the Jerulnak powder increased by roughly 27%. The resulting smell was horrendous, especially after the blue lilies were added.

The Jerulnak powder was tested on a Zombified-Ogre and a Bone-Scavenger Wolf. The ogre rejected the powder, causing its mana pool to degrade rapidly. The ogre survived but lost its ability to manipulate mana entirely. Mana detectors showed no trace of mana in it.

The Bone-Scavenger Wolf, however, showed compatibility with the powder. Missing bones began to regenerate with the consumption of mana gained from the powder. The more Jerulnak powder used, the higher the efficiency of regeneration. Further testing needed.



Enya’s heart quickened as she realized the significance of the journal. This was not just a record of mundane experiments but a treasure trove of knowledge about enhancing the undead. The experiments conducted in this room aimed to push the boundaries of necromantic magic, exploring the possibilities beyond conventional spells.

Flipping through more pages, Enya found a range of notes and diagrams—some pages densely packed with text, others filled with intricate spell circuits. One entry stood out and captured her attention:


Experiment #252 - Additional Theory of the Day

Many spells can be used to buff other living beings—some of which can even be used on objects. Strengthening or reinforcement spells can usually be cast on living creatures, whether they be humans, animals, beastkin, or demons. However, these same spells do not work on the dead, regardless of whether they are resurrected with a soul or not.

I experimented with some strengthening spell circuits today on a lesser zombie. Unfortunately, as expected, the spell did not work, no matter how complex or simple I made it. There has to be some way to activate applicable buffs to the dead. Whether it is a matter of spell circuit compatibility or simply having the correct spell, I do not know. I may pass this onto Leverick at the 32nd Mage Association for further testing.



So… Sable—or whoever it was—was trying to test certain spells on the undead. Among the notes were a few circuits they used for testing. They were ones that Enya was nowhere near worthy of even attempting yet, giving their 8-pattern configurations. This, however, made her curious: could she try to attempt this?


Skill: Sage’s Insight [B] [Passive]
You have an enhanced understanding of all things related to magic, mana, and the arcane. Your understanding of concepts, theory, and memorization of related subjects is increased by 40%.


A surge of thoughts, memories, and questions flooded her mind. Absolute focus had been active the entire time, and was now bolstering her mental capabilities alongside her Sage’s Insight passive skill. Different theories and substitutions came into her mind as she scanned over the passage on the page. Her passive didn’t simply activate like a normal skill, but instead accelerated her reasoning and understanding when she truly focused on a specific subject.

After a couple of minutes of reflection and scanning over the document, a spark of insight lit up in Enya’s mind. She recalled Sable’s musings about the undead. If the undead were more like golems—magical constructs powered by mana rather than living beings—then perhaps they could be treated as inanimate objects for magical enhancement. This could open up the possibility of making her minions stronger than mere skeletons, by using different forms of spells than regular enhancements.

Dummy D. Dumb Dumb, a former ‘Dire Zombie,’ was faster, stronger, and more aggressive than the usual dungeon monsters. Clearly, it had undergone some form of enhancement or experimentation. If Sable—or whoever used this chamber—had succeeded in physically and organically enhancing these undead, then perhaps magical enhancements were indeed possible, with some caveats.

Enya’s gaze shifted to Walnut, her ever-faithful skeleton. He was quite the ordinary skeleton, aside from his notable height.

“Hey, could you hand me a bone? Maybe a finger bone or something?” Enya asked with a hopeful smile.

Walnut tilted his head in confusion for a moment before comprehension dawned. He grabbed one of his ribs and, with a resounding crack, snapped it off. Enya winced at the sound but accepted the broken rib with gratitude. She would have been fine with a finger bone, but she kept her comments to herself. It was the thought that counted, she supposed.

Holding the bone up to the flickering torch, Enya examined it closely. Pale and white, the bone had a grainy texture and felt coarse and brittle to the touch, as if it might snap at any moment. Yet, despite its fragile appearance, it was sturdy and unyielding.

Considering that her minions were akin to golems or objects, as Sable had described, perhaps spells meant for objects might be effective. The altars upstairs had simple circuits for the Create Light spell. Maybe the same spell could work on bone?

Since her little exploration had yielded nothing important like a shortcut to the boss room—she decided it was time for some experimentation. Might as well make some use out of her venture.

Placing the bone on the wooden workbench, Enya focused her attention on it, while Walnut hovered nearby, curiously poking at his chest where his broken rib had once been.

Mana trickled into her palm as she began to cast the Create Light spell. This would be her first time casting it manually, without the convenience of the pre-engraved circuits from the altars above. After extensive practice, the spell came to her effortlessly.

A gentle light began to emanate from her hand, and the spell circuit quickly completed its formation.


System Notification: You have successfully learned the spell: Create Light.
Add the spell “Create Light” to spell list?
[Accept/Decline]


The status screen popped up for a moment, and Enya mentally declined the prompt. She knew adding the spell to her spell list would overload her with information, making the spell feel like one she’d been using for a week rather than just learning. But she decided it wasn’t worth the effort. There was apparently a limit to how many spells could be added to the list, and given that class spells likely didn’t count, adding a simple spell like Create Light seemed unnecessary. She had only found this out when she first added the summon skeleton spell to her spell list.

A flicker of light danced briefly before expanding into a glowing orb. The spell activated, and an ethereal ball of light floated above the table, casting a bright glow that illuminated the dark room. The orb shimmered brightly, reminiscent of the floating lights above the altar. However, its usefulness was limited; when Enya attempted to move the bone from the table, the orb remained stubbornly in place.

Directing the light towards the bone didn’t yield any results. Enya was left with a glowing orb that had no connection to the bone she was examining. Her frustration mounted as she tried to swat the light away, hoping to disperse the blinding ball hovering in her field of vision. It moved slowly, like a wisp of gas, drifting away from her swats.

Determined, Enya focused on the bone again, preparing to cast the spell once more, this time with her hand wrapped around the bone itself. But just as she was about to channel her mana, the ball of light shifted.

She had flicked the light away in her irritation, and it drifted backward, hitting the wall and bouncing upward. Above her head, the orb floated effortlessly, casting a radiant glow.

As she swatted away the light again, Enya suddenly realized something.

If… the undead were like golems, and regular spells couldn’t work—but item enchantment or object enchantments did, then…

Enya’s mind flashed back to the altars in the study. Those altars had been engraved with spell circuits—deep channels carved into them to create a consistent flow of mana. The spell circuits were etched permanently, using the altars as catalysts for the enchantments.

She glanced at the bone, then looked up, her eyes widening with realization. With a determined swipe, she batted the floating ball of light as hard as she could, sending it flying across the room. It streaked through the air before dissipating, having exhausted its mana supply.

Enya set the rib bone back on the table and turned her attention to the wall behind the workbench. Among the tools, one caught her eye—a small, pointed metal knife, almost as small as her hand. It resembled a miniature bone spear, a tiny, circular spike with a pointed tip. It wasn’t clear what it was originally intended for, but it looked sharp enough for what she wanted to do.

It wouldn’t take too long, just a few minutes, and she could easily engrave the spell around the bone. Easy, as, pie. Or cake. Apparently, cake tasted better than pie. Enya had only ever tasted the canned preserved meat rations that Pell had, and she didn’t know what ‘sweet’ tasted like or what ‘desserts’ were.

I wonder if a pie-cake exists, she thought, her hands beginning to move calmly, and carefully.

            

    
        Chapter 34: Class Ascension

    
    
    
    
                Crack!

A rib bone flew through the air, spinning in multiple rotations before smashing into the dark wall. It shattered into two large chunks and a scatter of smaller fragments.

“Another!” a voice called out.

A small rattle echoed in the room.

Snap!

The sound of a sturdy twig breaking filled the air.

“Okay… and…”

Crack!

“Aaaaurghhh!”

Yet another rib bone flew across the room, striking the wall and crumbling into a pile of tiny bone pieces. A frustrated sigh followed immediately.

Walnut shuffled down the stairs, clutching a small blue mana potion. He glanced over at Enya, who was slumped over the table with her arms outstretched and her head resting on it, eyes turned sideways to look at him. He approached and handed her the potion.

“Thanks,” Enya said, her tone unusually flat. She accepted the blue mana potion and braced herself for the taste assault.

“Bleh…” she mouthed weakly, the potion’s awful taste making her grimace.

Enya had vastly underestimated the challenge in front of her. Half an hour slipped by unnoticed as she worked on what she sarcastically dubbed her “pie” or "cake"—or rather, her attempts at engraving magic circles. Turns out that carving spells into bone wasn’t as simple as she had imagined. Either that, or making something ‘easy as cake,’ had been a cruel joke—something seemingly easy but deceptively hard.

With the small steel spike-knife Walnut had given her, she carefully etched the outline of a spell circle onto the rib bone. At first, it seemed manageable. The line she carved wrapped neatly around the rib, forming a full circle. But keeping the line straight? That was another story. She overextended, then had to awkwardly backtrack, resulting in something more akin to a wobbly square than a smooth circle. She had basically drawn a circle with corners—a true marvel in geometry.

By the time she realized the mess she’d made, her magic circle was already a clunky, crooked design. Still, she pressed on. Perfection wasn’t the point, she reasoned. It was about learning. Practice. Probably.

But then came the patterns. The first attempt started off okay—until her hand twitched, carving a diagonal line where a smooth curve should have been. She kept going, determined to push through, reminding herself again that experience was everything. Ten seconds later, she made another mistake. Five seconds after that, an even bigger one.

Soon, every other stroke seemed to bring a new error, and frustration bubbled to the surface. By the time she finished, the circuit looked nothing like a spell and everything like a chaotic scrawl. Disheartened, Enya sighed, setting aside the botched attempt.

“Walnut,” she called, her voice flat with exhaustion. “I’m gonna need another bone.”

The complications only multiplied as she went on. She began tossing the unusable bones against the wall, where they accumulated in a growing heap of shattered fragments. During one of her attempts, she even snapped a rib in half, the small bone cracking from being engraved on too heavily and with too many repetitions.

Walnut’s supply of ribs was dwindling. Fortunately, Enya devised a solution that spared her any additional costs: Dummy D. would now serve as her test subject. It was becoming quite cumbersome to say his full name, so she opted to shorten it to just “Dummy D.”

"Another!" she barked, and Dummy D. obediently stood beside her, offering up more bones for her relentless experimenting.

“Okay… that’s one pattern…” Enya murmured with a hint of relief.

As she worked, she noticed her Absolute Focus skill activate on its own, the glowing shine in her eyes reflecting off the bone she was carving. But before long, the skill would flicker out just as suddenly, her mental exhaustion creeping in. She wasn’t stressed—yet—but her body was making it clear that she needed to take a break.

“Okay…okay… second…” she muttered.

She had initially planned to spend no more than half an hour on this intriguing side project. The notebook detailing Sable’s studies had captivated her, and learning that even the great necromancer had struggled with similar tasks only fueled her curiosity.

“Man…” Enya sighed in frustration.

Crack!

“Why is engraving so hard?!” she exclaimed, slumping over the workbench after hurling the bone across the room in exasperation.

[image: image]

Another hour and a half passed by.

“Come on…” Enya muttered.

She knew she was wasting time, trying to learn something irrelevant. However, she felt progress, a sense of accomplishment that was knocking on the door, and that all she needed to do was just to open it.

Spell circuits comprised an outer, circular spell frame. Within the circle, is where the different patterns are drawn. That essentially encapsulates what makes a circuit. However, the outer frame can be slightly manipulated, as long as it still resembles a circular shape.

When Enya performed her summon skeleton spell, or her bone spear spell—she formed a flat circular frame in front of her palm. However, the create light spell that was engraved on the altar was not laid flat. Instead, it revolved around the base of the altar. The inner patterns would then be created or engraved right above it. It was like a multi-layered cake, with each step stacked upon each other.

“Hold still!” Enya berated.

Clatter Clatter.

Dummy D. Was now sitting criss-crossed on the floor, with most of his ribcage missing. Well, everyone in the room knew where they were—in a pile at the other side of the room.

“Okay… almost got it…”

Enya carefully slid the pointed knife across the white surface of Dummy D.’s skull. She had abandoned her attempts to engrave the more complex revolving circuit and had settled on carving a simpler, flat version onto the largest bone she could find—Dummy D.’s skull.

“Alright…” she murmured as she stepped back. “Just… don’t move, Dummy.”

Rattle.

Enya held up her hand, channeling a small portion of her mana. She brought her hand closer to Dummy’s skull and began to power it. The channels she had engraved lit up, and her mana flowed into the patterns. In an instant, the entire circuit glimmered, followed by a bright flash.

“Ah!” Enya yelped, instinctively raising her arm to shield her eyes from the brightness. A notification message flashed in her mind, causing her to jump slightly. As the light settled, she lowered her hand and looked at Dummy D. His skull was glowing.

Dummy D. slowly stood up and faced her, his entire skull illuminated. The light wasn’t as intense as the spheres from the Create Light spell. Instead, it was more like a torch, casting a warm glow that highlighted the features of his skull.

Enya exhaled in relief. “Finally! Take that, Sable!” she said with a triumphant grin, hands on her hips.

Dummy D. began to clap slowly, as if acknowledging her achievement.

Enya opened her status window to review the notification that had pinged earlier.


System Notification: You have unlocked a new class ascension: Necrosmith

Would you like to view more information on [Necrosmith]
[Accept/Decline]


Enya stared at the screen, stunned. There it was: the necromancer class… or rather, the necrosmith class? What the heck was that?

“Uh… accept?” she muttered, more to herself than anyone. The unfamiliar term weighed heavily on her mind.

Dummy D., who was standing right behind her status screen, tilted its head, confused at her words—and unaware of the status screen.


Class: Necrosmith [Limited]
Description: A necromantic craftsman who specializes in the augmentation of the dead. Instead of raising and commanding hordes, Necrosmiths focus more on artisanry, meticulously analyzing and perfecting individual creations by recycling and reforging the remains of the fallen.
Would you like to ascend with this class?
[Accept/Decline]


The necrosmith class seemed to be some type of necromancer variant class. It still involved the undead, but it also emphasized crafting or possibly smithing, given the name. If a blacksmith was someone who forged weapons and armor, then a necrosmith seemed to be someone who crafted… the undead? Or perhaps they created weapons for the undead?

“Well, Pell did say to become a necromancer…” Enya murmured. Reading the description, it seemed like the necrosmith class was essentially a type of necromancer but with some added flair. Even if it was more of a crafting-oriented class, there was still the potential to gain abilities for enhancing her skeletons. As long as something could fight—whether it was her or her minions—it would help her achieve the same goal: defeating monsters and taking down the dungeon boss.

Enya pondered over the decision for a few minutes, her thumb and fingers pressed to her chin as she paced back and forth. What could the “Necrosmith” class offer her?

First and foremost, it was a form of necromancer. It might not have the exact same abilities or specializations as a traditional necromancer, but surely, it had to provide some benefits. Plus, she still had two books upstairs filled with spells to learn to help her out regardless, even if the necrosmith class turned out to be, as Pell usually put things, “utter garbage.”

Second, there were the conditions for the regular necromancer class. All classes had some sort of rarity associated with them. According to Pell, a farmer was quite common. A necromancer, on the other hand, was extremely rare, as most people never encountered one, but that wasn’t its official rarity. The necromancer class itself was uncommon, as noted by Sable within the books. The “Limited” rarity of the Necrosmith class, however, had to be something special, right?

The third reason Enya was leaning towards accepting the class was the time she had already invested. She had spent a couple of hours in the workshop, trying to engrave the light spell. In that time, she could have made significant progress learning another spell from the books. But if she accepted the class as a reward for her efforts, then it wouldn't have been all for nothing.

The conditions to becoming a necromancer should have been much more involved with the undead. Simply summoning a skeleton or two and learning a single necromantic spell wouldn’t have ascended her, as far as she knew. Anyone could have done this, just by learning some simple spells. For instance, she needed to know much more about corpses, as that was an area she lacked. The skeletal system was becoming vastly familiar to her, but things like muscle groups—that was a no go.

It was possible that a necrosmith also required some rudimentary knowledge of the dead to a lesser extent, but also of knowledge of crafting or enhancing things—judging by its description. So that meant, because Enya had engraved something onto Dummy D.’S skull, then it fulfilled a condition for the class in its entirety.

Perhaps there was another reason she was offered the class. Some hidden requirement that either unlocked it, or prevented her from unlocking the regular class. Regardless, she now had access to a necromancer class.

Every reason she considered was followed by a reaffirming question, urging her to justify her decision. She should take this class. Who knew how longer it would take before she managed to unlock the regular necromancer class? If at all? She had already learned a few spells, had her own undead minion, and spent days around the undead daily—yet none of that was enough to become a necromancer yet.

She stopped pacing and stared at the status screen that had been floating in her view for the past several minutes. Mentally, she accepted the offer, and the screen changed.

Before she could react, a wave of confusion, nausea, and sheer suffocation crashed over her. She screamed in agony, clutching her head as if her very soul were being ripped apart.

Enya fell to her knees, her entire body wracked with pain. It felt as if every limb was being shredded, and her mind was overwhelmed like her absolute focused had given her the strongest backlash she had ever suffered.

Her eyes squeezed shut, and her face dropped forward from the pain, her forehead slamming against the cold gray stone floor.

Within her own body, Enya felt a swirling darkness, a tempest composed of everything that made her who she was. At the heart of this storm, she sensed two… entities. A powerful force was compressing the storm, drawing everything toward the center. One of the entities, already faint, split apart and dissolved into nothingness. The other remained, and the storm gradually closed in, condensing and absorbing it.

After a few moments, all that was left was a perfect sense of herself, a clear image within her mind, standing tall and serene. The black storm had vanished, and the pain slowly ebbed away.

Tears fell from Enya’s eyes as Walnut and Dummy D. stood by her side, their hands gently supporting her shoulders as they helped her up. The pain she had just endured seemed to have evaporated completely, as if it had never been there at all. She felt no lingering effects, either physically or mentally. Though her imagination and memory of the ordeal made her jittery and on edge, she knew it was merely her nerves playing tricks. She was not just okay—she felt rejuvenated, as if emerging from a cocoon.

She wiped a tear from her cheek as Walnut and Dummy D. helped her to her feet. Her status window flickered into view before her.

Class: NecrosmithUnlock conditions have been met.
You have ascended and gained a class: Necrosmith
You have unlocked the title: Limited Holder

Skill: Bonecarver’s Quill [Active][E+] has been obtained.Summon a personal bonecarving quill within your hand. This quill can be used to etch magic-based runes, or spell circuits. This quill can also absorb soul-energy from a target upon direct consistent contact. Any inscriptions created by this quill can be enhanced by using soul-energy during the inscription process. Soul-energy can be substituted for mana at 1:2 efficiency.
[Soul Storage: 0/100]

Skill: Transfiguration of Soul [Passive] has been obtained.Harness soul-energy as a power source to forge, mold, or refine materials. You can also use soul-energy to help assist in the bending, shaping, or restructuring of materials with enhanced precision.
[Soul-Energy Cost: Variable]

Skill: The Grim Pullet [Passive] has been obtained.
Summon a personal crafting book with limitless pages. This book contains recipes and designs of unique items and artifacts, all of which have been previously recorded by other Necrosmiths. Any recipes logged into the book are permanently preserved, accessible to all future or current Necrosmiths. Wielders of The Grim Pullet may also communicate with other wielders by writing within its pages, regardless of time and distance.
[Mana cost: 0]

            

    
        Chapter 35: The Grim Pullet

    
    
    
    
                An additional screen popped up, along with another mental ping.


System Notification: Mana Pool has increased from 20 to 30.
System Notification: Soul-Energy has been added (0/100).


Enya stared at the new information. She’d been given three new skills, which seemed amazing in their own rights—except that none of them were spells. She was really hoping for something more offensive, something she could use in a fight. But instead, she’d received something else entirely.

Her eyes narrowed as she carefully read the descriptions.

Bonecarver’s quill was some type of magical tool that let her engrave spell circuits, or magic-based runes—whatever that was. It seemed to describe something like the skinny spike-shaped knife she had been using to engrave on the bones this entire time.

Next, a new line had appeared beneath her mana pool: Soul-Energy. This one seemed to allow her to collect souls for... energy? But the description was... unsettling. It implied she would have to touch or possibly stab something with the quill to extract soul-energy. Enya frowned, not entirely comfortable with the idea of ripping souls from creatures, even if it sounded powerful. She wasn’t opposed to doing that—she was fine doing it, actually, but she was opposed to potentially putting herself in danger.

The second skill, Transfiguration of Soul, was the most ambiguous. It mentioned using soul energy to forge items, but didn’t explain much beyond that. It was frustratingly vague. She’d have to experiment to understand how it worked, which was less than ideal, but she was used to figuring things out on her own by now.

The last skill, The Grim Pullet, was much more intriguing. The system said it contained recipes and instructions for crafting magical items. Enya’s mind immediately went to the stories she used to read, filled with legendary artifacts—heroic swords, cursed crowns, and ancient relics. Maybe this skill would let her create something of similar power. That thought alone could make up for the lack of offensive spells.

But the part that caught her attention was the suggestion that she could... communicate with someone?

Enya blinked at the description, her mind racing. She was alone—truly alone—in this dungeon. Pell was gone, and though she hadn’t seen Mr. Bones, she knew in her gut that he was likely gone too. Walnut and Dummy D. were still with her, but they didn’t really count. Not in the way she needed. They weren’t... people to talk to.

She dismissed the skill window, already memorizing the key details, and willed her status screen to appear.


Name: Enya Empyria
Level: 3/1
EXP: 11/33
Class: Necrosmith
Innate Class: Visionary
Skills: Bonecarver’s Quill [E+], Transfiguration of Soul, The Grim Pullet, Absolute Focus, Visions Past, Mana Detection [D+], Mana Control [D+], Perception [C-], Sage’s Insight [B]
Titles: High-Noble, Realm Hopper, Apprentice of Terran, Limited Holder


Her stats were practically the same, except for the new additions she received just now. Her level went from (3) to just a regular 3. It seems like all of the experience she had gained was converted over fully intact, without any reductions. Her new skills were listed, and the title “Limited Holder,” had also appeared.

She focused on the new title, and a new screen appeared.


Title: Limited Holder
You hold a limited class that is only available to a limited few.


The title was straightforward enough—nothing flashy, just a simple explanation. Enya found it odd how some titles or skills came with detailed descriptions, while others, like this one, were bare-bones. The skill descriptions for her original passives were examples of this. But regardless, now, with her stats reviewed, it was time to give her new skills a try.

She stretched out her arm, palm up, and concentrated. With a quiet plop, a small spike materialized in her hand. She lifted it close to her face, studying it. The thing looked like an elongated finger bone, only that it was perfectly straight and polished smooth. A gentle curve at its center made it easy to hold, like a pen or pencil, or she supposed, a quill. At one end, there were intricate designs carved into the base, while the tip was razor-sharp, shining with a metallic sheen.

She jutted her hand up, launching the quill only a few inches into the air before it dematerialized and disappeared.

“Okay… so that’s how I use that…” Enya said slowly.

The second skill, Transfiguration of Soul, was passive, which meant there wasn’t much she could do to experiment with it right now. So, all that was left was her final skill: The Grim Pullet.

Enya held both hands out, palms up, and focused. A black book materialized between them, falling softly into her grasp. It reminded her of the tomes and grimoires she’d read about in her novels—sleek and mysterious. The cover was plain, jet black, with a strap wrapped around it that snapped shut with a button. No title, no markings, just a blank black cover.

The book was light, almost unnaturally so, like it was designed to sit effortlessly in her hands. It wasn’t too big or too small either, and Enya guessed it had around 300 pages inside, give or take.

Enya shuffled over to the workbench, sidestepping Dummy D., who moved back to the doorway once he realized she was fine. She placed the book on the wooden surface, carefully popping open the button at the back. As she flipped the cover open, her brows furrowed. The pages were blank. Every single one of them.

She skimmed through, faster now, but still found nothing. The description had said the book would contain recipes and designs, left by other necrosmiths. But the emptiness suggested something different—that maybe, just maybe, there hadn’t been any other necrosmiths before her. A peculiar thought, but one that lingered as she stared at the pristine white pages.

There had to be a way to check.

She considered going upstairs to grab her pen but quickly dismissed the idea. She was too lazy to go back up. Instead, she had a little inkling about what might work. She summoned the Bonecarver’s Quill into her hand and tapped it against one of the pages. It looked like a sharp dagger, but the word "quill" was in the name, so surely it must write… right?

Holding her breath, she pressed the sharp tip down, wincing slightly, expecting the page to tear. Instead, a smooth black line appeared, as though she had used an ink pen. Well… that answers that, she thought.

Without hesitating, she began to write in the book, hoping against hope that someone—another necrosmith, perhaps—might also be out there, with a Grim Pullet of their own, ready to respond.

Hello? My Name is Enya. Is anybody there?

She waited, staring at the white page with her simple greeting. Seconds passed, until an entire minute came by, with no change.

Enya sighed. “Guess I really am the only—"

Ah, what have we here? Quite the unexpected development. It appears someone new has laid their hands on a Grim Pullet. How… intriguing. A pleasure to make your acquaintance, Enya. You may address me as The Custodian—though, perhaps that sounds a touch ostentatious, does it not? Very well, you may call me Custodian, instead.

Enya’s eyes widened as the words materialized beneath her greeting, as if they were the next lines in a story. She could almost hear the voice behind them echoing in her mind—a voice that was rich, smooth, and unmistakably refined. It carried the weight of an older gentleman, one that mirrored the nobles in Pell’s novels, with a subtle air of superiority and self-importance. Regal, yet aloof.

For a few seconds—she froze, unsure how to reply. After some moments of inaction, more words began to form on the page.

Ah… I see. You may be a newcomer to the Grim Pullet. Allow me to offer a small piece of advice: you need not write within the book. Simply will the words to appear as you wish. Go ahead, give it a shot.

She read the new lines that appeared, and complied. She dematerialized the bonecarver’s quill and gripped the book, while sending her thoughts onto the page.

Um… it’s nice to meet you, Mr. Custodian.

Interesting. You sound much younger than I expected you to be. Did you become a necrosmith? Or did you stumble upon the book?

Uh… yes… I became one just now.

A few moments of silence followed before the next reply came.

Hahaha. Well, allow me to extend my sincerest congratulations for such an achievement. It has been over 600 years since the last necrosmith graced the realms.

Are you a necrosmith, Mr. Custodian?

Ah, merely “Custodian” will suffice. And no, I regret to inform you that I am not a necrosmith. As my name implies, I serve more as a collector, a guardian of rare artifacts, if you will. The Grim Pullet came into my possession through my… profession. Unfortunately, I don't believe you'll find any other necrosmiths alive at this time, as far as my knowledge reaches.

Oh, okay. Then… um…

Enya was a bit lost at what to ask, and how to continue a conversation with a person she didn’t know.

Where are you, Mr. Cus—uh, not-Mr. Custodian?

An intriguing question, yet one I cannot divulge. My location is rather secretive, for revealing it would expose my… treasures, you see. I trust you understand.

Ah, yes! I'm sorry...

No offense taken, dear youngling. Now it appears I am entitled to pose a question as well, hm? Back and forth questions are an excellent method for getting to know each other. So, how exactly did you come to be a necrosmith?

I…

A chill ran down Enya’s spine. Something about his inquiry unsettled her. Should she reveal how she became a necrosmith? After all, he wasn't one himself, yet he possessed a Grim Pullet. Was there any harm in telling him? Maybe if she answered some questions, this person could help her out in return? He seemed reasonable enough, albeit unsettling. Besides, was there a point in telling him the method? She had attained the class relatively quickly, so it could not be that rare, even if it was limited.

I was actually trying to become a necromancer myself. I discovered some books about necromancy and then… uh, I found some research notes. There were some things in the notes about enchanting or buffing the undead, and so… I began to test it out. I engraved a create light circuit onto a skeleton and I received the class right after.

Some moments of silence followed—but this time it felt more natural. It was most likely that Custodian was reading over her long reply.

I see. That makes perfect sense. By enhancing an undead—a zombie or skeleton, I presume—you made yourself eligible for the title of necrosmith. Quite intriguing. Thank you for telling me. That class is a rare one—a limited one, to be specific. The method for achieving such a class has been lost to time for... well, 600 years.

Enya made a mental note that it seemed like Custodian knew more about necrosmiths than she realized.

Um… then my question is… uh… do… you happen to know how souls and dungeons work?

An extended pause lingered as she awaited the reply.

Well, I certainly didn’t expect such a question to escape the mouth—or mind—of a young girl. You are full of surprises, aren’t you? To address your query, I possess knowledge beyond that of the average individual regarding souls and dungeons. However, those are both rather expansive topics.

Then, can you—

Ah, no, lass. Let us play fair now; that is how one shows respect. One question each, yes?

Enya winced.

Yes… I’m… sorry.

Hahaha! I apologize; I was merely jesting. It certainly seems you find yourself in quite the predicament, given the urgency in your tone.

Yes… I am… trapped in an undead dungeon. I have a friend here named Pell. He’s a skeleton merchant… farmer… guy. And… he died—uh, again. He died while undead, and I tried to revive him using a spell I learned from a book. But… it said his soul was still under the control of the dungeon.

Two full minutes passed by, as Enya stared at the white page with her writing, waiting, anxious and eager for a reply.

Hmm… I believe I might know the solution, though I’ll need to learn a bit more about your current situation.

Really? It’s kind of a long story. I’ve been here for nearly two months now, and a lot has happened.

No issue there. You have certainly piqued my interest, young one. I can set aside my obligations for a time. I would love to hear your tale.

Enya began to recount her adventures from her earliest memory. Roughly five to ten minutes passed by, as she gave a more compact summary, leaving out some notable details that she wasn’t sure about letting a stranger know.

Her eyes flashed as she focused, trying to remember important details not to reveal. This included things like who the author of the books she read was, as potentially it could let Custodian know where she was. Maybe she could have asked him to send help to rescue her, but Pell’s words about her status made it quite worrisome. Even in her novels, little children of rich families were kidnapped often and used as ransom. What’s the point of escaping a prison just to end up in another?

She also avoided mentioning her food situation, wary that he might exploit her desperation for escape. His voice was velvety, laced with a degree of hubris and calmness—exactly how the nefarious nobles were described in her books. Other details she kept to herself included Mr. Bones, a skeleton lacking a soul-flame, who could understand her and even protect her. Given what she had read about the experiments conducted in the workshop, he was likely some sort of test subject—an enhanced skeleton utilized by Sable.

And that’s where we are now.

Intriguing. I see. This Pell fellow—he insisted on turning you into a necromancer?

Yes. Pell said he wanted to escape, and since we were stuck here, he thought it would be a good idea for me to learn necromancy.

I certainly grasp that logic… being ensnared in a dungeon with no means to fight your way out is indeed alarming. However… do you realize the sheer magnitude of his errors?

What do you mean?

You mentioned you are a High-Noble, Enya Empyria, correct?

Yes?

Surely, this Pell fellow would be aware of how the nobility treats their own kin. It is quite an accomplishment that you managed to become a necrosmith, a class so rare with enviable capabilities. However, had you truly become just a regular necromancer… I daresay your family would not approve. If my own child were forced into the life of a miner or a mere tailor, I would personally see to it that Pell never saw the light of day again.

Something sank deep within Enya’s stomach. She felt a bit frightened at his hypothetical threat. There was something about it, something… almost too real—as if he really would act upon his words.

Well… Pell left me a note… and he told me everything. And he had a really good reason for why he did it. He knows it was bad, but—but he was just really sad! He even traveled up the layers to help someone he cared about!

Traveled… up the layers? He hails from the lower realm?

Uh… yeah, he was from layer one I think.

What?!

Enya was taken aback by his sudden tonal shift.

This Pell gentleman managed to ascend four layers into the enchanted realm?! What an astounding feat! I have not heard of anyone accomplishing such a thing in the past two millennia! Except, of course, those with certain connections.

Uh, no… he went up just one layer. To layer two.

A heavy silence hung in the air as her words settled onto the page. The direction of the conversation had veered away from her and toward Pell, and a sinking sensation began to bloom in her core. She felt as if she had inadvertently stumbled into a trap, a misstep she couldn't quite pinpoint.

Young miss… You are… in the second layer of the Under Realm?

Uh… yes? I’m… in the second layer, I think. I don’t know about the Under Realm part or what that is.

More silence followed, as Enya was now sure of it. She had messed up somewhere. She had revealed too much information. Whether or not this information was important was irrelevant, as the silence following Custodian’s responses was more than enough of an indicator.

I see. Thank you for sharing your story, Miss Enya. Unfortunately, my obligations are beckoning. I shall have to take my leave for now. However, should you have any questions, do not hesitate to write them in this book. I will respond as soon as I am able.

Oh-okay. Thank you very much Mr. Custodian.

Please, just Custodian will suffice. It has been a pleasure, Miss Enya.

With that, the words on the page ceased, fading into nothingness as the blank sheets returned, leaving her alone once more in silence of her thoughts.


            

    
        Dead Coin Diary: Entry #2

    
    
    
    
                Dear… Enya’s Diary.

It’s been almost two months since I’ve been here, and everything just feels so heavy. I don’t wanna be in this dungeon anymore… but I also need to save Pell. And Mr. Bones.

I thought learning necromancy would make everything better, like… easier or something. But now, it’s all just more complicated. Some stuff’s getting harder, and I don’t even know what to do about it.

I’ve lost so many friends already… All of them. Now I’m stuck in this dungeon all alone, and my only “friends”—if you even call them that—are a random skeleton I summoned named Walnut, and then another skeleton who tried to kill me. I’m calling him Dummy D. Dumb Dumb.

Dummy D. for short.

Oh! Today I talked to Custodian through The Grim Pullet, and I unlocked my class, but… ugh… it wasn’t fun. It feels like every time I accomplish something, I get hurt or something goes wrong. First, the dungeon quake. Then losing Pell. Then the demon rat attack. And now this. What’s next? I dunno.

Custodian... He seems… nice? But not like, actually nice? I dunno if that’s the word. I also dunno if dunno is a word. Dunno?

But Custodian. He feels like someone I could talk to though… maybe cause Pell’s not here. I miss how Pell would get annoyed at me… and I miss his voice.

But anyway, Custodian… He feels like those evil nobles in books, you know? The ones with the creepy smiles? But he’s not all bad. I think? Maybe it’s just how nobles talk. And, I guess I’m a noble too, so does that mean I have to start talking like that?

Forsooth! Thou art the Lady Enya, who speaketh wait, no, that’s dumb. Forget it.

Nevermind. I don’t wanna talk like that.

Anyway, Custodian is this guy with a Grim Pullet too.

Oh, right! The Grim Pullet is this cool book I got from my class. It’s weird but awesome!

I became a necrosmith and got it.

And the book lets me talk to other people who have it too. But it’s weird, because Custodian seems like the only one left who has one. And… he’s not even a necrosmith! I don’t really get what that means? I have some theories… well, maybe they’re more like guesses.

Anyway, I told him my story. About everything that’s happened so far. I didn’t tell everything though. I skipped some details. I don’t know if he’ll be mad at me, but I didn’t want to say everything yet. I’m not really lying… right? Just... twisting the truth a bit? Fiddling with it? You know what I mean. Well, I guess I know what I mean, since I’m writing to myself.

I didn’t tell him that I’m running low on food and water. I still have enough for like, a week, or two, maybe more? People can live without food for longer than that anyway, right? And I’ve got potions and water, so I’m fine. But I gave myself a one-week limit to get everything done. It’s better to have a plan.

I try to think of happy stuff. Lately, that’s been harder though. I remember when Pell yelled at me for calling him “Pee” instead of his name, haha… I don’t think he ever figured out I did that on purpose.

I used to laugh a lot. Used to, I guess

I guess I still feel happy sometimes. Like when I finished engraving that spell onto Dummy D's head. (That’s a long story…) But… it feels so lonely now. I don’t want to be alone. I'm trying to be... Optimistic? I think that's the word.

I have Walnut and Dummy D., and I have Custodian through the book… but two of them can’t talk, and Custodian isn’t even here.

Should I leave the dungeon after all? I don’t… want to lie and say I haven’t thought about it. I have thought about leaving. I think Walnut and Dummy D. could protect me if I grab Pell’s map and just go. But… would Pell be mad at me? Would Mr. Bones leave like that? Why should I get to live when they died? It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t fair. Its not fair. It’s not fair. It’s not fair. It’s not fair______________________

—————————

…

..
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..

…

I wish I could go back. It’s just me now, scribbling in this book while everything around me is trying to kill me. I don’t even know if necromancers can revive themselves… but… maybe a phylactery would be useful, but I'm not sure if I can make one of those yet.

I don’t know anymore. I know I said I’d give myself a one-week limit… Technically, I should be able to live without food for longer, but again, I don’t know!

Maybe I should ask Custodian… Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. I can’t tell him about anything about food or water. ARGH!! I just—

Fine… if after a week I don’t… find any solution, then…

Then I’ll leave. Maybe... Maybe I can find some help outside before the dungeon collapses...

If someone is reading this… I hope my next diary entry is about reuniting with Pell.

If it’s me reading this… I hope you saved Pell. Please. Save Pell.

Love? Enya.

P.S. (Is this how you use this? What does it even mean?) I wanted to try writing into The Grim Pullet, but… I don’t want Custodian reading my diary. (That’s creepy.)


            

    
        Chapter 36: Custodian

    
    
    
    
                <Custodian> Please, just Custodian will suffice. It has been a pleasure, Miss Enya.

With a flick of his hand, Custodian closed the book, letting the words vanish into the crisp white pages before gently placing it on the delicate stand beside him. The silence of the room was filled only with the soft tap-tap of polished shoes approaching from his right.

Custodian lifted his cup, poised and elegant, as a man in black approached with a fresh pot of tea, steam curling up like a dancer. The fragrance of chamomile and lavender floated in the air, delicate and soothing.

“Thank you,” said Custodian, moving the cup close and taking an earnest sip.

“My pleasure, sir,” replied the man, his tone smooth and unruffled, as if tea service was the most ordinary thing in the world. He was a man of average build, not too tall, not too short, with a face that might blend into a crowd if not for the immaculate elegance of his appearance. His butler’s attire was faultlessly worn, every seam perfect, his hair neatly combed into place, no strands refusing to act on their own. Upon his chest was a small insignia, a crest of two hawks engaged in a wild and graceful battle, frozen in mid-air with such detail it seemed almost alive, their wings arcing into a perfect circle.

He placed a fresh tray of pastries—delicate and golden—on a nearby table, refilling the already neat arrangement of sweets with mechanical efficiency. He was a natural, a professional.

"I trust your… conversation went well?" he inquired with a slight bow, his eyes never leaving the task at hand.

Custodian lowered his cup just enough to offer a faint smile, though the glint in his eyes spoke volumes more. “Indeed. It appears that a young noble girl, a person by the name of Enya Empyria, has received the necrosmith class, instead of stumbling upon the book by happenstance.”

The butler paused, his hand mid-motion as he set down the kettle, an eyebrow arching slightly before he composed himself again. “You said… Enya… Empyria, sir?”

Custodian’s eyes didn’t leave the tea. “Indeed. I already know what you’re thinking. I had the same question myself. But it appears her name truly is Enya Empyria. I sensed no hint of deception in her words. Apparently, she lost her memory two months ago. Convenient, wouldn’t you say? However, her status screen explicitly listed her as ‘Enya Empyria,’ from what she said, so perhaps it is a coincidence. She seemed naïve enough to reveal to me some… rather important information, so I sense no trickery at play.”

“That would certainly be… quite the coincidence.”

Custodian gave a soft chuckle, though his face remained neutral. “Indeed, it is, Lain. Quite indeed.”

He reached over and delicately lifted one of the white-frosted pastries from the small plate beside him. “How are the Empyrias faring these days, Lain?” he asked just before taking a bite, crumbs lightly dusting the air as he did so.

Lain moved quietly across the room, returning the kettle and fresh batch of pastries to their respective places. The room they occupied was modest in size, far from the grandiosity one might expect. Small, yet suitable for Custodian’s particular needs—hidden, concealed, cut off from the world around him.

A chandelier of glass, hanging low from the ceiling, bathed the space in a soft, steady glimmering glow and warmth. It wasn’t the typical spell-powered enchantment, but rather one of modern ingenuity—what the engineers of Meltan referred to as "bulbs." Each little light sparkled within a delicate globe of glass.

Custodian lounged in a plush, cushioned chair, large enough to recline in comfortably, enchanted to ensure it wouldn’t tip back too far. The chair faced a round red carpet, intricately woven with gold and silver threads that twisted into intricate patterns upon the softness.

Bookshelves lined the walls, each packed to the brim with tomes—some ancient, their spines cracked with age, others newer, neatly arranged. To the front of the room stood an ornate door, designed with hand-carved images—scenes of forgotten battles, swirling magic, and mythical creatures locked in combat. To either side, more doors, almost equally as grand, but slightly less so.

The room bore no windows, and the absence of natural light made it feel even more secluded. Only the chandelier’s light gave life to the room.

“To my knowledge, sir, after the attack, Helmutt’s soldiers were ordered to take anyone bearing the Empyrian name as prisoners. The rest—regular citizens—were either enslaved or executed,” Lain said, his tone even and unchanging.

Custodian tapped his fingers on the armrest, eyes still on his tea. “And the Empyrian family itself?”

Lain hesitated, choosing his words carefully. “Most of them appear to be alive, sir. I’ve heard no reports of direct killings within the family. If they were dead, Helmutt would surely have proclaimed it as a spoil of war. Given his… disposition.”

Custodian gave a soft chuckle, his face barely moving. “Yes, that braggart does love a good performance. He’ll boast his way into an early grave one day.” He took another delicate bite of his pastry and dabbed his lips with a napkin, every motion precise.

“And this Enya Empyria,” Custodian mused, “is there any record of her?”

Lain’s brow furrowed slightly. “Not to my recollection, sir. Would you like me to investigate further?”

“Yes, though it’s hardly a top priority. I’ve no desire to entangle myself with the trivialities of noble houses. They’re always so... predictable. However,” Custodian’s lips curled into a smile, “do find out if this Enya girl is truly of the Empyrian line. If she is… a high noble necrosmith—” He paused, a sudden, hearty laugh escaping him. “—now that would be a delightful little twist.”

“As you wish, sir. I’ll have someone look into it immediately.”

Custodian waved a hand, brushing the matter aside as if it were an afterthought. “Good. Now, fetch Marianne for me. This Enya girl had some curious questions about souls and dungeons. Refreshing, really, to meet another Grim Pullet holder. I’d like to keep the conversation going, for appearances’ sake, if nothing else.”

Lain gave a small bow, his posture straight as he moved toward the grand door at the end of the room. He raised his hand, and with a flick of his wrist, the symbol etched into the center of the door shimmered to life. A series of quiet, yet intricate mechanisms spun into motion, the gears turning with a soft click until the door opened with elegant grace.

Stepping through, Lain repeated the same motion, closing the door behind him with the same grandiose motions. The room fell silent once more, save for the gentle hum of the chandelier’s bulbs above, casting their warm glow over Custodian’s thoughtful expression as he reached for another pastry.

Custodian sat quietly for a few moments, finishing his delicate pastries. Strawberry-flavored, with a hint of elven tears—a rare delicacy he had the exclusive right to buy. No one else could enjoy these particular sweets without his say-so, and that fact gave him a small, satisfied smile.

Once his snack was done, he stood and walked over to one of his many bookshelves, where a red book with intricate floral engravings awaited. He picked it up, and with a simple flick of his thoughts, the book opened in his hand, its blank pages gleaming. He mentally commanded it to record his thoughts, and words began to form on the previously empty page.

<Custodian> Lady Jira? Are you available for a small chat?

Custodian strolled back to his chair, the book still floating above his hand as he reclined comfortably. Only a few seconds passed before the page started to fill with a response—words that were most definitely not his own.

<Jira> What is it? You never call for me.

Custodian smirked, already anticipating the banter.

<Custodian> How ru—

<Jira> Don’t you dare say it’s ‘rude,’ you damn cactus with a pretty face. I try to reach out to you all the time, and what do I get? Lain. That sheepish man always with some absurd excuse. 'Oh, Custodian is busy torturing shadow lions today,' or 'Oh, he’s not available because his favorite pastry maker stubbed their toe and is in recovery for two whole minutes.' Honestly, it’s exhausting.

<Custodian> To be fair, Kierge was—

<Jira> Shut up.

The words practically stomped across the page.

<Jira> If you don’t have something important to say, I’m going to rip this page out and auction it to the highest bidder. I’m sure there’s someone out there who’d love a chance to meet the 'Great but socially inept Custodian.' I’ll even pay them to take it off my hands.

Custodian’s lips twitched as he fought the urge to laugh.

<Custodian> You’re always so dramatic, Lady Jira.

<Jira> And you're always so infuriating. What do you want?

<Custodian> Jira, it seems that someone has acquired a Grim Pullet.

A few seconds of silence followed. Custodian patiently waited, staring at the page for Jira’s reply.

<Jira> The Grim Pullet, as in the necromancer’s crafting book?

<Custodian> The one and the same.

<Jira> Who is it?

<Custodian> It is owned by some girl named Enya.

<Jira> Last name?

<Custodian> I’m afraid… I cannot tell you that. I am currently investigating the circumstances behind her… possible background. It wouldn’t be wise to rush to conclusions.

<Jira> Just tell me you dounce. I already know that you’re suffering from Dryad’s Decay. Why keep secrets when I already know about your illnesses? Though maybe if I’m lucky, you can die a little quicker than that…

<Custodian> You really did not have to add that last part.

<Jira> Whatever. Just tell me, who is it?

Custodian let out a sigh. It didn’t translate to the page, but he was sure that Jira could sense it, regardless.

<Custodian> The Grim Pullet is owned by a new necrosmith, a person by the name of ‘Enya Empyria.’

<Jira> Empyria… as in… the Empyrians? Aren’t they all dead?

<Custodian> As far as public knowledge goes, yes. Lain informed me that some of the family are imprisoned.

<Jira> Then who is this Enya person? A branch member of the family? A hidden child? I don’t recognize the name at all.

<Custodian> That’s why I told you I didn’t want to tell you. I simply don’t know, and that’s why I asked Lain to investigate.

<Jira> I see. Well, I appreciate you letting me know, I suppose. But don’t think that makes up for literally anything.

<Custodian> Haha. I feel like it should. After all, a necrosmith that you could have join the Paragon of Crafting would be a delightful thing, would it not?

<Jira> You say that, as if you didn’t personally murder the last necrosmith centuries ago.

Custodian frowned.

<Custodian> It was necessary, Jira, and you know that. That person refused to join your paragon anyways. You fret as if you had anything to lose.

<Jira> You took the Grim Pullet, Dorian. The least you could have done was—Give. It. To. Me.

<Custodian> Finder’s keepers, right? Why attack the wolf when it hunted the sheep? Moreover, you are incapable of utilizing the book, just as I am. Unless you wanted another glorified dead-weight messaging device.

<Jira> Oh, how I wish you would drop dead right now so that I could claim all of your treasures, you asshole.

<Custodian> That’s not very ladylike.

<Jira> You aren’t very ladylike either.

<Custodian> I’d hope not. But anyways, there was another reason why I wanted to tell you this.

<Jira> What?

<Custodian> This Enya Empyria girl, apparently isn’t here—with us, in this realm.

<Jira> Like… she’s dead? A vengeful spirit? A half-deity? A—

<Custodian> Stop guessing, please. No, it’s not any of that. I mean, that the girl is not in the Enchanted Realm. She is currently residing in the second layer of the Under Realm.

<Jira> What? Why the thornbush is she in that pitiful place? You mentioned she was a high-noble? Why is she in the filthy Under Realm?

<Custodian> Yes, filthy indeed. That is what makes this…

Custodian chuckled, a slow amusement-filled expression unfurling as a genuine smile crept upon his face.

<Custodian> —very amusing. This certainly isn’t the sort of circumstance that casually strolls to your doorstep. There is something far greater at play. And it seems I have found myself delightfully caught in its woven web.

<Jira> Dorian, you better not be thinking of any schemes.

<Custodian> Why would I? I shall assist this little Enya Empyria, high-noble or not, with utmost sincerity. After all, the bizarre nature of this affair is utterly delectable, and I must admit, it has me positively preening with excitement.

<Jira> You sound like a child.

<Custodian> Is it wrong to indulge in a little childlike wonder now and then? I merely wish to enjoy some innocent fun, and see where fate leads me.

<Jira> I wouldn’t exactly call you innocent, but sure, whatever. Thanks for the heads-up. Looks like I’ll need to get someone down to the Under Realm to recruit her. Ugh, this is going to be such a hassle. Coming up with an excuse and getting it past the others will be a nightmare.

<Custodian> I’ll be at your service, Lady Jira, however much you require.

<Jira> Yeah, yeah, just make sure you don’t stand me up again. I haven’t forgotten about last time, Dorian.

The final words shimmered on the page, then faded away into the ether. Custodian placed the book atop his own copy of The Grim Pullet and leaned back into his luxurious chair, his eyes wandering lazily to the corner of the ceiling above him.

There was no denying it—he was involved in some greater ploy, strings pulled by forces far beyond what met the eye. With all the influence and power he wielded, how could it be otherwise? No matter the source of the machinations, including him was the logical move.

Custodian’s smile deepened as he muttered to himself, "Things are about to get very interesting."
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<Custodian> I suppose that would work. If this ‘demon rat,’ as you call it, is still alive, then certainly it should have some soul-energy for you to absorb. I’m unfamiliar with the ways of necromancy myself, but logic would dictate that any living creatures would be capable of providing soul-energy. Though, I’m unsure whether flora would grant you any—possibly they may, but I would assume in negligible amounts.

<Enya> Then, if I have this soul-energy, I could probably craft some things from the book?

<Custodian> Possibly. You should be able to will the recipes to appear. Although I hold a Grim Pullet, I do not have access to any of its functions, aside from communication. I do hold other crafters books, and have a close-aide who has experience with them if you needed answers about general usage of the book. One thing I do know, is that soul-energy to a necrosmith is like iron to a blacksmith. Invaluable and always necessary.

<Enya> Okay... I'll see if I can figure things out in the mean time. I'll ask if anything comes up.

<Custodian> Very well. I will do my best to be available in case you require any assistance. There may be some things I know that wouldn’t directly be related to the Grim Pullet that may still be helpful. Ah, and by the way, an associate of mine may have some answers to your questions regarding souls and dungeons, so feel free to write them down, and I’ll relay them over to her. I’ll get back to you once I receive a response.

<Enya> Okay! Thank you very much! I’ll see if I can finish the rat off once and for all then.

<Custodian> Indeed. I wish you a safe adventure.

With those final words from Custodian, the writing on the page began to vanish. Enya closed the book, watching as it faded from her hands, dissolving into shimmering particles that disappeared into the air.

She let out a small sigh. Custodian had only started talking to her again after about half an hour of silence. But in that time, she had made herself busy—filling out her diary with another entry, and working on the light spell she’d been engraving onto Walnut’s skull. Now, both of her skeleton minions glowed faintly in the dark, like two cute, creepy little lanterns with bones for bodies.

“Okay, let’s go guys!” Enya said, happily prancing up the stairs. It was time to get rid of her most scary, but also the most annoying, threat.

Once she reached the study, she made her way straight to the door. Walnut and Dummy D. trailed closely behind.

With a small nudge, Enya opened the door to the study, and her eyes shimmered. Her senses extended forth down the hall. It was hard to judge how long Enya had been asleep when she passed out upon returning to the study. This combined with her multi-hour engraving experiment made it even rougher to guess. Surely, no more than a day had passed by, right?

Within a few seconds, Enya spotted the demon rat. It was still impaled onto the bone spike she had created. Blood trailed down the bone spear, turning it from a coarse white, into a blackened brown and red spike. No signs of movement came from the rat, but she could sense it still breathing. It was weak—almost too weak to even be alive anymore. In that state, Enya could probably throw a rock at it, and it would die. She retracted her senses after confirming the rat was near-dead.

“Okay!” She spun on her heel to face Walnut and Dummy D. “The demon rat is still there, stuck on my bone spear! All you guys have to do is stab it a few times—no, wait, a lot of times. Just keep stabbing the same spot! Or… um, maybe stab it everywhere in the same spot? Yeah, that should work!”

Her minions looked at one another, before turning their gaze back to Enya and nodded.

With an exquisitely crafted plan formed, all three of them left the study and traveled down the hall at a leisurely pace. As they moved further down the hall, the ground became more fractured and crumbly. The vibrations that had occurred before had almost decimated the entire hallway as cracks webbed all over the walls and ceiling, upturning dirt on top of rock.

Not long after setting out, they finally arrived at the now-impaled demon rat. Enya’s skeletal companions shifted their stances as the grotesque creature came into view. Dummy D. raised a dagger high, his other arm held out protectively, while Walnut gripped a sword with unwavered determination. Enya trailed closely behind them, but kept a careful distance. Her eyes were glued to the demon rat. The same thing that had chased her all this time. The same monster that had killed Pell and Mr. Bones. It was going to get what it deserved—and then some.

“Go ahead, guys,” Enya whispered, her voice barely a breath as she waved her hand forward.

Dummy D. took a cautious step, inching toward the demon rat. The creature lay motionless on the bone spike, its stillness giving it an eerie, trophy-like quality. Walnut mirrored Dummy D.’s approach, drifting to the left. The two skeletons flanked the rat from opposite sides, each poised to strike.

As they crept within weapons’ length toward the demon rat, it suddenly spasmed. It screeched, but the sound was muted and visceral, as if its vocal cords had been crushed and torn apart, and blood instead filled its throat. Its tail tried to swing, but it was too far up into the air, and instead twitched, as most of the nerves connected to it were already severed. All this did was pool more blood out of the spike’s wound.

The moment the horrid noise escaped its throat, both Walnut and Dummy D. lunged at the creature’s skull. With a swift, practiced motion, Walnut’s sword sliced through the air, embedding itself deep into the rat’s head, the tip bursting out beneath its cheekbone. Dummy D.’s dagger followed, plunging in from the side and sticking perpendicular to the skull, the blade sinking in but not quite piercing through entirely.

The rat’s wail instantly died, its limbs collapsing limply at its sides.

Ding!


System Notification: You have landed a killing blow on Rattle Rat (Level 11).
You have received 272 EXP.Your level has increased from level 3 to level 7.
You have gained 1 skill point.
Experience Remaining Until Next Level: 19/163
New Class Quests are now available.


            

    
        Chapter 37: Soul-Energy

    
    
    
    
                Enya scanned the new notifications with a focused gaze. The Rattle Rat—level 11, the toughest monster she had faced yet—had rewarded her with 272 EXP, the most she'd earned from a single fight. She had skipped ahead again, jumping from level 3 straight to level 7. To top it off, she also gained a skill point. Whether it was from the level-up or the monster itself, she wasn’t sure. What mattered now was that she had two skill points to spend—and finally, some skills worth using them on.

A new screen appeared.


New Class Quests are now available.

1. Use soul-energy to create or enhance an item.
2. Craft a Skeletal Goliath.
3. Construct your own summon spell circuit.


There were three different quests that had become available to her now. She knew what the word quest was, so considering these were class quests most likely meant she would be awarded something relevant to her class. Enya mentally tapped on each quest, examining their requirements.


Quest: Use soul-energy to create or enhance an item.
Usage of soul-energy is the basis for all necrosmiths. Using your soul energy, create or enhance an existing item. Effect combinations or item recipes can be found inside of The Grim Pullet.


Quest: Craft a Skeletal Goliath.
A Skeletal Goliath is the perfect blank-test subject for testing many experiments, from body modification to enchantments that would normally not be possible with a spell circuit. Gather the required materials for a Skeletal Goliath, and imbue it with undeath. The recipe can be found within The Grim Pullet.


Quest: Construct your own summon spell circuit.
Crafting and experimentation are the necroblood of all smiths. Construct your own signature summon spell circuit by combining and experimenting with different spell patterns.


Enya mulled over the options in her mind. These all felt like beginner quests—designed to ease her into the core principles of being a necrosmith. Each seemed to focus on a different path that defined the class. The first one revolved around item creation and enchanting, the second on crafting constructs, and the third delved into spell theory and experimentation.

The first quest seemed the simplest, depending on how tricky the item recipes from The Grim Pullet turned out to be. But it also hinted that her soul energy could enhance existing items. Weapons like swords came to mind, but what if she could enhance the bones of her skeletons? They weren’t exactly “items” in the traditional sense, but she had learned after engraving the create light spell circuit onto Dummy D.’s skull—that it was possible.

The Skeletal Goliath quest felt more daunting. She’d have to dig out the recipe from her book, and just based on the name, it sounded like it would be a challenge to complete. But really, a goliath sounded amazing.

The third quest was more straightforward. She’d need to design her own summon spell circuit—a custom formula to summon undead. It sounded doable by combining patterns from existing spells, but it would be both mana, and time-intensive—two resources she was already running short on.

Enya frowned, then dismissed the screen with a swipe. She’d figure it out later after browsing the recipes in The Grim Pullet.

Off to the side, Walnut and Dummy D. were busy yanking their weapons out of the rat’s skull, wiping the blood and brain matter off using the creature’s scorched fur. They did their best to shake off the mess, but the blades would stay filthy until they could find water to clean them properly.

With a flick of her wrist, Enya summoned her bonecarver’s quill and approached the demon rat’s corpse. The head was a wreck, with puncture wounds on either side, and a third where Walnut’s sword had gone straight through. She barely glanced at the mess as she held the quill forward, its tip hovering over a patch of singed fur. Without a second thought, she plunged the quill into the rat’s skin. Its sharp tip pierced through with ease, and blackened blood began to slowly pool around the entry point.

The quill gave a small shudder, a barely noticeable tremor. A faint, ghostly white mist seeped from the rat’s body, swirling lazily toward the quill. The sight reminded Enya of her efforts to recycle mana after shattering a spell circuit—but now it was her recycling the energy from the dead.

After about ten seconds, the glow of the quill dimmed, and the mist dissipated. Enya withdrew the quill from the wound and inspected it. No blood clung to the tip, no visible changes marred its surface. It remained as pristine as when she had first summoned it.

She opened her palm and let it drop to the floor, but before it could hit the ground, it disappeared as Enya willed it to return.

If mana was the command for her to see her mana, then perhaps…

“Soul-energy.”


Soul-Energy: 66/100


Enya rubbed her chin thoughtfully. Was 66 points of soul-energy a lot? Should it have been 100? Did the fact that the demon rat wasn’t human affect how much she gained? She let the questions drift away. She could worry about that later, and maybe Custodian could provide some answers.

“Alright, guys, let’s head back!” she called out, a sense of pride swelling in her chest. She’d made it out, gotten what she came for, and—best of all—hadn’t come close to dying this time.
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Back in the study, Enya skip-walked toward the bookshelf and headed down the stairs. Once she reached the bottom, she could hear the clacking of her minions following suit.

“Hey! One of you grab that chair up there and bring it down!” she shouted into the stairway. A simple rattle that echoed down let her know that her command was acknowledged.

She moved to the workbench, clearing books and papers to make space. With a flick of her wrist, she summoned The Grim Pullet, and it landed with a soft plop down in front of her.

With a mental thought, Enya willed the book to show her recipes. After Custodian’s little tip about willing her thoughts into the book, this meant that she could probably do other things with her mind. The reason the book’s pages were blank initially, was because she didn’t search for anything. The blank pages weren’t a mystery anymore; they were just waiting for her to ask the right questions. And right now, she wanted to know what it would take to craft an item using soul-energy—or how to create a Skeletal Goliath.

Gripping the book, she flipped open the first blank page. The familiar tug of connection she felt when summoning the book returned, like the bond she had with her skeletons. Using that same feeling, she pushed her thoughts into the book, not to materialize her words, but instead focusing on what she wanted to see.

Lines of text, symbols, and patterns began to fill the empty pages before her.


Gravemoss Poultice (Bronze Tier)

Description: A herbal salve infused with soul-energy, used to numb pain or provide a minor regenerative effect to the undead.

Materials Required:


	Gravemoss (Moss infused with one point of soul-energy per 60 cubic centimeters)

	Bone Powder (15%)

	Any type of non-magical herb or plant (20%)




Enya stared at the page, her mouth slightly open. It wasn’t that the recipe itself was incredible—it was the fact that this mystical, fully detailed recipe had just appeared from nowhere. A salve that could stop pain and maybe even heal her minions, all neatly laid out before her.

A fleeting thought crossed her mind: Could this heal Pell? But she dismissed it just as quickly. The ingredients and description made it sound like it could only fix minor injuries—maybe a cracked bone, at best. There was no way it could revive him.

The item itself seemed quite easy to craft. She actually had access to all three of the materials, though one of them was far away to grab. There was plenty of moss growing down in the workshop and in the zombie experiment room. Obtaining bone powder was ridiculously simple if it was nothing more than crushed bone. Technically, she already had a small pile ready to be crushed, formed from broken ribs.

The sound of bones clicking on stone caught her attention. Dummy D. was shuffling backward, chair in hand, with Walnut helping on the other side.

“Thanks, guys,” she said, stepping aside to let them place the chair by the workbench. With a quick hop, she sat down, and her thoughts drifted back to the recipe.

The final ingredient, a plant or herb, was also in the dungeon. She recalled passing some kind of large root or some type of overgrown vegetation when she was running through the halls. It would take a good dozen or so minutes to get there, but it could work as an ingredient.

She flipped the page, making a mental note that she would have to try out the item if she found no other easier alternative.


Warding Nail (Bronze Tier)

Description: An enchanted nail that, when hammered into a surface, creates a minor zone that wards off the undead. The warding zones can overlap, creating a larger, stronger repelling effect.

Materials:


	A spike or nail made of any material.

	Bone Powder (30%)

	5 Soul Energy.




This recipe seemed even simpler. All she needed was a sharp object, like the tool she’d used to engrave Dummy D.’s skull. Bone powder was already part of the previous recipe, and she had plenty of soul-energy—66 points, more than enough to craft the item on the spot.

But she hesitated. The Warding Nail didn’t seem all that useful to her. Why would she, a necrosmith, want to repel undead? Wouldn’t that just make her minions avoid her—or worse, stop them from protecting her when she needed them most? It seemed like a dumb recipe to include.

A thought popped into her mind, as she slumped her shoulders. She had forgotten a crucial detail about her situation. She was still stuck in an undead dungeon. If she made a few of those Warding Nails, she could hammer them into the walls, breeze through the dungeon floors, and maybe even avoid running into any monsters. Now this also meant that Walnut and Dummy D. would have to avoid her somewhat. But how powerful, was the warding nail? Would it physically push them away? Or did it… make them scared? Could skeletons even be scared?

Enya shook her head and recomposed herself. She just needed to create something, anything, to fulfill her quest. If it was truly a bad item to make, then she could just toss it away. The most important thing was that she now had a way to easily complete her mission while she waited for Custodian to respond.

With a quick mental tug, she directed her thoughts into The Grim Pullet once more. She needed to find out what exactly a Skeletal Goliath was, and how expensive it would be to create. The pages shifted, text and symbols rearranging themselves, merging into new lines until a fresh entry revealed itself, along with a detailed diagram.


Skeletal Goliath (Gold Tier)

Description: A towering, reinforced skeletal minion designed for experimentation and enhancements. With its strengthened constitution, it boasts immense power and durability, making it ideal for mass enchantments, body modifications, or used as a formidable combatant.

Materials:


	500 kilograms of bone or bone powder (minimum.)

	Metal chains (1 meter per 100 kilograms of bone.)

	Spirit Thread (1 meter per 100 kilograms of bone.)

	18 liters of blood.

	50 Soul Energy.




Enya sank back into her chair, her arms dangling by her sides as her mouth hung open in disbelief. The requirements were absurd. Five hundred kilograms of bone? There probably weren’t enough skeletons for her to even gather that much! And the blood—where was she supposed to find eighteen liters in one place? Not to mention the 50 soul energy points it demanded. This Goliath was more than just a minion—it was downright greedy!

And that wasn’t even accounting for the Spirit Thread. She could only guess that it was yet another item with its own recipe, hidden somewhere else in The Grim Pullet.

With a quick mental strum, Enya sent her thoughts into The Grim Pullet once more. She sat up, flipping the page, and there it was—a recipe for Spirit Thread. Of course, it naturally required items she didn’t even have access to yet.

Great, she thought. Skeletal Goliath? Out. Of. The. Question.

She sighed, leaning forward with her elbows resting heavily on the table. The third quest wasn’t an option either. It wanted her to create her own summoning spell circuit, similar to how Sable had combined two different spells. She simply didn’t have the time or mana to create and experiment with such a complex topic. Learning a spell was one thing, but making your own was an entirely new monster to tackle—or raise.

"Guess it's moss and a nail, then," she muttered, resigned to the simpler tasks. Custodian hadn’t responded yet, which meant she likely had enough time for another venture to collect those roots scattered around the dungeon. She might as well make both items, even though her quest only required her to craft one thing. No harm in being a little overachieving, right?

Before her eyes dimmed out to their regular color, another thought came to her mind. She snapped her gaze back to Dummy D. She didn’t want to leave the study, in case Custodian replied. It would be bad if she was caught out in the hallway, trying to write back to him. But most importantly—she was lazy. She didn’t want to go out and fetch some dumb plants right now. But guess who couldn't become lazy?

“Hey! I’ve got a mission for you!” she announced, her finger pointing dramatically at the skeletal minion. “You’re going to go out and bring me some plant roots!”

Dummy D.’s bones clacked as he tilted his head, clearly confused.

            

    
        Chapter 38: New Mission

    
    
    
    
                So… Custodian, why was Pell’s soul bound to the core, but not the others? Why just him?

Marianne told me a possible theory. Undead dungeons sometimes use the soul energy of raiders to refill their cores and create new undead. All dungeons have their own little ecosystems. For whatever reason, Pell’s soul was picked to be revived while his party was absorbed. Maybe because their souls were weaker, or maybe Pell’s will to survive was stronger than the rest. Could’ve been dumb luck, or even some artifact at play—but that’s mostly conjecture.

I see… then… is there a way to save him? To save Pell’s soul, I mean. Like, put it back into his body—err, skull, I guess?

Dungeon cores are the heart of a dungeon, and they control almost everything inside. Marianne suggests—and I agree—that if you reach the dungeon core and claim it, you could potentially restore Pell’s soul. Or, at the very least, trap it for whatever use you want.

So that’s it, huh…

Though, as you said before, you could also just leave the dungeon. After all, this man did deceive you, didn’t he? It’s quite a serious offense, especially to trick someone of your standing—a high-noble—especially by someone as lowly as him, a peasant from the Under Realm. Make no mistake, Enya Empyria. Don’t let your feelings cloud your judgment. Did he really save you? Or was it all just an elaborate ruse?

Enya froze silent upon hearing Custodian’s harsh words about Pell. They were true, for the most part. Pell had tricked her, and yet she still wanted to save him. He had already died. Why not just let him rest? If Enya did care that much about him, she could probably just find someone to go down to the first layer and help that Elara person he had mentioned. She, herself, didn’t need to save him. But for some reason… it didn’t feel right.

No, Mr. Custodian. I’m not letting anything cloud my judgment. I think I should save Pell, no matter what. I don’t want to leave him here to die. For some reason, I just…

Her mind spun in a whirlwind of confusion, and as her thoughts scrambled, so did the words on the page. They danced and jumbled, reflecting her inner chaos. After a few moments, she took a deep breath, gathered her thoughts, and steadied her resolve once more.

I think… Pell wants to be saved. I don’t know much about his past—heck, I don’t even know much about my own past—but that letter he wrote me… he didn’t care about himself at all. It was like he was saying goodbye, like he’d be okay with dying, as long as he helped someone he cared about. I don’t know who this Elara person is, but her mother? Her mother helped him when no one else would. And that’s not fair. No one should be refused help just because they don’t know how to ask for it. I know Pell didn’t want to trick me. He just didn’t have another option. I know that doesn’t make it right… but I forgive him. The only person he ever cared about is gone, and even now, he’s just trying to repay her kindness. I think… I want to be someone like that. Someone who gives him a reason to keep living.

Enya’s thoughts spilled out, her eyes stinging as a tear traced its way down her cheek. She hadn’t really stopped to think about her bond with Pell before now.

Aside from Mr. Bones, who never said a word, Pell was the first person she’d met. He was rude, foul-mouthed, constantly yelling, and half the time he wouldn’t even call her by her real name—just “brat.” But underneath all that, she could feel it… he was lost. Like he was wandering through life with one goal, and surviving was just a means to get there.

I see.

Custodian’s voice was calm, almost thoughtful.

It seems you’ve grown quite fond of this man. If that is your decision, I’ll no longer intrude on your relationship. My apologies if I seemed rude. I was only offering my thoughts as they came. If you truly wish to save him, then claiming the dungeon core should be your top priority.

She wiped her tears away, and took a few moments to compose herself.

Yeah… that’s what I’m going to do now. I just… have another question. I’ve got two skill points left. Pell told me they can be used to rank up class skills or learn new ones, right? My only skill that can rank up is Bonecarver’s Quill. The rest are passive… but I don’t think upgrading the quill is a good idea. So… how do I get new skills? Something I can actually use to fight monsters. I’ve got one spell, but… it feels like a waste to just sit on these points.

Certainly. That’s no issue. Every so often, you’ll receive a class quest. If you complete it, you’ll be rewarded with a choice of three abilities, based on how well you performed. You can choose one and allocate a skill point into it. My advice? Complete as many quests as you can before choosing, so you know all your options.

All of them? Wait… I can do all of them?

Yes?

Enya blinked in surprise. She’d thought she had to pick just one quest and stick to it, locking herself out of the others forever.

Oh… I thought that—

Haha, no need to worry.

Custodian chuckled, his tone somehow managing to feel amused despite the lack of any actual sound.

That’s a very common misconception. Many children think they can only choose one quest, but no. You’re given all three to complete. Finish one, and another will take its place in time—or based on any special achievements or discoveries you make along the way.

Ah… okay. That is good then. I can definitely handle one of them right now. Another one might be possible, but one of them… there’s just no way. It’s impossible for me.

Then I’ll wish you the best of luck. It wouldn’t be right for me to influence your decisions too much. Complete your class quest, and pick whichever skill you believe will serve you best.

With that, the words on the page faded, leaving her staring at the blank space for a moment before closing the book. As she did, the Grim Pullet vanished from her hands in a puff of mist.

Alright. She had a plan now.

First up: gather the materials and craft whatever she needed for that first quest. She’d have to put everything she had into it and hope she’d get a good skill that could help her fight—or at least something to make Walnut and Dummy D. stronger in battle. That summoning quest with the skeletal goliath? Yeah, way too far out of her reach right now. As for the third quest? Well, no way she could wrap that one up in just a week.

Once she got her new skill, it’d be time to start hunting. The demon rat was dead, so Walnut and Dummy D. could probably handle two enemies at once if it came to that. The undead in the dungeon weren’t exactly known for their intelligence, but her skeletons had some reasoning abilities—and she could direct them mentally. So even if they ended up in a two-on-two fight, it’d really be a three-on-two, thanks to her command over them.

It wasn’t a perfect plan, but it was better than nothing. And she had to make the best of it.

The boss monster was going to be a nightmare. The strongest guardian of the entire dungeon—probably even nastier than that demon rat she’d barely escaped from. If it was stronger, well… she was in for a really tough fight. Even with Walnut and Dummy D. by her side, it was going to take everything she had to survive. She needed to become stronger. No more running from terrifying monsters. No more being the scared little girl who’d barely scraped by. She had to become a necromancer who could face off against her enemies and win.

[image: image]

Enya waited, spending several minutes tucked behind the desk in the upper study, flipping through some old tomes on spell theory. She wished she hadn’t dragged that one chair down to the workshop—it would’ve been nice to sit up here. The workshop was great for working, sure, but it stank like a dead fish left out in the sun for days. The rotting zombies definitely weren’t helping the air quality down there, and even though she was sort of getting used to the awful smell, it still made her wrinkle her nose every time she breathed in too deeply.

A knock rattled from the door. Enya jumped to her feet and rushed over, putting her ear close to listen.

"Password?" she whispered.

Rattle, rattle.

That was the cue. She opened the door, and in came Walnut and Dummy D., dragging behind them a giant brownish root. This was the same exact plant that she had tripped over in the hallways. Luckily, it seemed that at the very least, some portions of it were still solid, and didn’t crumble to dust upon contact.

At first, she had planned to just send Dummy D. on his own, but the study was safe, and sending Walnut along would cut down on any danger if they ran into trouble together.

"Perfect! Thanks, guys!" Enya beamed, skipping forward and throwing her arms around both of them in a sudden hug. She squeezed them tightly, pulling them—and inadvertently—each other, closer together. Walnut immediately tried to stop the inevitable collision, raising his bony hand and placing it on Dummy D.’s skull in a last-ditch effort to keep some distance.

Rattle, rattle, rattle.

Nope. Useless. Enya’s iron will easily overpowered Walnut’s feeble resistance, leaving him no choice but to slump in defeat, his skull awkwardly pressed against the former dire zombie's. He rattled once in protest, but the hug of doom was inescapable.

Finally, when she let go, Walnut regained his composure and extended his arm, presenting the large root like some ancient treasure. Enya took it with a grin and hurried it over to the table.

"Whoosh!" she chirped, summoning The Grim Pullet with a little flick of her wrist. It materialized in front of her in a swirl of dark mist, and she made a soft popping sound with her lips when the book dropped perfectly onto the table, flipping open in one smooth, practiced motion.


Gravemoss Poultice (Bronze Tier)

Description: A herbal salve infused with soul-energy, used to numb pain or provides a minor regenerative effect to the undead.

Materials Required:


	Gravemoss (Moss infused with soul-energy)

	Bone Powder (15%)

	Any type of non-magical herb or plant.




First up, was the gravemoss. Enya eyed the pile in front of her—soft, spongy, with patches of rich green sprouting here and there, while other spots were darker, almost muddy brown. The tendrils twisted upward, curling into an intricate web-like cocoon around the earthy grass below.

She took a deep breath, closing her eyes as she reached out with her right arm over the moss. Since her ascension to a necrosmith—and after surviving that searing pain that nearly knocked her unconscious—she felt like she finally had control, not just of her magic, but her whole body. Every movement was fluid now, relaxed, and free. It was like a heavy, invisible chain had fallen away, leaving her lighter and more agile.

A small pulse of gray and purple flickered from her palm as she summoned her soul energy. It wasn’t quite like mana—it felt… different, like it had its own container deep inside her. The energy spread out, and when she opened her eyes, she watched as it poured down onto the gravemoss, wrapping around the tiny green tendrils. As the energy seeped in, the moss shifted, turning purple and trembling as it absorbed her power.

In just a few heartbeats, the transformation was complete. The once-green moss was now an eerie, glowing purple. Enya cut off the flow of energy, feeling the soft hum of control settle in.


Soul-Storage: 64/100


Before her lay a small pile of bone dust, the now-transformed gravemoss, and the large root Walnut and Dummy D. had brought back. She let out a long, thoughtful exhale.


Skill: Transfiguration of Soul [Passive]
Harness soul-energy as a power source to forge, mold, or refine materials. You can also use soul-energy to help assist in the bending, shaping, or restructuring of materials with enhanced precision.
[Soul-Energy Cost: Variable]


One of her new passive skills let her shape her soul-energy into the physical world, and now… well, now was the perfect time to play with it.

Enya spread out her soul-energy like a wispy net, gently wrapping it around the materials on her table. With a careful tug, she coaxed the items closer, pulling them together like crumpling up a piece of parchment into a ball. The bone dust gave a brief, sparkling glow as its particles met the moss, seeping inside and melding with the purple tendrils. The root followed suit, wiggling under the energy’s command as the moss hungrily wound itself around it.

A minute passed, and when the process finished, the gravemoss was all that remained—its purple color was still there, but now it practically glowed, brighter and more vibrant. The root had vanished, absorbed into the moss, as though it had never been part of the recipe at all.


Soul-Storage: 60/100


Ding! Ding!

Enya blinked and looked up at the screen that popped into view, showcasing her newest creation.


Item Name: Gravemoss Poultice
Tier: Bronze
Rank: F
Effect: A herbal salve infused with soul-energy, used to numb pain or provides a minor regenerative effect to the undead.


She let out a long, satisfied breath. Her first item, completed! For some reason, she’d felt a bit jittery during the whole process, but now… now, that worry melted away. She swiped away the screen, already knowing there was another notification waiting. After all, she’d heard two pings in her mind.


Quest Complete: Use soul-energy to create or enhance an item.
The following skills have been selected to be offered. Please choose one from the three below:


Spell: Pain Swap [F-]
Target both a living creature and an undead construct: Gradually siphon the stamina and vitality from the living target, transferring it to the undead construct. While active, all pain and a portion of the damage experienced by the living target are diverted to the undead construct instead. This spell persists until either target is incapacitated, or the spell is stopped by the caster.
[Mana Cost: 40]

Spell: Bone Shift [F-]
Target a bone that you can see or visualize, and apply force to it in a specified direction. The more obstacles between you and the target, the less force applied. Maximum amount of force scales with spell rank.
[Mana Cost: 5]

Skill: Life Detection [Passive][F-]
You can distinguish whether a target is alive, dead, or undead.


            

    
        Chapter 39: Spell Select

    
    
    
    
                Enya read through the spells again, and her jaw almost dropped. Two spells! The system had actually offered her two spells this time. Everything she'd gotten so far—whether from her visionary class or necrosmith skills—had been passive abilities or skills. None of them even used up anything like mana or energy.

The first spell, Pain Swap, seemed powerful. If she cast it on someone, they could probably keep fighting without feeling pain or taking damage, as long as one of her minions was still around. But something about it made her nervous. “Stamina and vitality.” Stamina, she got, but what about vitality? Did that mean it would drain someone’s life force and make them die faster? If so, it would only be useful in emergencies. But if it just used up their energy, and they could recover after resting, then it sounded like the perfect spell. Well, except for the fact that it cost 40 mana to cast—which was way more than she had right now.

The second spell was... interesting. She could move any bone she could see. But it didn’t say how strong the force was at its current level, [F-]. What if it was too weak to even be helpful? How was moving a bone supposed to help in a fight? Maybe it could mess with a skeleton, but what about a zombie with all that flesh covering their bones? Or a ghost with no bones at all?

And then there was Life Detection. Probably the worst skill of the bunch. It was passive, so she didn’t even have to cast it, but it wouldn’t do her much good in an undead dungeon. Everything around her was already dead or undead. The only exception had been the demon rat, but she knew for sure now—that thing was dead, dead, dead.

Enya sat there, staring at nothing, lost in thought. She already knew what she was going to pick, but part of her just wanted to be sure—maybe convince herself one last time. It would've been nice to finish the other quests first and see what skills they’d offer, but those quests felt too far away and out of reach.

She sighed and made her decision.


Spell: Bone Shift [F-] has been obtained.


Pain Swap had been tempting, but what good was it if she didn’t have enough mana to cast it? With only 30 mana in her pool, and the spell needing 40, it wasn’t even an option. Soul-energy could potentially cover for some of the cost, but that was risky since soul-energy didn’t naturally recover. Who knew when she'd get more mana anyway? Maybe when she leveled up more, or completed a few more class quests, she could raise it. But right now, it was what it was.

Honestly, none of the spell options seemed that helpful for where she was. Why couldn’t the system just... give her something useful like an instant-death spell? Point and pew pew—done.

Suddenly, a wave of information hit her, like someone had poured the spell directly into her brain. She froze for a moment, letting the sensation settle as flashes of understanding filled her head. The patterns and connections of the spell clicked together, becoming a permanent part of her memory.

Slowly, Enya exhaled, calming herself after the rush. She blinked a few times, flexing her fingers as if testing her senses. The method to cast Bone Shift was now ingrained in her mind. She channeled mana into her fingertips and started forming the spell circle. Without even activating Absolute Focus, it only took her a second to complete.

She glanced at Walnut, lifting her hand and aiming her palm at him. But just before releasing the spell, she hesitated. Instead, she turned her gaze toward Dummy D.

The spell flared in front of Enya’s palm, and with a quiet rush, a wave of invisible energy shot toward Dummy D.'s left femur. She poured as much mana into it as her current skill rank would allow, aiming for the strongest effect possible.

Dummy D., standing near Walnut in the middle of the room, suddenly felt pressure in his leg. No cracking or snapping noises followed, but in an instant, he faltered. His left knee buckled forward, and he dropped down, kneeling on one leg.

To Enya, it almost looked like Dummy D. had a muscle spasm—except, well, skeletons didn’t have muscles. A bone spasm? Whatever it was, his leg had lost control, causing him to fall. It wasn’t flashy or dramatic, but she could already see the potential. If her full-powered rank [F+] spell could target a single bone and make a skeleton stumble, it would be incredibly useful, especially during battle. She could fight from the sidelines while her skeletons fought for her.

She pictured Walnut charging at another skeleton wielding a sword. If the skeleton swung at Walnut, she could cast Bone Shift and bend its wrist backward, throwing off the attack, or maybe even snap its neck—if that would even stop a skeleton.

Dummy D.'s bones clattered as he stood up again, completely unfazed by the spell. The force had knocked him down, but it wasn’t enough to actually hurt him or cause any real damage.

One drawback to the spell was that it became weakened if there were too many things between her and the target. If she used it directly on a skeleton’s bones, it would have the strongest effect. But against something like a zombie? The spell would probably be so weak, it wouldn’t make a difference.

She still had one skill point left, which she could use to upgrade the spell. But was Bone Shift really worth it? Maybe if she used it enough, it would level up on its own. A skill point was valuable and better saved for when she got her next class quest.

Enya picked up the small bundle of gravemoss poultice from the table. She rolled it in her hand, inspecting it. It looked… kind of cute, like a little furry ball. But really, it was just a small patch of soul-infused grassy moss. With a sigh, she stood up, walked over to her backpack, and tucked it inside.

There was still the warding nail she could craft, but maybe that could wait for later. She wasn’t sure how it might affect her skeletons, and with the quest already completed, it didn’t feel worth the risk right now.

“Alright, guys, time to get some levels!” Enya grinned, slinging her backpack over her shoulder.

Clatter. Rattle.
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The sound of bones clattering against stone overlapped and echoed down the hallway, accompanied by the soft patter of footsteps trailing behind.

As Enya walked alongside them, she couldn’t help but notice just how much taller Walnut and Dummy D. were compared to her. A pout formed on her lips. They made her feel like a little dwarf! Surely, she’d grow to their height one day, right?

She was pretty sure the former dire zombie had been much shorter when she first met—almost died—at his hands. Whether he’d been slouching back then or had somehow grown taller was a mystery. As for Walnut’s skeleton, she had never met him, so it was possible he was naturally tall, but that was just a guess.

They followed their usual path toward Pell’s shop, the one she was most familiar with. But halfway there, she suddenly turned, leading them down an unfamiliar route. She wanted to find a wandering skeleton or zombie and see how well Walnut and Dummy D. could fight together.

After a few minutes of walking, Enya spotted something up ahead. She didn’t want to activate her Absolute Focus, as it would leave her feeling fuzzy after a fight. It was better to rely on her regular eyesight, especially since she had two capable bodyguards with her now.

“Guys, up there!” Enya whispered, crouching slightly and leaning forward between her skeletal companions.

They stumbled upon a zombie shambling down a perpendicular hallway, emerging from the shadowy depths into the light. Its shadow, cast long and twisted behind it, looked anything but human. The creature wore tattered brown trousers, its upper body exposed, with ragged patches of flesh hanging from its chest. A deep gash sliced through its side, revealing the decayed remnants within. Its eye sockets were empty, staring into a darkness that filled its head. While its skull surely remained, it was mixed with bits of melted brain matter and the remnants of dried, bloody viscera.

As the zombie sensed their presence from about twenty meters away, Walnut and Dummy D. raised their weapons in response. Walnut brandished his single-edged sword, while Dummy D. held up a small, almost pristine dagger. Enya stepped back slowly, observing as both skeletons advanced cautiously.

She noticed their stances were vastly different. Walnut positioned his left foot forward and his right foot back, his body turned sideways. He gripped the large sword with both hands, the base of the blade hovering just above his right shoulder, while the tip pointed slightly upward and angled toward his back left. His stance was poised, ready to unleash an arcing slash from right to left at a moment's notice.

Dummy D., however, crouched low to the ground. His feet were set in a different stance; his right foot was forward while his left lagged behind. Both arms were bent at nearly a 90-degree angle, the dagger held upright close to his ribcage. With his left arm raised and bent, he was prepared to spring into action.

The zombie let out a low groan, but it gurgled as if its lungs were filled to the brim with liquid. It slouched for a moment, its arms and joints bending at unnatural angles, before lunging forward. Its left leg propelled it ahead, while the right leg only shuffled along every so often.

With fierce determination, Dummy D. charged forward, his left hand outstretched and the dagger gripped tightly in his right hand, poised to stab. Walnut advanced more slowly, maintaining his sideways stance and moving with a calculated cadence.

Soon, Dummy D. reached the zombie and deftly swerved to the right as it lunged toward him. The creature moved in a way that felt almost predictable. Its attack was reminiscent of the zombie that Enya encountered alone in the hallway.

In that split second, as the zombie brushed past him, Dummy D. seized the opportunity and thrust the dagger forward. It plunged into the zombie's side, the flesh yielding to the blade. A sloshing sound filled the air, mingling with the sight of blood gushing out. The momentum of the zombie carried it forward, causing Dummy D. to quickly retract the dagger as the creature stumbled past him.

Despite the injury, the zombie turned and continued its advance, its tattered clothes hanging on by mere threads, seemingly unperturbed by the damage. Dummy D. pivoted swiftly, the bones in his feet grinding against the ground as he redirected his charge, kicking off his heel with his right arm pulled back, ready to strike again.

The zombie mirrored his charge.

With a swift motion, Dummy D.’s hand shot forward, the tip of the dagger—now smeared with black, rotted blood—following his strike. It pierced into the zombie’s chest, burying deep in its center. The same sloshing sound echoed again, and this time a burst of blood erupted, splattering across Dummy D.’s face.

Though the dagger was buried deep within the zombie's chest, its relentless attack continued. Its decaying arms swung forward, gripping Dummy D.’s shoulder, and its grotesque head leaned in, jaws gaping wide in preparation for a large bite.

In a swift reaction, Dummy D. yanked the dagger free, leaning back as he did so. The zombie’s chest gaped open, a torrent of corrupted blood bursting forth and pooling on the floor, while strips of decayed flesh and shredded muscle tendons clung to the blade as it retracted. In the same motion, Dummy D. launched a powerful kick at the creature’s chest, sending both combatants tumbling backward.

The zombie was pushed away slightly, its lunge interrupted, leaving it momentarily dazed. But in an instant, it shook off the disorientation and lunged forward once more—until—

Krrssh!

Suddenly, Dummy D. flipped upside down in the zombie’s view. The walls of the dungeon seemed to shift and cave in, as if an earthquake had struck. The world spun wildly, the ceiling descending toward the zombie's head until it collided with a sickening thud.


System Notification: You have landed a killing blow on Zombie (Level 4).
You have received 30 EXP.
Experience Remaining Until Next Level: 49/163


“Woah! You’re really good with that dagger!” Enya exclaimed, her eyes wide with admiration. As Dummy D. initiated the attack and drew the zombie’s attention, Walnut stealthily approached from behind, poised to strike while the creature’s back was turned. His strength was clear—just looking at the rolling, decapitated head of the zombie confirmed this for her.

She was tempted to try using Bone Shift on the zombie, curious about how effective it would be with all the flesh, muscle, and tendons obstructing her line of sight. But as Dummy D. charged in, she found herself captivated by the scene. Watching the former dire zombie fight so recklessly, while Walnut casually stepped in to finish the fight with a single blow—it was just too mesmerizing to pull her focus away.

Glancing at her system notification, Enya noticed that the level 4 zombie had granted her 30 EXP. The previous zombie Pell had taken down in the hallway had given her only 24 EXP, with the remaining 4 points going to him for his contribution. Although both zombies were the same level, the difference in EXP was puzzling.

She closed the notification screen. Whatever the reason for the discrepancy, it wasn’t worth dwelling on—2 EXP wasn’t a huge deal.

Walnut and Dummy D. returned to her side, weapons at the ready. Well, Dummy D. had sheathed his dagger, tucking it between his ribs and angling it neatly within his torso. The flesh and blood dripped down from the dagger and covered multiple ribs in a slimy trail. Walnut, on the other hand, didn’t have the leather guards for his sword—what were they called again? Cabard? Cabbar? His sword was dirty, but not as dirty.

The zombie’s body still lay on the floor, in a pool of dark blood. It had fallen onto its side, resulting in most of the blood that pooled out from its chest, to spill in front of it.

With a flicker, Enya summoned her bonecarver’s quill into her hand, the air around it shimmering for a moment. She circled to the back of the decapitated zombie, aiming carefully before stabbing the quill into its decayed flesh. A brief sheen of white light erupted from the quill, only to fade away two seconds later.


Soul-Energy: 62/100


This zombie had yielded her just 2 points of soul-energy—once again, a discrepancy from her previous encounters. She had 66 points of soul-energy, but that was before using 6 points to create the gravemoss poultice.

Standing up from her crouch, Enya turned to face Walnut and Dummy D., who stood steadfastly beside her. She leaned forward, balanced on her tiptoes, and patted their shoulders enthusiastically. “Good job, guys!” she cheered, her voice bubbling with excitement. “Keep it up, and let’s keep going! We got more killing to do!”


            

    
        Chapter 40: Monster Farming

    
    
    
    
                Five minutes later, they came upon a wandering skeleton brandishing a sword. The blade gleamed with its full form intact, but whether it was dull or damaged remained a mystery. Enya could have activated her absolute focus, but the mental strain didn’t seem worth it against a simple skeleton.

Walnut and Dummy D. quickly resumed their battle stances. Walnut hoisted his sword onto his shoulder, while Dummy D. extracted the knife from his chest, gripping it firmly in his bony hand.

The wandering skeleton charged forward, moving much quicker than the sluggish zombies. It ran with its sword held low to the left, the blade angled upward to the right, ready to strike.

Enya understood that skeletons were generally faster than zombies; the decay weighing down zombies hindered their movements and compromised their skeletal structures. Their rotting flesh was dead weight, making it challenging to achieve significant speed. However, if a zombie managed to retain more intact muscles, tendons, and physical features, it could easily outclass skeletons in speed, strength, and lethality.

As the wandering skeleton charged, both of Enya’s minions sprang into action. The skeleton shifted its focus to Dummy D., who had already darted ahead of Walnut. But just before their clash, the wandering skeleton stumbled, falling forward and crashing to the ground. It slid and rolled along the stone floor, the sword slipping from its grasp.


Spell: Bone Shift [F-] has been activated.


Enya seized the opportunity before the clash, and activated her new spell. With a surge of energy, she delivered a forceful blow to its upper right tibia. The impact sent shockwaves through its knee joint, causing its legs to give way. The wandering skeleton stumbled, lost its balance, and fell, leaving its weapon behind.

It skidded forward, stopping just before Dummy D., who continued his charge. Dummy D. wound his arm back and struck down with the dagger, aiming straight for the skeleton's upper spinal cord. The blade didn’t hit solid bone but instead pierced the area between the spinal segments and the skull. With a sharp thrust, the dagger severed the skull from the skeleton’s body, causing its attempts to rise to an immediate halt.


System Notification: You have landed a killing blow on Skeleton (Level 2).
You have received 15 EXP.
Experience Remaining Until Next Level: 64/163


The skeleton was only level 2. This second kill during her little expedition had granted her a mere 15 EXP, a far cry from the nearly 300 she had earned from the demon rat—the rattle rat.

Enya approached the now-dead skeleton, while Walnut came from the left, lowering his guard as the threat of battle disappeared.

“Uh…” Enya muttered, feeling uncertain about her next move. The space in front of her palm shimmered briefly as her bonecarver’s quill manifested in her hand. Now, the question lingered: could she extract soul-energy from a skeleton?

Crouching next to the shoulder of the headless skeletal monster, she glanced between her bonecarver’s quill and the skeleton’s remains. Where was she supposed to stab it? Into a bone?

Her brows furrowed as she leaned in, and stabbed forth, pinching the tip of the quill onto its right shoulder blade; the scapula. Her bonecarver’s quill didn’t exactly pierce into the bone, but it did make a small divot, one almost imperceivable to the human eye. However, it seemed like as long as it made contact with something, it would work, judging by the now forming white mist surrounding the tip of the quill.


Soul-Energy: 63/100


Once she opened her status screen to check her soul-energy, her shoulders slumped, her eyes narrowing and her face pouting at the single point she had received. It was starting to seem that the lower the level of the monster she killed, the less soul-energy she obtained.

“Alright, guys, let’s keep hunting,” she said, her tired exasperation creeping into her voice. Both skeletons nodded, their bones rattling in acknowledgment.
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Enya spent roughly two to three hours wandering through the dungeon, exploring unfamiliar corridors. As she ventured deeper, the surroundings grew increasingly decrepit. Fallen torches littered the ground, and walls were shrouded in moss and creeping plant life, giving the area an eerie, abandoned feel. It seemed almost fitting that Pell would choose to set up his “home” on the other side of the dungeon. The creepy, desolate aura was impossible to ignore.

Being in the dark was usually a problem for her, as she relied on absolute focus to see, but not this time. She had an ace in the hole—or rather, two. Fueled by the power of the ‘create light’ spell, her two skeleton minions walked beside her, their skull-lanterns casting a bright glow that illuminated the walls, floors, and the path ahead.

During this time, she had dispatched six more dungeon monsters—a mix of skeletons and zombies, naturally. However, one thing became increasingly clear: as she delved deeper into the dungeon, the level of her enemies grew higher.

The last fight had pitted her minions against a pair of skeletons, forcing them to adapt their tactics from the usual “Dummy D. first, Walnut follows up” strategy. The foes were significantly stronger, being at levels 6 and 7, which meant they were much more formidable than the previous monsters.

The two skeletons had yielded 51 and 62 experience points, respectively. While that wasn’t an insignificant amount, it definitely paled compared to the demon rat. Still, it was encouraging to know that higher-level monsters granted much more experience.

In the end, despite their victory, Dummy D. lost his entire left arm, and Walnut sustained a crack in his left shoulder from a sword swing. Fortunately, the damage wasn’t too severe, and Enya managed to restore them by casting her summon skeleton spell once more. It was only afterward that she remembered she still had her gravemoss poultice. But oh well—live and adapt. She still had plenty of mana potions, so the gravemoss was more of a luxury than a necessity right now.

The three of them took a small rest, with Enya sitting against the wall, sipping a mana potion. Walnut and Dummy D. stood watch, flanking either side of her, eyes scanning both ends of the hallway.

With a face of mild disgust, Enya recorked the mana potion and placed it back in her backpack. Summoning The Grim Pullet into her hands, she began to skim through its pages.

She organized the book by tier and difficulty. The lower-tier items were in the front, and as she flipped further, the requirements for crafting the higher-tier items grew increasingly complex and rare.

Enya flipped to a random page deep in the book, her curiosity piqued.


Class Eradication Pill (Obsidian)

Description: A pill that, once consumed, will forcibly eradicate an individual’s chosen system class. Once consumed, this process becomes irreversible, and the consumer will experience direct damage to their soul as the pill resets their class over the course of two days. Any skills, spells, and passives from their class will be lost, but any spells learned from an external source, and within their spell list, will be retained.

Materials Required:


	Soul Container or Phylactery of the corresponding class

	Shadowmist Resin

	3 Voidbloom Petals

	Soul-forged Obsidian Pill Base (Obsidian Pill capsule infused with soul-energy)

	Soul Anchor Or Soul Tether

	50,000 Soul-Energy




If she was correct, the tiers went from copper to bronze, silver, gold, platinum, diamond, and then obsidian. That meant the class eradication pill was the highest rarity of item available. This also meant that she had access to creating obsidian-tier items, which were extremely strong and valuable. Enya frowned at this realization.

While it was incredible to have access to such a commodity, it also meant she wouldn’t be able to reveal this fact easily to others. If anyone found out she knew the recipes for nearly legendary items, she could expect others to come after her. She couldn’t share anything about The Grim Pullet or, more specifically, the kind of knowledge it granted her.

Flipping backward, she sought out the list of items she could craft in the earlier, more common rarities. There was no way she could find any materials listed in the book while trapped in an undead dungeon—unless they specifically required monster parts, like a zombie leg. The thought of lugging around a zombie’s leg made her shudder.

Eventually, she came across a more suitable recipe, one that didn’t seem quite so grotesque.


Undead Class Stigmata (Gold)

Description: A soul seal that can be applied to an undead construct reanimated by the user. By Applying the stigmata and imprinting it onto the target, a corresponding class will be temporarily assigned to the undead with limited skills and abilities. The stigmata must first be imbued with a soul of the corresponding class, and if destroyed, all class progress will be eliminated. It is recommended to only use this on stronger constructs, or registered constructs, to avoid premature destruction of the stigmata.

Materials Required:


	Soul Container or Phylactery of the corresponding class

	Soul Imprint Spell Circuit

	100 Soul-Energy




It was another recipe that specialized in classes. But unlike the soul class eradication pill, this undead class stigmata actually granted an undead minion a class. Enya remembered how Walnut and Dummy D. had ‘unassigned’ classes, just like she once did. This confirmed her suspicion that undead could have classes, likely separate from whatever they possessed in life.

Both of these recipes required a ‘soul of the corresponding class,’ which implied that capturing souls was possible in one way or another. If she could find the soul of a necrosmith, perhaps she could transform Walnut into one, just like her. Custodian had mentioned that there hadn’t been a necrosmith for over 600 years, so maybe it was all just a fanciful dream.

Regardless, the Undead Class Stigmata appeared to be an extraordinary item. Two of the materials were already in her possession. If she continued farming monsters on this floor or the lower ones, she would eventually accumulate 100 soul-energy. The ‘Soul Imprint Spell Circuit’ was also provided. As she focused on the line describing that item, the next page reshaped itself, revealing the spell circuit. However, it wasn’t an easy one.

The circuit that appeared on the next page contained a simple spell circle frame, but within it lay nine different patterns—the largest array she had encountered that she could vaguely comprehend. There were others shown in the workshop books, but their patterns made little sense to her. Despite the complexity of this new circuit, Enya felt confident she could learn it if she had enough time and mana.

The items inside the book were truly amazing. This specific item even had two other craftable versions, but they required different or more specific materials, while this one held a more generic nature.

Right now, she was just looking through the book randomly, specifying her search for bronze to gold tier items only, and the pages didn’t seem to ever stop. As she continued looking through the silver tiers, the book within her hand shook. The text upon the page shifted around, dancing with a playful air, before reforming into a new set of sentences.

Hello? Miss Enya, are you available for a chat?

Yes! I’m here. What is it?

I just wanted to inform you that I’ll be going on a little business trip of sorts in the coming hours. Sadly, I will not be available to meet with you for an extended period. I believe my trip will last no longer than three days, but during this time, I won’t be able to converse with you quite as easily.

Oh… so… I won’t be able to contact you at all for the next 3 days?”

You can still certainly reach out, but my opportunities for replying will be very limited. The type of business I am conducting requires utmost secrecy, and crafter communication would be strictly forbidden. I may find a moment or two to spare during this time, but I highly doubt that will be the case.

Oh, okay. I understand.

My time is a bit constrained right now, but if you have any last-minute questions you’d like me to answer, now would be the time.

Ah, uhh…

Enya was now at a loss for words, her mind scrambling for questions to ask at such a vital time.


            

    
        Chapter 41: Preparing the Army

    
    
    
    
                <Enya> Is… uh, is there anything else about the system that… I might not know yet? I know there’s skill points now, that you can use for unlocking skills, after you complete a class quest. And… uh, uh—oh and that some of my skills can level up if I use them a lot, but I’m not sure how much is a lot.

<Custodian> Certainly. Leveling up your skills or spells isn’t about just using them a lot, but more about your proficiency at them. Spells are more about finding shortcuts, and calculating equations, understand?

<Enya> Uh…

<Custodian> Let’s say you learned the simple create light spell, that you mentioned in one of our previous conversations. You learned the most basic version of it, an [F+], non-mutated spell—I’ll go over mutated spells another time. I am unsure of how many patterns the specific version you learned had, but lets say it has three patterns, for all intents and purposes.

<Enya> Okay, create light spell, [F+] rank, and three patterns.

<Custodian> Good. Now, let’s say these three patterns all have specific purposes, like most spells do. One pattern controls the type of basic effect, like creating illumination. Another pattern manages mana input and power, while the last pattern governs specific rules or effects applied to the spell—in this case, the ability to dim or brighten.

Enya stared at Custodian’s words as they danced across the page, each one strikingly hypnotic. His explanations were clear and easy to understand, putting everything into context. This insight felt far more valuable than the cryptic, roundabout explanations she had encountered in Sable’s books.

<Custodian> Spells, in particular, are very similar to solving complex geometrical equations. By devising more efficient methods for calculations or considering alternative ways to achieve the same result, you expand your spell knowledge. For example, if 10 divided by 2 equals 5, and 5 subtracted by 1 equals 4, that forms one spell pattern. But if you discover another way to reach 4, like 2 plus 2, you significantly enhance your spell's efficiency. While you might sacrifice some effects or strength by narrowing it down too much, if you can balance both, your skill could rise to [S+] rank in no time.

This made sense. When Enya practiced her spells, whether it was the "create light" spell or her "summon skeleton" spell, the patterns felt like a calculation process. Some were straightforward, while others demanded more complex mana control.

<Custodian> Skills are quite a bit more different; they level up as you learn more about yourself and ways to manipulate the skill in various ways. They're much more about testing your personal limits and are technically easier to level up, requiring only practice and self-discovery.

<Enya> Okay, that makes a lot of sense, I think.

<Custodian> Basically, just be creative with your spells, little one. Many scholars have discovered new ways to handle even the simplest of spells. People can turn the most basic concepts into complex masterpieces, while complex ideas can be reduced to simple childlike drawings.

Enya gave a small hum of acknowledgment; however, the book didn’t record it.

<Custodian> Is there any other questions?

<Enya> Uh… oh, how do my levels work? I get experience from killing things, and I level up. It seems like my minions also raise in level, and their ‘power rating’ increases when their level goes up. Do I get stronger when I level up, or is it just my minions?

<Custodian> Necromancers are one of the rare classes that don’t gain strength themselves when they level up. Most classes actually see an increase in stats, bolstering their bodies, enhancing their mana pools, or even unlocking new abilities among other things. Necromancers, spirit tamers, beast masters—they all convert their levels to strengthen their connection with their familiars—or in your case, your minions.

Enya was about to speak up and ask another question, but the page continued with more words.

<Custodian> My obligations are unfortunately beckoning me now. I will have to take my leave, so I must bid you a good day, Miss Enya.

<Enya> Oh-okay! Thank you for teaching me, Mr. Custodian.

<Custodian> My pleasure, and please, just call me Custodian.

Before Enya could close the book and launch it up toward the ceiling, a quick line of text appeared.

<Custodian> And one more thing, and it’s important. Do not ever raise a skill or spell above S+ rank. You will die instantly if you do.

With that last message written, the words began to dissipate. There was something cryptic and intriguing about that warning, but she couldn’t quite put her finger on it. If he said that’s how the system worked, then she supposed that’s how it worked.

Enya acknowledged the eerie message, and tossed her book—not up at the ceiling—but at the opposite wall to where she sat. It flew and flipped in the air, pages flapping wildly, before dissolving into particles as it reached the wall.
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Enya spent another two and a half hours trekking back to the study, choosing a different set of paths this time. Along the way, she encountered one more skeleton and two zombies—a rather unfortunate number, considering the time and distance she had to cover.

In the end, she, Walnut, and Dummy D. all made it back safely to the study, each in top condition. Enya did need to heal both of her minions after one of the zombie fights, but losing some mana was a small price to pay, especially since she was back in the study now.

Heading straight downstairs to the workshop, Enya plopped herself into a chair, slinging her backpack to the side and letting it rest against the table legs of the workbench.

With a mental flick, her status screen flashed before her eyes, and she focused on it. After a moment of thought and a few mental commands, she began adjusting what the status screen displayed. It was becoming quite a cluttered mess to see her entire skill list every time she wanted to check something. The fact her mana also wasn’t shown on her regular status was also irritating. So instead, she was now seeing if she could change its formatting.

After a minute of tinkering, she finally felt satisfied with her work.

“Status.”


Name: Enya EmpyriaHealth: 100/100
Mana: 22/30Soul-Energy: 73
Level: 8/1EXP: 106/244



This new condensed version of her status was fantastic. Finally, she had access to all her vital stats—health, mana, and soul energy—all with a single command or thought. She still had her spell and skill lists available, which she could pull up separately, but now she didn’t have to clutter her screen every time she checked.

Taking a deep breath, Enya calmed herself as she flicked the status screen away. She had just returned from a multi-hour expedition, and while it had been satisfactory to a degree, it still wasn’t enough. She could feel her eyelids growing heavy, tugging down like lead weights.

Tomorrow, I’ll need to go down. I’ll need to wrap everything up here and find the staircase to the next floor. Pell briefly mentioned the general direction of the stairs once, so I’ll just wander that way. The more monsters that Walnut and Dummy D. kill, the better.
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The next day—or what she assumed was the next day—Enya woke up and immediately began her preparations. She packed up Sable’s books into her backpack, along with the notes and journals from the workshop. All of her potions—health, mana, and her food and water—fit snugly inside the backpack. Thank whoever made pockets!

Next, Enya approached the three chained zombies. All three were special variants, ones that Sable himself—or at least a close aide—had experimented on. Dummy D. had already proven himself formidable even before she reanimated him.

She walked forward and inspected the plaque on the hulking zombie.


Test Subject #77 - Hulking Zombie

Test Materials - Transfusion of 40% ogre blood, Goblin brain matter, Tree Ent’s Roots.

Results: Subject began convulsing upon reaching the threshold of 30% ogre blood. The goblin brain successfully maintained the creature's intelligence at a manageable, non-hostile level during its regular idle state. However, it is prone to enraging and going berserk easily. The Tree Ent roots assisted in skin and muscle regeneration, and provided a bone growth mutation. However, once the roots dried up, the bones began to decay.



The hulking zombie appeared to be in good condition overall, with most of its skin completely healed and intact. However, there were patches around its foot where the skin was slightly exposed, revealing the flesh and bone beneath. Its bones, however, were rotted. The small opening showed a pale sludge, as if the bone had melted over a harsh fire. Something about this made her doubt whether the summon skeleton spell would work. Yet, it was still technically bone, even if decayed.

Enya lifted her palm and began to channel her spell.


Skill: Summon Skeleton has been activated.
System Notification: Reanimation failed. Max summon limit has been reached [2/2]


Her brows furrowed. So, the spell would let her resurrect the hulking zombie. It probably wouldn’t transform into a hulking skeleton, just like how Dummy D. hadn’t become a dire skeleton. The problem lay in her summon limit. She couldn’t resurrect the hulking zombie without first dispelling either Dummy D. or Walnut. This was a tough decision.

Before making her choice, she walked over to inspect the plaque for the dire zombie. Popping the cork off a mana potion, she drank its contents, refilling her mana from the failed casting.


Test Subject #78 - Dire Zombie

Test Materials - Single drop of basilisk blood, Crushed nightfang essence.

Results: The basilisk blood improved the strength and durability of the subject, while the nightfang essence increased its physical dexterity and greatly heightened its aggression. No side effects were observed. More testing needed.



Dummy D. appeared to be a successful experiment, with no downsides, unless one counted its aggression. Enya had witnessed this firsthand when he had attacked both her and Pell, behaving like a feral monster, far more so than the regular zombies.

Walnut was the only one that wasn’t an enhanced zombie, and his power rating was significantly lower than Dummy D.’s. If she truly wanted to ensure her strength for the upcoming dungeon boss, it would make sense to dismiss Walnut and keep both Dummy D. and the hulking zombie if she resurrected it.

She stared at the plaque, contemplating her choice. She didn’t want to part with Walnut; she liked him much more than Dummy D., even though Dummy D. was starting to grow on her. But if she dismissed Dummy D. in favor of the hulking zombie, there was another dilemma: the demon rat.

If she were going to resurrect another strong undead, the demon rat would likely be the best option. The strongest combination she could muster would be the hulking zombie alongside the demon rat. However, that choice would force her to part with both of her minions.

She sighed.

In the end, she didn’t want to let go of Walnut. Dummy D. felt almost like family to her now, but almost didn’t count. However; the hulking zombie wouldn’t be the right replacement for Dummy D. She needed something else—something better.
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With all the notes, books, and potions carefully gathered in her backpack, Enya prepared to set off. Unfortunately, her beloved pillow would have to stay in the study, as she had no space for it.

She had Walnut and Dummy D. chop off the hands of the hulking zombie, along with the other two—stealth and nimble zombies. Right now, all those hands were tied to either Walnut or Dummy D.’s waist. Stuffing them in her backpack and risking them dripping onto her potions and notebooks was definitely not a good idea.

The leftover broken swords were left inside the room. Walnut had his sword and a spare backup dagger, which should hopefully be enough. Dummy D. also handed over his dagger to Walnut, knowing he was about to be… replaced.

After a few minutes of walking, Enya reached the corpse of the demon rat. It lay on the spike, still and dead as ever. However, it looked shriveled up, almost pale, despite its burnt skin. Was this the result of her absorbing its soul energy?

Once again, she cast her summon skeleton spell.


Skill: Summon Skeleton has been activated.
System Notification: Reanimation failed. Max summon limit has been reached [2/2]


That confirmed it—she could resurrect things that weren’t human. Now she was faced with a decision: either dismiss Dummy D. and replace him with the demon rat or continue with both of her minions and ignore the rat corpse.

This decision didn’t take long for her to make; she had already resolved herself for an entire hour before leaving the study. She knew what to do, and who to replace.


            

    
        Chapter 42: Down to the 6th Floor

    
    
    
    
                Her eyes flashed yellow with determination, focus sharpening as she faced a life-changing decision—one that could affect her chances of clearing the dungeon. With a flick of her hand, she formed the circuit; the spell frame and inner patterns materialized almost instantly.

A notification pinged in her mind.

Normally, pings were reserved for new alerts or unexpected events. Other notifications floated within her consciousness, needing manual checks but generally deemed unimportant—like when her mana reached full capacity.

The summon skeleton spell frame pulsed brightly, and the energy binding her to Dummy D. was severed in an instant. A blue glow illuminated his bones before dimming, causing parts of his body to fall apart. The soul flames within his eye sockets flickered and vanished into mist. In less than a second, Dummy D. was reduced to a pile of bones—unmoving and lifeless.

As the mana began to dissipate from his remains, Enya gathered it up, channeling her own mana to initiate the spell once more, this time directed at the demon rat.

The spell flashed, and the residual mana in the air flowed toward her spell circuit. She was now recycling the mana from Dummy D.’s circuit to reanimate the demon rat. Slowly, the rat’s body began to rumble, and its flesh started to melt away.

Ping!

Another alert sounded, but Enya was in the midst of her casting and couldn’t check it. Whatever it was, it probably wasn’t important, not like before. Her dispel and recast were working perfectly fine, so she didn’t expect anything bad.

The fur and flesh slid down the spike, and the bones within the corpse shifted, floating through the air, enveloped in an intense blue glow. The skeletal remains drifted to the ground, snapping into place to form an exact replica of the demon rat, size and all—now as a skeleton.

Once the process completed, Enya turned her attention to the third new notification that appeared, this one clearly announcing her successful activation of the spell.


Skill: Summon Skeleton has been activated.
You have successfully summoned a Level 8 Skeleton.
Would you like to give a name to Level 8 Skeleton?
[Accept/Decline]


Enya sent the mental signal out and confirmed her selection of a name.


System Notification: Name ‘Stupidface SqueakyMcgee’ has been registered to Level 8 Skeleton

Name: Stupidface SqueakyMcgeeLevel: 8
Type: Mutated Quadruped SkeletonClass: Unassigned
Power Rating: 496


Enya’s jaw fell. The sheer power rating of the demon rat—now going to be known as Stupidface, was nearly 500. That was significantly higher than the original 100 or so that Dummy D. had when she first resurrected him.

But now that she thought about it, she never rechecked their stats. Surely the power rating must have gone up since their levels had also increased now.

With a flick, she pulled up Walnut’s stats.


Name: WalnutLevel: 8
Type: Humanoid SkeletonClass: Unassigned
Power Rating: 136


Walnut went from a power rating of 56 to 136, an 80 point increase from when he was level 3. It was much higher than before, but the sheer strength of Stupidface was baffling. Obviously it was going to be strong, but… this strong?

Enya moved the screen over and checked the next notification she received.


New Spell Notification: Summon Skeleton [E+] has ranked up to Summon Skeleton [D-]Summon limit has increased from [2] to [4].
Mana cost reduced from 20MP to 18MP.



Enya froze. Her spell had ranked up in the middle of her casting it to dispel Dummy D.’s connection with her. That meant she didn’t need to dispel Dummy D. just now. This also meant the past hour she spent deliberating between who to get rid of, and the inner turmoil she had to suffer making the decision was all for naught.

“Arghhh!!” she shouted. She stomped her feet rapidly on the ground and clenched her fists. “Stupid, stupid, stupid!” All the mental acrobatics she performed, all rendered meaningless in a single second.
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After throwing a two-minute tantrum, and still with a pout on her face, she looked at her last notification ping.


Skill: Recast [Active] has been learned.
Target an active spell cast by you and shatter the spell circuit, and then immediately recast the spell with no mana loss. Spell cast speed is dramatically increased based on your familiarity with the original spell.
[Mana Cost: 0MP]
[Cooldown: 1 second]


As she absorbed the information, a new sensation settled into her mind, the knowledge of a new skill becoming instinctual. Initially, it didn’t seem like a powerful ability. It was essentially just a shortcut for resummoning a minion. Convenient, sure, but a bit underwhelming. The more skills, the better, I guess, she thought.

Her gaze drifted to Walnut, who was pacing back and forth around Stupidface, inspecting its sizable form. Stupidface was shorter than Walnut, yet stood at the same height as Enya. Despite this, she was certain Walnut would be no match for it in a fight; he would probably be obliterated in seconds.

Gradually, her tension eased, and she forgot her earlier frustration about wasting an hour in the study contemplating who to keep alive.

“I guess I get to keep everyone,” she said, a smile breaking through her pout.

“Squee?” Stupidface squeaked as Walnut began poking at the bony rat curiously.

With a crouch, she removed her backpack and rummaged inside for a mana potion. She glanced at Dummy D.’s lifeless form, her eyes returning to their normal hue as she took a large chug of the disgusting potion.
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The hallway creaked ominously, heavy footsteps echoing as something massive approached, followed by an army of shuffling steps. Rocks and debris crunched beneath its weight, announcing the arrival of a small five-person squad as they moved down the corridor.

They passed by Pell’s shop, where the four of them lingered outside while Enya ventured in. She opened the closet door and stepped inside. A few crates were scattered about, most of them empty, but she quickly spotted several potions left behind. Without hesitation, she decided to take them, tucking them safely into her backpack.

Next, she located the map Pell had mentioned in his note. It was crudely drawn but navigable, depicting a simple pathway. The single sheet of paper was divided into four boxes, each representing a map of one of the upper floors.

With nothing else to gather, Enya carefully stowed the map in her backpack and returned outside.

Standing in front of the shop, she surveyed the group, her gaze locking onto one figure in particular. With a childlike glee, she raised both hands into the air. “Up!” she exclaimed.

The enormous skeleton lumbered forward, wrapping its massive hand around Enya and lifting her effortlessly. Before she knew it, she was perched on the arm of her newly resurrected minion—the hulking skeleton.


Name: BoneheadLevel: 8
Type: Ogre SkeletonClass: Unassigned
Power Rating: 334


Although Dummy D. hadn’t been revived as a dire skeleton, the demon rat had emerged as a ‘mutated quadruped’ skeleton. It appeared that the reanimation process considered the physical constitution and build of the creature, which explained why the dire zombie had been classified as a normal humanoid zombie—because it wasn’t different enough. In contrast, the hulking zombie stood out as something completely different.

The hulking zombie was a colossal giant, towering just a few centimeters shy of the dungeon ceiling. Getting it out of the workshop and up the stairs had not been a simple task, but she managed it in the end. Unfortunately, returning to the study was now unsafe; the stairs had been crushed and was now a slide of spiky stone. However, moving it outside had been easier, thanks to her new skill, ‘Recall,’ which allowed her to dispel it and summon it outside by rearranging its bones.

One important thing that she noted, was a limit of her spell. She couldn’t simply just grab a bone of a giant, and resurrect it in its entirety with just 18 points of mana. Because the zombie was so massive, the spell had to weaken its entire structure just to have enough power to reanimate it.


Skill: Summon Skeleton has been activated.
System Notification: Bone mass reconstruction exceeds limit of current skill level. Bones shall be formed with -60% density to compensate.


Once she revived the hulking skeleton, she realized that Dummy D. was the only one who she hadn’t checked the stats of since his reanimation.


Name: Dummy D. Dumb DumbLevel: 8
Type: Humanoid SkeletonClass: Unassigned
Power Rating: 273


He had certainly grown stronger, but Bonehead and Stupidface were still significantly more powerful. Still, Dummy D. was closer in strength than she’d initially thought, which felt a bit deceptive. Enya could easily imagine Bonehead—a massive ‘Ogre Skeleton’—slamming down his fist and crushing Dummy D. in a single blow, but the power rating told a different story. Bonehead’s bone reduced density probably affected his power rating. If she were stronger, the hulking skeleton may have been able to kill the demon rat instantly in a single blow.
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The group pressed on in their journey through the darkened hall, Enya unsure of the exact location of the staircase but confident in her general route. They blindly ventured into the shadows, Walnut and Dummy D. leading the way with their glowing skulls that illuminated the path. Enya perched on the arm of Bonehead, who held her in a slight crouch, while Stupidface walked alongside her to the left, moving at a deliberate pace, ready to guard their rear.

As they traveled, they encountered a solitary zombie shambling along. Dummy D. sprang into action, swiftly dispatching the creature. With the size of her growing army, nothing in this part of the dungeon could pose a threat—especially since the only thing that had been a challenge before was now firmly under her control.

After a brief nap, Enya stirred to find her minions halted before the staircase leading down to the next floor. Previously, she had been forced to leave her pillow behind, but now that she had a giant skeleton to carry it for her, she’d brought it along. Taking advantage of the situation, she nestled snugly within Bonehead’s arms, and drifted off to sleep as her tireless minions pressed forward.

Bonehead crouched down, allowing her to hop off. She gazed at the staircase, an ominous pit of darkness spiraling downwards. The hallway they occupied had become a dead end, with nothing but pitch-black behind them. None of the torches lining this side of the corridor were lit, and the walls bore the marks of decay, dotted with scattered remnants of bodies—some mere bones from the undead, others still fleshy and grim.

This was it. Her first step toward conquering the dungeon, descending deeper into the unknown. Pell had mentioned that some of the upper floors housed different types of undead, like flaming skulls or floating wisps. Enya’s books primarily detailed the more mundane undead, such as zombies and skeletons, leaving her with little knowledge of spiritual beings like wisps. She had no idea what awaited her on the next floor.

Turning to her companions—Bonehead, Stupidface, Dummy D., and Walnut—she took a moment to appreciate their presence. “Wait…” she started, a thought surfacing in her mind. “I’m—”

Before she could finish, a wave of sensation washed over her. No, it wasn’t merely a thought. She recognized the feeling from before.

The world around her blurred, and a vision engulfed her—a scene frozen in time. As her visions past skill activated, her surroundings merged with her imagination, and her senses surrendered to the skill. The vision lasted only about three seconds, and nothing shifted within it. But the realization of the scene—its significance—hit her like a cold splash of water.

Her face contorted in horror. She had forgotten something. She had forgotten someone.

“I FORGOT PELL’S SKULL!”
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After an hour of backtracking, Enya finally returned to the staircase, clutching Pell’s skull against her chest. “I can’t believe I forgot Pell…” she murmured, a hint of shame creeping into her voice. Walnut sidled up beside her, patting her shoulder in a gesture of understanding.

Her face still wore a pout, but she refused to let it dampen her spirits. “Okay, guys, it’s time to go down. Dummy D., you’ll lead the way so you light the path, followed by Stupidface. I’ll follow behind you two, and Walnut will walk alongside me. Bonehead, you’ll be in the back since you’re so big.”

Everyone gave a nod, rattle, squeak, or a… deep rumble? to her commands.

Fortunately, the staircase was spacious enough to accommodate Bonehead’s large frame. The only concern was whether he was heavy enough to bring the entire spiral staircase crashing down. Enya could only hope the stairs wouldn’t be too long.

With their plan set, they took their positions and began their descent. Dummy D.’s glowing skull illuminated the path ahead, the spell in full effect against the surrounding darkness.

Thankfully, their destination wasn’t too far off. After about a minute of winding down, they arrived at the entrance of the next floor. As Enya stepped into the new space, she was immediately struck by how bright it was. Multiple torches lined the walls, most of them lit, casting a warm glow that contrasted sharply with the shadows of the previous level. The stone floor and walls retained the same design and material as the upper floor, but everything appeared far more robust and less damaged, as if the dungeon quake had never touched this level at all.

A low rumble echoed behind Enya, signaling that Bonehead had successfully made it down the staircase. Walnut stood beside her, while Dummy D. had his dagger drawn, on high alert. Stupidface moved with a pounce-like grace, ready to spring at whatever might emerge from down the hall.

Enya’s fingers tightened around Pell’s skull, anxiety prickling at the back of her mind. Anything could be lurking in this new level, and she had no idea what to expect.

As they continued down the hallway, Enya noticed something unusual about the floor. After roughly two minutes of walking, she realized there were no branching hallways. The corridor stretched straight ahead, unchanging and seemingly endless. Did the different floors have different layouts? she pondered, curiosity and unease swirling within her.

The hallway was eerily quiet, the only sound being the soft clacking—and large stomp, of her minions’ feet. Everyone was on high alert, the unsettling atmosphere weighing heavily on them. Perhaps it was just Enya’s own nervous energy reflecting off her undead companions, but the tension was palpable.

Before long, they arrived at an enormous ornate door. Its surface was a canvas of beautifully inscribed engravings—flowery petals intertwined with abstract shapes and animals that danced across the stone like a living painting. Enya marveled at the artistry, captivated by the door's intricate designs.

Yet, despite the beauty captured in its engravings, the door bore a different significance. Enya began to piece together the unsettling silence of the floor, the absence of monsters, and the solitary corridor leading to this massive door that towered over even Bonehead, nearly another meter in height. A sense of foreboding settled in her stomach as she realized that this door might hold answers—or dangers—far beyond her imagination.

This was the boss room. The sixth floor didn’t hold another type of undead, like playful undead puppies or even cunning liches. No, this was the final challenge before she could reach the dungeon core and save Pell.

Enya’s fingers tightened around Pell’s skull, her heart racing with a mix of fear and determination. No… there has to be another floor. There’s no way this can be the boss room already. I need more monsters to fight... this...

Her gaze darted around the vast hallway, scanning every tile, crack, crevice, and shadow lurking in the corners. The flames flickering atop the torches seemed to sway in unison, as if whispering warnings that everything she was about to face would be unyielding and formidable.

This was the end of her quest—the demon king to a hero’s blade.


            

    
        Chapter 43: The Dungeon Boss

    
    
    
    
                <Enya> Custodian? Hello? Are you there?

Enya hadn’t anticipated reaching the boss floor so soon. She had hoped, at best, to find it on the 7th floor, allowing her another chance to farm experience points. But now, her hopes lay shattered.

<Enya> Um… I think, I think I found the boss room of the dungeon. I was wondering if you had… any tips or something for me? Or what I could expect?

She sent her thoughts through the Grim Pullet while settling against the wall, her heart pounding in her chest.

Taking advantage of the moment, she flipped through the remaining pages of the recipe list within the book, searching for anything that might be helpful. There were plenty of items that could aid her, but the materials were mostly just whimsical names she couldn't even begin to pronounce. Nothing she could craft here seemed remotely feasible.

Her brows furrowed as she continued to scan for any enchantments she might be able to perform. The necrosmith class revolved around creation and enhancement, yet all she had found so far were craftable recipes. As she skimmed through the various pages, her disappointment deepened; nothing caught her eye that she could realistically learn in time. There were buffs and enchantments listed, but some required materials to cast—a first for her, as she had never encountered a spell needing anything beyond mana or soul-energy.

With a frustrated sigh, she clasped the book shut, pressing firmly on its sides until it began to dissolve into shimmering light particles. Her gaze shifted back to the massive door, the unsettling stillness of the hallway amplifying her anxiety. Her minions, idling beside her, instinctively followed her motion, their silent vigilance echoing her own tension.

Custodian wasn’t going to respond; even in his own words, it was unlikely he would. Enya felt the weight of the silence settle around her. The undead monsters above were dwindling, and throughout her journey, she had barely encountered any. The meager experience they provided was abysmal.

What if… the boss monster isn’t that strong? The demon rat had been really strong, far more than any skeleton or zombie she had faced on this floor. And now that it was by her side… she could probably dispatch the boss quickly.

With newfound determination, Enya walked toward the door, glancing up at its imposing stature. Yeah, there’s no way the boss is that strong, she thought.

She was so close to ending everything, ending all of the suffering and loneliness that she had endured. Pell was beyond the door—figuratively speaking, possibly literally speaking. She was so close—was it worth just turning back right now and spending days upon days killing random useless zombies for dwindling experience points?

With Stupidface and Bonehead by her side, both of them could probably take down anything with a single strike. Surely, with four minions, she was strong enough to take down the boss.

She turned around to face her minions. “Are you guys ready? This is it, the final boss of the dungeon,” she declared, her voice echoing slightly in the stillness.

All of her skeletal constructs rattled and creaked in acknowledgment, their loyal presence reassuring her. Enya took a step back behind them, heart racing as she inhaled deeply, trying to steady her nerves.

“Okay… Bonehead, open the door,” she commanded, her voice wavering slightly.

Bonehead’s entire body creaked as he moved forward. His large arms reached out, placing his hands on the door. With a tremendous amount of pressure, the door shuddered and began to slide open, grinding against the floor beneath it, revealing whatever lay beyond.

Enya stood several meters back, Walnut beside her, sword raised and ready to react. As the door slowly creaked open, revealing the interior, her eyes widened in astonishment.

Inside was a vast circular room that resembled an arena. Four massive beams stood tall in the center, spaced evenly apart like ancient supports for the ceiling, crafted from a white, marble-like material reminiscent of the light altars in the study. The floor beneath them was layered in intricate circular patterns, with large outer circles that gradually became smaller as they neared the center, resembling a spell circuit waiting to be activated.

Though there were no visible lights or torches, the room radiated a soft glow, likely enchanted by some unseen magic to keep it illuminated.

On the far side of the room, directly opposite her small army, lay an enormous pile of bones, ominous, and suspicious.

As Enya and her minions stepped through the threshold, the door began to close slowly behind them. Her eyes widened in alarm as she took a step forward, arm outstretched in a futile attempt to halt its progress. But she paused, uncertainty washing over her. Why was the door closing? Should she leave? Where was the boss even? She had just walked in, and the door’s impending closure felt like an omen.

Her heart raced as she watched the door nearing its end, her body locked in place, thoughts racing in her mind as if trying to stall time itself. But the door eventually shut with a final thud.

Enya whipped her head around, staring at the opposite side of the room, feeling an undeniable sensation wash over her. Something was there, lurking within the shadows of the bone pile, and it sent a shiver down her spine.


Skill: Mana Detection [D+] [Passive]
You can detect mana more easily.


The mana in the room began to shift and fluctuate, a palpable energy swirling through the air. Enya's senses heightened as she focused on the opposite side of the arena, where the mana converged in a tumultuous dance. The pile of bones began to tremble, shaking and rumbling ominously.

Her minions tensed, bones snapping into place as they assumed their battle stances, ready to confront whatever was rising from the bone heap.

After what felt like an eternity of anticipation—roughly ten seconds—the pile of bones levitated, shifting and coiling as it formed limbs, a torso, and a head. Plates of armor made from the very bones that had lain there began to layer over the creature.

So… this is the boss, she thought.

Enya’s eyes flashed yellow as she watched the resurrection unfold before her. Whatever this being was, it was coming to life right in front of her.

Her body shook with a mix of fear and adrenaline as more layers formed on the monstrous figure. Its spine appeared first, followed by powerful legs and thick arms, finally culminating in a formidable head. It towered over Walnut, though it wasn’t quite as tall as Bonehead. But it wasn’t just its height that was intimidating; it was the sheer bulk of its skeletal frame.

The boss took shape as a skeletal knight, its body a patchwork of multiple bones fused together. Instead of the standard two bones that made up an upper leg, this creature boasted five or six, making its limbs grotesquely powerful. It wielded a sword forged from the same white material as its bones, the weapon formed by the violent merging of its skeletal structure into a slush-like mass before hardening into a deadly blade as tall as the creature itself.

In its opposite hand, it clutched a circular shield made of multi-layered bones, resembling what stories described as a bone ‘buckler.’ The sight of this formidable opponent sent chills all throughout her body, but she also felt a spark of determination igniting within her. This was the final obstacle.

As the skeletal knight fully formed, Enya’s eyes narrowed, catching sight of a final, startling change in the boss. Towering and imposing, its skull shifted to lock onto Enya’s group, its blue sparks flaring to life within its eye sockets. They mirrored the luminous glows in her own minions, a clear indication that the boss was likely a revived construct created by the dungeon itself, unlike Pell, who retained a flicker of his former soul.

Before she could delve deeper into her analysis, the boss’s bones creaked ominously as it surged forward, heavy footsteps pounding the ground with a force that rivaled Bonehead’s.

“Everyone! Attack!” Enya shouted, her voice sharp and urgent, slicing through the tension in the air. Her minions sprang into action, each responding instantly to her command.

Walnut gripped his sword tightly, charging forward with determination, his shoulder leading the way and the blade trailing just above the ground. Dummy D. brandished his dagger, moving low to the ground, his chest nearly parallel to the stone floor. Stupidface scuttled ahead with a feral agility, leaping two steps at a time in an erratic yet swift motion. Meanwhile, Bonehead lumbered forward, his heavy feet thudding against the ground. He wielded no weapon, but his sheer size made him the strongest among her minions, albeit the slowest.

As anticipated, Stupidface reached the boss first, the demon rat’s instincts propelling it forward with an impressive burst of speed. It pounced with fierce determination, aiming directly for the center mass of the skeletal knight. But just before impact, the boss halted its forward march, lifting the sword in its right hand high before swinging it in a wide arc, swiping left to right with a force that promised destruction.

The sword swung with an unstoppable force, powerful enough to shatter stone. From that single strike, Enya realized just how much stronger this boss was compared to Mr. Bones—far beyond anything she had faced before.

The blade slammed into Stupidface’s shoulder, cracking the bone and driving deeper into its form, sending the demon rat flying over a dozen meters to the right. The sound of the impact echoed through the arena, sending a bone-chilling shudder down Enya’s spine, even from a distance. She was certain that, even without her Absolute Focus, she would have heard that bone-rattling attack with crystal-clear clarity.

Stupidface tumbled wildly, rolling multiple times and leaving a trail of small bone shards in its wake. When it finally came to a halt, it attempted to rise, but a significant portion of its shoulder had shattered, the pieces now scattered about. Stupidface shook itself, still able to move its forelimbs, but it was clear to Enya that it struggled to do so, its movement now severely limited.

With barely a moment's pause, the boss turned its attention to the next challenger—Dummy D.

Dummy D. dashed forward, his dagger held parallel to the ground as he closed the gap with his speed. But the skeleton knight was quick to react, unleashing a diagonal slash aimed directly at Dummy D.’s skull.

Having sensed the tremendous power of the boss through Enya's mental link, Dummy D. knew he had to avoid the attack at all costs. In a split second, just before the sword could reach him, he kicked off the ground and darted to the right. The sword followed through, crashing down into the stone floor with a resounding thud. Chunks of rock splintered and flew, creating a shower of debris as fractures spider-webbed out from the impact site, upturning the ground in a circular radius around the formidable boss.

Immediately, Dummy D. forced his other leg to slam back onto the ground, redirecting all of his momentum toward the boss, dagger point aimed upward. Before the skeleton knight could turn and block the incoming strike, Dummy D.’s dagger plunged hard against its left shoulder blade—protected by layers of reinforced bone.

It was subtle, almost too difficult to see, but Enya caught sight of a tiny bone chip flying off as the blade made contact. Dummy D. landed deftly behind the boss but quickly leaped backward as the boss turned around and swiped its blade in a futile counterattack.

The sound of quick steps came from behind the boss.

Bang!

A powerful blow slammed against the boss’s back. It staggered forward, now facing away from Enya and toward Dummy D., who had repositioned himself far away.

Taking advantage of the moment, Walnut had charged in, his sword slashing downward with all his might. The blade struck solidly against the boss’s back, and Enya saw a much larger bone chip crack off from the impact. Yet, it was still only a minor dent in the otherwise formidable white armor.

Walnut readied himself for another strike, determined to seize every advantage in this moment. However, before he could execute his move, the boss unexpectedly leaned back, swinging its left arm and viciously slamming its white bone shield into Walnut’s body. The impact sent him flying, rolling across the ground just like Stupidface had moments before.

The boss quickly regained its composure, standing tall and scanning the battlefield. Its gaze flickered between the various combatants before locking onto Bonehead who had finally caught up, and whose massive fist was poised to crash down upon it. With a thunderous force, Bonehead’s fist descended, its width greater than the boss’s entire frame.

Seeing the attack coming, likely telegraphed by the enormous thuds of Bonehead’s massive steps as he closed in, the boss prepared to block. It raised its shield at an angle, guarding its head and upper chest.

When Bonehead’s attack connected with the shield, a colossal shockwave erupted outward, accompanied by a gust of wind that rushed to fill the void left in its wake. The ground beneath them cracked further, splintering under the strain as both skeletons sank slightly into the pulverized earth.

Though the boss’s knee bent slightly from the force, it remained rigid. Bonehead pushed down even harder, determined to squash the opponent into bone dust. Yet, despite being smaller and shorter, the boss’s strength was formidable.

Slowly, Bonehead’s fist began to lift. At first, it was just a few half-centimeters, but then the momentum shifted, and the boss retaliated, punching upward with its shield. The flat side of the shield countered the pressure above, causing Bonehead's attack to rebound unexpectedly.

The force sent Bonehead staggering backward, almost in slow motion, as his arms spun in a desperate attempt to regain balance. Ultimately, he fell onto his rear with a tremendous crack that shattered the stone beneath him, breaking the perfect circle etched into the ground into a chaotic design.

The boss stood tall and unyielding, seemingly unfazed by the combined onslaught from Enya’s minions. The only one relatively unscathed was Dummy D., who had only managed to chip a single fragment off its shoulder. The boss’s skull turned slowly, its gaze sweeping across the battlefield before finally landing on Enya.

Her heart sank as she locked eyes with the blue flames flickering within its eye sockets. Without warning, it charged forward at her, an unstoppable force intent on obliterating the intruders of the dungeon.


            

    
        Chapter 44: Five on One

    
    
    
    
                Enya’s body jerked as the boss charged at her with terrifying speed, the same crushing anxiety flooding her senses as when the demon rat had pursued her down the hall. Each step of the skeleton knight sent vibrations coursing through the arena, its armored feet hammering the ground, locked entirely onto its target.

Her heart pounded, thumping faster and faster, cold sweat prickling her skin. With a glance at the monster, Enya turned and bolted, but her legs felt like heavy stone. She ran forward, sluggish and clumsy, while the boss took powerful, leaping strides, quickly closing the distance between them.

In just a few seconds, it was nearly upon her. Its towering bone sword lifted high above its head, preparing to deliver a fatal diagonal strike.

Enya's head snapped back toward the monster as everything around her seemed to slow to a crawl. Her eyes flared with sharp clarity, and the world came into focus as her mind kicked into overdrive. She could see Stupidface dashing toward the boss from behind, its reckless charge filled with determination, but it was too late—it wouldn’t reach her in time.

The boss’ sword, gleaming with reflected light, rose higher. Enya could see every movement, as if time itself had stretched thin. She traced the exact path the sword would follow in her mind, watching as the mana that animated the boss pulsed through its body. For a brief moment, she saw double—its physical form of layered bone and the intricate web of mana keeping it together.

In a last-ditch effort to evade, Enya forced her stiff legs to push off the ground. She launched herself into a desperate leap, arms outstretched, body flattened in the air. Her mind flashed back to the pain she'd felt the last time she tried this move, lunging onto the ground to avoid the dire zombie in the study.

Bang!

Massive chunks of rubble and debris shot into the air as the ground split behind Enya. She felt a gust of air rush past her as she tumbled forward, barely keeping ahead of the destruction. Instinctively, she crossed her arms in an X-shape over her face, bracing for impact. When she hit the ground, the shockwave from the skeleton knight’s strike amplified the force of her landing.

“Argh!” she gasped, the air knocked out of her lungs. The yellow glow in her eyes flickered erratically, waging a war between persistence and the urge to fade.

Despite the pain throbbing through her body, Enya forced herself to flip onto her back. Her gaze snapped toward the dust cloud rising from the small crater just a few meters away. Through the haze, the boss's blue soul-flames locked onto her, burning with cold, unwavering focus. Her heart plummeted as the boss yanked its bone sword from the ground, rubble scattering easily from the motion. It turned toward her, stepping forward without hesitation.

Three quick breaths. Enya held the fourth, feeling her lungs strain under the pressure. The boss took another step, closing the distance, its sword rising again, poised to strike.

But Enya’s expression hardened. Fierce determination replaced the panic as magic surged into her palm, a spell circuit flickering to life in an instant. She thrust her hand forward, all fingers spread wide and pronged, her spell ready to be unleashed.


Mana: 26/30


As the skeleton knight's third step crashed into the ground, its sword rose high—the earth beneath suddenly rumbled in response. Sensing the tremor, it instinctively shifted, raising its shield just in time. The stone floor beneath it cracked and buckled as a bone spear erupted from the ground, aiming straight for the skeleton's chest, which was now being blocked by its shield.

The spear’s tip slammed into the flat surface of the bone shield with a sharp, grinding noise. Splinters and fragments of bone flew in all directions as the spear’s point shattered, unable to pierce the impenetrable defense of the bone buckler. But the spear didn’t stop—it was only half-formed, still extending forward, now a thick, blunt pillar of force and momentum. As the attack struck, the skeleton knight was lifted off the ground, its body being forcefully propelled away several meters by sheer force of the impact.

The boss let the force carry it, relenting to its push. The bone spear continued to grow, reaching its full height and leaving the knight staggering a few meters backward, momentarily distanced from Enya. Her view was obstructed by the spear’s base, but she could just make out the boss’s shadowy figure.

With another three quick breaths, Enya jerked her head forward, trying to pull herself upright. Out of the corner of her eye, she caught a glimpse of the boss, already preparing to follow up with another charge. But for the moment, immediate danger was averted—the spear had bought her a precious few seconds.

The boss, though unharmed, shifted its weight into a dashing stance. Its skull flicked to the left—but it was too late. It raised its shield, but not in time to fully block the incoming attack.

Squee!

Bang!

The skeleton knight blurred in Enya’s vision as it was sent flying straight into the wall. The force of the impact sent tremors through the stone, and the wall fractured with a deafening crack, bursting into chunks that vanished in a haze of dust. Two deep lines spread out from the point of collision like jagged scars. The boss was swallowed in the mist of stone debris.

Just beyond the dust cloud, Enya glimpsed a long, segmented bone tail whipping through the air.

Squeak!

It was Stupidface. It caught up quickly, using the precious seconds bought by her bone spear to land a powerful blow. Enya's breath was ragged as she forced herself to her feet, her body aching and trembling. She needed to get away from the chaos of frontline battle, but her body ached as she moved.

Within moments, Dummy D. darted in front of her, shielding her from harm, while Walnut circled around the shattered wall, closing in on the crater. Bonehead, still recovering from his earlier stumble, began hauling his massive form upright, his movements slow and cumbersome.

The tail slam from Stupidface was brutal—far stronger than anything any of her other minions could withstand, save maybe Bonehead. But even with such strength, Enya could see the skeleton knight stirring again. Its shield had absorbed at least half of the attack.

It hopped out of the crater effortlessly, its figure emerging through the dust, standing tall and undeterred. The blue flames in its skull flickered as it scanned its enemies, its gaze zoning in on Stupidface, the one who had dared to strike it. Without hesitation, it charged forward, shield raised and sword ready to strike.

The boss's blade sliced through the air, narrowly missing Stupidface as the skeletal rat leaped back, but its wounded shoulder was slowing it down, leaving it dangerously exposed.

Enya, who ran away and gathered some distance, was now near the far side of the room, noticed the injury, and was finally able to focus. She stretched out her hand, and with a quick flicker of energy, a glowing spell frame appeared in her palm. The mana circuits linked together, and the shattered bones in Stupidface’s shoulder began to mend, regenerating under her control.

Meanwhile, the boss’s relentless strikes continued, each swing missing its mark but crashing into the floor, sending shockwaves through the ground and filling the air with the deafening clamor of destruction. Stupidface, now restored, retaliated with a few swift tail swipes, but the skeleton knight deflected every hit effortlessly with its solid bone shield.

From the boss's right, Walnut surged forward, his sword cutting through the air in a wide horizontal slash. The sound of metal meeting bone echoed as Walnut’s sword connected with the knight’s arm. However, the blow barely left a mark—a shallow graze that seemed insignificant against the boss's reinforced body.

In response, the knight brutally lashed out. It raised its arm and smashed its fist against Walnut's sword, sending a tremor through the blade. A sharp crack split the air as Walnut's weapon shattered down the middle.

Walnut stumbled back, forced to retreat as the one-sided sword now only a ghost of its former self.

The boss’s eyes locked onto the pitiful skeleton before it. Its weapon was now gone—an easy target to kill. It turned and lunged forward, sword sideways and parallel to the ground—aiming to cut the puny skeleton in half.

Enya—far away from the fight, placed her backpack down and took a sip of one of her many mana potions. She wiped away the blue liquid from her mouth and raised her hand forward.


Mana: 24/30


Just as the boss closed in on Walnut, the ground between them erupted. A bone spear jutted out once more, impaling the knight directly in its chest, striking the sternum with a heavy crack. The sharp, splintering sound echoed through the arena, but the spear, though stronger than before, still wasn’t enough to break through its dense armor.

The knight staggered, and Enya's mental command surged through her minions like a silent rallying cry: Come on, Bonehead, it’s your turn...you got this!

Bonehead didn't disappoint. With a sudden burst of power, the bone spear pushed harder, sending the skeleton boss tumbling across the stone floor in a violent spiral. As the knight finally rolled to a stop, dust swirling around its fallen form, dark, lined shadows loomed over it. They rapidly converged into one massive silhouette—the colossal form of Bonehead's fist.

The boss looked up just in time to see the impending doom above. It quickly raised its shield, but the position was weak. Flat on its back with no leverage from its legs, there was no way it could muster the same defensive force as before.

Bonehead's enormous fist descended, carrying all its weight and momentum, aimed to end the fight once and for all. His fist slammed straight onto the bone buckler, with a loud thrum.

Stupidface seized the moment, charging forward after carefully prowling around, waiting for the perfect opportunity to strike. With its shoulders now fully repaired, it sprinted at breakneck speed, a blur of bones and determination.

As the boss struggled to lift and deflect Bonehead’s enormous fist, a shadow approached swiftly from the side.

Thwack! Thwack! Thwack!

Bone chips exploded into the air as Stupidface’s tail lashed out, each hit targeting the knight’s arm, chipping away at its defenses while it strained against the weight of Bonehead’s attack.

Walnut was quick to follow suit, bolting forward. He discarded his shattered sword, flinging it aside without a second thought. He reached down towards his waist and unlatched a small cloth that held his spare dagger, and crouched low on the opposite side of Bonehead’s descending fist. With fierce determination, he began to stab repeatedly, each precise thrust aimed at the boss’s layered arms.

Enya’s eyes narrowed as she observed the chaos unfolding. Her gaze flicked to Dummy D., who stood beside her, a silent guard ready to spring into action.

Go! she commanded.

Without even glancing back, Dummy D. reacted instinctively, the command embedded in his very essence. He sped forward, eager to join the fight alongside Stupidface and Walnut, all of them working together to defeat the dungeon boss.

Enya refocused back on the skeletal knight. If she used a full power mana spear, there was a chance that she could even kill the boss, or atleast snap its body in half. However, if she used it right now, there was a chance its body was sturdy enough to endure the attack, and it would result in it, and Bonehead’s fist being pushed upwards. If that happened, then the boss would be free from its current struggle.

Too risky, she concluded. Instead, she opted for a different skill.

Her senses enveloped the upper arm bone supporting the knight’s shield, intent on shifting its structure just enough to create a moment of weakness. Mana surged through her, and she concentrated on shifting the bone with maximum force. While it might only cause a minor fumble at best—and the boss was far tougher than the average skeleton—every little bit of disruption counted.


Mana: 19/30


Pressure surged against the skeleton knight’s arm bones, the radius, ulna, and the layered bone protecting them, straining under the force of her magic. But as she suspected, it didn’t amount to much. She wasn’t even certain if it had any effect at all, even with her heightened senses wrapped around the boss like a tight grip.

Within moments, Dummy D. arrived beside her, mimicking Walnut’s efforts to strike at the knight’s vulnerable upper arm.

Just… a little more, she urged silently. You can do this; we’re so close!

The boss was pinned down, straining against the weight of Bonehead’s fist while all of Enya’s minions worked tirelessly to chip away at its defenses. Hope and determination surged through her as the battle unfolded. With each passing moment, the boss lost more bone mass, its armor peeling away layer by layer. Bonehead’s fist descended ever closer to the ground, and Stupidface’s tail lashes delivered the most impactful blows, each crack echoing like the sound of a bone spear shattering against stone.

A large fracture splintered down the boss’s arms, and the distance between Bonehead’s fist and the ground shrank rapidly. The knight’s arm remained intact but its internal structure was now severely weakened, teetering on the brink of being completely crushed.

Just as victory began to flash in front of her eyes like a vision, she felt an unsettling disturbance—a massive one. Waves of mana rippled out from the boss and rushed through the arena, pouring into the very ground beneath her. The intricate circular designs etched into the stone floor glowed ominously, the patterns narrowing toward the center of the room.

The entire arena shook, and Enya’s eyes burned with bright yellow light as she tried to comprehend what was unfolding around her. But no matter how fiercely she focused, something felt off. Her eyes began to deceive her. The world tilted on its axis, and the walls and ceiling began to erupt violently, sending debris cascading through the air.

Her heart sank, the situation spiraling into one far more dire than she could have imagined. She recognized this. She knew what was happening. Panic surged in her chest as the realization screamed out in her mental thoughts: the boss had somehow initiated a dungeon quake.


            

    
        Chapter 45: Imminent Collapse

    
    
    
    
                The ceiling of the room groaned ominously as massive stone chunks broke free and rained down. The four large pillars standing at the center split down their lengths, one by one collapsing in a thunderous chain reaction. As they fell, the walls followed suit, crumbling into jagged heaps and turning the once grand chamber into a chaotic maze of falling debris.

Enya’s absolute focus activated, sharpening her senses and staving off some of the disorientation from the dungeon quake, but no amount of heightened awareness could fully protect her from what was happening. Gravity itself seemed to rebel against her as the ground shifted beneath her feet, tilting and lifting at unnatural angles. Without warning, a force tugged at her sideways, threatening to knock her off balance as the world around her crumbled.

Staggering, she spread her arms wide, trying desperately to maintain her balance. The surface of the massive spell circuit etched across the arena began to break and slide, adding to the chaos that consumed her vision. She whipped her gaze back toward her minions who were holding the boss down.

Bonehead, towering as ever, wobbled precariously, his frame struggling against the quaking ground. Walnut, Dummy D., and Stupidface halted their attacks, each one shifting further apart as the floor beneath them buckled and tore. Yet, amidst it all, the boss remained trapped under Bonehead’s immense fist. Luckily, Bonehead was using that very fist to stabilize himself, keeping the boss pinned in place even as the earth moved violently around them.

Bonehead! You need to kill the boss right now! The dungeon is collapsing! Kill it, please! Enya’s mental command shot out, the raw, desperate panic laced through her thoughts. The urgency spread out through the link to all her minions, and not just Bonehead himself. She had no time to wait for a response.

Turning on her heel, Enya scrambled toward her backpack, only to stumble and fall to her knees as the ground tilted again beneath her. A fissure cracked open in front of her, slowly growing wider, separating her from the bag that held her remaining supplies. She was running out of time.

Enya winced, her body tense and trembling. Absolute Focus was the only thing keeping her senses sharp amid the chaos. She leaped from one fractured stone to another, before landing hard on her hands and knees on the stone where her backpack lay. Without wasting a second, she yanked the straps over her shoulders, gritting her teeth as the world around her continued to crumble.

She crouched low, glancing to her right—toward the exit. On the far side of the arena, opposite the grand gate she had entered through, stood a smaller set of double doors. They were human-sized but bore the same intricate, ornate designs as the larger gate.

The ground trembled even more beneath her feet. A crack appeared beneath the doors, creating a narrow passageway underneath them, just wide enough for her to slip through. If she went now, she could crawl under and escape to whatever lay beyond. Yet, she couldn’t extend her senses that far—her current situation demanded too much focus. Keeping her balance on the crumbling floor was already a struggle; reaching beyond herself was impossible.

Her gaze flicked back to her minions and the boss. They were all scattered, barely holding their ground as the ceiling continued to rain debris, massive cracks zigzagging across the stone floor. The boss was still pinned, but she couldn’t wait for them to finish the fight. The mana in the room had gone wild, surging erratically and filling the arena like a suffocating fog, making everything feel sluggish and heavy. She had no choice. She had to leave—now.

With or without her minions.

Enya took a deep breath and bolted forward. Her knees wobbled from her earlier fall, but she forced herself onward. Between frantic hops and desperate leaps, she crossed the unstable arena. Chunks of the ceiling crashed down around her, forcing her to dodge or pause briefly as the debris pelted the ground ahead. She couldn’t afford to stop for long—every second counted.

The tremors roared louder from her left, but Enya didn’t need to glance over—she knew it was her minions still locked in combat with the boss. They would only buy her time, but time was all she needed. If she could just reach the dungeon core, everything would be solved. That was all that mattered now.

She made steady progress, leaping from ledge to ledge, until the platform beneath her suddenly gave way. Her foot slipped, and she was sent stumbling forward. Instinct took over as her arms flew up to protect her face, but her knees buckled, and her elbows slammed hard into the tilting rock. A pained yelp escaped her, her vision blurring as tears welled up from the shock. The yellow hue in her eyes vanished in an instant, and then the world swirled around her, the loud cacophony and twisting motions of the dungeon quake bombarding her in uncontrolled chaos.

Her body trembled, dazed like a mindless zombie, but she forced herself to stand. She had no choice. There was no time to rest, no moment to collect her thoughts—the world was literally falling apart around her. Every tremor beneath her feet, every shard of debris that struck her, screamed one truth: Move or die.

With her limbs heavy and aching, she hopped across more fractured stones, dodging falling debris by mere instinct—but more so, by luck.

Her body screamed in protest, blood trickling down her arms and forehead where sharp stone had grazed her. Despite her blurred vision, she locked her gaze on the ornate double doors. They were so close, it was the only thing standing between her and survival.

Ignoring the pain, she dropped to the ground and crawled toward the narrow gap beneath the doors. Just as she pushed herself into the opening, a heavy thud echoed behind her. A crushing weight pressed down on her back, slamming her flat against the ground. The force came out of nowhere—a chunk of debris had fallen, hitting her backpack directly.

The sound of glass shattering rang in her ears. Her heart sank. The potions—her last reserve of mana and healing, both gone.

As the arena crumbled behind her and the ceiling began to collapse completely, Enya could hear the steady ping of notifications ringing in her mind. She didn’t need to read them. The severing of each mental connection with her minions told her all she needed to know. One by one, they were falling, returning to their eternal rest. There was nothing she could do for them now.

With half her body already through the doorway, she shrugged off the rock, hearing it fall sideways. If it was any bigger, she may not have been able to move. Her back ached, but so did every other part of her body. Her vision became hazy, but she was so close—too close to fall unconscious now.

The room before her was both eerie and beautiful. Intricate lines were etched into the stone walls, patterns that danced in perfect symmetry, leading her gaze toward small altars that flickered faintly in the corners. A large circular carpet lay in the center, rich in color but bearing dark, deathly symbols. Along the walls, banners fluttered, each one embroidered with haunting images of bones, skulls, ghouls, and ghosts—a deathly display of a necromancer’s dominion.

But what held her attention—what made her heart race faster than the collapsing arena behind her, was the object atop a marble altar in the center of the room. The altar was crumbling, its intricate carvings splitting apart, but resting there, untouched by the chaos, was a massive, blue crystal. Almost translucent, but with a cloudy haze swirling within. It was larger than her entire upper body. If she tried to wrap her arms around it, her fingers would barely meet on the other side.

The ground rumbled again, shaking her from her trance. This wasn’t the time to marvel at her surroundings. She had come for one thing, and one thing only. And there it was. Within her grasp.

The dungeon core.

The cloth banners around the room fell in slow motion, fluttering down as Enya dashed forward across the carpet. Her foot struck what seemed like a solid patch of ground, only to sink into a hidden crevice beneath the rug. She had lost count of how many times she’d stumbled like this today. Her knee buckled once more, sending her pitching forward, landing hard on her left shoulder.

A pained groan escaped her lips, though the impact wasn’t as bad as it could’ve been. Not that it mattered. Her thoughts were too jumbled to focus on pain.

Enya scrambled back to her feet, her body trembling from exhaustion. She barely had time to regain her balance before she heard a loud crash behind her. Her head whipped around in time to see the doors, the massive, heavy double doors, collapse into the floor. The walls supporting them crumbled as well, filling the passage she had just crawled through with a sea of stone and debris.

The arena—everything she had just fought through—was gone. A pile of rubble and broken stone sealed the way back, the ground itself slowly collapsing and sinking, like a massive burial mound swallowing everything whole.

Enya’s legs moved on instinct. She had to keep moving. Her body screamed for rest, but there was no time to stop. She fell into a scurrying, desperate crawl, arms and legs working together as she scrambled over jagged chunks of ground. This was the only way to safely move forward, lest she risk snapping her leg in half by falling into a hole.

The uneven floor shifted beneath her, holes forming as rocks lifted and fell around her like the world was coming undone.

A crack sounded above her. Enya glanced upward, her eyes wide with panic. A chunk of the ceiling was about to give way, but her body was at its limit, exhausted and disoriented. She tried to speed up, pushing her muscles harder, but she was already dangerously close to collapse. Every breath felt like fire, but she couldn’t stop now. She wouldn’t.

A heavy stone slammed down onto Enya's back, driving her into the jagged rocks beneath her. The impact knocked the wind from her lungs, and she coughed violently, gasping for air as her body buckled under the weight. More system notification pings echoed through her mind, a cacophony of alerts and distractions that merged with the tremors, the dungeon's shifting axis, and the unrelenting pain flooding her senses. It was impossible to think clearly.

With a painful twist, she managed to roll onto her side, and the stone slid off her back once again, clattering to the ground. Her backpack had absorbed the brunt of the blow, and she could only assume that Pell's skull, nestled within, had been crushed to cushion the impact. But that didn’t matter. As long as his skull wasn’t vaporized, then everything would still be okay—she could fix him.

Enya struggled to her feet, rising into a staggered crouch. The dungeon core was right in front of her, atop the crumbling marble altar, but the ground beneath it was shifting. Despite the chaos around her, the core continued to shine with a murky, ethereal light, undisturbed by the sharp stones raining down from above.

With one more hop, she reached the core. Collapsing against the altar, Enya slammed her hands onto the ghostly sphere, her fingers trembling as they made contact with its smooth surface.

"Stop! Just stop!" she screamed, but her voice was lost in the roar of the collapsing dungeon. The sound of stone grinding against stone, the rumble of destruction—it all drowned her out.

Then, a faint ping echoed in her mind as her hand connected with the core. Without wasting a second, she forced her system menu to open, her mind racing against the chaos threatening to engulf her.


System Notification: Bonehead ha—


"No, no, no!" Enya muttered, panic rising as her vision filled with flashing notifications. She wiped them all from her list in a frenzy, except the one about the dungeon core.


Sanctum: Tower of Sable is unclaimed.
Would you like to claim ownership of this dungeon core?


“Yes! Do it, do whatever—” Her shout was cut off as the system interface shifted.


Sanctum: Tower of Sable requires a sample of blood or soul essence to complete the claiming procedure.


Enya’s hand jerked away from the core, and she instinctively touched her forehead. Blood, thick and heavy, coated her fingers. She smeared her palm back onto the dungeon core, pressing her blood into its surface, hoping that was enough.

The floor trembled beneath her, and the altar tilted dangerously to the left, as the stone beneath it crumbled away. Without thinking, she lunged forward, wrapping her arms around the core, and lifted it from its pedestal. It was surprisingly light in her grasp, but the pit that had formed beneath the altar was expanding, swallowing more of the dungeon with every second.

Her legs trembled as she staggered backward, clutching the core. She barely registered the new system message that flashed in front of her.


Sanctum: Tower of Sable has been claimed.Warning: Dungeon Core has been depleted of all mana reserves. Immediate replenishment is required.
Would you like to refill the dungeon core?
[Accept/Decline]


“Stop—no—yes!—take all of it! Wait—not all—" Enya screamed, her words spilling out in a frantic jumble. Her vision swirled as the system obeyed. Instantly, a wave of nausea hit her, and her entire body felt as if it had been drained. She collapsed backward, her arms releasing the core as her knees gave out. The core fell straight down and rolled from edge to edge of the crumbled floor, and soon her vision whipped straight up to the ceiling as she fell over, collapsing with a hard thud against the ground behind her.

System Notification: Your mana has reached 0 out of 30
System Notification: You are have been inflicted with Mana Burnout for attempting to use more mana than is available.


            

    
        Chapter 46: The Core

    
    
    
    
                Enya stirred awake to the quiet creaks of shifting stone and the soft patter of loose pebbles skittering around her. The stillness of the dark pressed in on all sides, a heavy silence only broken by the faint, unsettling noises.

Struggling against her own body, she forced her eyes open, though barely managing a flutter. The dungeon had gone quiet, the clamor of the world around her settling into eerie calm. She found herself lying on her side, half-buried between two massive stone slabs, wedged tight. Every inch of her body throbbed, sore and battered, and there was a sticky sensation on her arms—dried blood, half crusted.

Her head pounded, and her vision blurred with black specks dancing at the edges. As she pushed herself up, the weight of the stone pressing against her sent a shiver down her spine. A few centimeters more, and she would’ve been crushed. The thought made her stomach sink.

A cough broke from her lips as she crawled free from the tight space, the air thick with stone dust, replacing the usual suffocating stench of death that lingered in the dungeon.

Shaky, she staggered to her feet, pushing weakly off her knees. Her whole body screamed in protest, every movement bringing a fresh wave of ache. Then, the memories flooded back—the dungeon boss, claiming the core, the rush of mana surging out of her, and then… nothing.

Her heart skipped a beat. The core—where was the core?

Her gaze shot around, searching desperately for where it had fallen to. The pedestal, once gleaming and beautifully whole, lay in ruin—shattered marble sinking into the ground, buried under rubble. But off to the side, was what she had come here for, a spherical orb pressed up against rock.

Her eyes tightened. There it was—the dungeon core, still intact. A faint pulse of light flickered from its murky interior.

With staggering steps, she crept towards it, all the while avoiding the sharp, jagged edges of stone that were waiting for their opportunity to stab at her.

The core had stopped the dungeon quake—a phenomenon that Pell said was the result of either a damaged core, or one that had run out of mana.

Whatever the boss had done—whatever powerful spell was etched into the arena—had siphoned away the dungeon core’s last reserves of mana, leaving it completely spent. The tremors she had felt were likely a dungeon-wide quake, echoing through all the floors. The first quake she had ever experienced hadn’t brought nearly as much destruction, nor had it lasted for so long.

She finally approached the dungeon core. It lay in eerie stillness, unbroken, and unblemished, save for a fine layer of stone dust that clung to its surface. Glancing backward, she looked towards the entrance of the room and her body tightened. The grand ornate doors had collapsed entirely, leaving only a heap of rubble—a mountain of dirt and stone that completely blocked her way in, and her way out.

Her minions—Walnut, Dummy D., Stupidface, and Bonehead—were likely lost to her now. She had caught a fleeting glimpse of it earlier, a system notification that informed her Bonehead had ‘returned to the grave.’ At that moment, she had flicked it away, too focused on the glowing dungeon core to dwell on anything else. There had been more pings after that, surely notifying her of the demise of everyone else.

“Summons,” Enya rasped, her voice dry and creaky.


Spell: Summon Skeleton [D-]
Summons Active: 0/4


That confirmed it. Everyone was gone. Either taken down by the boss or, more likely, crushed beneath the weight of the rubble that now buried them.

“Status.”


Name: Enya EmpyriaHealth: 18/100
Mana: 4/30Soul-Energy: 73
Level: 8/1
EXP: 106/244


Her face soured as she read the numbers. Both her level and experience remained unchanged, stagnant in the face of calamity. The boss still lived. Or perhaps, if it had perished under the rocks, it didn’t count. Even with her minions pinning it down, the damage they had managed to inflict amounted to little more than a minor fracture on its arm.

But the boss didn’t matter now. There was no way for it to reach her, not with hundreds—maybe even thousands—of kilograms of stone and dirt trapping her inside this dark tomb.

She turned her gaze back to the orb before her, and memories of Pell rushed back like a tide—his yelling, his playful insults, his moments of weakness, and his heartfelt apologies.

With a heavy heart, she crouched down, finally sitting on the cold ground to give her weary legs a moment’s respite. Her palm brushed against the smooth, cool surface of the core, and a small tingle shot through her—a fleeting sensation, reminiscent of the connection she shared with her minions.

The system menu flared to life in front of her, hovering gently in the air.


Sanctum: Tower of SableClaimed by: Enya Empyria
Current Status: Critically Damaged
Dungeon Coordinates: -1822, 2839, 742: 32PY

Dungeon Type: UndeadMana Capacity: 19/4000
Layout: MazeFloors: 6
Would you like to view Core Functions?
[Accept/Decline]



As she hovered over the shimmering text, a cascade of parameters and information danced before her, detailing the statistics of her newly claimed dungeon, or, she supposed, sanctum. Enya was now the proud owner of Sable’s ‘Tower of Sable’—a title that sounded quite peculiar in her mind. The critically damaged status of the dungeon was glaringly obvious, with devastation in every direction her gaze fell.

With a mental nudge, she tapped Accept.


[Repair Dungeon]
Restore the structural integrity of the dungeon, sealing cracks, mending walls, and rebuilding any destroyed structures.

[Restructure]
Modify the structures, material type, or layout of the dungeon.

[Manage Entities]
Create, remove, or oversee dungeon entities.

[Manage Access]
Modify access privileges for the dungeon.


There were four options to choose from, all relating to how the dungeon operated. Enya selected the first option, just to see what it would show.


[Repair Dungeon]Dungeon Integrity: 25%
Floor 1: 40%Floor 2: 34%
Floor 3: 28%Floor 4: 26%
Floor 5: 19%
Floor 6: 8%

Estimated cost for full repair: 1632 mana
Estimated Time: 4 days, 3 hours, 22 minutes, 28 seconds


Enya stared at the screen for a few moments, absorbing the stark values laid out before her. If a dungeon integrity of 0% signified complete destruction, then the Tower of Sable was teetering on the edge of annihilation. It appeared that the closer the floors were to the core, the more damage they had suffered, and her current floor was already down to a precarious 8%.

With a swift motion, she swiped back to the previous screen and selected ‘Manage Entities.’


[Overview]
Check all entities currently in the dungeon.

[Create entities]
Create and view entities from current registered creature list

[Remove Entities]
Remove all entities or specific entities from a floor


The monster—the boss that she had just fought, was called a skeletal noble knight. It did resemble how the books described knights: imposing, armor cladded, and radiating intimidation and power. It was nothing like the regular skeletons in the halls that carried dull or broken blades. That monster was overwhelmingly strong, even when it was a five on one fight.

Enya tapped the remove entity option, curious as to if she could do something specific that just crossed her mind.


Please select a floor to edit.[Floor 1]
[Floor 2][Floor 3]
[Floor 4][Floor 5]
[Floor 6]


She continued on, choosing the sixth floor.

[Current Entities]
Skeletal Noble Knight x 1

Remove and store [Skeletal Noble Knight x 1]?
[Accept/Decline]


Enya gazed at the new screen, a mixture of surprise and skepticism dancing across her face. After enduring such a fierce battle and witnessing the fall of all her minions, now she could simply erase the boss with a mere thought?

With a decisive mental nod, she accepted the prompt.


[Skeletal Noble Knight x 1] Has been removed from the dungeon and stored back into the registered creature list.


And just like that, the formidable boss was dealt with—all in under ten seconds.

Turning back to the previous screen, Enya selected Create Entity. This option would also allow her to view the registered creature list, and if there was anywhere Pell’s soul might be revealed, it would surely be here.

Please select one from the [Registered Creature List]:
Zombie Rabbit x 14Flaming Skulls x 26
Corrupted Flesh Walker x 37Spectre Wisps x 8
Humanoid Zombie x 57Humanoid Skeleton x 75
Young Bone Wolf x 7Soul Slime x 6
Noble Skeletal Knight x 1

[Bound Souls]Soul of Tim x 1
Soul of Kidirge x 1
Soul of Pell x 1


There it was, shining like a beacon at the very bottom of the list—Pell’s name, nestled under Bound Souls. Alongside him were other names: skeletons, flaming skulls, and the imposing noble skeletal knight. Enya also spotted other curious creatures, like young bone wolves and something dubbed a Soul Slime. ‘Tim,’ and ‘Kidirge,’ seemed like names, and Enya could only assume they were people like Pell, whose souls were trapped within the dungeon core.

She mentally tapped on Pell’s name.

Select what you would like to do with [Soul of Pell x 1]:
[Create Entity][Release Entity]
[Transfer Soul]
[Absorb Soul]


‘Release Entity,’ or ‘Transfer Soul’ seemed like the correct options to choose, if she wanted to bring back Pell. Release entity seemed very… final. Instead, Enya chose ‘transfer soul.’


Please prepare a host body for the transfer of [Soul of Pell x 1]



That didn’t seem quite right. Earlier, when she attempted to use the summon skeleton spell on Pell’s body, the system had informed her that his soul remained under the dungeon's control. This meant his soul was still somehow tethered to his body—more specifically, to the skull she held in her hands. She didn’t want to transfer his soul to another skeleton; she needed to repair his current one.

With a sigh of resolution, she navigated back and selected ‘Release Entity.’


[Soul of Pell x 1]This entity will be released from the dungeon’s [Registered Creature List] and be restored back to its original host if available.
[Accept/Decline]


Her heart raced as her eyes widened. This was it! The dungeon core was granting her the chance to move Pell’s soul! She could finally bring him back!

Without a moment's hesitation, she dropped to her knees and yanked off her backpack. The once-sturdy leather bag was now a tattered mess, soaked with red and blue liquids, and littered with shards of glass. Thankfully, Pell’s skull remained safely tucked away in the large compartment, separated from the debris.

As she pulled it out, her fingers tightened around the fragile object, and her gaze fell upon the now fractured and broken skull. The previous split that had run diagonally from his eye to cheek was no longer a mere line but a jagged edge. The skull had shattered into two distinct pieces, with other fragments scattered at the bottom of her backpack.

Only one challenge remained—the restoration of Pell’s body. Somehow, his skull still clung to his soul, which remained inexplicably tethered to the dungeon. This meant that if she released his soul now, Pell would return to his… shattered skull.

From what she had learned about skeletons during her time in the dungeon, she knew this would be a death sentence for Pell. If he returned to a broken skull, he would instantly perish. However, if it was merely detached from his body, he might have a chance. She recalled the moment when Pell had managed to communicate for a few fleeting seconds, even after his skull was sent flying by the demon rat's vicious attack.

However, she remembered another skeleton she had defeated—one that she had felled by severing its spinal cord and decapitating it. That had led to its instant demise. Enya found herself caught in a dilemma; either Pell would perish as just a skull, or perhaps he could survive without a body.

Her fingers curled tightly around the edges of Pell’s skull as she wrestled with her two daunting choices. There was truly nothing else she could do. She couldn’t mend Pell’s entire body with her summon skeleton spell since it remained bound to the dungeon. If she chose to release his soul, he would undoubtedly die instantly, considering his skull was in fragments.

Then, a glimmer of hope sparked in her mind—the Gravemoss Poultice!

Enya quickly delved into the deeper compartment of her backpack and retrieved the damp, purple moss. Though it was now slick with the remnants of mana and health potions, she hoped it wouldn’t hinder its effectiveness.

Kneeling on the ground, she placed Pell’s skull before her, using her knees as a brace to keep it steady. She then picked up two smaller shards of his skull, still substantial enough to help reassemble the skull’s overall shape. Carefully, she maneuvered the pieces into place, sliding them along the edges until they fit snugly.

Once the shape appeared mostly correct, she took her free hand and smeared the outer part of the skull with the Gravemoss Poultice, spreading it evenly. As she worked, she felt the mana and her own soul energy from within the moss. The moss began to flow and spread like a curious little creature, completely enveloping the skull and slipping into the cracked holes and hollow eye sockets.

After a minute, Enya’s mesmerized eyes narrowed as she watched the tiny cracks in Pell’s skull begin to vanish. The areas where holes had existed slowly closed up, the bone expanding and knitting back together until it formed a whole piece once more.

In the span of two short minutes, the moss completely dissipated, and the skull regained its pristine shape, as if it had never suffered any damage at all. Enya let out a long, relieved breath, turning the skull over in her hands to inspect it from every angle.

With renewed hope swelling in her chest, she tapped the dungeon core again.


[Soul of Pell x 1]This entity will be released from the dungeon’s [Registered Creature List] and be restored back to its original host if available.
[Accept/Decline]


“Accept,” she said, a wave of determination washing over her. If this didn’t work, then nothing would. Worst-case scenario, Pell’s soul would simply be drawn back into the dungeon core. No, actually, that wasn’t the worst-case scenario. The worst would be if his soul shattered and vanished instantly, leaving no trace behind for the core to bind it again.

Her body tensed as she watched the dungeon core briefly shine, activating its functions at her command. Subtly, the skull nestled between her knees began to tremble. Her eyes flickered with a bright yellow as her mind locked onto the skull, a white mist swirling into existence around its surface before slowly being drawn into the darkness within.

Enya’s fingers tightened around the skull, gripping it so hard that they began to ache.

Sparks. Two tiny sparks.

They grew larger, radiating a beautiful, nostalgic purple. From mere orbs of light, they transformed into large purple flames that danced with the longing she had yearned for so long. The flames steadied, the rumbling around her ceased, yet her grip only tightened further.

“P-Pell…?” Enya choked out, her voice raspy and so soft that even she could barely hear it.

The skull shook for a moment, its jaw opening as it pressed against the ground, slightly lifting the base upward.

“Brat? What the hell is going on—”

Pell’s words were abruptly cut off as Enya bent down, wrapping her arms around his skull. Tears streamed down her cheeks as she sobbed with a fierce loudness that matched the earlier tremors of the dungeon. Her entire body shook, a mix of fear and relief flooding her as she realized the spell hadn’t failed.

Muffled by his own jaw, Pell struggled to voice his discomfort. “Hhhey!! Leht gho off—”

“Don’t leave me… don’t leave me…” Enya pleaded through her sobs, each word woven with the raw fibers of pain, regret, and sorrow. She pressed her forehead against the ground, her body surrendering to the moment as she fought to keep Pell close.

Pell wanted to protest again, utterly bewildered by the chaotic emotions swirling around him. But deep down, he sensed that now wasn’t the time for questions. He relented, allowing the weeping girl to clutch his skull tightly, and he waited. He waited patiently, until her tears finally began to subside.


            

    
        Chapter 47: Reunion

    
    
    
    
                “Sorry…” Enya sniffled, wiping her snot and tears off Pell’s skull with the hem of her dress.

Pell groaned in annoyance. He had just woken up after—who knows how long—in some decrepit cave of rock and stone, only to be immediately bombarded by the tears of a sobbing brat. But despite his irritation, a pang of something else hit him. Her tears weren’t for herself—they were for him. Something felt... off, and he didn't know how to respond. Just, what was up with this kid...

Enya finished cleaning his skull and gently lifted him onto her lap.

“Mind telling me what’s going on now? Where the hell are we? And where’s the rest of my body?” Pell asked, his tone far more exasperated than usual.

“Ah… um… a lot… has… happened,” Enya mumbled, still sniffling as she held his skull like it was made of glass.

Pell sighed. “What happened to the demon rat? I remember passing out after it ambushed me.” He considered mentioning how her distraction had caused him to get hit, but thought better of it. If he said that, she’d probably break down crying all over again.

“Stupidface is dead…” she sniffled.

“Stupidface, really? What happened to that ridiculous nickname you gave it—Mr. Rat or something?”

Enya paused, trying to collect herself. “I… I killed the demon rat, and then I summoned it back as a skeleton. His name is Stupidface SqueakyMcgee.”

Pell stared, dumbfounded. What kind of stupid name was that? “You… killed it? How the hell did you manage that? Learn a new spell or something? That thing was way stronger than most of the monsters on this floor combined.”

“Yeah… I learned a new spell called Bone Spears, which, uh… shoots a spike of bone from the ground. And I stabbed it after it… after it crashed into me,” she explained.

Pell’s skull shifted, his sockets narrowing in clear skepticism. “It… crashed into you? A tackle from that thing nearly shattered all my bones. How the hell did you survive if it hit you?”

“I don’t know. It hit me, and then it… exploded. I went flying through the air, and when I landed, it really hurt. But when I looked back, the rat was hurt too, like it could barely move.”

A long silence hung between them as Pell processed her words. Then, something clicked. “Wait… do you still have the rebound talisman I gave you?”

Enya tilted her head, confused. “Rebound talisman? What’s that?”

“The small piece of paper I handed you before I passed out.”

“Oh! Yeah, I still have it! It should be…” Enya trailed off, her hands digging through her pockets. But after searching every inch, her expression fell. “Huh… I… can’t find it…”

She patted herself down frantically, her face crumpling with panic as she looked back at Pell. “I’m… sorry. I think I—I lost it,” she stammered, her voice starting to crack as tears threatened to spill again. She was ready to burst into tears all over, devastated at losing the item Pell had given her.

“Stop crying already. If the talisman disappeared, that means it worked.”

Through her soft sniffles, Enya paused. “Huh?”

Pell’s flaming eye sockets rolled dramatically. “That piece of paper was a rebound talisman. It lets you redirect and rebound a powerful attack back to where it came from. If that rat ran into you, the talisman probably broke on impact and activated, sending both of you flying in opposite directions. That’s why it was dazed.”

“Oh… oh…” Enya stammered, her near-tears halting as she processed his explanation.

Pell sighed again, this time with more relief. “Alright… so, you killed the rat with the rebound talisman. I’m glad it worked. What happened after that?”

Enya’s face brightened as she began listing off everything that had happened since. “I obtained my class, went down the study into the workshop… Oh! I summoned a dire zombie as a minion, found a giant skeleton, then I talked to this guy named Custodian, killed some monsters, and then I went—"

“Hold on, hold on, hold on! You’re going way too damn fast,” Pell interrupted, wriggling uncomfortably on her lap. “Who the hell is Custodian? There’s someone else in this dungeon?”

“Oh, no. Custodian is inside my book and—”

For the next thirty minutes, Enya explained everything that had happened leading up to Pell’s revival. She covered every detail, from meeting Custodian, to farming monsters, to other dungeon-related events, filling in the gaps while Pell listened in stunned silence.

[image: image]

“And then you asked me, ‘What the hell is going on?’ and I started crying again, and—”

Pell groaned. “I really despise your sense of humor. Just shut up already.”

Enya giggled softly, her hand gently smoothing over the top of Pell’s skull. “But… yeah. That’s everything that’s happened so far. Now we’re stuck in the core room.”

“It’s hard to believe all of that actually happened,” Pell muttered. “Between me dying again, you getting some limited class, talking to some guy who’s probably in the enchanted realms, and even claiming the dungeon core by yourself.”

“Well, I had Walnut and—”

“Those are your minions, so it still counts as doing it by yourself,” Pell interrupted. “That’s your power, brat. Being a leader is a power in itself. Leading others still counts as your own strength. If they die, then oh well. If you win in the end, who cares?”

Enya simply nodded at his statement.

“Alright, before we do anything else, can you restore my body? If you managed to release my skull from the dungeon’s control, you should be able to fix the rest of me. Being just a skull is damn inconvenient.”

Enya’s eyes lit up. “Yeah! Sable’s spell has different parts to it—there’s the reanimation section, but also a part that lets you create bones with magic. I’ve been using a smaller version of it to fix up my other minions. I was skipping the reanimation part entirely.”

Enya picked up Pell’s skull and stood up, walking over to a flat rock. She placed him down, leaving enough space for the rest of his body to form.

Sable had combined two spells to create the summon skeleton spell she’d learned—one that created a skeleton from pure mana, and the other that reanimated an existing set of bones. If Enya could separate the two, she could repair bones just as easily.

“This isn’t going to hurt or anything, right?” Pell asked, sounding both skeptical and worried.

“Nope, it’ll hurt a lot!”

“Good, then—wait, what?!”

She didn’t have enough mana to fully cast the summon skeleton spell, but by activating only the bone creation portion, the cost was halved. Fixing a small portion like a shoulder blade would barely take a single point of mana. But recreating Pell’s entire body? That would drain about nine points, give or take.

Thankfully, she still had plenty of soul-energy left to substitute for mana.

Mana flared in her palm. A modified spell circuit flickered to life in her hand. She formed all the necessary patterns for the summon skeleton spell, but only activated the parts required for bone creation, leaving the reanimation section completely untouched.


Mana: 1/30
Soul-Energy: 61


“Wait—what do you mean it’ll hurt a lot? Hang on. Stop it. You better be lying. Don’t you dare—“

Before Pell could finish, Enya’s spell ignited. A few points of mana flowed into the frame, while the rest was filled with soul-energy. Mana poured into the empty space where his skull lay, and the spell began its work, rebuilding his body, starting with the base of his skull and extending down to his spine.

Pell squeezed his eyes shut, bracing for pain that would rip his soul apart. A few seconds passed. He could feel the first hints of his body regenerating, his lower bones coming back under his control. His soul flames flickered back to their normal size as he glanced at Enya, who was grinning mischievously.

“Oh, I’m going to kill you, brat.”

“Too bad you’re already dead,” she teased, sticking out her tongue with a large and goofy smile.
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Snap! Crack! Pop!

“Ah, that’s so much better,” Pell said, stretching his newly formed shoulder blades and rolling his arms. “It’s like coming back to an old hut after being stuck at the front lines of war.” He paused, chuckling to himself. “Not like I ever went to war—dodged that arrow by climbing the layers instead.”

With a few more stretches that targeted his legs, Pell stood, standing tall. “Seriously, kid, this is some nice work. My body feels better than it has in ages. Way better than those scraps I used to steal from the other skeletons.”

“Uh, thanks?” Enya raised an eyebrow, unsure if the compliment was meant for her or the spell.

“Anyway,” Pell said, turning his attention to the softly glowing dungeon core. “You’re the owner of this thing now, right? Completely?”

Enya followed Pell’s gaze back to the glowing core. She walked up to it and lightly tapped her hand against its surface. Instantly, the system menu popped up beside her, floating in the air. “Yep. It says I’m the owner now,” she confirmed.

“How much mana does the core have? And how much do you have?” Pell asked.

“It has 19 mana, and I’ve got… 1 right now.”

“Hm... alright,” Pell muttered, thinking. “That’s not a lot, but with a few potions, it should be enough to at least get us started on a tunnel out of here.”

“Uh…”

“What?” Pell turned toward her, noticing her hesitation.

Enya pointed to her backpack, still damp and leaking both blue and red potion liquid.

“The potions died,” she said flatly.

Pell groaned, the flames in his skull dimming in frustration. “Oh, come on… Fine. We’ll just have to make do with however much 19 mana gets us, and then wait for your mana to regenerate—“ He stopped mid-sentence, his expression shifting as realization dawned on him. “Wait a second. You should be able to give me access to the core, right? If you can do that, I can use my 40 mana, and we should be able to get out of here in one go.”

Enya’s face lit up at the idea. “Oh, yeah! That could work.”

Without wasting a moment, she tapped the core again and began navigating through the floating menu. Swiping back and forth through the various options, she fiddled with the system until she finally found the screen that resembled what Pell had requested.


Grant Admin Privileges to party member Pell?
[Accept/Decline]


She accepted the prompt, and a new screen popped up.


Pell has been registered as an Admin with full access privileges for dungeon: Tower of Sable


"Okay, you should be good, I think," she said, glancing over at Pell.

Without wasting a second, Pell placed his bony hand on the dungeon core. His soul flames flickered erratically as he focused on the screens that only he could see. He stood there for a few moments, entirely absorbed.

"This is… really intriguing. I’ve never actually interacted with, or even seen, a dungeon core before," Pell muttered, sounding more fascinated than usual.

"You haven’t?" Enya tilted her head in surprise.

"Of course not! Dungeon cores are the business of adventurers or those in the Paragon of War. A merchant like me? I’d have never gotten near one, let alone been given access." His voice carried a rare mix of awe and disbelief.

Enya hummed in acknowledgment. It did make sense—a merchant wouldn’t have had much of a chance to interact with a dungeon core unless something unusual happened.

She stared at him, a hint of almost childlike joy bouncing around in his eyes.

"Oh, uh… that reminds me," Enya started, her tone becoming more serious. "There were two other names in the registered creature list."

"Yeah, I see 'em," Pell said, still focused on the core. "Kidirge and that guy, Tim."

"Tim?" Enya raised a brow.

"Yeah. Tim was one of the adventurers I hired for the dungeon run. Real piece of work, that one. I’m pretty sure that bastard was planning to betray the rest of us and loot everyone’s gear before we made it to the boss room," Pell added, his tone filled with contempt.

He looked through the menu. Swiping past the options, he arrived at the entity screen specifically for Tim.


[Soul of Tim x 1]This entity will be released from the dungeon’s [Registered Creature List] absorbed into the dungeon.
[Accept/Decline]


Without much hesitation, he tapped "Accept."


[Soul of Tim x 1]
This entity has been absorbed into the dungeon.


“Well, that takes care of that. Whatever 'absorbing' means,” Pell thought aloud, shrugging it off.

A notification popped up silently in front of Enya, and she opened her status screen. The soul of 'Tim' had indeed been absorbed. She shot a skeptical look at Pell, one eyebrow raised higher than the other.

Pell, noticing her stare, glanced back with a shrug. "What? He deserved it. Probably. Look—you know me. I’m an asshole. The guy was dead already, I just… did him a favor. Better than leaving him stuck in a dungeon core for all eternity, right?" he explained, trying to justify his action under her watchful eyes.

Enya’s stare didn’t waver, though she simply nodded. Even though Pell tried to explain himself—poorly, she noted, she didn't really see why it was such a big deal. She had already absorbed souls herself before, using her bonecarver's quill. What did it matter if a soul she didn't know vanished? “Who’s Kidirge then?” she asked, changing the subject.

Pell tapped through the options, then paused. "No clue who Kidirge is. Definitely wasn’t one of the adventurers in my party. I guess one of them could’ve lied, but that seems pointless. Getting caught lying to the adventurer’s guild would get you kicked out, and nobody’s dumb enough to risk that," he mused.

Just as he was about to hit the option to absorb Kidirge’s soul, Enya interrupted. "Wait, shouldn’t we at least see who it is? What if it’s like… the original dungeon owner—Sable? Or maybe his assistant or something?" she suggested, curiosity roaming.

Pell hesitated. Swiping back, he returned to the list of options.


Select what you would like to do with [Soul of Kidirge x 1]:[Create Entity]
[Release Entity][Transfer Soul]
[Absorb Soul]


"It probably wouldn’t hurt to check," Pell muttered. With the core under their control, any entities they created would likely be bound by the dungeon’s rules and follow their commands. If Kidirge turned out to be unruly, they could always deal with it later. And, as annoying as it was to admit, the brat had a good point.

If Kidirge’s soul belonged to a previous inhabitant of the dungeon, perhaps they’d have knowledge of where the vast treasures were hidden. Pell glanced around the room, taking in the chaotic mess of rubble, stone, and dirt. It was dark, the only illumination coming from the core and the faint glow of his and Enya’s eyes. He shuddered, realizing that they now shared matching glowing eyes—quite the bizarre connection.

Clearing out and repairing the entire room would be a hassle. It’d probably consume all the mana they had just to make a dent in the mess. But if they could pinpoint specific locations for the treasures, they could save a lot of time and energy. The real question, however, was what vessel Kidirge’s soul would inhabit. Pell's own soul returned to his skull, but what if Kidirge's body was destroyed or buried under rubble on the first floor?

As he pondered, an idea struck him, quick and sharp like a dagger. “Hey, brat, how many summons do you have right now?” he asked, his voice laced with optimism.

Enya, who was busy trying to untangle her disheveled hair—now partly soaked in blood—looked up. “Uh… I think… zero…” Her tone turned melancholic. “They all died…”

“Ahem…” Pell coughed to clear his throat. “Say, you still have that new soul energy thing, right? Can you create a new skeleton right now?”

Enya shook her head, her expression filled with disappointment. “No. I need a bone to make a new skeleton. Using 40 points to make one seems really wasteful. And I can’t use yours either since you were reanimated by the dungeon.”

The flames within Pell’s skull flickered with excitement. “Then… what if we just summon another skeleton here? The core lets us summon any of the dungeon monsters currently stored within it, to any area. We can stash this guy’s soul in a random skeleton,” he suggested.

With a slight tilt of her head, Enya gazed up at the shattered ceiling, pondering the idea. The ‘transfer’ option inside the dungeon core allowed her to move a soul to a new host body. If she couldn’t create one right now, using one of the skeletons already in the dungeon could work just as well. After all, she had just stored one away; surely, she could retrieve it.

“I think that might work?” Enya said, her uncertainty mingling with eagerness to test out the theory.

“Alright. You summon the skeleton, and I’ll transfer his soul over. All the monsters inside a dungeon are under the owner’s control, so we shouldn’t have to worry about the skeleton or Kidirge turning on us.”

With a simple nod, Enya flicked her status screen up and navigated to the entity summon list.

“Ready?” Pell asked, his voice full of anticipation.

“Mhm,” Enya replied, her finger hovering over the create entity option.

“Alright, go ahead,” Pell urged.

With that, Enya summoned the skeleton. At the same time, Pell executed the transfer of Kidirge’s soul to the newly created skeleton entity, once the system notified him that an eligible host had appeared.


Entity: [Skeletal Noble Knight x 1] has been summoned to Floor 6.

Entity: [Soul of Kidirge] has been placed inside of [Skeleton Noble Knight].


After confirming his side of things, Pell lifted his palm off the core and turned around to meet the new skeleton.

“Alright, Kidirge, tell us where—HOLY SHIT!” he screamed, falling back on his behind, voice echoing off the darkened walls as he found himself staring at the towering, imposing form of the reinforced skeletal noble knight, who’s purple-soul flames stared straight back at him.


            

    
        Chapter 48: Journey to the Surface

    
    
    
    
                Pell sat there, flat on his ass, completely frozen stiff. Every bone in his body locked up, his jaw hanging open in shock. His soul flames tightened into tiny, flickering specks as he stared up at the monstrous skeleton towering above him.

It was an absolute monster—in every sense of the word. The creature’s bones were covered in thick, calcified layers, giving it an unnatural bulk and an intimidating presence. Where a normal skeleton might have two bones in its forearm, this one had four, each the size of a femur. It stood roughly a skull and a half taller than Pell—maybe not the tallest being he'd ever encountered, but certainly one of the most menacing. In its hands, it wielded a massive sword made entirely of bone and a multilayered white shield.

The noble skeletal knight loomed over Pell, who remained frozen in terror, sprawled on the ground. The purple flames flickered in the knight’s eye sockets for a brief moment, then it took a step toward him.

Pell flinched as the massive, armored skeleton advanced. Panic immediately set in. "Don’t you dare! I’ll—I’ll blow up! I’m warning you!" he screamed, voice cracking.

The knight ignored his outburst, taking another heavy step forward. Its bony hand reached down, wrapping around Pell's skeletal hand.

Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit, Pell cursed internally. He had just been revived—was he really about to die again so soon? Dungeon monsters weren’t supposed to be hostile toward the owner, but Pell wasn’t the owner. He was merely an admin with access to the core, and that small technicality meant the dungeon’s protective measures might not apply to him. The realization sent a cold, eerie chill through his already cold bones.

Before Pell could make any desperate, yet pathetic, attempt at self-preservation, the skeletal knight pulled his arm, hoisting him upright. Pell stood face to face with the knight, barely an arm’s length away, completely frozen, waiting to see what it would do next.

Nothing happened.

The noble skeleton knight, having pulled Pell to his feet, immediately released his hand. Without a word, it turned its back on him and lumbered over to a large, half-shattered stone slab lying on the ground. Dusting it off with a slow, deliberate motion, the knight turned and sat down, now facing both Enya and Pell.

“Wh-what?” Pell stammered after a few moments of confused silence.

Enya, standing on the left side of the room, paid no attention to Pell’s earlier shouts of distress. In contrast, her eyes became narrow as she examined the skeleton knight known as ‘Kidirge.’ Her gaze lingered on the resting knight, and for a brief second, her eyes flickered yellow. It was all that she needed to figure it out.

“Mr… Mr. Bones?” Enya asked hesitantly.

The skeletal knight, sitting still until now, shifted its head toward her. His soul flames vanished completely, leaving his skull hollow and filled with pure darkness. He confirmed Enya’s suspicion with a single, slow nod.
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“Well, count my coins! I can’t believe it’s you!” Pell exclaimed, slapping his bony hand onto Mr. Bones’ massive shoulder with a loud clang, like stone against stone, mixed with a gritty sound. “I always knew there was something off about you!”

Enya walked up to the skeleton knight. It felt strange seeing the towering monster, once an unstoppable force of destruction that had easily batted away her minions, now housing the soul of Mr. Bones—the same Mr. Bones she had lost in an attempt to save Pell.

"Is... that really you, Mr. Bones?" she asked again, her voice softer this time.

The skeleton knight gave another simple nod, confirming it.

Enya squinted, still uncertain. “Then... if that’s really you, then... uh, do something only Mr. Bones would do.”

The knight raised his arm, pointing a finger at her and gesturing for her to come closer. Hesitant but curious, Enya complied, stepping within arm's reach. As she drew near, the giant skeleton extended his finger toward her face. Enya flinched, unsure of what to expect, but when the bony finger gently poked her cheek, her eyes widened in realization.

“It is you!” Enya exclaimed, jumping forward and hugging the massive skeletal knight. The hug was awkward, given the knight’s size and its sitting position, but Enya didn’t care. She squeezed him as tightly as she could.

Mr. Bones responded by moving his arm back and giving her a few light pats on the head.

"Say, can you speak?" Pell asked, completely unbothered by Enya’s outburst.

Mr. Bones turned his hollow-eyed skull toward Pell and shook his head.

Pell sighed. “For some reason, I figured you were going to say that.”

Enya loosened her hug and looked up at Mr. Bones. “I’m... I’m sorry for getting you killed, Mr. Bones. I didn’t—” Before she could finish, Mr. Bones gently shook his head and placed his hand back on her head, giving a few comforting pats. Enya stopped mid-apology, a small smile forming on her face as she hugged him again, comforted by his silent forgiveness.
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"Over here?" Pell called out, watching as the pile of rocks and rubble before him disintegrated and vanished. The system panel for the dungeon core was open in front of him. With the access granted to him, he could now make edits using the core’s restructure option. This was how he and Enya were going to escape—by creating a straight staircase to the surface, or at least to one of the upper floors, and walking out from there.

But before they left, Pell had one last goal in mind. He wasn’t about to leave empty-handed after four years of imprisonment inside the dungeon. He wanted loot—something to make all of this worth it.

As the large slabs of stone and dirt cleared away, they revealed a small pathway leading deeper into the chamber. Kidirge—now Mr. Bones—seemed to know exactly where the dungeon’s hidden loot was, for reasons that were unknown. Enya had caught a glimpse of something in this part of the room earlier but had been too focused on the dungeon core to investigate further. Now, it seemed they were about to discover what treasures the dungeon had to offer.

The three of them stood before a wall adorned with intricate engravings, winding designs that almost seemed alive. With just a thought, the wall vanished, revealing a small room with a porcelain-crafted table. The table itself was sleek, a polished white surface etched with delicate patterns of twisting flowers, but that wasn’t what drew their attention—it was what lay on top.

Pell entered the room first, followed by Enya, and Mr. Bones trailing behind, his massive form making the space feel smaller. Pell’s gaze landed on several items displayed on the table’s surface: an amulet, a crystal-shaped container, a black key shaped like a bone, a neatly folded cloth, and a black lantern.

“What are these?” Enya asked, curiosity bubbling in her voice as she tiptoed to get a better view, gripping the edge of the table for balance. Unfortunately, Enya was really short.

“Dunno,” Pell answered, reaching out to pick up the amulet. It was a circular piece, hanging from a worn, shabby chain. In the center, a red amber gem, spiked and cross-shaped, gleamed faintly under the dim light.

He considered using his identify skill, but weighed the situation. This dungeon had been tough—thanks in large part due to the demon rat that had terrorized the fifth floor. The noble skeletal knight, now Mr. Bones, was far more formidable, but Pell wasn’t certain if the loot here matched that level of difficulty. By his judgment, the items on the table were probably decent—gold-tier, F-rank at best. Unlike Enya’s extraordinary platinum-tier dress, not everything in the second layer was absurdly powerful. The rebound talisman he had was merely a fluke of a find.

Still, there was always the chance that one of these items held something more valuable than it appeared.

After a brief internal debate, Pell decided not to use his identify skill on the items. It wasn’t about risking his mana in possible burnout—no; he needed all the points to carve a tunnel and get them out of the dungeon. Evaluating loot could wait.

He clutched the amulet in his bony hand and opened his subspace inventory, shoving the amulet inside. The crystal container, black bone key, and lantern soon followed. It was a tight fit, especially with the awkwardly shaped lantern, but he eventually managed to secure everything. His inventory was completely packed, making it hard for even a single additional coin to fit.

As for the folded cloth, it obviously wouldn’t fit alongside the other items. Pell sighed and unfolded it, revealing a plain black cloak. Nothing about it seemed special, though it had likely been stashed here for some purpose. Whether it was magical or just a mundane item, he figured it was worth holding onto.

“You look nice,” Enya commented, eyeing Pell now draped in the cloak.

"Oh, shut it," he scoffed, brushing off her remark.

“Was this everything?” Enya asked, looking at the table curiously.

Pell glanced over at Mr. Bones, who returned the look with a small nod. “Should be,” Pell confirmed.

Enya's gaze lingered on the beautifully engraved table. "What about the table? It's really pretty."

A groan escaped Pell. “How the hell am I supposed to carry a table? My inventory’s full, and it won’t fit in the tunnel when we head up. And don’t even think about asking Mr. Bones—it's too big for him to carry all the way up."

Enya pouted, but Pell stood firm. "We’re here for loot, not furniture."

“But it’s really pretty…” Enya mumbled, her eyes still glued to the intricately carved table.

Pell’s soul flames flickered with exasperation. “Come on. Let’s get out of this damn dungeon already.” With a huff, he turned and marched off, Mr. Bones following closely. Enya reluctantly trailed behind, stealing one last glance at the flowered designs on the table before resigning herself to leave it behind.
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Outside, the forest was alive with the melody of chirping birds and the gentle rustle of autumn leaves. The vibrant colors of the season painted the trees, and small animals darted between the trunks, enjoying the peacefulness of the day. High on a branch, two birds—a blue-and-white male and his smaller companion—snuggled together, basking in the warm breeze. They chirped contentedly, lost in their own little world.

CRRrrRrRRK!!

The ground trembled, splitting open as dirt and debris erupted from below. The rumbling grew louder, drowning out the peaceful sounds of the forest. As the earth shifted beneath, the surrounding trees quivered, their leaves rustling in response to the vibrations.

Spooked by the sudden change, the birds panicked. The female bird took off immediately, wings flapping frantically. The male, startled, followed suit but wasn’t as lucky. It flew straight into a branch with a solid thud, the impact rattling its tiny birdbrain. Dazed, the poor thing plummeted back down to the branch, landing flat on its back, unconscious, while its partner flew off into the distance, without a single glance or chirp back.

"Fucking finally. Actual goddamn sunlight!" Pell's raspy, dry voice echoed out from the hole as he emerged first from the tunnel, followed closely by Enya and Mr. Bones.

"Woah, it's..." Enya raised her arm to shield her eyes. "So bright up here..." she muttered, squinting against the overwhelming sunlight. After spending so long in the dungeon’s gloom, with only flickering torchlight and glowing altars in the study, the sudden flood of brightness was almost too much. She looked up, trying to trace the light to its source.

High above her, a brilliant yellow orb—the sun—blazed down, bathing the forest in light. Enya’s eyes widened as she stared directly at it, her vision quickly blurring. The world seemed to swim.

"So, how is it, brat? You finally made it to the sur—" Pell started, turning to gauge her reaction, only to freeze mid-sentence. "Hey! Don't stare at the damn sun!" he barked, rushing over. He grabbed her head and forced it down. "Are you trying to go blind?!"

Startled, Enya struggled briefly before looking up at him with a dazed expression. "You’ve got some weird black spots floating around you..." she mumbled, blinking rapidly.

Pell stared at her, dumbfounded, before slapping a skeletal hand over his face. "Don't. Stare. At the sun," he grumbled, his voice muffled behind his palm.

Mr. Bones approached, his towering and imposing figure casting a long shadow over Pell and Enya. In his hands, he carried the murky sphere that was the dungeon core, its faint glow a stark contrast to the sunlit forest. Pell stared up at him, still trying to wrap his head around the change. The once meek, nearly invisible Mr. Bones was now this large, imposing skeletal knight, capable of snapping him in half without effort.

“What’s going to happen to the dungeon? Are we even allowed to take the dungeon core?” Enya asked, rubbing her eyes, still adjusting to the daylight.

“The dungeon will probably either revert back to normal or collapse in on itself. It’ll be like it never existed. But as long as we have the core, Mr. Bones here will stay under your control. I think,” Pell replied with a shrug, not sounding entirely confident.

Enya hummed in acknowledgment, pondering. “Then… where are we—hey! What’s that!” she suddenly shouted, cutting herself off mid-sentence. Her finger shot out, pointing towards a bush about a couple dozen meters away.

Both Pell and Mr. Bones followed her gaze. There, near the bush, were two small squirrels locked in an intense tug-of-war over a walnut. The squirrel on the right pulled with all its might, trying to pry the walnut from its opponent. But before it could succeed, the squirrel on the left stuffed the entire walnut into its mouth in one swift motion. Its cheeks bulged comically, the shape of the walnut almost perfectly outlined through its fur.

Pell tilted his head, staring at the little scene in confusion, while Enya watched in wide-eyed fascination. Mr. Bones, as ever, stood by silently, seemingly uninterested.

“Hey brat… isn’t that…” As Pell started speaking, his words gradually faded as he realized what the scene represented, and silently answered his own question within his mind.

“Yeah… that is… what I saw in my vision. About two months ago,” Enya said slowly.


            

    
        Chapter 49: Realizations over the Campfire.

    
    
    
    
                Leaves crunched beneath the steps of two skeletons and the small shoes of a girl. The forest around them was a vibrant, lush green, its air fresh and pure, free from the decay and dust of the dungeon they had just left. For Enya, it was a welcome change—a pleasant sensation, one she hadn’t ever felt before.

As they wandered, small squirrels scurried up trees, and birds fluttered away at the sight of the trio. Most of the creatures were startled simply by the presence of Mr. Bones, whose imposing form was enough to scare away anything with a brain. Even the small boars and predators lurking within the forest scattered at the sound of his heavy, armored steps.

“What’s that?” Enya asked, her voice brimming with childlike curiosity.

They had been walking for roughly ten minutes. Pell, despite it being four years since he last navigated the forest, still recalled enough to lead them toward the nearest road—or so he hoped. Worst case, they’d end up off track by a few degrees and have to adjust, but for now, they kept moving forward.

“That’s an apple,” Pell responded, his tone flat. It was the fifteenth question she had asked since they started. Enya had been pointing out anything she didn’t recognize, and Pell found himself explaining everything from boars to birds, and now, apples.

Enya's small shoes scuffed against the dirt as she sped up, moving ahead of Pell. She veered off to the side, plucking a small flower from the grass. “What’s this? It’s pretty,” she said, holding it up for him to see.

Pell spared the briefest of glances. “That’s a lily. Just a normal flower,” he deadpanned.

Enya stared at the delicate white bloom in her hand. She remembered reading stories where characters gave flowers to people they liked. It made sense now, seeing how beautiful it was in person. With a small smile, she held the lily in her hand and continued walking beside the others, a little more spring in her step.

The late afternoon sun was still shining when they emerged from the dungeon, casting long golden rays through the trees. It was just enough light for them to travel safely through the forest. Hours passed in near silence, save for Enya’s various inquiries—but they made good time, much to Pell’s surprise. He had expected at least a few monster attacks, but the forest remained quiet, likely due to Mr. Bones’ intimidating presence. Even he would stay clear of a skeletal knight who looked capable of leveling a tree with a single swing. Though, he wondered if there had been any monsters the first time he traveled here.

“Pelllllllll~,” Enya’s voice cut through the quiet. “I’m hungryyyyyy…” Her backpack had been crushed by a fallen rock back in the dungeon, and everything inside—food, potions, even the cans—had been ruined, either punctured or soaked in potion liquid. None of it was salvageable, and she hadn’t eaten for a while.

Pell halted, glancing toward Mr. Bones. “Toss me the dungeon core—no, wait, don’t actually toss—oh, never mind.” With a sigh, he walked over and lifted the core out of the skeleton’s hands. “Go hunt something for the brat, will ya?” Pell instructed.

Mr. Bones gave a solid nod and wordlessly lumbered ahead, disappearing into the thick brush beyond the trees. Pell looked up at the sky, now a deepening orange. Dusk was already falling, and the shadows of the forest stretched like dark tendrils wrapping around them. It wasn’t ideal to camp out without supplies, but they had little choice in the matter.

Pell turned back to Enya. “Alright, we’re stopping for the night. I don’t like it, but we’ll have to camp here until Mr. Bones comes back with some food—hopefully boar or rabbit,” he said. His tone was resigned, but he knew they had to make do with what they had. The night was coming, and the forest felt much more dangerous in the dark.

"Okayyyyy," Enya chimed with a playful grin, finally stopping her skipping. The last few hours had been filled with wonder for her, seeing so many things she had only ever read about in Pell's novels. Each new sight was like a little treasure: trees taller than she imagined, birds flitting between branches, even the crunch of leaves beneath seemed magical to her.

Squirrels, though—those she'd seen before. Her Visions Past skill had shown her what they looked like, in a strange, mesmerizing vision of the future, despite the name. It was odd, really. The skill seemed like it was supposed to show the past, but time and time again, it had predicted events that hadn't happened yet. And whatever it showed her always came true. Like the squirrels fighting over that walnut—she'd seen it over a month ago, and the moment she stepped out of the dungeon, there it was, happening exactly as she'd foreseen. The same way she had seen Pell's death from the demon rat. No matter what, the visions always came to pass. It was unsettling. Almost inevitable.

Enya absentmindedly twirled the lily she’d plucked earlier between her fingers. It was a beautiful white, though she could see now that it was wilting, its once vibrant petals curling inward. She briefly entertained the idea of summoning it back as a skeleton lily—something she'd suggested earlier, only for Pell to call it "the stupidest waste of mana ever, even if it worked." Still, she liked the thought of it, a little undead flower.

With a small sigh, Enya found a patch of soft ground by the edge of a clearing and sat down, resting her back against a tree. The fading daylight reminded her of the dungeon, of the constant darkness and the oppressive staleness of the air down there. But now, for the first time, she could feel the world Pell had always talked about. The life outside the dungeon—the colors, the smells, the air, fresh and full of life.

“So… what’s the plan, Pell?” she asked, her voice gaining a spark of excitement. "You said we’re heading to a road, then an outpost, right? What happens after that? Are we going to a city? Oh! Can it be a city with a castle?" Her words tumbled out in a mix of curiosity and enthusiasm, her imagination already running wild with possibilities.

Leaves and twigs snapped on the ground as Pell trudged forward, a look of conflict pulling at his skeletal features. What should have been a simple question from the little brat had turned into something surprisingly hard to answer.

He glanced at her—sitting on the ground, her smile wide and innocent, completely oblivious to the weight of what she’d just asked. She was only a kid, yet she'd managed to survive a dungeon alone for over a month. Everything Pell planned to do was still in his mind, but it was a path filled with boredom, and possible shady dealings—certainly not something a noble girl of her stature should be dragged into.

“If there is a castle… can I do a trial by combat? If I kill the king, can I become king? No… queen? Can a queen become a princess? A prince might be cool too…” Enya mused out loud, her eyes sparkling with mischief.

Maybe not that innocent, Pell thought with a grimace. There was something undeniably off about her, and he had to admit some of that was his fault. The dungeon had done its share of warping her, but most of it? That was on him. Somehow, he had turned this once-naive girl into someone who was perfectly fine with killing—so long as the thing wasn’t "cute" or "pretty." And especially if it meant she could gain that weird soul energy of hers. Earlier, she'd casually suggested killing an ugly bird just because it reminded her of the demon rat. He could only groan, wondering if that was normal.

“Alright, brat," Pell started, his voice firm, though softened by resignation. "It’s probably a good time to have a talk about all this while... Kidirge is out hunting for food." Mr. Bones might still be his nickname, but now that Pell knew his real name, he figured he should use it once in a while. Felt more respectful that way.

Enya snapped out of her daydreaming and looked up at Pell, who had settled down beside the same tree. “Talk about what? Becoming a king? Oh! You can be the treasurer! And I’ll be both the king and the queen,” she said, her voice bubbling with whimsy.

Pell stared at her for a moment, then buried his face in his hands. What had he gotten himself into?

“No, brat. I’m not talking about some make-believe royal succession,” Pell groaned, rubbing his skull in frustration. “I’m talking about you traveling with me.” He slid down the tree’s rough bark, coming to rest on the ground with his legs fully stretched out. This conversation had been hanging over him ever since he cooked up the plan to use Enya as his ticket out of the dungeon. But things had shifted—drastically. Now, they weren’t just allies of convenience anymore. They were… well, something else. At least, he hoped they were on good terms. He wasn’t exactly sure what she thought about it all.

“Traveling with you?” Enya blinked, clearly confused.

Pell sighed, steeling himself. “You… read my note, didn’t you?”

The air between them changed instantly, the lightheartedness vanishing like mist. Enya’s eyes flickered, and her small frame seemed to tense as reluctance crept over her.

“Y-yeah… I did,” she whispered. Her voice was soft, almost hesitant. That note—Pell’s confession—had caught her off guard. At the time, she had been too exhausted to process it fully. But Custodian had brought it up, and all the feelings she had tried to push down came rushing back, stirring emotions she wasn’t sure how to handle.

Pell tilted his head back, staring up at the dimming sky as the last traces of sunlight faded into twilight. The forest, once alive with sounds, had grown eerily still. No more birds singing, no rustling in the underbrush. Just the low hum of crickets and the occasional breeze that swirled around them, wrapping them in its cool, whispering embrace. At least, what he could only assume was cool—he could no longer feel coldness, or warmth.

“I—I’m sorry, br—Enya. I—” Pell’s voice cracked slightly, the words failing him.

“It’s okay, Pell,” Enya’s gentle voice came from beside the tree, quiet, but full of understanding.

Those three simple words stopped him in his tracks. Something deep inside him stirred—something he couldn’t quite put into words. It was almost as though she had reached into his very soul. Those three powerful words… they shook him more than he cared to admit.

“I don’t blame you for anything, Pell,” Enya said, her voice steady, calm. “I know… you only wanted to leave the dungeon. I didn’t want to be there either. And… you just wanted to play a small prank, right? You needed help to get out, and I was the way to do that. I don’t think that’s wrong.” Her words flowed effortlessly, as if she had planned them in advance, ready for this moment.

Inside Pell’s skull, the flames burned tighter, more focused.

“It all worked out in the end, didn’t it?” Enya continued, a small smile tugging at her lips. “Nothing bad happened to us. Even Mr. Bones made it out! We all won. We didn’t lose anything.”

A silence settled between them as the wind whispered through the leaves, carrying her words off into the fading light. Pell remained silent, staring up at the sky now washed in hues of orange and purple. The stillness pressed in, thick and uncomfortable.

Damn it, Pell, he thought to himself, his fingers curling into fists.

“No, Enya,” Pell finally spoke, his voice low. “I think… we did lose something.”

What are you doing? his mind screamed, but the words were already spilling out.

“I think I lost something,” he said again, the weight of his admission heavier this time. “I lost your trust, kid.”

The words hung in the air, the sound of crickets and night creatures slowly taking over as the forest darkened. Pell sat motionless, the silence between them feeling more oppressive than any noise. He couldn’t bring himself to even glance at her.

“You read the note, so you already know why I did what I did. Hell, maybe you even understand it. Maybe you’d have done the same if the roles were reversed. But listen… I ain’t no thug, and I ain’t no criminal. At least, not anymore. I might’ve been once. Life was hard, growing up without a family, knowing you were abandoned the second you could think, and kicked off into a place where you are alone.”

A dry, bitter chuckle left his skull, his voice tinged with both regret and self-loathing. “Funny, huh? In a way, we’re not all that different. But the thing is, brat, I ain’t a kid. Not anymore. Growing up taught me some hard truths. No one’s looking out for you. There’s always an enemy around the corner, a bandit hiding behind the carriage, and a damn noble with their fat nose in your business.” His words were harsh, but there was an honesty to them, a weight that only someone who had lived through it could carry. “Ah… not talking about you, by the way.”

Above them, the clouds had cleared, leaving the moon to flood the forest with its pale glow. Pell’s shadow blended into the darkness beneath the tree, merging with the tangled web of shadows cast by the leaves. He seemed to disappear into the night, a figure swallowed by the ever-growing dark.

“You, though,” Pell continued, voice softer now, “you’re different from me. You’re a noble. Probably from the enchanted realm or some fancy place like that. Places I’d never even dream of. My life’s about scraping by, collecting gold, paying off that slob back in the first layer, just to help Elara crawl outta debt. That’s it. Simple. It ain’t glorious, but I’d be fine with just that.” He glanced at the forest, its wild beauty shrouded in the night, as if he could fade away just as easily as the light.

“I don’t know how you ended up in that dungeon, and I sure as hell don’t know why. But if you’ve got a family out there, they’d probably want you back. If they loved you, they’d be looking for you. But…” Pell hesitated, feeling the weight of what he was about to say.

“But if, somehow, you’re like me… if there’s nothing for you to go back to, no one waiting for you, then…” His words faltered, the gravity of his offer hanging in the air between them. “Then, you can tag along with me, I guess. I ain’t no saint, and I sure ain’t cut out to be anyone’s caretaker. But the one thing I’m not—” He paused, gathering his thoughts. “I’m not someone who doesn’t pay his debts.”

Pell’s voice grew quieter, almost thoughtful. “You saved me, kid. Gave me a third shot at life. And… at helping Elara. I…” His words drifted again, as if the admission was almost too much to say aloud. For a long moment, the forest was filled with only the soft sounds of night, nothing else interrupted the silence.

Finally, Pell spoke, the weight of the truth settling into his voice. "I owe you, Enya. And I always pay my debts."

The flames within his skull flickered wildly. "I'm sorry, alright? You’ve done more for me than I could ever repay, not in a timely manner, that is. If you need someone to rely on, I’ll do everything I can to have your back. I’m not much—just a cranky, foul-mouthed, skeleton merchant. But the one thing I’m good at is understanding people. And kid, you didn’t deserve any of this,” Pell said, his voice softer than usual.

He paused, as if weighing his next words carefully. “I’m still going to try and save Elara. That won’t change. But if you want to come along and help me, you’re welcome to. If you’ve got nowhere else to go. And if you want to go back to your family, whether they loved you or abandoned you—then I’ll help with that too. We’ll part ways when we get there.” His words hung in the air, carrying a heavy finality. The forest had grown darker, the moon now high in the sky.

He sat in silence, waiting for her response, the weight of vulnerability pressing down on him. He had never opened up like this—not to Elara, and not even to Melly, his old caretaker and Elara’s mother. She was the reason he survived his childhood, but even then, he never allowed himself to be this exposed.

Minutes ticked by, the silence thickening until a soft rustle broke the stillness. Pell tensed for a moment, but he recognized the sound of familiar bony steps. Kidirge—Mr. Bones—emerged from the underbrush, a large boar slung over his back.

“You’re finally back, you bonehead,” Pell muttered, pushing himself to his feet, his joints creaking. He glanced at Enya, who had remained quiet the entire time. Maybe she didn’t have an answer for him yet. Or maybe she didn’t fully understand what he was saying.

As he stepped closer, Pell’s eyes narrowed. Enya was slumped against the tree, her eyes closed.

You’re fucking kidding me, Pell thought. All of that sappy shit and she had the audacity to—

A loud rumble erupted from Enya’s stomach, cutting through the silence and even drowning out Kidirge’s clattering bones. Pell watched as her eyelids twitched open just a crack, before shutting tightly again.

Pell groaned. The little gremlin was actually fake-sleeping.

“You know you snore when you sleep, right?”


            

    
        Chapter 50: Common Sense Carriage

    
    
    
    
                The three of them sat in a rough circle, perched on tree logs Mr. Bones had dragged over. In the center, a small fire crackled, its orange embers flickering as it burned through the dry mulch and twigs Pell had gathered. He knew how to start a fire—it was a skill every traveling merchant needed to master.

Pell sat on his own log, while Enya shared hers with Mr. Bones, both of them opposite him. Enya, with a stick of roasted boar in hand, was tearing into the meat as if it would disappear if she didn’t eat it all.

“Woah, thish ish rwehlly gud,” Enya mumbled, her words muffled by the mouthful of boar meat. It was the first real food she’d had in what felt like ages—certainly a step up from the bland, preserved cans of rabbit meat she had been surviving on in the dungeon.

Pell grimaced. “Don’t talk with your mouth full, brat. It’s rude,” he said, keeping his gaze on the fire. Food didn’t matter much to him or Mr. Bones. Both he and Mr. Bones were undead, and didn’t have working stomachs. Food was simply unnecessary for them. The only thing they did need was rest every so often.

His eyes flicked to Mr. Bones. I’ve seen him sit down and take a break, but… I’ve never seen him sleep, Pell mused to himself.

“Hey, Mr. Bones,” Pell called out, breaking the quiet air, aside from Enya’s munching. The skeleton, who had been watching the flames dance, turned his head slightly toward Pell.

“What exactly should we call you? Your name’s Kidirge, apparently. But I gave you the nickname Mr. Bones back when I met you in the dungeon. Which one do you prefer?” Pell asked, his curiosity genuine. It would be easier if he knew what to call the skeleton, instead of switching between names without a clue which one fit better.

With a simple raise of his bony index finger, Mr. Bones indicated his preference.

“So, Kidirge then. Good enough for me,” Pell said with a shrug.

“Chan I shtill call you Mr. Bonsh?” Enya mumbled, her mouth still packed with food.

Pell groaned and slapped his skull with his palm. The skeleton beside her merely shrugged, seemingly indifferent to the name Mr. Bones, though he clearly preferred Kidirge.
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After finishing their late dinner, the three of them settled in for the night. There was no point in traveling until morning when they had the light to guide them.

Enya was busy fluffing up her makeshift pillow—a bunch of leaves she'd gathered to cushion her head. It wasn’t much, but it would keep her somewhat comfortable against the hard ground.

Mr. Bones, or Kidirge, positioned himself against a large tree, his ever-watchful eye sockets aimed at Enya. To his left sat his bone buckler, and his right hand loosely gripped his oversized calcified sword, ready to react if any unexpected guests or wild animals decided to disturb them during the night.

Meanwhile, Pell knelt by the dying embers of the fire, tossing in a few more sticks in hopes it would last through the night. Satisfied, he stood up and made his way over to the tree Enya was sleeping by. She was already curled up on her side, her head resting on the bundle of leaves.

"You... don’t have to give me an answer right now, kid. But, I will need it once we get to a town. You’ve gotta decide if you wanna keep traveling with me, or if we should try to find a way to contact your family, if we even can," Pell said.

He glanced at the girl, noticing that the night air had begun to grow chilly. The campfire wouldn’t be enough to fend off the cold for long, and her thin dress barely covered her shoulders. He could see the slight tremor of shivers running through her.

Without a second thought, Pell unwrapped his black cloak—the one he’d looted from the reward room. He bent down and gently draped it over her small frame. She was probably still awake; he wasn’t kidding when he said she snored while sleeping. She really did.

Satisfied, Pell moved over to a nearby tree and sat down, pressing his back against the rough bark. His soul flames dimmed to a soft glow as he settled into a state of rest. It wasn’t exactly sleep, but more of a passive, inactive awareness. He could still sense his surroundings, unlike those who slept deeply.

After a quiet minute, Enya’s voice broke the stillness.

"I think... I want to see where my family is. I want to see them. But... maybe I can do that after helping you, Pell. But don’t get me wrong, Pell, it’s not like I like you or anything. Humph! I just want to help Mara or something. And after that, I can go see my family," she murmured softly.

One of Pell’s soul flames flickered slightly, as if raising an eyebrow in a quizzical, skeptical expression. After a brief pause, he chuckled. The little brat was quoting a line straight out of one of his novels. She probably didn’t even realize what kind of cliché she was mimicking.

"Her name’s Elara. Not Mara," Pell corrected. His soul flames dimmed again, content with the answer he’d gotten. There wasn’t much left to say about the subject. If she truly wanted to stick around, so be it. Dungeon exploring was the most dangerous thing he’d ever done—his usual life was nothing more than trading and selling, a perfectly boring existence. Well, except for those shady black-market deals. At least she didn’t want to join the Paragon of War or become an adventurer.
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Morning crept in, and Pell snuffed out the dying embers by kicking away the remaining sticks. The sound stirred Enya awake, and she stretched with a groan. The food outside the dungeon may have been better, but sleeping on hard ground still left her with stiff muscles and an aching body.

She rubbed her eyes, and stood up, clutching at the large cloak Pell had given her. Her eyes looked forward, and she noticed that he was already up, and was just finishing extinguishing the fire. She walked over to him.

Turning around, Pell noticed that Enya had just woken up.

“Uh… good morning,” she said. “Here’s your cloak back. Thank you.”

Pell reached forward and grabbed the cloak from her hands. She walked back to her leaf bundle and began dispersing the leaves, all while still yawning. Pell shrugged. He spun the cloak around his shoulders and wore it once again until he noticed something off.

Argh… she fucking drooled all over it, he thought.
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The three of them marched through the forest, the morning just as peaceful as the day before. Even during the night, no creatures or animals had disturbed them—not that it would have mattered with their towering skeleton companion on watch. And no, that wasn’t Pell.

After an hour of walking, it felt like more of the same. Enya darted around, curiosity unrelenting, asking about everything she saw. Pell, groaning at every new question, but still answering her despite his visible annoyance.

They paused at a small creek running through the woods. Enya knelt down and took a few gulps of water. Pell squinted at it—it looked clean enough. Besides, better to risk a little sickness than let the brat die of thirst.

“Hey, Pell, what’s that bird?” Enya asked, pointing upward.

“Goddamnit, I already told you, I can’t tell the difference between birds! There’s like a billion species!” Pell snapped.

“But that bird is all black. Is it a common one?”

Pell’s soul flames flickered with frustration. “What do you mean, all—" His words stopped short as he looked up, his gaze catching something in the sky ahead.

Black specks. A flock of entirely black birds, circling chaotically above the forest. Even from a distance, their dark, swarming shapes stood out against the blue sky, unmistakable in their eerie movement.

Suddenly, a faint echo reached their ears—the sound of clashing metal and raised voices. It was unmistakably a battle, one involving people, or at least, humanoid creatures.

“The road should be right around where those ravens are flying…” Pell muttered, rubbing his bony chin thoughtfully.

“Ravens? Those birds are ravens? And what’s with the shouting?” Enya asked, stepping closer to him.

Pell glanced down at her. A thought crossed his mind. “Don’t you have a skill that lets you spy on people from, like, 500 meters away?” he said, raising an eyebrow.

Enya looked up, locking eyes with his soul flames. “Oh.” She blinked a couple of times, then added after a beat, “I do.”

Without further hesitation, she turned her attention to the distant clashing sounds, her focus sharpening. Closing her eyes briefly, she concentrated, then flicked them open again, revealing a bright yellow glow.

A spherical sensory field formed around her, an invisible bubble of awareness that only she could see and feel. With a mental nudge, the sphere morphed into a streamlined pillar, like a bone spear shooting forward. It sped through the trees in a zigzagging pattern, cutting through branches and the underbrush. Within seconds, her senses reached a clearing.

Before her, in this sensory projection, was a paved path, a single, long narrow strip of packed earth, worn but firm. Soft green grasses grew along its edges, while the center had been worn by the frequent steps of animals or travelers, smoothing out the grass into coarse dirt. The trail, though noticeably different in color from the grassy ground, blended into the forest as if it was a natural extension of its surroundings.

Clang! Clang!

The unmistakable sounds of metal clashing rang through Enya’s senses. As her vision expanded, the chaotic scene unfolded in the middle of the road. A large, wooden box with wheels—a carriage—lay broken. One of its sides had collapsed, and a wheel had rolled a few meters away. Bodies in white clothing, now stained with blood, were scattered around the wreckage. Five of them lay lifeless, their crimson blood pooling beneath them, spreading across the dirt like ink blotting paper.

Clang!

“Just give up already!” a deep, gravelly voice boomed through her projection. There was an air of impatience and arrogance in the tone, a voice confident that the battle’s outcome was already decided.

Clang!

Near the broken carriage, a group of figures in black, tight-fitted attire faced off against two men. The group had their mouths and jaws concealed by black masks, leaving only the rest of their face visible. The group was a stark contrast to the man leading them—a hulking figure with no mask upon his head. He faced forward, armed with a simple iron sword—one more pristine and intact than any Enya had seen before—and was locked into battle with another.

Opposite of him and the bandits, were two men. The first, larger and wearing leather wraps, was locked in fierce sword combat with the burly leader of the black-cladded group. Though strong and muscular, he was no match in size to his opponent. He moved with urgency, not only to survive, but also protect the man behind him.

The one being ‘protected,’ was a broad-shouldered man, with a thicker build, but not necessarily large. His brown tunic, finely stitched, was simple, and clean. A small beard graced his chin, with subtle hints of white intermingled throughout. He was standing by himself, weak and wry, with a determined but obviously scared expression upon his face. He desperately tried to maintain an air of strength and confidence, but the horrifying sight before him made it nearly impossible to do so.

What Enya could only assume was the leader of what she assumed to be bandits—had swung his sword down, only to be blocked by the guard’s sword. However, the instant their swords made contact, the bandit leader charged forward, and shoulder-slammed the man backwards, knocking him off balance, felling him to the ground. Before the man could stand back up, the bandit leader stabbed his sword straight down into the man’s chest. An inaudible gurgle-laden scream filled the air, and soon, Enya’s senses retracted, having seen enough.

“So? What’s going on?” Pell asked, noticing her skill had ended.

Enya frowned, her thoughts racing as she turned to Pell. "I think… there are bandits. They’re wearing black clothes and attacking someone. He looks like a merchant? It’s kind of like those scenes in the books, where people ambush merchants on the road, right?" Her curiosity crept into her tone as she tried to make sense of what she saw.

“A bandit attack? Out this far in the forest?” Pell repeated, sounding dumbfounded. He glanced ahead, eyeing the thick trees and underbrush as he began to think.

The forest they were in was vast but isolated, nestled on the outskirts of a country called Karemere. There was a road cutting through it, though rarely traveled due to the remoteness of the area.

Pell, having been trapped inside a dungeon for four of the last six years since ascending to the second layer, knew little about this region. He was aware that they were somewhere between the city of Talo and a small town—Baredin or Bardine, he couldn't quite remember the name. In any case, it was unusual for merchants to venture out this far, especially when they could opt for faster travel methods like flying services or teleport crystals. The journey by carriage would take nearly a month if he guessed right.

Pell rubbed the side of his skull as he pondered the situation. “What’s happening then? Are they still fighting?” he asked.

Enya shook her head. “No, I think the bandits are winning, or maybe they just won. There’s a lot of dead people on the ground, and an old guy that, I don’t think can fight.”

Pell thought it over. If the bandits had just won, they were likely looting the bodies right now. Given time, maybe thirty minutes or so, they’d probably be gone. Still, there was a risk—they could either wait it out or try to approach the road from a different angle. But if they guessed wrong and the bandits chose the same direction, they’d risk being caught off guard.

“Are we going to help them?” Enya asked suddenly, pulling Pell from his thoughts.

He turned to her, his soul flames flickering in surprise. “What?”

She tilted her head, her finger pointing between herself and the direction of the sounds. “Help? Us,” she clarified, “Them?”

“What the hell should we help them for?” Pell replied, mildly perplexed.

“Uh… It’s… the right thing to do?” she suggested, a slight blush creeping onto her cheeks.

Pell stared at her, utterly bemused. What was this brat going on about? They were supposed to rush in and help a merchant’s caravan that was probably already dead, given her description of the chaos?

“Why do you want to help them? Yesterday, you wanted to stab a bird because it looked ugly. You don’t seem like the ‘helping the innocent’ type,” Pell pointed out. This whole situation felt a bit cliché, too, but he couldn’t quite place why. Maybe he’d read too many garbage adventure novels.

“Well…” Enya murmured, embarrassment creeping in as she struggled to articulate her thoughts. After a moment of hesitation, she just let it out. “Well, my soul energy is a bit low now… I was hoping to get some more from them. Maybe a skeleton… or four?”

Pell sighed. That… made more sense. Though it was a bit unsettling—her train of thought, that is. “So, instead of ‘helping’ them, you rather just loot some energy from them and raise them as skeletons?” he asked.

Enya winced but nodded her head all the same.

“Just… to be sure. Who… are you talking about—harvesting… ugh,” Pell shuddered at the word. It felt awfully wrong for some reason. “The bandits, or the merchant caravan?”

“Well, there were already a lot of dead bodies on the ground, so them, I guess? We can kill the bandits too, I think,” she replied. “Maybe the merchant, too?”

Pell facepalmed himself. So instead of helping some innocent folk attacked by bandits, she wanted to loot their remains and might even join the bandits in offing the merchants. What the hell happened to her common sense?

“Why the hell do you want to kill the merchant? Shouldn’t you be saying something like, ‘We should help the innocent merchant by killing the bandits’ or something?” Pell inquired, incredulous.

“But I don’t know him,” she said, her brow furrowing as if it were the most logical answer in the world.

“Oh, well that makes sense. You don’t know him, so you might as well kill him since you get something from it.”

“Mhmm!” Enya preened, pleased that Pell understood.

Pell wore a defeated expression, like he was the only sane person left in the world, and glanced over at Kidirge for his opinion. Surprisingly, but somehow unsurprisingly, he simply shrugged and tapped his bone sword with his index finger, seemingly in agreement with Enya’s idea.

He could see himself suggesting such an idea—especially if the merchant was practically dead anyways, but somehow, even the little brat was now suggesting the idea. Either he fucked up somewhere, or she had vastly changed during her time alone in the dungeon. Surely, he hadn’t done that much to influence her. Did surviving by yourself really change someone that much?

Of course it did. He knew it first hand.

Pell sighed, both internally and externally. I think I know why people consider necromancers evil, he thought. I certainly didn't help either...


            

    
        Chapter 51: Good'ol Bandits

    
    
    
    
                “Y-y-you…” Orben’s panicked voice cracked as he found himself on the ground, scrambling backward through the gritty dirt.

What had been a peaceful caravan journey moments ago had twisted into a nightmare—a massacre unfolding in mere minutes. He had been chatting with Pelemor, one of the mercenaries he hired. But now, that same Pelemor lay dying, a blade plunged through his chest, his screams drowned by the blood filling his mouth.

“Y-you’re part of the Klamor b-b-bandits,” Orben stammered, his voice trembling with terror.

The burly man in front of him, just a few meters away, casually yanked the blood-soaked blade out of Pelemor’s chest. The sickening slosh of blood and severed tendons echoed down the dirt road. “What gave it away?” the man sneered, his voice dripping with sarcasm.

“Why?! All I’m trading is simple grain and wheat! There’s nothing valuable for you to take here! Why?” Orben shouted, desperation rising.

He wasn’t lying. His caravan carried nothing of significant worth. Wheat, vegetables, grains—basic supplies meant for Bardine, a small town on the outskirts of Karemere. Commissioned by a city official in Talo, Orben had been tasked with delivering much-needed aid. Bardine, a coastal port city, relied heavily on fish for sustenance, but crops like rice, wheat, and other grains were scarce. Despite being by the ocean, the town’s soil was poor, unfit for farming. There was no grand treasure to plunder here—only food for people in need.

"Too bad for you, I guess," the bandit leader said with a wry chuckle, his tone disturbingly casual. It was clear he didn’t care in the slightest. His nonchalant demeanor made the slaughter seem like just another part of his day—hardly a task worth noticing. "We saw a caravan with some guards, so… why not? You lose your lives, and we lose a few minutes of our time. 'Sides, if you can afford six mercenaries, even if they're F-tier trash, you’ve gotta have something worth taking."

Behind him, four bandits began to approach. They varied in size and build. One was a female archer with a steel-reinforced bow strapped to her back. Beside her, a short, round man, likely a dwarf, carried two short daggers. There was also a tall, lean figure with an iron sword hanging at their waist, and lastly, an average-sized individual whose face was completely obscured, making it difficult to tell their race or gender. They were unarmed, yet their presence felt just as menacing as the others.

"Loot 'em, boys," the bandit leader commanded with a dismissive wave, not even glancing at his crew.

"Not a boy, Jakk," the female archer shot back, her voice sharp with irritation. "How many times are you going to keep saying that?"

Jakk, the supposed leader’s name, rolled his eyes, though no one behind him could see. "It's just a damn figure of speech. How many times do we have to go through this?" he snapped, clearly annoyed by the interruption. Without further comment, he turned his gaze back to Orben, who was still trembling on the ground.

Orben’s heart raced as he watched the bandits begin rifling through the bodies of his dead companions, their indifferent movements only heightening his terror.

“So, you wanna do this the hard way, or the murder way? Either works for me,” Jakk said with an unsettling grin. "You either give me everything you have, or tell me where it is, and then I kill you. Or... I kill you and find it myself." He flicked his sword, sending a splatter of blood across the ground in a sharp, deliberate line. "And if you pick the second option, I won’t be very happy."

Orben stood trembling, legs barely holding him up. He had never encountered anything like this—a group of ruthless bandits with no interest in bargaining, no intention of sparing his life. This wasn’t supposed to happen. He was just a simple supply merchant. Bandits? Sure, but not like this. His fingers clenched until his knuckles turned white as regret consumed him. He never should have taken this commission.

“I-I…” Orben’s throat tightened, his voice refusing to obey. What could he possibly do? His mercenaries lay dead in front of him, and Jakk had no reason to let him live. Beg? Run? Tell them everything and hope for a quick death? His mind raced, searching for a way out, but there was none.

“Come on, old man. I’m getting a tad impatient here,” Jakk warned, his tone growing cold.

“F-fine. M-my gold is—” Orben’s voice faltered.

Everything stopped.

The bandits, who had been rummaging through the pockets of the dead mercenaries, froze mid-action. Heads jerked up, ears alert, eyes wide with sudden tension. Jakk stilled as well, his once-smug expression replaced by a narrowed gaze, every muscle in his body on edge.

Thump.

Thump.

Thump.

Stomp.

Stomp.

STOMP.

A low, rhythmic sound echoed through the air, growing louder with each step. Something was coming.

Bursting through the treeline came a towering skeleton, clad in bone armor, wielding a massive white sword that scraped the ground like an iron bar. The sheer size of the skeleton dwarfed even Jakk, who was considered tall by human standards. Its bone feet pounded the earth with thunderous stomps, sending tremors through the ground as it charged with terrifying speed.

All eyes—bandits and Orben alike—snapped toward the approaching figure. The skeleton, with a chilling focus, aimed directly at Jakk.

With only seconds to react, Jakk swiftly pivoted, his body instinctively falling into a combat stance. His brow furrowed in concentration, muscles tensing as he gripped his sword with both hands, blade angled slightly to his right. His surprise at the skeleton's sudden appearance was fleeting; within moments, his demeanor shifted to one of razor-sharp readiness.

The other bandits scrambled to ready their weapons, but it was too late. The skeleton had already closed the distance, its massive blade swinging in a wide arc straight toward Jakk.

Although slow and obvious, telegraphed—in all sense of the word, the attack still seemed to hold devastating weight behind it. Jakk’s eyes narrowed, and with a precise movement, he lifted his own blade, meeting the white sword mid-swing. Metal clashed with bone, and Jakk twisted his wrists in one smooth motion, sliding his blade down the length of the skeleton’s weapon. With expert timing, he redirected the momentum, both swords slamming into the ground with a deafening crash.

For a moment, the air hung heavy, the clash of forces sending a small ripple through the dirt road.

A grunt escaped Jakk’s mouth, but he remained silent—there was nothing worth saying. His eyes locked onto the skeleton for a brief moment, wondering why such a powerful undead had appeared in this normally peaceful forest. This was no ordinary skeleton; it moved with precision and held a sword as if trained in combat. Maybe it was mana-corrupted, or perhaps, a monster with a core—its enhanced bone structure, reinforced limbs, and the small white buckler it carried were too sophisticated for a typical undead.

Jakk’s bandits held their weapons in loose, wary grips, unsure of whether to intervene. Their leader had just deflected a sneak attack with apparent ease, and they knew better than to jump in unless absolutely necessary. The skeleton’s size and menace didn’t seem to faze Jakk; if anything, it had ignited a fierce determination in him.

Without overthinking the situation, Jakk launched his next move. His right leg shot forward with brutal force, his foot slamming into the skeleton’s sternum with a bone-crunching impact.

From his spot on the ground, Orben watched in stunned disbelief. The entire exchange had happened so quickly—one moment, a massive skeleton was charging, and the next, Jakk had deflected its blow with enough power to leave a crater beneath their feet. But now, seeing the bandit leader deliver a powerful kick to the monster's chest, Orben couldn’t help but shake his head.

There was no way that was going to work. The skeleton looked like it easily weighed over 500kg in bone mass alone. How could a mere kick have any effect?

Wind exploded from the point of impact as Jakk's powerful kick landed. The sheer force of it sounded like a steel door slamming shut, and the ground cracked beneath the skeleton's feet. The massive creature was sent skidding back several meters, losing its balance and tumbling across the ground, dragging dirt and leaves with it. Its over-sized sword fell with a heavy thud, abandoned as the skeletal monstrosity rolled, eventually coming to a stop.

Despite the ferocity of the hit, the skeleton wasted no time. Slowly, it stood back up, bones clicking back into place. It met Jakk’s gaze, seeing the smirk on his face. Jakk, now holding the giant white bone sword, had discarded his own weapon in favor of this new prize. He tested its weight, clearly impressed.

“Well, ain’t this my lucky day. Free caravan, and a free monster core,” he chuckled, not a hint of concern in his voice.

Though heavy, the bone sword was manageable for Jakk, its solid structure more suited for bludgeoning than slicing. He swung it experimentally and sneered. "Come on, stupid skeleton. Let’s see what’s stronger—this sword or your bones."

With a taunt on his lips, Jakk charged forward, the massive bone blade raised, aiming to crush the skeletal warrior. The skeleton had no weapon now, only a small buckler in its hand, seemingly defenseless against the oncoming strike. Yet, it raised its fist, preparing for a direct counter.

Just as Jakk swung, intending to shatter his opponent, a sudden tremor shook the ground. The earth vibrated violently, and a pained scream erupted from behind him. The sound sliced through the chaos, pulling his focus away. Startled, Jakk stomped hard to halt his own momentum, narrowly avoiding a mistimed clash with the skeleton’s incoming fist.

The skeleton’s punch swung through the air, missing its target entirely as Jakk had abruptly stopped mid-charge. Both combatants found themselves off-balance for a split second, but the piercing scream continued to echo, turning Jakk’s attention toward the source of the disturbance. It was a voice that Jakk recognized.

“Lile!” Jakk roared, spinning around so fast he almost lost his balance. The skeleton monster was forgotten, all of Jakk’s attention now focused on the swordsman named Lile. His eyes widened in disbelief at the sight—a large, jagged white spike had erupted from the ground, its surface slick with dripping crimson. Blood slid down its length, pooling on the forest floor.

Lile lay screaming on the ground, his leg completely severed at the knee. His wide eyes stared down at the stump where his leg had been, blood gushing out uncontrollably. He writhed in agony, torn between clutching at the stump or simply howling in pain. Beside him, Greeve knelt, gripping Lile's shoulder, desperately trying to calm him, though his efforts were useless.

“What the hell?!” Jakk’s voice ripped through the forest, raw with fury. His eyes were wild, darting around the clearing, scanning every inch of the scene—the skeleton, the bandits, even Orben, who was now cowering behind a tree. None of it made sense. The skeleton hadn’t done this. There was another enemy here.

Someone else. Jakk’s mind raced, adrenaline pumping as his gaze swept the area. Who?! Who was it?! His heart pounded in his chest, veins bulging, muscles coiled like springs ready to snap.

[image: image]

“Nice shot, kid. I can hear his voice from here. Now, when that archer raises their bow, do it again,” came a rasping, hollow voice.

Hidden deep within the trees, far from the chaotic clearing, Enya crouched under a dense bush, eyes glowing with fierce concentration. The color yellow burned with intensity inside the brush, as mana flowed through her. She felt it surge, completing the spell frame in her palm. With deliberate, calculative care, she aimed her next attack, breath steady as she waited for the next opportunity to arise.


            

    
        Chapter 52: Tactical Retreat

    
    
    
    
                “Damn you monsters!” Jakk spat, eyes blazing with fury as he locked onto the armored skeleton, its fiery gaze mocking him with every flicker from within its hollow skull. “I’ll take your core first!” he snarled. Before the words fully left his lips, he lunged forward, bone sword in hand, determined to end the undead menace.

His sword arced through the air, but the skeleton was faster than it looked. Its bony arm shot up to block, and the sound of bone meeting bone rang out, followed by the sharp crack of splintering. The blow had barely shifted the creature’s arm, a few measly centimeters at most. Only small chips of bone had splintered off from both the skeleton’s arm and Jakk’s blade, leaving him with a sinking realization—this thing was far stronger than he’d anticipated.

Growling through gritted teeth, Jakk whipped his sword back and struck again, harder, faster. But each time, the skeleton’s arm met his blade with an eerie precision, sometimes blocking, sometimes slipping out of reach. Slow punches came in return, just enough to remind Jakk that even a glancing blow could crush his bones, or worse, his skull. The wind from its missed punches whistled past him, an ever-present warning of the monster’s terrifying strength.

Meanwhile, the four bandits near the carriage had gathered in a tense huddle. Greeve clamped a hand over Lile’s mouth, muffling the man's pained cries as he writhed from the gruesome injury to his leg. “Shut up for a second, you idiot!” Greeve hissed, trying to keep him still. Another bandit, the one with their full face masked, knelt beside them, hands glowing faintly as mana gathered in their palm and formed a spell circuit.

The female archer stepped forward, taking her place as lookout with sharp, watchful eyes scanning the area. Bow in hand, she stood poised but hadn’t yet drawn an arrow. In her other hand, one lay ready, just a heartbeat away from being nocked onto the string should anything shift in the shadows.

“You sayin’ it’sa mage?” she asked, her voice rough and thick with a heavy accent, almost grating to the ears. It wasn’t pleasant, but it got her point across.

“Yes,” came the flat response from the man crouched by Lile, his hands glowing faintly as healing magic pulsed from his palm. “For a moment, I could feel the mana shift before that spike shot up from the ground.” He worked with steady precision, magic seeping into the gaping wound where Lile’s leg had been. Slowly, the torn flesh began to come together, as if knitting itself back into place. The bleeding would stop, but the leg wouldn’t regrow—no, that was something that needed a dedicated healer’s attention.

As Lile’s screams were muffled and the sounds of Jakk fighting the skeleton echoed in the distance, the tension in the air thickened, creating a heavy atmosphere. The sound of bone meeting blade reverberated in the distance, gradually fading as their fight continued to move away.

As the man finished sealing up Lile’s injury, his expression changed. “It’s coming again!” he barked.

Instantly, all three of them stiffened, bracing for the next attack. Lile, too wounded to respond, could only writhe in pain, helpless as the ground trembled beneath them.

A tremor rippled through the earth, and the bandits sprang into motion, leaping aside with quick, nimble steps. The attack could come from anywhere—predicting it was impossible, but if they kept moving, maybe they would have a chance to dodge whatever was coming their way.

Bursting from the ground once more, a white spike shot upward, slicing through the air at the very spot Greeve had just vacated. Dirt and rubble flew in every direction, showering Lile in a gritty mess of debris.

“What the hell is that? It’s smaller than the last one!” the archer shouted, her sharp eyes narrowing as she stared at the spike.

The three bandits, now spaced several meters apart, paused their frantic dodging to glance at the new formation. The spike was smaller, noticeably thinner than before.

“That thing’s tinier than Greeve’s—”

“You say one more thing, Yrivell, and I’ll crush your windpipe,” Greeve growled, his voice as rough as gravel.

Yrivell let out a small, amused chuckle. “You don’t even know what I was gonna say.”

“I’ll bust your windpipe no matter what it was,” Greeve shot back, a snarl curling his lips.

A thunderous crash echoed from the road, cutting their childish banter short. They whipped their heads toward the sound, eyes widening as they saw Jakk slammed into a large tree. The impact was enough to crack the trunk, though it still held. The fight between their leader and the armored skeleton had reached a fierce deadlock, each blow from the undead met with equal force as Jakk pushed back.

Yrivell squinted, her focus sharpening. She quickly grabbed an arrow, nocking it onto her bowstring and drawing back. The moment the arrow reached half-draw, the face-covered bandit’s voice rang out again. “It’s coming! Bigger this time!”

A half-chuckle died in Yrivell's throat as the ground beneath her erupted once more, this time faster, more violent than before. The earth cracked beneath her feet, and before she could react, a massive bone spike shot upward, aiming straight for her.

Her expression twisted in horror as she jerked backward, arms flailing wildly to regain her balance. The spike surged toward her, ready to impale—but in a chaotic, desperate flinch, she narrowly avoided it. The sharp bone missed her by a hair’s breadth, but just as it reached a fraction of a meter above the ground, it vanished.

Yrivell stumbled, dirt and shards of earth exploding outward around her, but her mind reeled in confusion. The spike was gone, leaving her off-balance and disoriented. She barely registered her teammate shouting over the roar of the shattering ground, but the noise behind her—behind her?

Her head whipped around mid-fall, panic surging through her body—only to be met with nothing.

Sprrlk!

“Yrivell!” The cry of her comrades filled the air, their fists clenched in helpless rage as they watched her fall. But 'fall' wasn’t quite right.

Her body hung limp, impaled by a towering, jagged bone spike, almost two meters tall. Blood dripped from the spike’s tip, piercing clean through her back and out her chest. No scream escaped her lips—everything had happened too fast. Her frantic stumble had only sealed her fate and assisted in guiding it.

“What the hell was that, Jean?! You saw it, didn’t you?” Greeve bellowed, his voice raw with frustration. The small man clenched his fists, his stocky muscles bulging beneath his frame. As he did so, his skin began to tremble, sending faint ripples across his body. Slowly, the light tan color of his flesh shifted, bubbling up from underneath until all of his skin was a dark gray, like metal in appearance and texture.

His voice deepened, echoing with a new metallic tang. “What the hell is going on? Find out where the damn mage is already!”

Jean, silent until now, pulled down his mask, revealing a scarred, almost melted face. One eye was completely gone, fused shut, while the other was blackened—its pupil unnaturally large, absorbing what should have been the whites of his eye.

Without a word, Jean slammed his palm against the ground. Instantly, a dome of shimmering blue magic spread outward, enveloping both him and Greeve in a wide, translucent barrier. The protective field hummed with energy, shielding them completely from the road ahead. From the outside, only blurry figures were visible, ones that moved all around, clearly inspecting their surroundings from within the newly formed domed sanctuary.

Far away, Enya watched with sharp eyes, sensing the surge of mana from Jean’s spell. The barrier was eerily familiar—similar to the one that had once protected the study. She could feel the raw power pouring from Jean’s hand, enough to encase them entirely, even penetrating the ground below. The bone spears she had relied on would no longer be an option. She could feel it—as long as they stayed inside that shimmering dome, they were out of her reach.

Enya let out a small breath. Something she wanted to test, had actually worked out like she imagined.


Skill: Recast has come off cooldown.


This skill of hers, was one she had gotten after dispelling and recasting her summon skeleton spell. It let her cancel any ongoing spell effect, and recast it without any mana loss, and at incredible speed. This meant, if she was quick enough, which her absolute focus state definitely allowed, she could recast her bone spear mid activation, and use it again immediately. This was precisely how she made the spike vanish from before the archer and reappear behind them before they could react.

“Hey, what’s happening now?” Pell asked. He was laying down beside her, covered in leaves and branches, soul flames thinned, like he was trying to squint and see hundreds of meters away through thick brush and trees. It was a dumb idea to even try, considering that dozens of trees blocked his sight, not to mention the sheer distance the bandits were from them.

"That guy... one of them looks weird," Enya murmured, her sharp eyes narrowing as she studied the figures ahead.

"That’s just plain rude. But fair. How ugly is he?" Pell asked, his voice a blend of amusement and curiosity.

"That’s not what I meant. I think," she replied, uncertain if “weird” was enough to describe it. "One of them has like... only one eye. His other eye is melted or something. And the one he does have is completely black. It looks weird."

Pell’s soul flames flickered back to their usual steady size, giving up the futile attempt to see what she was seeing. "That sounds like an Umbrari," he said.

Before Enya could ask what that meant, Pell continued. "Umbrari are sort of like humans. Mostly. But you’ve already noticed one of their biggest differences—the black eyes. They also usually have tails, though some of their tribes cut them off. So it’s like a fifty-fifty chance an Umbrari you meet will still have a tail."

Enya nodded, turning her focus back to the man walking freely within the barrier. No tail, at least none that she could spot.

"One more thing," Pell added. "They’ve got really sharp senses. Like bloodhounds. Some people call them nightstalkers because they make excellent assassins. They’re also usually pretty good at magic, though not very strong physically. Then again..." His voice trailed into a chuckle. "I once met one in the first layer who could probably wrestle a horse and win."

"He cast some kind of spell," Enya said, thinking aloud. "There is some kind of barrier now protecting them. It sort of looks like the one that protected the study. He and the really short guy are both in it right now, and I don’t think I can hit them any more.”

"He's called a dwarf. Don’t you know this? They’re in, like, every single book I’ve given you," Pell said, his voice tinged with disbelief.

"Oh. He just looks short, so I wasn’t really sure," Enya shrugged.

"Well, I can’t see him, so for all I know, he could just be really short. Don’t know, don’t care, honestly."

Enya's eyes shifted back to the barrier. "What do I do now? That guy with the sword is inside too, but I don’t think he can move anymore. He’s screaming really loudly. And that yellow person is dead now, I think."

Pell’s soul flames flickered, a sudden spark of interest igniting them. "Yellow person? You mean someone with yellow skin? Like..." His voice trailed off, growing quiet. Yellow skin only meant one thing. "There’s a lootgoblin with them?! Why didn’t you tell me sooner?! We need to loot their body and haul it with us right now!" he exclaimed, practically vibrating with excitement.

Enya blinked and retracted her senses, feeling her body relax. "Uh, no. Her skin isn’t yellow. I think her name is Yellow? Or maybe Yevlow? Something like that... I forgot. It’s hard to hear exactly what they are saying. Sometimes its just mumbles."

The flames in Pell’s skull dimmed back to normal, and his shoulders slumped. "Way to get a merchant’s hopes up, brat," he grumbled.

Enya stood up, brushing leaves off herself as she stepped out from the bush, Pell lumbering behind her.

"So, what do we do now?" she asked again, sounding a little more unsure this time. "Mr. Bones is still fighting the leader guy, but I don’t really know who’s winning."

"Seriously? That giant hulk of a skeleton is evenly matched with a bandit?" Pell asked, his voice tinged with disbelief. "If that’s the case, he might be at least a high bronze or low silver Paragon of War. Though, if he was silver, I think he’d beat Kidirge quite easily. And if that happened, we'd be dead meat and bones."

Enya glanced over at him, watching as Pell tugged leaves and branches out of the gaps in his ribs. "What’s a Paragon of War?"

He shrugged, letting out a tired sigh. "It’s a ranking system for strength. Basically, it measures how powerful you are in a fight. Adventurers, skills, spells—they’re ranked by letters, F to S. Paragon of War is more focused on fighting prowess. It starts at copper and goes all the way to obsidian. A Silver Paragon of War could take on a bunch of D-rank adventurers without breaking a sweat."

Enya tilted her head, her curiosity piqued. "But don’t adventurers always fight? Why is there a difference between this paragon thingy and adventurer ranks?"

With one last leaf yanked from beneath his collarbone, Pell tossed it aside and replied, “Adventuring’s more than just fighting, kid. Sure, you fight a lot, but sometimes you sneak around, gather herbs, or run errands. Paragon of War only ranks combat skills. An S-rank adventurer might be incredible at all kinds of quests but will lose to an Obsidian Paragon of War in combat. Unless that adventurer is also an Obsidian rank Paragon of War. But if two Obsidian ranks were fighting,” Pell said, shaking his head before continuing, “then something has gone terribly wrong. Like, war-levels of wrong.”

Enya hummed, processing the information. "That still doesn’t tell us what we should do now, though. I saw that merchant guy before, hiding behind a tree. The other bandits are inside the barrier now, watching the forest."

Pell squinted at the treeline, the direction of the battle still out of sight but echoing in the distance. “We’ve got two options,” he said, his voice calm but firm. “Kidirge is much stronger than you, kid, so it’s safe to assume their leader is as well. We either abandon Kidirge to his fate, or we figure out how to get him to retreat while stopping that guy from chasing us. But helping that merchant? Forget it. He’s on his own. No way we can do anything for him.”

He turned to face Enya, stooping slightly to look her squarely in the eyes. “Listen, kid. You got me out of that dungeon, but from what you told me, you barely put a dent in that dungeon boss—who’s now Kidirge. If Kidirge can’t win this fight, then that man is going to gut you, understand? We’ve already done more than enough for that merchant. If he doesn’t escape, well, he deserves what’s coming to him.”

Enya nodded at his words.

“I don’t exactly want to abandon Kidirge, though,” Pell added, his tone softening.

Enya’s eyebrow shot up. She had fully expected him to suggest leaving Mr. Bones behind, to ‘figure it out’ on his own.

Pell caught her skeptical look and grumbled, “Hey, I’ve been with that guy for almost four years now. I may be scum, but I like having some company once in a while. Plus, Kidirge is valuable. He’s a tireless bodyguard who doesn’t need a single coin. You can’t bribe a merchant with anything better than that.”

Enya sighed, understanding. “So what do we do?”

Pell shrugged. “We leave.”

“Huh?”


            

    
        Chapter 53: The Road to Talo

    
    
    
    
                Mr. Bones crashed into a towering tree, the impact sending cracks rippling through the trunk. Nuts, acorns, and strange spiky green fruits tumbled from above, rattling against his battered frame. His condition was deteriorating fast. His skeletal form had cracks running through it, bone fragments scattered across the ground from the brutal exchange. A deep dent marred his sternum, puncturing through several centimeters of his bone armor.

Despite everything, the bone sword Jakk had stolen was somehow back in Mr. Bones' hand. But even that weapon was suffering—it had dulled, worn down from countless blows against his own steel-like body. It was now more akin to a club than a blade.

With a slow, deliberate movement, Mr. Bones shook off the shock of the attack and took his stance once again, refusing to fall.

On the other side of the road, Jakk was in no better shape. His breaths came in ragged bursts, chest heaving under his torn black tunic and wraps, which were shredded from repeated clashes. His fists, his weapon of choice after losing the bone sword, were now bloodied and swollen, bruised from striking iron-hard bone.

"You... fucking..." Jakk spat through gasps, his voice too weak to form complete thoughts. He’d expected the skeleton to crumble easily after his initial ambush, but this opponent was far from ordinary. The creature was durable—unnaturally so—and worse, it knew how to fight, how to counter. Every strike he landed was met with a block or retaliation that had taken him completely off guard.

The realization was sinking in. This fight was nothing like Jakk had anticipated.

“I’ve... fought skeletons before,” Jakk panted, his eyes locked on Mr. Bones, “but none of them moved like you. Even with a monster core, it doesn’t explain how the hell you know how to fight.” He readied his stance, fists raised and glowing faintly red as mana surged into his hands, making them look as if the blood had rushed to his knuckles.

The air was thick with tension, broken only by the sharp tapping of a distant woodpecker. The silence shattered a moment later, and the two combatants charged each other without hesitation. Mr. Bones swung his blade down in a wide arc, aiming to split Jakk’s skull in half.

Before the sword could even fully descend, Jakk shot his fist upward, meeting the blade mid-swing. With a powerful twist, he deflected it to the side, redirecting the force harmlessly into the air. Mr. Bones, caught off guard by the sudden shift in momentum, stumbled for just a moment—just long enough for Jakk to follow up with a mana-charged punch straight center-mass.

The blow landed with a sickening crunch, sending Mr. Bones flying, his skeletal form tumbling across the dirt road. Jakk’s fighting style was brutal and calculative. He thrived on intercepting attacks directly, stopping the power at its source. It didn’t matter if his opponent had the sharpest blade or the strongest strike—if there was no momentum behind it, then it was useless.

Mr. Bones rolled three times before planting his feet firmly into the ground, digging deep grooves into the earth as he skidded to a stop. With a fluid motion, he brought his sword back in front of him, already recovering. But the damage was clear—another deep crack had formed across his chest, spreading like a spiderweb through his ribcage. He knew that if he took a few more hits like that, he’d be shattered completely.

But still, he stood. Ready for more. This was how the undead fought—tirelessly, and unrelenting.

Jakk was the first to move, charging forward with a vicious determination burning in his eyes. His voice roared over the dirt road. "Let’s finish this, you damn mutt! I’ll melt you down and forge another sword from your bones!" His body twisted, prepping for a powerful right hook aimed squarely at Mr. Bones.

As Jakk closed the distance, Mr. Bones raised his sword, angling it to block the punch. The blow connected with a violent shock, sending tremors through the blade and into Mr. Bones' skeletal form. Mana pulsed through the impact, but Mr. Bones held firm—but only for a moment.

Jakk laughed harshly, stepping back just slightly. "You’re done for now, you inferior creature."

Suddenly, everything felt wrong. The sword grew impossibly heavy, and before Mr. Bones could even react, it fell from his grasp, clattering uselessly to the ground. His arms followed, dropping limply to his sides with a heavy thud. Then, as if some invisible force was pulling him down, his legs gave out. He collapsed, crashing onto his knees in front of the bandit, now immobilized.

"Shellshock. Nice skill, huh?" Jakk sneered, towering over the kneeling skeleton, a sadistic grin stretching across his face. Mr. Bones had been completely incapacitated, his body betraying him as the bandit’s strange skill sapped his strength, locking him in place.

Without wasting any more time, Jakk placed his hand on Mr. Bones’ skull, the mana in his palm flaring up violently. The dark energy crept over the skeleton’s head, tendrils of it wrapping around his cranium. With a sickening grin, Jakk squeezed. The pressure mounted, and small cracks began to form in the surface of Mr. Bones' skull. Thin lines of fractures spread downward like spiderwebs as the bandit’s grip tightened, the mana pulsing in rhythmic beats, threatening to shatter him completely.

"Give... me your core!" Jakk snarled, pouring the last of his mana into his grip. His fingers tightened around Mr. Bones’ skull, but this wasn’t just brute force—it was something much worse. His skill wasn't merely about strength; it was designed to force mana into the object of his focus, violently rupturing it from the inside out. And now, all of that energy was coursing into Mr. Bones’ fragile cranium.

The cracks were growing louder, sharper. They echoed through the empty road, the sound of impending destruction. Mr. Bones remained frozen, trapped in place, his limbs refusing to obey. His skull was seconds away from shattering completely, and he was powerless to stop it.

Just as Jakk leaned in to finish him, a sudden, blinding flash of light erupted in front of his eyes. He recoiled, squinting against the brightness. In that brief moment, the weight beneath his palm vanished entirely. His grip found nothing but empty air.

His body lurched forward, balance thrown off by the sudden disappearance of his opponent. He crashed to the ground, face-first into the dirt they had been battling upon, the thud of his fall muffled by the churned earth. Spitting dust from his mouth, he scrambled to his feet, eyes darting in every direction, searching frantically for the skeleton.

But there was nothing. No bones, no traces—nothing but the eerie silence of the empty road.

"Where are you?!" he growled, his fists clenching tighter, veins bulging in his forearms. His frustration boiled over, the scowl on his face twisting into a mask of rage. His body turned in a complete circle, but no matter where he looked, there was nothing in sight. "COWARDS! ALL OF YOU!" His voice rang out through the trees, but there was nothing left to hear his fury. The road was silent. Mr. Bones had vanished, and with him, Jakk's victory was also, but a fleeting dream.
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“Yeah, it looks like I can do it,” Enya said. Beside her, Pell stood, and simply nodded his head. “Go ahead.”


Remove and store [Skeletal Noble Knight x 1]?
[Accept/Decline]


Without hesitation, Enya tapped 'Accept,' her palm resting on the dungeon core that Pell held. The screens blinked away as she navigated through the process.


Entity: [Skeletal Noble Knight x 1] has been summoned to the Dungeon Core.


A brief flash of light sparked from the core, and then another flare erupted beside her. The glow quickly faded, revealing Mr. Bones sitting there, battered and bruised—as far as a skeleton with layered armor could be.

"Hey, it worked—whoa," Enya started to cheer, but her excitement quickly dimmed as she noticed his condition. His skull was cracked, fractures spiderwebbing across it, and his body was littered with dents, missing chunks of bone that made him look like he’d been through a war.

"God damn, you look like you’re about to fall apart. Was that guy really that strong?" Pell muttered, crouching to inspect the damage. His hand brushed against a jagged edge of bone, and he winced slightly before giving Enya a sideways glance. "I’m surprised we were still able to activate the dungeon core's functions. Guess that’s the perk of a dungeon hidden in the layers, not one out in the outer realms."

Enya tilted her head, confused. “Unique?” she asked, glancing between Pell and the now-sitting Mr. Bones.

“Of course. I’ve mentioned before, most dungeons are out in the outer realm, and you need spatial coordinates to even get to them. Dungeons within the layers are extremely rare, but they have perks. You can actually access their full functions here," Pell explained, rubbing his jaw. "If you claimed land, you could potentially build an entire castle or fortress yourself—assuming you have the mana for it. Dungeons in the outer realms can’t do that. Mainly because you can’t just simply steal them and bring them back to the layers."

“Wow, you really know a lot, Pell,” Enya remarked, genuine curiosity lighting up her face as she considered the intricacies of the dungeon core before her.

“Bah, it’s common knowledge. You’re just too dumb. You need to read more,” he shot back, waving a dismissive hand.

Enya pouted at his remark. He was technically right, but she wanted to point out that the only books available to her were those adventure novels Pell was weirdly obsessed with. However, she kept that thought to herself, biting her tongue.

Meanwhile, Mr. Bones slowly began to rise. The binding energy that had restricted his motor functions finally dissipated, allowing him to creak and groan as he stood. The sound of his bones grinding together made him sound like a decrepit old man, and he looked around, confusion flickering through his eye sockets. The familiar forest loomed around them, but something about the area felt different—off in a way he couldn’t quite put his finger on.

Pell, still preoccupied with assessing his own injuries, caught sight of Mr. Bones’ bewildered expression. Well, what he presumed was confusion, at least. Though neither of them had muscles or skin on their faces, Pell’s soul flames flickered with a certain expressiveness, conveying a range of human emotions. It was odd but still oddly effective all the same, enough to communicate the general feeling of emotions without words.

“We’re still in the forest, but we’re roughly fifteen minutes away,” Pell said, patting down the sides of Kidirge. “We ran off into the woods, following off to the side of the road that leads to Talo. That bandit guy will probably have to return to his teammates—not to mention, he still has to loot those dead mercenaries. We should be safe to head to Talo without worrying about them for now.”

Enya noticed Kidirge’s body relaxed slightly, though she wondered if that was just her imagination. He wasn’t a direct summon of hers; rather, he had been summoned by the dungeon and was under her control. Without the bond created by her own mana, it was hard to gauge his exact emotions or intent.

“Well, alright. You’re pretty damaged, but you should still be sturdy enough to take down ten boars with your bare hands. Probably. Hell, you might not even need your hands. I doubt we’ll run into multiple bandits hiding along the road, so we should be good to go,” Pell continued. With that, the three of them began to move through the forest, Enya honing her senses every so often, to ensure they stayed parallel to the road.

In the distance, the anguished screams of the bandit leader, Jakk, could be heard echoing through the trees. However, the trio was too far away to catch even a hint of those cries.


            

    
        Chapter 54: Talo, The White Bastion

    
    
    
    
                Five days had passed since the sudden bandit attack on the merchant’s caravan. After Enya had taken out a bandit’s leg and killed another archer, and with Mr. Bones going head-to-head against their leader, they had successfully made their escape. Using the dungeon core’s built-in functions, they managed to pull Mr. Bones out safely before his utter demise. Enya compared it to a “cheat” skill, similar to the abilities described in Pell’s novels.

The first day was rough. They stayed parallel to the road, keeping a wide distance to avoid detection by anyone that could be around. This meant that when the moon rose, they couldn’t light a fire at night, as they would be risking their position to the bandits who could or could not be still be on their trail. Consequently, Enya had to endure a cold, chilly night while sleeping—while the two skeletons in the group rested perfectly well.

After the first night passed without interruption, they all concluded they were likely safe. If the bandits were going to chase them, they would have done so by now. Luckily, this meant warm nights by the fire for Enya.

The forest around them was vast and generally peaceful. Pell had traversed this area before, but only once—when he found the map that led to the dungeon. On that journey, he hadn’t encountered any monsters. The only hostile creatures he had noticed were boars and horned rabbits. Though, it was often said, even in the first layer, one should never underestimate a horned rabbit.

“Are we there yeeeeettt?” Enya groaned. Every single day was filled with walking and more walking. After all the running she had done in the dungeon, she now found herself covering essentially the same distance day after day. The trees began to blend together, and she feared she would soon have nightmares of tree monsters attacking her in her sleep. It didn’t help that Pell had told her that such monsters actually existed and were called ents.

“No, and will you shut up? It’s only been a single minute since you asked that,” Pell replied, exasperation clear in his voice. Sure, he had a technically immortal body and limitless stamina, but even he could be pushed to the brink of annoyance. Children had a way of getting under his bones. She had asked him that same question nearly twenty times in the past thirty minutes. They were in a damn forest; “Are we there yet?” would be answered if she could just look past the trees, especially with her sensory skill. There was no reason to keep bugging him about it.

“Buuuut Pellllll,” she droned. “My feeeeet hurrtttt…” she moped.

She was dramatically dragging her feet along the ground, scuffling up falling leaves and leaving a small dirt trail that led directly behind her. Luckily, Mr. Bones was following her, shuffling the dirt path aside in an attempt to cover up her tracks.

“Yeah, well my bones hurt. Deal with it,” Pell retorted.

Honestly, the three of them were exhausted. Enya was human—and still a child—so it was obvious she would feel fatigue. While Pell didn’t experience exhaustion, aside from when he hadn’t “slept” for a few days, he still felt mentally drained. He was caught up in his thoughts, including the peculiar relationship he had with the young girl. No matter how he examined it, it still felt odd.

Still dragging her legs, Enya let out an overly dramatic sigh. She tilted her head up, finally looking at the small path before her instead of staring down at her feet. A flicker of yellow sparked about her eyes, and her body tensed momentarily. The core of her sensory field detached from her body, zipping ahead and weaving through the trees. More and more of the same stupid trees—

“I SEE IT!” she screamed.

Pell, who was walking at a steady pace beside her, shattered into pieces, with every bone disintegrating into bone dust, and his soul being crushed, pulverized, and recycled all in the same instant.

Well—that’s what he felt, happened. Instead, in a bone-rattling fashion, his entire body trembled, letting out a yelp that echoed through the air, akin to a frightened cat.

In the next moment, Enya's senses slingshotted back into her body. She turned to Pell with a large, elated smile, ready to announce her discovery—until she caught sight of his purple eyes glaring at her from within his skull, sharp and menacing. His arms were crossed—actually, no. One of his arms was now laying on the ground.

“A-ah. Sorry,” she stammered, her cheeks flushing.
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“Pass. Here you go,” said a man with a calm, steady voice, laced with a hint of formality and discipline. His tone wasn’t overly refined, but it exuded respect and dignity, free from contempt or prejudice. That was part of his role as a city guard. One could never tell when a noble or city official might approach, perhaps disguised as a beggar to assess the city's security and condition.

“Pass. Here is your lock,” came another voice just a couple of meters away. This one was higher pitched but retained the same formality and reserve as the first guard.

After finishing the checks of the couple in front of him, the guard allowed them to pass through the large city gates. He turned his gaze to see that his partner had just completed her current guest’s inspection—a traveling tradesman who often conducted business at the nearby teashop.

“How’s the work so far, Laura?” he asked.

“Have a good day in Talo, Mr. Mintrel,” Laura said to the man in front of her, giving the slightest head-bow and gesturing for the tradesman to enter. The man nodded with a smile and stepped into the city.

She watched his back, adorned in a crisp black suit, and let out a sigh. Her gaze then shifted back to her friend that had called her.

“I don’t know. It’s… easy, I guess. But ugh, keeping this upright attitude all the time and being ‘professional’ really sucks. I don’t know how everyone can keep this up all day,” she complained.

A slight chuckle came from the guard standing opposite the barred entranceway. “Trust me. We all hate it. But the job is easy, as you said. There’s barely any other way to make decent money for such a simple task. Hell, even if someone gets rowdy, we just call up one of the War Paragons,” he said with a grateful, nonchalant attitude.

“Yeah, yeah. But it’s not like I’ve actually seen anything interesting happen. The best thing was that thief who pickpocketed someone and tried to escape out of the city using his invisibility skill. That wasn’t even directly related to our job at all,” Laura said, leaning her back against the outer stone pillar that adorned the side of the gate.

The city was large, teeming with people and alive with commotion. Almost everything was a brilliant white, from the walls and streets to the buildings. Scattered around the city were tall, open-gated entrances with arcing tops, made from crystallized magic stone crushed and forged together with regular stone. At each entrance stood guards facilitating the entry of all visitors—peasants, nobles, officials alike—all paid members of the city government, there to prevent illegal or dangerous individuals from entering.

“True. But if you wanted action, why not join the adventurer’s guild or become a merc?” he asked, also leaning against the outer gate.

“I didn’t say I wanted to be part of all the action. I’m just saying that this job is just boooooring. It’s just us standing here all day and letting everybody through. There’s not a single suspicious idiot going to enter through the front gate,” Laura stated, leaning her head back and resting it against the stone gate.

“Well, if you’d rather take up a job at the mines or become a farmer, then go ahead if you’d like. Though, if you do, you owe me for putting in a good word for you for this job,” the man said, lifting his leg and placing the sole of his shoe against the wall behind him. “’Sides, you’re trying to tell me you want to be in danger?”

Laura rolled her eyes. “No, you bumbling idiot. I just want something exciting to happen. I want to meet something interesting that isn’t just some busy noble or a traveling supply trader.”

“Like a creepy little girl with blood on her head carrying a skeleton skull?” the man asked.

Both ears on Laura’s head twitched at the question. She tilted her head and side-eyed him. “That’s oddly specific. You got a story or something?”

“No… but I think we’re about to have one together,” he said.

Another eye-roll passed across her face, and she let out a wry, defeated chuckle. “Oh jeez, Thomas, that’s such a corny line,” she replied, a small blush and smile creeping onto her face.

“N-no. I mean, yeah, that’s a great line, but no, that’s not what I meant,” he stammered, unsure of his words. “Look to your left.”

Laura raised an eyebrow and pushed herself off from her leaning stance against the gate. She stood straight and snuck a peek to the left until the sight she saw made her entire body rotate subconsciously. “What… the hell?”
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“Just don’t do or say anything stupid,” Pell said.

“I won’t!” Enya replied, her enthusiasm bubbling over.

Her little footsteps marched forward along the path, the sound of crunching dirt beneath her. They had finally reached the end of the forest, and the path had transformed. Leaves had been raked away, and the ground shifted from weathered dirt to sturdy stone. The trio had been walking along this stone path for a day already, their first large sign that they were heading in the right direction.

Enya walked out of the forest, eyes bright as she followed the well-kept stone path toward the city gates. Outside stood two figures Pell had referred to as city guards. They would be the ones to grant them entry—or not.

Mr. Bones, a colossal skeleton monster under her control, was a bit too… big and menacing, according to Pell. They needed permission to enter, and if anything went wrong, explaining the aftermath might not be possible, especially if they were killed before they could even speak. So, Pell and Enya had agreed to let Mr. Bones stay deeper in the forest by a tree. They even decided to let him hold onto the dungeon core—for now. If either of them strolled into the city with it, they might get mugged before anything could happen.

But what about Pell? He was a skeleton too. While he wasn’t as intimidating as Mr. Bones, he was still a skeleton, nonetheless. That was where Enya’s brilliant idea came into play.

“Uh, halt!” shouted a man just as Enya was about to reach the gate. She looked at him, taking in the dark, well-fitted leather-like tunic he wore, polished to a sheen. It seemed sturdy, reinforced with light padding while maintaining flexibility, but it lacked any combat-focused protection. No hard plates of metal, no protective chainmail—nothing.

Over one shoulder, the guard sported a neatly draped sash adorned with insignias that likely represented some rank or authority. He wore metal bracers on both arms—intricately designed and thin—and a wide belt with a buckle with the image of a typical pointed shield forged onto it's surface. His simple black trousers and boots were also practical for standing long hours at the gate. But most notably, he carried no weapon. A quick glance at the other guard, who had long hair, confirmed much of the same.

Both guards approached with a slight reluctance in their steps. The man who had shouted earlier was the first to speak.

“Uh… who are you?” he asked slowly.

“I’m Enya! Enya Emp—” Before she could finish, Pell shook violently within her palms. She froze mid-declaration, her mouth still agape. Both guards stared at her, confused by her sudden silence.

“I’m Enya… N-not Em…pyria,” she stammered, the nerves tightening in her stomach.

“Oh for fuck’s sake, brat,” said the skull in her arms, his voice dripping with exasperation. Both guards’ eyes went wide upon hearing the disembodied voice.

“Did… that skull just speak?” asked the man, incredulous.

“Yep!” answered Enya, puffing out her chest with pride.

“No,” Pell interjected at the exact same moment.

Meanwhile, far away in the forest, Mr. Bones sat with his back against a tree, where Pell’s body was currently bashing his spinal cord against the bark, mainly because his skull wasn’t there to be used instead.
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                “So… let me get this straight,” said the guard, his face tilted down to his wrist, where a small blue crystal lay embedded within his bracer. A faint light emitted from it, glowing softly. The man’s expression, a focus that hinted at something beyond a casual inspection upon the stone.

“Your name is Enya Empyria… and this skeleton skull you’re holding is a merchant named Pell Meltere?” he inquired, his gaze still flicking in the air above the stone.

Enya noticed his eyes shifting every so often, tracking information she couldn’t see. It was clear he was examining something directly through the crystal.

“Uh, yep!” Enya replied enthusiastically. This was her first chance to talk to someone new. Until now, it had been just bandits in the forest—whose noisy, faraway presence was more than anything she could properly respond to. Aside from Custodian and Pell, this was her first real interaction with another person. The thought was… exciting.

“Alright…” he said slowly, his expression thoughtful as he confirmed details on whatever menu he had pulled up. He seemed to be jotting down her and Pell’s information.

Maybe if she asked, he’d explain the crystal—or better yet, show her what it did. “Hey! What’re you looking at?” Enya asked, leaning forward, her gaze glued to the faintly glowing crystal. There was something fascinating about it.

The other guard, the slim one with long black hair and a sharper voice, stepped forward. “Thomas here is just verifying and recording your statements. We’ve never seen your faces before—skulls either, actually,” they said, their gaze narrowing on Pell before shifting back to Enya with equal curiosity.

“Ooo,” Enya said, her eyes wide with wonder. “Is it like a window? Like a system one?”

“Yeah. All us guards have an Index Crystal connected to the city archive. I’ve got one too,” the guard replied, lifting their arm to reveal a white crystal embedded in their bracer.

“Woahhh, can I have one too, Mr. Guard? It looks really pretty!” Enya’s eyes sparkled as she leaned in closer, thoroughly entranced.

The guard raised an eyebrow. “Mr.?” they asked, their tone layered with mild confusion.

“Brat, that’s a girl—er, lady. Not a Mr.,” Pell said dryly, still held in Enya’s arms.

Enya froze, blinking as she glanced down at Pell, then back at the guard’s face. “You are… a girl guard?” she asked, her tone laced with genuine curiosity.

The male guard on the left chuckled, but it quickly died under the woman’s sideways glare. She turned back to Enya with a patient smile. “Yes, I am a girl guard. A woman to be more accurate. Why’d you think I was a guy? Surely, I’m… a bit more feminine than my partner over there,” she replied, her voice gentle.

“Uh…” Enya murmured, her head tilting as she gazed thoughtfully up at the sky. “I don’t really know what a girl looks like. I know I’m a girl,” she said, absent-mindedly. “I’ve only ever read about them in Pell’s books. They usually say that girls have long hair… and you do, but in almost all the books, the women are described as having really large—”

“HEY, GUARD. ARE YA DONE YET?” Pell shouted, aiming to cut the conversation short before they risked getting turned away, and being labeled as a creepy skeleton. “We’d really like to get inside the city. We’ve been on the road for almost a week, and we’ve got another skeleton waiting back in the forest,” he added pointedly.

The female guard shot a suspicious look from Enya’s innocent face down to Pell’s skull. Even with his skull turned, Pell could practically feel her piercing, critical gaze.

Why did the brat have to phrase it like that? he grumbled to himself. Those books were just standard adventure novels! Blame those hack writers who don’t know the first thing about describing women! I don’t need rumors about me getting around…

The male guard, valiantly attempting to hold back a laugh, wiped a bead of sweat from his brow and coughed to cover it. “Alright. I found a record for a Pell Meltere. Arrived six years ago, went missing on a private commissioned quest along with four adventurers—names Tim, Myuthan, Laprene, and Sarah.” He spoke unconfidently, clearly trying to flick away the previous remark made by the little girl from his mind. Apparently, he didn’t want his partner’s soul-piercing gaze on him, either.

“Yes, that’s me,” Pell confirmed. “I commissioned them through the adventurers’ guild here six years ago. Sadly, all four of them perished on the mission.” After a beat, he added, “Ah, yes, and technically, so did I, as you can see.”

“Right…” the guard said slowly, processing. “I can grant you entry, but you’ll need to provide some proof of identity.”

Pell wobbled in Enya’s grasp, tilting his skull slightly to look up at her.

“Oh—right!” Enya realized, catching Pell’s silent hint. She crouched down, setting him carefully on the ground. Swinging her backpack off one shoulder, she rummaged through it, wincing as her fingers slipped past the sticky remains of shattered potion bottles. After a few moments, her hand emerged, clutching a small, four-pronged medallion. She stood and handed it to the male guard.

The guard took the medallion, raising a skeptical brow as he felt the tacky surface. “Why is this sticky?” he asked, glancing down at Pell.

“Potion spillage. The kid dropped her pack, and the bottles didn’t make it,” Pell explained.

The guard grimaced but held the medallion over his bracer. The crystal embedded in his wrist guard pulsed briefly, a quick flash of light confirming the item. With a nod, he handed it back to Enya.

“Alright. This medallion confirms identity. Pell Meltere, ID Code?”

“Rittertop,” Pell replied, voice slightly muffled with his jaw on the ground.

“Confirmed. You’re free to enter Talo.” The guard gave them both a quick nod. “I’ve sent notice of your return to the guild. However, you’ll need to go there personally to file a full report. And…” He hesitated, his gaze shifting to Enya.

Pell cleared his… throat. “She’s… a noble,” he said in a low voice.

The guard nodded, unimpressed. “So I see. However, I’ll still need to verify her identity.”

Pell’s jaw tensed slightly. “She doesn’t have anything official for that.”

The guard considered for a moment, then looked back at Enya. “In that case, Miss Enya, may I conduct a blood scan to confirm your identity?”

Enya tilted her head. “Uh… okay?” she replied, not entirely sure what to expect.

The guard stepped forward and held his arm out, aiming the crystal toward her. He paused, glancing at Pell for confirmation. “This… is her blood, correct?”

“Yeah, it is,” Enya answered quickly, beating Pell to the punch.

With a nod, the guard activated the scan. The crystal emitted a brief, intense flash, repeating the same process as it had with Pell's medallion. As the light faded, he pulled his arm back, his eyes darting as he read the system messages that appeared.

“A-a-ah…” His voice faltered, trailing off.

The female guard stepped closer, raising an eyebrow. “What is it?” she asked.

He straightened, clearing his throat. “You’re both free to enter.”

“Yay!” Enya squealed, bouncing in place. She scooped up her backpack, grabbed Pell’s skull, and began to walk past the gates, practically buzzing with excitement. Then she paused, noticing the guards hadn’t handed her an item like the man that headed in before them.

The female guard had already started to reach into her pocket. “Uh, here are your locks—”

“There’s no need for locks,” the man interrupted, his tone suddenly formal. “Please, enjoy your stay in Talo.” He leaned closer to the other guard, whispering, “That girl’s status is too high for a lock.”

The female guard nodded, straightening her stance as she tucked her hands back at her sides.

“Oh—uh, I have another skeleton in the forest. Can he come too?” Enya asked, hopeful.

The guard straightened again, his tone returning to professionalism. “Of course, Miss Enya. No additional ID check is needed for them. You’re free to enter.”

Enya’s smile grew even wider, and she glanced down at Pell in her arms. He grumbled, “Yeah, yeah. He’s coming.”

After about half a minute, the sound of loud stomps that battered the ground came from the forest. Soon, a large visage of a skeleton, one covered in worn, bone armor and seemed strong enough to shatter walls, slowly approached the four of them. Walking next to it, was Pell's headless bone body.

“Ah, could we trouble one of you to bring a small tarp or something, so that we can… cover our treasures?” Pell asked. “Also… I’ll take a lock. I’d rather not have people mistake me for an actual monster while I’m inside.”

Both guards were now staring at the monstrosity that approached from outside the forest. The man’s ears perked up at Pell’s words. “Of… course. I’ll send someone to grab something immediately.”

A thought came to his mind. He turned, shifting his skull upward as best as possible in Enya’s grip. “Hey, we already got full permission to enter. Can’t you just reabsorb Kidirge back into the core so we don’t attract as much attention as we probably already are?”

Enya looked down. “Hmm… yeah? I think we can do that, if Mr. Bones is fine with it.”
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Enya and Pell stepped through the large gates. Within Pell’s arms, was the dungeon core, covered by a large white tarp, to prevent wandering eyes from sneaking a peak at what he truly held.

As they walked in, Enya was met with the sight of large and shimmering ivory-white buildings. Bathed in sunlight, the buildings exuded a polished, professionally built elegance, their smooth white surfaces radiating a gentle glow. The city was layered, almost like built upon a hillside, like the buildings were sculpted alongside it. Beautiful stone walkways and stairs seamlessly connected the crisscrossing streets and paths at different levels.

The streets were wide, and lively, but not chaotic. People of all varying heights, races, limbs, wings, hair—everything you could imagine—they all varied. Among them, she saw many humans, and they still made up the majority; however, there were still many others. Even a few Umbrari, that Pell had mentioned, walked among the people. One person, tall and with a large single eye, even had a small squirrel playing on their shoulder.

Voices chattered, with vendors calling out and peddling for people to visit their stores. Other tradesmen and merchants alike called for passersby to view their wares. Their voices echoed out, only adding to the busy atmosphere of the place.

Fragrant spices and smells, beautiful in sensation, flowed through the streets. Far away, stalls of delicious-smelling food wafted down around them. Carriages strolled down the streets, some more opulent than others. Everything was organized, people knowing exactly what to do, and how to move. Alongside the streets, were large poles that held a crystal a top, with light spilling out of them. Their shines were faint, as the sun’s light lit up the city in their stead.

They walked by stores, glass panes that allowed them to see within. Some held trinkets and other oddly shaped items, while others carried swords and armor. Some places offered bright and colorful looking objects. The smell that came from the stores made it clear—they were delicious treats.

As they made their way up the stairs, her gaze shifted to the near center of the city. A gigantic large spire was pinched from the ground, and reached the skies. It was enormous, and the rounded towers beside it made it seem like a miniature castle that she had read about. The sight was… astonishing. It was like the building itself commanded respect.

“Pell…?” Enya ventured, sidling up to his side, her voice tinged with curiosity.

“What?” he replied, glancing sideways at her.

“Why are… people staring at us?” she asked, her gaze flitting between the buildings and the pedestrians around them. Eyes lingered on the odd duo, and the attention felt unsettling. What was it about them that drew so much interest?

“Oh, I don’t know…” Pell shrugged, feigning ignorance.

“I don’t either…” Enya echoed, her tone suggesting she felt a mystery hovering around them.

Pell groaned, exasperated. “Kid, it’s because you’re a short child in expensive-looking clothes, and you’re walking alongside a talking skeleton with a mysterious object covered in a white cloth.”

Her eyes twitched as she processed his words. After a brief glance at Pell, she turned her attention back to the curious onlookers. That… probably made sense. A child and a skeleton together were certainly an odd sight. Never in the adventure books had she encountered characters casually strolling with skeletons—or monsters, for that matter. “No… that doesn’t… seem right,” she joked, her voice light.

Pell rolled his soul flames in a gesture of annoyance.

“So, where are we going now?” she asked.

“Well, I need to head to the adventurer’s guild to give them a report on my last commission. You, on the other hand, we'll at least need to find an inn for the night. We can plan what to do later once we settle down,” he explained, his gaze scanning about the bustling street.

As they walked on, the unusual pairing drew more curious glances and whispered conversations from passersby. Suddenly, the sound of running footsteps approached from the side.

“Heyyy!!” a voice called out, youthful, bubbly, and especially, loud.

Both Enya and Pell turned to see a girl skidding to a stop in front of them, her face flushed with excitement or curiosity—perhaps both. She looked around fifteen, or maybe a bit older, with a slender build radiating wiry energy, as if she were ready to burst. Her hair was styled in a neat, short bob, and her amber-colored eyes sparkled with mischief as they locked onto the two of them. The black skirt she wore, frayed at the edges, swung lightly as she straightened up.

Around the girl’s neck hung a bright red scarf, a striking contrast to her otherwise simple outfit, which consisted of a fitted black jacket layered over a plain white blouse. A purse strapped across her left shoulder bounced with the sudden stop she made, and after taking a deep breath, she spoke.

“Is that… a real skeleton?” she asked, her eyes gleaming with curiosity as they darted between the pair.

Enya and Pell exchanged a quick sideways glance.

“Yes?” Enya replied, unsure but intrigued.

The girl gasped, her smile stretching wide across her face. “Oh my god! You sound sooooo cute! Can I hug you? Please???” She crouched down, hands resting on her knees, leaning in eagerly toward Enya.

“U-uhhh…” Enya stammered, feeling flustered by the sudden attention.

Before she could respond, another voice called out from behind the girl. Pell, unimpeded by the sudden interruption, looked ahead to see a young boy—roughly the same age as the girl—running toward them, clearly out of breath.

“Berry… please… god… why… do you… have to keep… bothering people?” he panted, coming to a halt in front of them. His words were breathy. Clearly, athleticism wasn’t his strong suit.

The girl, Berry, bounced up and spun around, excitement radiating from her. “Hey! Look, it’s a walking skeleton!” she exclaimed, proudly gesturing to Pell.

“Yes. I can see that. But why did you have to…” he said, taking a deep breath, “run so fast and bother people?” His voice was plain, not too deep nor too high, and he wore a simple gray tunic with a small black vest layered on top, paired with ordinary black trousers and white running shoes. In contrast to the vibrant Berry, he seemed deeply unremarkable.

She waved her hand dismissively at the boy and turned back to Enya, crouching down once more. “So? Can I hug you?” she pressed eagerly.

“She’s all yours,” Pell answered for Enya, a hint of amusement in his voice.

The teenage girl whipped her head over, and her eyes locked onto Pell’s. Her mouth opened like she was about to say something, but then, sporadically, she closed her mouth, reached forward, and extended her arms out, gripping poor little Enya in a tight bear-hug.
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“A-ahh?” Enya muttered, bewildered by the sudden embrace from this random girl. Strangely, it wasn’t uncomfortable—it was actually kind of warm, though the girl’s strength was a little alarming. Enya let out a small groan from the tight squeeze. “Ahhh, you’re so cute!!” the girl squealed, swaying left and right with Enya still caught in her grip.

“I’m… sorry about this, Mr. Skeleton,” the boy said with an apologetic bow. “My sister Berry is… really extroverted. She saw you both walking down the street and wanted to see what was happening. It’s not… everyday you see a skeleton strolling around town,” he explained, his tone polite.

Pell gave the boy a nod, mildly entertained. The boy seemed polite—almost too polite. He glanced down at Enya, who was mouthing a desperate ‘help me’ as she struggled in Berry’s vice-like hug. Pell let out a chuckle, clearly enjoying her predicament.

Finally, after what felt like an eternity of near-suffocation, Enya was freed from Berry’s hold and hurried over to Pell, clutching onto his lower rib as if for support. The two strangers now stood in front of them, watching with bright eyes.

“Sorry about that! Let’s start fresh. I’m Berry, and this is my older brother, Manny!” the red-scarfed girl announced, giving a quick bow while also slapping her brother’s back. Manny, in contrast, offered a deeper, respectful nod.

“I’m… Enya! And… this is Pell!” Enya said, patting Pell’s lower rib, a little breathless but managing a smile.

Berry’s grin widened. “I was just on my way to grab a crepe before registering at tournament signups, and then I thought I saw a skeleton in the street,” she said, leaning forward with her hand cupped beside her mouth as if sharing a grand secret. “And guess what? I was right,” she whispered—though not very quietly—“It was you two!”

Then, as if struck by a sudden thought, she leaned back and studied Enya with a curious look. “Actually, only one of you is a skeleton. This little adorable girl isn’t one, right?” Berry said, eyes narrowing in playful suspicion. “I think…?”

Manny placed a hand on his sister’s shoulder, gently pulling her back, though her intense gaze stayed fixed on Enya all the same.

“What my sister means is that she got curious when she saw a walking skeleton and wanted to meet you both. I apologize for her… enthusiasm,” he said, bowing once more, his voice calm and polite.

“Hey! I’m not rude! You’re rude for apologizing so much!” Berry shot back, crossing her arms with a huff.

Enya and Pell both noticed a subtle twitch in Manny’s jaw as he maintained his bow, likely a well-practiced reaction to his sister’s antics.

“Tournament?” Enya asked, intrigued.

Berry took the opportunity to step forward, mirroring her brother’s move by pulling him back with one hand. “Yep! The city’s holding its annual tournament for admission to Lightway Academy in a few days. It’s called the Beacon Tournament,” she explained, excitement lighting up her face. “I’m surprised you two don’t know about it. It’s one of the biggest events of the year, besides the slime fall festival!”

“Woahhh…” Enya breathed, her eyes growing wide with wonder. She glanced up at Pell, her grip on his ribs tightening. “Can I join?!” she asked eagerly, her voice jumping with enthusiasm as she turned back to Berry.

Pell leaned down, speaking softly into her ear. “Didn’t you mention wanting to find your family or something? Kind of hard to do that if you’re participating in a tournament, and off at school in the Second Realm,” he reminded her.

“A-ah… yeah…” Enya mumbled, her excitement dimming for a moment.

Berry, picking up on this, offered a gentle smile. “I wouldn’t recommend joining if you don’t have any experience fighting, Enya. The tournament can get pretty rough, and if you don’t know magic or how to defend yourself, it could be dangerous,” she warned, her tone both warm and concerned.

Enya squared her shoulders, her eyes bright with determination. “I can fight!” she declared proudly.

Enya meant this wholeheartedly. She had survived the dungeon alone for nearly two months, facing off against countless monsters and even the dungeon boss itself. She might not have won every fight, but she’d fought hard—and now she even had some offensive spells in her arsenal that she was growing accustomed to.

“Thanks for the info, but unfortunately, the kid needs to go meet her family, so staying in school here for an extended period probably isn’t an option,” Pell said, glancing down at Enya. She really needs to get her priorities straight, he thought.

“Time shouldn’t be much of a problem, depending on how long you have,” Manny replied, raising a finger as if to emphasize his point. “People can still enter the tournament for prize rewards and also apply for a shortened term of about one month instead of the usual half-year semester. Talo sees quite a few visitors this time of year, and the tournament is one of the biggest highlights and attractions. The academy has set up an expedited course to teach a condensed version of their curriculum. You’ll learn most of the basics, but a lot of the main content will be reserved for the full term.”

Pell felt a tug at his ribs and looked down to find Enya gazing up at him with wide, eager eyes.

“Can I join then? My family can wait!” she exclaimed, practically bouncing on her toes.

“Gahh…” Pell groaned internally. Why does she have such a one-track mind?

“It’s your choice, I guess,” he said reluctantly. “I’ll need to send a message back to Elara in the First Realm to make sure she’s still safe, so I’ll probably have to stick around the city for a few weeks to get a reply.”

“Yay!” Enya cheered, hopping around like one of those horned rabbits in the forest.

“Is there an age limit or something? She’s only like…” Pell began, but then realized he didn’t actually know her age. “Well, she’s pretty young.”

“There shouldn’t be a problem with that. The tournament has different divisions for various age groups. Enya could probably join the Youngling division. My sister and I will be competing in the Advanced Division ourselves,” Manny explained, a proud smile creeping onto his face.

Pell’s soul flames flickered in suspicion, rising a few centimeters higher.

“Woah—hey! Did you see that? Those little fireballs moved!” Berry exclaimed, grabbing Manny’s arm. “I think he’s skeptical of you! I told you, you need to work on your appearance and fashion! Take a note or two from adorable Enya here!” she teased, a playful grin on her face.

Manny could only roll his eyes in response, offering a light, dismissive wave in front of her face.

“I assume… you are a necromancer, Enya?” Manny asked.

“Yep!” Enya replied back, voice filled with pride.

“Is Pell here a summon of yours?”

“Uhh…” she hesitated. She wasn’t entirely sure if he counted as one of her summons. Technically, the dungeon had revived him, but she had repaired him and placed his soul back into his original body. In a way, she was both responsible for him, and not.

“No,” Pell interjected, cutting through her uncertainty.

“I guess he isn’t,” Enya agreed, nodding at Pell.

Berry and Manny exchanged a brief glance, clearly puzzled. “Then how is Pell… y’know what, never mind,” Manny said. Some questions were best left unasked—and in his mind, now was a good time to respect that saying.

“We’re still quite new to Talo. I haven’t been here for a couple of years. You kids know anything about how people feel about necromancy and all that?” Pell inquired, his tone shifting to one of curiosity. “Haven’t been an undead too long myself, but I ain’t sure if this city has changed at all since I’ve last been here.”

“Necromancers are a pretty uncommon class… maybe even rare. I don’t think most people in the city have ever seen one before, us included. But I’m pretty sure people don’t generally have a favorable view of them. However, it’s not like anyone will come at you with pitchforks or anything,” Manny explained, his tone reassuring. “Talo is pretty diverse, so unless you went around reviving someone’s dead aunt, there shouldn’t be much of an issue. Though you might get some… side-eyes,” he added with a wry smile.

That made sense. Ever since Enya and Pell had entered the city, they’d felt the weight of curious stares. No one approached them or looked overtly offended, but the wary glances were unmistakable. Enya wondered if it was more about her unusual companion than herself.

“Registration for the tournament will be open until the day before it starts,” Manny continued. “If you really think you can handle it, we can lead you to the sign-up area. The tournament begins three days from now.”

“There will be high-level healers at the tournament, so any injuries you suffer won’t matter much,” Berry chimed in. “I don’t think there have been any major life-threatening injuries in the tournament for a very long time. There’s never been a death from it either,” she added confidently.

Pell considered their offer. Although Enya wanted to meet her family, she seemed genuinely interested in the tournament. He suspected she might not want to see her family as much as she claimed, especially since she was willing to postpone her meeting with them for a whole month. It was unlikely she would place highly in the tournament anyway, so perhaps that wouldn't be an issue after all.

Back when Pell had stayed in the dungeon with Enya, watching her learn magic, he had been impressed by her abnormal comprehension. However, simply learning spells didn’t equate to combat prowess. This was particularly true for necromancers, who often relied on their minions to fight for them—at least, that was probably the common concept. If Enya didn’t grasp how to position herself in battle, she would likely be eliminated early on. Sure, she might win a battle or two, but the entire tournament? That seemed like a long shot. Though, he had never seen her properly fight, so perhaps, she was better than he thought?

He would need to send a message to the first layer directly to Elara, and that could take weeks or even a month to hear back. Traveling back directly to the first layer was costly; it didn’t require as much as ascending, but it wasn’t a trivial amount either. Besides, he had come to the second layer to make money, not to return to the first layer empty-handed. He also needed time to appraise and find buyers for the items they had retrieved from the dungeon.

“I’ll do it!” Enya declared, her eyes shining with determination.

Pell sighed, realizing she had made up her mind. “If you two are offering to lead the way, then sure. I guess we can check it out,” he said with a shrug. “But we just arrived today, so we need to find an inn first. Is a place called The Silver Lantern still in business here?”

“Yeah! That place is still on the east side of the city,” Berry replied, her enthusiasm palpable. “Our dad is actually really good friends with the owner there. If you mention the name Henry, they might give you a discount! Well, maybe not. But it’s worth a shot!”

“We’ll be shopping around for some snacks and stuff too. Do you know where the city fountain is? We can meet up there in about an hour, and we can take you to the tournament registration,” Manny suggested.

“Alright, I know where that is. In an hour, then,” Pell confirmed.

“Yay!” Enya exclaimed, bouncing on her feet.

Berry’s face flushed with excitement as she suddenly dashed forward and wrapped Enya in her signature death grip once again. “You. Are. So. Cuuuuute!”

“H-h-he-lp… m-meee,” Enya mumbled, squirming in the embrace.
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“Henry? Yeah, he’s a good friend of my husband,” came the voice of Sheryl, the owner of The Silver Lantern Inn. She was a sturdy woman in her early fifties, exuding a warm and welcoming presence. A heavy apron embroidered at the edges adorned her simple green tunic. Her once auburn hair, now threaded with silver-gray strands, was swept into a neat bun.

“Strong” was an apt descriptor for this woman, as she boasted a broad build that could handle any unruly patrons who dared to enter her establishment. Pell remembered her effortlessly carrying barrels, scrubbing floors, and maneuvering trays stacked high with ale all with ease years ago. She didn’t seem to have changed at all. Especially since she didn't give a rat's ass that a skeleton just walked into her inn. She didn't even flinch once, nor ask about his circumstances.

“He’s one of his drinking buddies and is quite the pleasant fellow,” she continued, a smile on her face.

“So…” Pell said, easing the word out slowly.

“No discounts.”

“Damn,” Pell muttered under his breath.

After retrieving a silver coin from his inventory sub-space, he and Enya headed upstairs to their basic room. He approached the door marked on his keychain and pushed through the wooden door. Inside, the room was moderately sized, about as large as the study he remembered. That was one thing he had always liked about this inn years ago—the spacious bedrooms, though they came at a higher price.

A simple bed sat against one wall, accompanied by a bedside table with a lamp. To the right was a small closet with a coat rack. Two windows flanked the opposite side of the room, offering a view of the back courtyard where the innkeeper tended to a small garden, just as he remembered. Beyond that, the bustling streets next to the vendor area came into view, filled with people peddling wares and strolling about.

Pell set down the dungeon core, propping it up by tucking in the white tarp around its base. Meanwhile, Enya wandered over to the side of the room, and inspected the simple furnishings.

“Is this… what I think it is?” Enya asked, her eyes wide with wonder.

Pell turned around, brow furrowing. “What? A bed?” he replied incredulously.

“This… that means I can lay on it?” Enya's excitement was palpable.

“Yes?” Pell responded, still confused.

A bright smile spread across her face, and in a burst of joy, her feet left the ground. With a plop, she dove face-first into the white bed, her face sinking into the soft sheets. “Itzz sho sofffht,” she exclaimed, muffled by the fabric.

The flames in Pell’s eye sockets flickered higher before a realization struck him. A bed—one of the most basic pieces of living furniture anyone with a home possessed—was something Enya had never experienced before. He thought back to his own childhood, remembering the old shack he’d called home. Though he had been alone, he had managed to create a makeshift life for himself, even crafting a bed of wheat straw for comfort. But this little girl? She had been sleeping on cold, hard ground—stone or dirt—this entire time.

Now, having moved beyond the dirt-poor existence of his youth, Pell had savored the luxury of an actual soft bed to sleep in. Yet seeing Enya revel in this simple pleasure tugged at his heart. It felt bittersweet, watching her embrace something so mundane and essential with such pure delight.

“Alright, kid, get up,” Pell said, erasing his thoughts and pushing himself off the small drawer he was leaning against. “We ought to talk about what to do from now on.”
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Enya propped herself up, sitting cross-legged on the bed. “The tournament?”

“Sure, that. But if you’re planning to enter and somehow place high enough—probably should’ve asked those kids how that all works—but if you do manage to get in, are you going to take that one-month class thing they mentioned?” Pell asked.

“Hmm… maybe? Schools and friends were always mentioned in your books. So it should be really fun, right?” Enya's enthusiasm was infectious.

“Dunno. Never went,” Pell replied flatly.

Enya tilted her head, surprise etched on her features. “You never went to school?”

“I was poor, kid. Everything I learned was by myself. Nobody out there to help, ‘sides Melly,” he said, his tone growing more serious. “She helped with some common sense, reading, and writing. But the rest? I learned it on the streets—hard lessons, personally.”

He walked over to the window, peering out at the bustling peddlers hawking their wares in the market below. “Enough about me, though.”

Enya leaned back, resting her head on the soft pillow. “So, you’re staying in Talo for a month when I go to school?” she asked, staring up at the wooden ceiling.

“If you go to school. But yes, I’ll be waiting here for a while. I need time to sell the items we got too. And I’ll have to meet with a secretary to settle my expenses and everything. Paperwork and all that crap is going to be a headache for me, especially with the dead adventurer’s team,” Pell said.

“I’ll have the time to stay, and you can go have a month at school if you place. But don’t cry to me if you don’t get in, alright? It’s kids who have probably trained specifically for the tournament, so they’ll be at least somewhat skilled in combat. If you get knocked out in the first round, then that’ll be a valuable lesson for you—not to dive headfirst into everything,” he cautioned.

“I’ll win!” Enya declared, sitting up straight with determination. “I’ll get first place!”

Pell could only lower his skull, his thoughts drifting. I’ll need to find a book on how to deal with crying children, he mused.
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An hour slipped by as the two began to settle their individual affairs.

“Pell! Pell!” Enya shouted, dashing toward him.

Inside their booked room, Pell was rummaging through the backpack Enya had brought along. It was a complete disaster.

Sticky potion liquid coated everything, a messy reminder of her past escapades. She had mostly managed to remove the shards of glass, but the stickiness clinging to the books, the failed Hellfire pills, and her notes was bothersome. Among the chaos, he recognized the two necromancy books, but there was also another notebook and some loose notes. The covers of the notebooks were blemished and wet, with some pages barely holding together, while others—most—were utterly ruined. He could see notes detailing necromantic topics he didn’t recognize. These must have come from the underground workshop that Enya had mentioned.

As he sifted through the mess, he found the crude map he had drawn, outlining the upper floors of the dungeon, nearly torn to shreds. Even a punctured can of preserved rabbit meat remained—completely inedible. Why the hell hadn’t she thrown this away?

The sound of Enya calling his name pulled him away from his disorganized pile of belongings.

“Pell! Look!” she exclaimed, appearing in front of him. Her dress was freshly washed, the gray dustiness completely gone. With a joyful twirl, she threaded her fingers through her hair, the sun catching the shine.

“My hair is so shiny and smooth!” she beamed.

Sheryl had offered Enya a bath after noticing the blood still staining the top portion of her forehead. It wasn’t completely visible from a distance, hidden beneath her hair, but up close, it was quite noticeable. Pell had to come up with a quick excuse for why a little girl was wandering around with a skeleton and covered in blood.

In the end, he settled on a story that the girl was a prodigy, and he was an old servant raised by necromancy to assist her. Sheryl didn’t seem convinced, but she let it slide, especially since the little girl appeared so happy to be with him.

“Do I look pretty?” Enya asked, halting her twirl but still holding out her hand, which sparkled in the light above.

“Yes, yes. You look very pretty,” Pell replied. He figured making a clever remark probably wouldn’t do him any favors.

Enya’s face brightened into a goofy smile, and she hopped around the room, thrilled by her newfound cleanliness and beauty.

Pell turned back to the mess of the backpack, trying to sort things out.

“Whatcha doing?” Enya asked, bouncing up beside him.

“I’m emptying the backpack of the useless stuff. I need to head to the adventurer’s guild to give a preliminary report, then off to the merchant’s guild to see if I can get the loot from the dungeon appraised,” he explained. “Everything’s sticky, but I guess they’ll have to deal with it.”

“What about the tournament?” she asked, her curiosity piqued.

Pell finished pulling out the last of the books and set them aside next to the large dungeon core resting on the table. “I’ll take you to wherever the registration is with those kids. After that, I’ll be on my way, so you can play with them for the rest of the day or something.”

“Really? I can?” she exclaimed, her eyes wide at the prospect of exploring the city. Everything she had seen was mesmerizing—the tall buildings, the bustling people selling wares, and the pretty, shiny objects in the store windows. The crepe Berry had mentioned sounded like a delicious treat she was eager to try.

“Yes, for the most part. We’re already inside the city. Just don’t take anything valuable with you, and don’t talk to strangers. If anyone asks, you can say you’re a noble, but don’t mention that you’re a high-noble. It’ll cause too many issues. Apparently, your identity is recorded in the system—that’s why those guards let us in so easily. Just ask them not to reveal your identity. Most officials are good at keeping themselves out of trouble, especially if your family could make them disappear in a snap,” Pell advised.

He slung the backpack over his shoulder and readjusted the black cloak draping over him. Along his left sleeve was a small metal device—a lock that prevented excessive use of magic and skills. Any dangerous abilities would be recorded inside it. If a mage decided to shoot a fireball at someone, the city’s War Paragons would be on that unfortunate soul within minutes.

“I have a good eye for people. Those kids seemed trustworthy, and they’ve got a good word from Sheryl, whom I’ve met a few times during my stay here. But if you sense anything wrong, just scream that you’re being abducted.”

She tilted her head, puzzled. “Abducted?”

“Yeah. Just scream as loud as you can. Maybe scream ‘help’ or something. Someone will probably come running. Just don’t go anywhere alone, got it?” Pell reaffirmed.

“So… scream like this?” Enya said, taking a deep breath.

Pell’s skull whipped around to meet her gaze with lightning speed. “Don’t you dare—”

“HEEEELLPPP!!” Enya’s voice echoed out with thunderous volume, resonating throughout the top floor of the inn and spilling out into the open doorway of their room.
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While Pell was downstairs, being berated by Sheryl, the innkeeper, for Enya’s little prank, Enya waited in the bedroom. It wasn’t the content of her scream that had caused the commotion, but rather the volume, which had annoyed the other guests and prompted Sheryl to reprimand Pell. Apparently, anything bad Enya did was Pell’s fault for lack of guidance and supervision. Perhaps… this skill of deflection would prove useful in the future.

The tournament was going to be exciting! Tournament arcs were always the most thrilling parts in the books. The main character finally got to show the world what they were capable of! Excitement bubbled up within Enya. Surely, she would impress everyone and win!

If—no, when—she claimed first place, she would be admitted to the academy, where she could finally become a student. There, she would meet a host of people and grow an army of friends. Skeletons were cool and all, but they couldn’t talk.

This, however, meant she wouldn’t be able to contact her family for another month. But… she was okay with that. Somehow, though, her heart ached at the thought.

She had been abandoned in the dungeon. Meeting Pell had been nice, but why was she there in the first place? Why hadn’t anyone come for her? Why, why, why?

She felt scared. Knowing the answers might make the pain in her heart hurt even more. If they hadn’t found her for nearly three months… were they even searching? Were her parents like Pell’s?

Hearing that Pell had been abandoned by his parents… that—that left an imprint on her mind. Pell was nice—but he was bitter. She could tell that… he held a lot of pain inside. Would… that pain also become hers to bear in the future?

She shook the thoughts away. This wasn’t the time to dwell on them. Soon, she would be going with the siblings to sign up for a fun tournament and explore the city. Painful thoughts could wait for later.

Enya opened her status screen. She had taken a brief peek at it right after the bandit fight, but she hadn’t had the chance to really examine it in detail since they had to run. And in the days following, it had slipped her mind entirely.

The status screen was primarily used to show her stats or mission progress. When she wasn’t actively doing anything related to her skills, there was no need to check it. The monotonous days of walking had dulled her excitement for the system, making her forget about it entirely.

Her notifications came flooding in.


System Notification: You have landed a killing blow on Human (Level 16).
You have received 544 EXP (-32%).Your level has increased from level 8 to level 10.
You have gained 1 skill point.
Experience Remaining Until Next Level: 40/549

New Skill Notification: Perception [C-] has ranked up to Perception [C]


Enya’s eyes widened as she processed the notifications. She had received 340 EXP from a level 16 human? That was impressive, especially considering that the rattle rat had given her roughly 270. 

There was a line indicating that she had received a -32% penalty to her total EXP. Why had she received a penalty? What was so different about killing the demon rat compared to the bandit? She tried to focus on it and bring up more information, but nothing came up.

Despite the oddities in her experience points, she had leveled up twice and even gained an additional skill point, bringing her total to two. However, she still didn’t have a good enough spell or skill to spend it on. She decided it would be best to save them for her class quests, until she received a good skill.

The last pie on the cake, was that her perception skill also went up one rank. This notification came after she retracted her senses after attacking the bandits. She had heard the mental ping then, but Pell’s antagonized gaze on her, from her scaring his arm off, made her forget all about it.

Next, she opened up her status screen, showing the expanded version, skill list and all.


Name: Enya EmpyriaHealth: 100/100
Mana: 30/30Soul-Energy: 61
Level: 10/1EXP: 40/549
Class: NecrosmithInnate Class: Visionary
Skills: Bonecarver’s Quill [E+], Transfiguration of Soul, The Grim Pullet, Absolute Focus, Visions Past, Recast, Mana Detection [D+], Mana Control [D+], Perception [C], Sage’s Insight [B]Spells: Summon Skeleton [D-], Bone Spear, Bone Shift [F-]
Titles: High-Noble, Realm Hopper, Apprentice of Terran, Limited Holder


Nothing looked out of the ordinary.

Her level had always been a fractional number, and this time, it was 10/1. She had meant to ask Pell what this meant… but now, pulling up her expanded status, she made a strange connection. Technically… she had two levels, right?

She tapped on her level value, willing the status screen to focus on it.


Level: 10/1EXP: 40/549
Class: Necrosmith [Lv. 10]
Innate Class: Visionary [Lv. 1]


Her necrosmith class was level 10, but her innate visionary class, was still level 1. That… made sense.

It was strange to think that her status screen had populated so much since the first time she used it when she met Pell. Back then, she had only a few passive skills and titles. Now, she had acquired a unique class, obtained her innate one, and managed to escape the dungeon alive—all thanks to Pell.

Well, that last part was mostly because of her. But it wasn’t a lie to say that Pell had motivated her to try her hardest and escape. In the end, everything had worked out, and she saved both him and Mr. Bones.
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“Hey! You guys are finally here!” yelled Berry, her hands furiously waving in the air as she jumped to signal their attention.

Enya and Pell stepped out from a nearby small alley that cut through the bustling streets and spotted the siblings. It was nearly impossible not to see Berry with her exuberant antics.

Berry ran forward, attempting to scoop Enya up in a hug, but before she could reach her, Enya ducked behind Pell, hiding beneath his cloak.

“Awww, don’t be like that, Enny! I just want to hug you!”

“Enny?” Pell asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Cute, right?” Berry replied, beaming with satisfaction.

Manny walked up beside her, placing a hand on her shoulder. “Can you not be so… flamboyant in public?”

“Dunno what that means,” Berry said, winking and giving a thumbs up to her brother.

Pell sighed. His hollow bones felt too old to deal with teenagers.

The four of them had gathered at the city fountain, a magnificent structure spanning roughly 100 meters wide. From their vantage point, they could spot the elegant Lightway Academy, a massive building adorned with spires and multiple floors. Like the rest of the city, it was constructed from beautiful white stone, its architecture reminiscent of ancient castles. In the distance, a large crowd buzzed around the front of the academy, looking like tiny specks packed tightly in front of the signup area.

Pell shuffled to the side, momentarily revealing Enya beneath his cloak. “Alright, brat. I gotta get going to the adventurer’s guild. You go have fun or whatever,” he said.

“Okay!” Enya replied, her voice bubbling with excitement.

Seizing the opportunity, Berry lunged forward, wrapping her arms around Enya and lifting her off the ground. She rubbed her cheek against Enya’s. “Aaah! I wish you were my little sister!” Berry exclaimed, nuzzling against her.

Enya groaned again, overwhelmed by the unusual affection from the surprisingly strong girl.

Pell started to walk away, giving a slight wave to the siblings. “Just don’t let her drink alcohol. But if she wants to, give in; otherwise, she might scream and land you in jail,” Pell warned.

Berry, too caught up in swinging Enya around like a stuffed doll, didn’t hear the warning. Manny, on the other hand, stared at the skeleton, confused by his words.

Jail? She would scream and put us in jail? Manny thought, bewildered.


            

    
        Chapter 58: Registration

    
    
    
    
                “Whoa… look at all the people!” Enya murmured, taking in the scene as she walked with Berry and Manny toward the academy square. Ahead stood the big entrance, with towering pillars and a gleaming hallway stretching inside. The academy looked massive, at least four stories tall, with tall spires on either side poking up even higher.

Around the square, there were individuals donning crisp, black uniforms with white badges on their chests. The badges had a white fish engraved on them, and by the way these people guided the crowd along, she figured they were probably teachers or academy officials.

A large crowd filled the square, with people of all ages and heights. There seemed to be about twenty kids her size, probably around her age. But many others stood tall, like Berry and Manny, likely aiming for the advanced division.

“Is this everyone who’s joining the tournament?” Enya asked, glancing up at Berry as they wove through the crowd. Berry held Enya’s hand, something she’d begged Enya for since Pell left. Enya couldn’t say no—not with the threat of Berry’s “hug of death” hanging in the air. Necromancer or not, Enya wasn’t entirely sure she could resurrect herself.

“Just the ones here today,” Berry replied as they reached the end of a long line snaking through the square. About thirty people were waiting ahead, some with parents or other adults beside them.

“Sign-ups have been going on for four days now,” Manny added, looking down the line. “There are only two days left, so most people probably already registered.”

Settling in at the back of the line, they waited, surrounded by the hum of excitement as the line slowly moved forward.

“How does the signy thingy work?” Enya asked.

“I had a friend sign up here a few days back,” Manny said. “They’ll start with some basic things, like asking for your name, and testing whether you know any offensive magic or skills.”

“What if you don’t know any? You can’t enter if you don’t?” Enya asked, brow furrowing.

“Well, even if you don’t have offensive spells, there are skills that help in a fight indirectly,” Berry chimed in, tapping her chin thoughtfully. “Like a skill that lets you see in the dark if you’re using smoke bombs, or something like that. And there are people who can hold their own without needing special skills—they’ve just got a knack for fighting. I bet some of them are signing up today, too. People with non-combat classes who still want to apply for the academy and become Paragons of War.”

Enya’s ears perked up. She’d heard that term before—Pell had mentioned it a few times, but his explanation had been pretty basic. “What exactly is a War Paragon? Pell told me it has to do with how well you fight. Do I become one if I win the tournament?” Enya asked.

Berry grinned, bending down to pinch Enya’s cheeks.

“Mmmph!” Enya grumbled, squirming.

“Why are you so cute!” Berry finally released her, standing back up. “Not quite. Paragons of War have to fight other Paragons, and there’s an official who watches and tests how well you do in real battle. The academy teaches you regular studies, but also prepares you for the Paragon of War exams.”

Berry gave Enya a pat on the head, her eyes lighting up. “Wow, your hair is sooo soft!” she squealed, hand hovering, ready to ruffle it—until Manny cut in.

“Sis, maybe answer her questions first?” Manny said, raising an eyebrow. “She’s probably a little nervous about the tournament.”

“Ah… right.” Berry quickly pulled her hand away and cleared her throat with a little cough. “Anyway—so, the exam is usually three fights against other Paragons of War. First, you pick a fight with someone at a bronze, copper, or low silver level, depending on what you’re comfortable with. After that, the examiner pairs you with someone closer to what they think your skill level might be. Then, the last fight’s with someone a bit above your level. You don’t have to win all three fights, actually; it’s more about how well you fight,” she explained.

Enya looked up at her, thinking it over. It sounded… simple enough. Just a few fights against other Paragons, and then she’d get a rank based on how she did.

“Are either of you Paragons of War? Manny said you were taking the advanced… addition? Is that higher than the young-imp addition?” she asked.

Berry gasped dramatically at Enya’s mix-up and seemed ready to swoop in for another pinch. Manny, anticipating this, put a hand on Berry’s shoulder and gently pulled her back, stepping between her and Enya.

“Ahem… it’s called divisions, not additions,” Manny corrected, firmly holding Berry in place as she struggled to get past him. “And for you, it’s the young-ling division, not young-imp,” he added with a smirk.

“As for Paragons of War… no, we haven’t taken the exam yet. But we’re strong enough to apply for the advanced division. Plus, we’re older, so we don’t qualify for the youngling or regular divisions anymore.”

Enya watched the two of them with a mix of amusement and embarrassment. Manny was doing his best to keep Berry from pouncing on her with another over-enthusiastic hug, but it was already too late—Berry was making quite a scene. People in line, officials around the square, even those behind them, were all staring as Berry flailed, desperate to smother Enya in yet another hug.

After things calmed down a bit, they talked about the city. Berry and Manny explained that Talo was the second-largest city in Karemere. Karemere, along with Trenine and Yennemel, was one of three major countries in the second layer. Known for its bustling trade and merchant business, Karemere’s cities were full of districts, plazas, and shops set up by all kinds of peddlers and merchants. That explained why Talo was so lively, with streets busy and stalls everywhere.

The city of Talo was built from stone infused with powerful magic, making it ultra-sensitive to spells and mana. All this stone had once been plain gray, but after the Great White Wizard—one of the city’s co-founders—enchanted it, Talo became known as the White Bastion. The city’s stone barrier was so strong it could withstand up to a hundred A-rank spells and even a few S-rank ones. Long ago, Talo had been a crucial stronghold during the war with Yennemel, which ended in what they called a “tie,” or more of a cold war—no peace, just a tense, silent truce.

At some point, the siblings asked Enya about her and Pell’s origins. She explained that Pell came from the first realm, had ascended to the second layer, and had been in Talo for a few years—until he died. She mentioned meeting him in a dungeon but didn’t go into specifics about the events that occurred. When they pressed her a bit, curious as to why she was in a dungeon in the first place, Enya felt her mind go blank, but finally mumbled, “It’s… a secret.”

The siblings exchanged a quick glance and gave her a nod. Maybe they understood that some things were better left alone; everyone had their own secrets.

“Next!” The call was clear and crisp, though the tone had the monotony of someone reading off a well-worn script. It came from an official in a black uniform with the same white badge that Enya had seen outside. He was tall, lean, and his hair was slicked back with enough gel to make it almost shiny. As they walked into the academy, Manny leaned over and explained that they were now in the reception hall. The place was huge—easily large enough to fit hundreds of students. It was practically the size of the entire inn where she and Pell were staying.

The three approached the counter, Manny leading, with Enya holding Berry’s hand by her side. The official at the counter wore a silver brace similar to the guards outside, complete with the embedded crystal.

“Name?” he asked, his gaze sweeping over them.

Manny reached the counter first. "Hello. My name is Manny Merrick, and this is my sister, Berry Merrick. Our father is Henry Merrick. We’re here to register for the advanced division.”

The official glanced down at his bracer, eyes moving as he scanned a status screen. “ID Codes?” he asked.

“Unbalanced,” Manny replied.

Berry, letting go of Enya’s hand, stepped up next to her brother with a sly grin. “Joy and Happiness that dance together on the battlefield while the horns and beats of the drums—”

The official's eyebrows rose, and he cut her off with a weary sigh. “Kid. Why is your ID code over 200 words?” His gaze landed on Berry with a mixture of disbelief and suspicion.

Berry gave an innocent smile. “Want me to keep going?”

“No, please,” he said, sounding defeated as he checked the crystal on his bracer, confirming their identities like the guards had done at the city gates. After a moment, he looked up again. “You’re both registered for the advanced division. Head to the testing hall on the right for a preliminary assessment,” he instructed, pointing to a door on his left that led to another area of the academy.

They stepped aside, leaving room for Enya to step up next. She felt a little smile tug at her face. Was this what it was like to have friends?

“Name?” the man asked in his same flat tone.

“Uh, Enya Em—uh, Enya Meltere,” she said, thinking up a quick cover. Pell had warned her to keep her real name under wraps. Even though the officials supposedly already had her details, if her name was called out in the tournament, her cover would be blown.

The official frowned, eyes darting over the bracer as he tried to pull up her info.

Enya leaned over the counter, hands gripping the edge and her chin resting on top. “Um… mister? I don’t have any… uh, identity verifwiication,” she mumbled, stumbling over the word. From her side, she heard a stifled squeal, and a quick peek revealed Manny struggling to hold Berry back from pouncing on her with a hug.

The man raised an eyebrow. “No verification? How did you get into the city?”

“The guards outside scanned my blood or something, and then they let me in,” she answered with a shrug.

The man made a thoughtful humming sound, considering her words before finally nodding. “Alright, I suppose I can do a blood scan too.” He reached under the counter and brought out a small needle in a plastic wrapper. “I’ll just need to prick your finger for a moment.”

Enya’s eyes widened, horror creeping across her face as she stared at the little metallic needle. “Y-y-y-y-you’re going to s-s-stab my finger with t-t-that?” she stammered, stepping back with an uneasy look.

“It’s just a tiny prick and—” Before he could finish, Enya had already backed up several paces, edging toward the exit with every intention of bolting.

“Miss—!” the man began, just as a sudden whoosh of air swept past them.

In a blur, Berry appeared in front of Enya, like a magical barrier blocking her escape. Enya’s hair whipped forward as she collided face-first into Berry’s stomach, only to find herself completely trapped in Berry’s famous hug of death.

“Alright, Enny! No need to be scared of needles!” Berry said cheerfully, lifting her up as if she weighed nothing and carrying her back to the counter. “Hey, mister! Quick—get that prick while I’ve got her held down!” she called over.

Enya’s muffled protest came from within Berry’s open jacket, but no amount of squirming could break her free.
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“You… said your name was… Enya… Meltere?” the official asked, his tone taking on a completely new, respectful softness.

Enya, now clinging to Manny with her face buried into his back, only nodded, a single tear streaking down her cheek from the indignity of the prick. The needle had only nicked her finger the tiniest bit, to the point that no one could even see if blood was drawn, but she hadn’t liked it at all. The official had even cast a quick wave over her finger afterward, which he claimed was a “healing spell,” though it didn’t actually do anything. But Enya didn’t need to know that.

“Aww, Enny, don’t be sad. I’m sorry, but we had to, since you don’t remember your ID code,” Berry cooed, pleading for her to cheer up.

Enya only burrowed further into Manny’s back, hiding her face as her shoulders shook. Manny chuckled nervously, looking at the curious onlookers who had turned to watch the commotion.

“You’re… free to go,” the man said, now speaking carefully and with great formality. “Please proceed to the room on the left to test your combat capabilities… Enya Meltere.”


            

    
        Chapter 59: The Barrier Test

    
    
    
    
                “Alright. Which test would you like to take? Dummy, Barrier, or Reactive?” The deep, clear voice belonged to a tall, burly man, about seven feet in height. Despite his imposing build, there was something reassuring about his tone. His skin was a warm tan, and he wore fitted, dark armor that stood out compared to the black suits the other officials wore. Most people Enya had seen around the academy so far were lean and wiry, but this man was all muscle—almost like a fortress in human form.

“I’ll do the barrier,” Berry said, the first to step forward. They had waited outside until Enya felt a little calmer after the whole needle fiasco, and now she was eager to get started.

The three of them stood in a white-tiled chamber, smaller than the reception area yet still impressively spacious. Scorch marks, scratches, and faint blemishes marred the tiles in various places—marks of previous trials, Enya assumed. And yet, none of the tiles looked cracked or out of place, just well-worn from countless tests.

Aside from Enya, Manny, and Berry, there were only two others in the room. The man in dark armor, who seemed to be in charge, and a woman with sleek golden hair pulled back, dressed in a black suit. She wore thin-rimmed glasses and stood just over five and a half feet tall. Though she said nothing, her presence was sharp and mysterious. Her stares felt like she could read a person at a single glance.

“Very well, barrier test it is,” the man said, nodding.

Manny leaned down to whisper to Enya. “She hasn’t told you her class yet, has she?”

Enya shook her head.

Manny straightened with a soft smile. “My sister can be a bit of a klutz and a one-track mind, but…”

He trailed off as a shimmering blue barrier appeared across half of the room, forming a perfect wall that split the chamber in two. Enya felt a pulse of mana radiate from it—a surge of power that far surpassed anything she’d felt in her earlier encounters, even stronger than the study’s shield and the bandit’s spell.

“She’s one strong sister,” Manny continued, his eyes following Berry as she positioned herself several feet from the barrier, knees bent and shoulders squared. “And I’m proud of her.”

The magical barrier shimmered before them. This wall of magical energy felt thicker and denser than anything Enya had seen before—it was almost impenetrable.

“What type of test is she doing?” Enya asked.

“A lot of basic combat tests have different ways to show your combat skills,” Manny explained. “The barrier test is for people who want to demonstrate raw power, like empowered strikes or explosive spells. The Dummy test is for people showing non-explosive power, like fire magic, poison, or quick blade strikes that hurt the target without destructive force. Is that explanation okay?”

“Uh… I… think so? Berry is going to hit the barrier then, right?”

“Yep. Just stand back and watch,” Manny said.

Berry stood near the center of the room, while Enya, Manny, and the two instructors watched from the back, near the entrance. Everyone’s eyes were on Berry as she held a steady, combat-ready stance, her knees and elbows slightly bent, right leg forward, and body turned to the side. Her left hand hovered, while her right arm pulled back, fist ready.

Taking a deep breath, Berry’s usual bubbly expression hardened. The glint of happiness and joy in her eyes vanished, leaving only a fierce, piercing stare. The skin around her fist tightened as her body tensed. Mana flowed through her, empowering her limbs.

Enya, watching closely, felt the traces of mana coursing through her friend’s body. Her eyes glowed a dim yellow as her vision sharpened, letting her see the flow of mana pulsing through Berry’s muscles, each surge strengthening her stance and gathering in her arm.

Berry let out a sharp, quick exhale, emptying her lungs in one focused breath. In the half-second that followed, her body moved with astonishing speed. Muscles, usually unseen beneath her slim frame, became visible, her arms and legs forming toned lines as she lunged forward at the barrier. Her fist shot out, a blur of motion that flashed red, igniting with a fierce, whizzing flame.

Bang! BANG!

Two explosive sounds echoed. The first was the sharp snap of Berry’s muscles as they whipped forward; the second, much louder, came from her fist colliding with the barrier. A small gust of wind burst past, lifting Enya’s hair and rustling her clothes as the barrier shook from the impact. Three ripples of mana shimmered outward from the point where Berry’s fist had landed.

All in under a second. Even with her full attention fixed on Berry, Enya could only process fragments of the movement. Berry’s strike was simply too fast to catch entirely.

Enya stared in awe as Berry relaxed her stance, mana dissipating from her limbs. Somehow, this explained why Berry’s grip and hug of death was so strong. She simply, was strong.

A whistle sounded from Enya’s right, and she turned to see the burly instructor, eyebrows raised in admiration.

“You got quite the punch for a kid. You said you’re here to try out for the advanced division, missy?” he asked, clearly impressed.

Berry, her usual bubbly expression back in place, skipped over with a grin. “Yep! My brother and I are both trying out for the advanced division!” She bounced on her feet, eyes sparkling. “What’s my score?”

The man checked his bracer thoughtfully. “Hmm… I’d estimate your striking power at a B+ for your age.”

Berry stood taller, pride radiating off her as she punched her knuckles together. “Cool!”

“Alright,” the instructor announced, “Manny, you’re up next. Which test would you like?”

“I’ll also take the barrier test,” Manny replied.

“Very well. Step up to the center of the chamber,” the instructor said, gesturing him forward.

The rest of them stepped back, while Manny moved to where Berry had stood moments before.

“So? Was I cool?” Berry asked, nudging Enya with an elbow.

“Yeah! That strike was really strong! I could see mana flowing all through your body, and you punched faster than I could even keep up with!” Enya exclaimed, eyes wide with admiration.

Berry laughed, a light blush rising on her cheeks. “Thanks! I think I can punch faster than most people can follow, so don’t worry about it.” She tilted her head, intrigued. “But wait—what do you mean you saw my mana? Do you have some kind of mana-sensing skill?”

“Yep! I can kind of sense mana vaguely, and I can also focus really hard on things!” Enya said, equally proud.

Berry mouthed an “ooh” in appreciation. “That’s a super handy skill! Being able to see or sense mana is really valuable in fights against people or monsters.”

By now, Manny had reached the center of the room, and their chatter quieted down.

“It’s ready when you are,” the instructor announced, nodding to Manny.

Unlike Berry, Manny always seemed more thoughtful and calm—almost an exact opposite of his sister’s lively personality. Though Enya hadn’t appraised him as the strong type, the both of them were aiming for the advanced division, which meant he had to be hiding some strength of his own.

“Hey, Berry?” Enya whispered. “What’s your class?”

“Oh, right, I guess we never told you! I’m a mana berserker. It’s a pretty uncommon class. I can channel mana to go into a berserk state, making myself a lot stronger and faster,” Berry explained, a hint of pride in her voice.

Manny stood at the center of the chamber, his back to them, facing the barrier. The wall had returned to a smooth, solid state, its surface calm after Berry’s powerful punch.

“As for my brother…” Berry’s voice dropped, her tone softer. “I bet he told you I’m really strong, huh?”

Enya nodded. Manny had indeed just said that—and he’d even mentioned he was proud of Berry. She wasn’t sure if that was something Berry needed to hear from her, so she just nodded and left it at that.

“Well… I guess I am physically strong, but… Manny’s my big bro.” She chuckled before continuing, “That guy is leagues above me. I really think he’s got what it takes to win the advanced division.”

Enya’s eyes widened. Manny? He was the stronger one? Berry’s punch alone had felt like it could rival Bonehead’s crushing fist from the dungeon. And here Berry was saying that Manny was even stronger?

“What’s Manny’s class?” Enya asked.

Ahead of them, mana started to pulse from Manny’s core, traveling down into his arms, forming two intricate spell circuits between his palms. Enya’s eyes flickered with a dim yellow light as she focused, expanding her senses to study the spell being crafted. Both circuits were identical, but something about them stunned her—the spell had eight different patterns.

Not all patterns were equal. An eight-pattern spell with basic patterns wasn’t that impressive, but these were all complex. The way they intertwined was the most intricate thing she’d seen so far—second only to the nine-pattern spell from Sable’s notes.

A gust of wind began swirling through the chamber. But unlike Berry’s punch, which had blasted air outward, this wind flowed toward Manny, creating a vortex that tugged at everything around him. Enya felt herself being gently pulled forward, and Berry quickly reached out an arm to steady her.

“Manny’s class is—hey—whoa, your eyes are glowing yellow!” Berry interrupted herself, looking down at Enya in surprise.

"Y-yeah. It’s a skill,” Enya said quickly.

Berry stepped behind her, gently gripping Enya’s shoulders—not squeezing as she normally did in her bear hugs, but just holding her steady to keep her from being pulled forward.

Ahead, Manny raised his hands in front of his chest, palms facing each other, fingers splayed as if cradling an invisible sphere. The wind rushed into the space between his hands, gathering into a swirling ball of air. Even from nearly sixty feet away, Enya could feel the fierce winds churning around him.

“Unlike me, Manny got a regular mage class,” Berry explained, her voice low but filled with pride. “He’s always been more of the studious type. I’m more carefree, but Manny… he’s a hard worker. Not some genius mage or anything, but he—he knows his strength.”

They both watched, eyes wide, as the wind around Manny coiled and twisted like tendrils of some wind-monster being flayed. Moments later, Manny pressed his hands closer, forcing the ball of air to condense even more tightly between his palms.

“Manny’s class… it’s just a basic wind mage. He can control and manipulate air to a certain degree. But,” Berry chuckled as the roar of the vortex grew louder, almost drowning out her voice, “that darn brother of mine came up with his own unique spell. And let me tell you, that spell is—”

Before Berry could finish, Manny completed the compression, the air now forming a tightly packed, four-inch sphere of violently swirling wind. With a steady motion, he drew his arm back, then quickly, hurled the ball forward.

Berry reacted instantly, whipping around to shield Enya, pulling her close and covering her head.

A piercing, shrieking noise tore through the chamber, sharp enough that Enya’s ears popped, leaving a pulsing echo reverberating in her head. The entire room quaked as the blast exploded outward, a massive force of pressure that rivaled the dungeon quake. Fierce, slashing winds ripped through the chamber, and Berry’s long black hair flew straight back, each strand trailing right above Enya.

Even with Berry shielding her, Enya could feel both of them skidding back across the smooth white tiles, their feet slipping as the wind blasted against them. The air whipping past felt cold, almost biting, its speed creating an icy chill.

After a long ten seconds of bracing against the onslaught, the winds finally settled. Berry unwrapped her arms from Enya, standing up straight.

Enya blinked, her vision clear again as the flicker of mana-sensing faded from her eyes. She took in the room: deep slash marks crisscrossed the white stone tiles, remnants of wind blades from Manny’s spell. Berry’s hair was a frizzled mess, sticking out in all directions. Enya checked her own hair, breathing a little sigh of relief to find it mostly intact—only a few split ends.

Manny turned back toward them, looking completely unruffled. His clothes were untouched, as if he was immune to wind and air itself. “So? How’d I do?”

Beside Enya and Berry, the two instructors stared at him, their faces a mix of shock and appraisal.

“That was…” The man broke the silence, his voice quiet but impressed. “That was one of the strongest attacks I’ve seen from a first-year candidate. Easily in the top five. You’ve got some serious firepower, kid.”

The woman nodded, her voice rich and smooth, though tinged with a slight rasp. “I agree with Jan here. Only the top five percent of first years can pull off that level of raw power. About twenty percent of second years, maybe half the third years,” she said, clearly impressed. “I’d say that’s S-rank for exam purposes.”

“Agreed,” Jan, the male instructor, echoed.

Manny smiled, and held out a thumbs-up, aimed at Enya and Berry.

Enya leaned off to the side, past Berry, and held her own thumbs-up pointed at Manny. Berry turned to look at Manny, a soured expression on her face. Manny winced, noticing the frizzled hair of his sister. “S-sorry.”

            

    
        Chapter 60: The Dummy Test

    
    
    
    
                "What test should I do?" Enya asked.

The three of them now stood just outside the chamber, waiting as the instructors worked to repair it. They’d been asked to step out temporarily—apparently, the chamber’s white stones could be restored by channeling mana through them, making it an ideal spot to test even the most destructive of spells.

“You said you’re a necromancer, right?” Manny asked.

“Mhm. I can summon skeletons and also shoot bone spears at people!” Enya replied.

In truth, her abilities were fairly limited when it came to direct combat. She could summon skeletons to fight for her, which was surprisingly effective. Even in the dungeon, her minions had managed to hold their own against stronger enemies. Commanding them was something she was still getting used to, though. She mostly gave simple commands like “protect me” or “attack.”

Aside from her skeletons, her main offensive skill was the bone spear spell—a quick, deadly way to strike from a distance. It worked well against softer targets; the bandit’s missing leg was proof of that. But against tougher foes, like the skeletal noble knight with its bone armor, the spears lacked penetrating power, acting more like blunt projectiles.

She had other skills, but they weren’t as reliable in combat. Visions Past was unpredictable and risky; if she had a vision mid-fight, it could easily cost her the battle. Technically, she had no control over it anyways. Absolute Focus was useful for tracking her opponent’s movements and slowing down time slightly, but it wasn't an attack. Realistically, her only offensive options were her skeletons and the bone spear. Bone Shift seemed too weak, and for five mana, it didn’t pack nearly the same amount of punch as a bone spear.

“Hmm,” Manny said, considering. “If you’re using skeletons, they might not do much against the barrier unless they’re all close-range fighters. A dummy could work if they’re attacking up close. Or there’s the reactive test, where one of the instructors attacks you, and you dodge or defend against it. That could be good if your skeletons are strong enough... but it’s probably the hardest test.”

“Sounds like the barrier or dummy test might be best, especially if you can use that bone spear to hit from a range,” Berry suggested.

The dummy test seemed like her best option. It would be more like fighting a real opponent, where her bone spears might actually do some damage. The barrier test didn’t feel right—she couldn’t summon enough skeletons without a corpse to make it worthwhile, and the reactive test being the hardest test may not work in her favor.

“Can… can I use the same spell multiple times?” Enya asked, glancing between Berry and Manny.

“You mean like when Manny used two circuits for his?” Berry raised an eyebrow.

“Uhh… no. I mean, can I keep using the same spell over and over to show how strong I am? Like, if Manny threw multiple air balls, or if you punched the barrier a bunch of times?”

Berry and Manny exchanged thoughtful looks.

“I didn’t punch the barrier more than once,” Berry said, “because my berserk state only lets me do single, powerful attacks. I’d need a few seconds to follow up with another punch at full power.”

“Same here,” Manny added. “It takes about ten seconds to gather enough wind for my Compressed Air Bomb spell. The instructors wouldn’t count it if I spent that time recharging for a second attack. It wouldn’t be practical for the test.”

Enya considered this. “What if I can cast the same spell really, really fast? Like… within one or two seconds?”

Manny shrugged. “If you’re talking about a combo attack… maybe? I guess it depends on how you do it. As long as it doesn’t look like you’re pausing between attacks, it might count.”

“Enya Meltere! The chamber is ready for you now!” the male instructor’s voice echoed from within.

The three of them stopped talking and headed back into the chamber. Inside, the floor gleamed pristine again, the white tiles as smooth as ever.

“Which test are you taking?” asked the instructor.

Enya glanced quickly at Berry and Manny. Manny gave her a reassuring nod, and Berry flashed two thumbs up.

“I’ll… I’ll take the dummy test,” Enya said, steadying herself.

"Very well," the man said, tapping his bracer and focusing on the crystal embedded within. Moments later, the ground in front of them trembled as the barrier dividing the chamber disappeared. A perfect circular outline appeared, creasing along the floor tiles in the center. The white stone tiles sank, machinery whirring beneath them, and after a few seconds, a new platform rose. It held the same white tiles, but now, a metal stand supported a wooden dummy resembling a miniature person.

"It’s ready when you are," announced the instructor.

Enya took a few steps forward, positioning herself about 30 feet away from the dummy. A quick glance behind her revealed the instructors observing closely, with Berry and Manny nodding and giving her encouraging looks.

Turning back to face the dummy, Enya focused her energy, activating Absolute Focus. Mana pulsed through her, synchronizing with her movements as her hands extended forward, angled slightly. Two spell circuits shimmered into existence, one in each palm, and their patterns filled rapidly as she channeled mana into them with precision.

The bone spear spell was simple in concept: summon a spike of bone from the ground, its size and speed determined by the amount of mana poured in. But technically, it was more involved. When cast, a small spell circle formed just below the surface she focused at, acting as the anchor point from which the bone spear erupted. She’d seen how durable these white tiles were—even Manny’s powerful wind spell hadn’t left them damaged, only scratched. If she cast her spears beneath the tiles, there was a chance they’d shatter before even breaking through.

The dummy test wasn’t about sheer power, unlike the barrier test. One powerful bone spear could be strong to stab at the target, but maybe not as impressive as what her friends just did. So… what if she cast multiple spears in rapid succession, creating a field of bone instead? By minimizing the mana in each spear, she could focus on producing as many as possible in a short time.

Her circuits faded as she stopped her casting, the mana retreating to her core. If she relied on both hands, she could summon maybe four spears within a couple of seconds, but even that didn’t feel impressive compared to Berry and Manny’s attacks.

Enya’s thoughts shifted. She was a necromancer, a class built around summoning the dead. She should be showing off how cool necromancers are, along with herself.

An idea sparked in her mind. Back in the dungeon, before her promotion to necrosmith, she’d tested something: using spell circuits to inscribe simple commands directly onto her minions. She had carved the Create Light circuit right into the skulls of Dummy D. and Walnut. Once filled with her mana, the lights could flicker on and off at her command until the energy drained away.

But maybe, just maybe…

She turned to look at the instructors, who now wore puzzled expressions.

“Why’d you stop? Something wrong with the dummy?” the man asked.

“Ah… no, it’s just…” Enya hesitated, then trotted over to the male instructor, motioning for him to lean down. Though he exchanged a look with the female instructor, he crouched to her level, listening intently as she cupped her hands around his ear and whispered.

Berry, Manny, and the other instructor exchanged curious glances, watching the scene unfold. A moment later, the man leaned back, eyebrows raised, still crouched.

“A necromancer, huh… That’s… an unusual class. But as for your request…” He glanced thoughtfully at the female instructor. After a moment of deliberation, he grunted, got to his feet, and walked over to confer with her. Berry and Manny quickly joined Enya.

“What’s going on?” Manny asked. “Is everything okay?”

“Yeah… I just asked for a small favor,” Enya replied, keeping her voice low.

After about a minute of discussion, the male instructor returned. “Alright. We’ll allow it. You’ll have five minutes to prepare. Since your class depends on summons, it’s reasonable to assume you’d have them ready before a tournament match,” he announced.

Enya hopped forward again, gesturing for the instructor to crouch down one more time. He sighed, clearly not built for bending down repeatedly, but he complied. This time, she whispered something entirely different into his ear, and as he pulled back, his eyes fixed on the crystal embedded in his bracer. His gaze flickered over the details it displayed, and slowly, his expression shifted into one of surprise. The female instructor noticed this reaction and stepped over.

"What’s going on?" she asked, concerned.

He leaned in, cupping his hand to whisper into her ear. She checked her own crystal, her eyes widening as the information sank in. Her face then turned toward Enya, a broad but unmistakably forced smile appearing.

“You can take all the time you need,” she said, a sugary warmth in her tone. “We’ll inform the other applicants to wait.” Both instructors gave Enya a polite, almost overly respectful bow before they briskly exited the chamber.

Manny stared at Enya, flabbergasted. “What… did you do?”

“Yeah, why’d they just leave like that?” Berry added, equally bewildered.

Enya simply grinned. “The power of nobility!” she replied with a wink.
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Ten minutes, and three and a half mana potions later—courtesy of the instructors, whom Enya now knew as Drend and Merendryl—she stood in the testing chamber with three freshly summoned skeletons.

“Wow… they’re all skeletons, but they look nothing like Pell. They’re different sizes and shapes,” Berry remarked, circling the creations and prodding them curiously.

“I’ve never seen a skeleton monster this close before,” Manny said, inspecting them more cautiously. “I’ve seen them in books… but undead monsters are really rare.”

“Pretty sure most people have never seen one before, Manny. They only exist in dungeons, and there hasn’t been any famous necromancer in like the past 100 years or something, not that I was told or read about—and I’ve read the rankings list.”

Off to the side, Enya worked with her bone-quill in hand, etching spells onto the forehead of her third, currently kneeling skeleton. She muttered to herself, “Almost… and… done!” She reached for her fourth mana potion, grateful for the extra energy the instructors’ potions provided. While she could have summoned four, the potions were beginning to lose their effectiveness. That being said, they were still far more potent than Pell’s, restoring a full 50 points per bottle instead of the usual 30. And on the plus side, it tasted like regular water!

“Mend! Derendale! I’m ready now!” Enya called out. A few moments later, the instructors entered the chamber once again.

“Er, that’s not our—” Drend started, but Merendryl gave him a firm pat on the shoulder. She shook her head with a gentle, knowing look.

“Just… let it go,” she murmured.

The instructor sighed, then settled back into his position within the chamber. “Alright, Miss Enya. We’re ready when you are.”

Berry and Manny moved to stand near the instructors, giving Enya room as she stepped into the center. Her three skeletons, all unarmed, took their places beside her. Though they lacked weapons, they had exactly what Enya needed.

She assumed the same stance as before, her hands raised at a diagonal angle. A spell circuit materialized above each of her palms, and she channeled mana into a full-powered bone spear. Beside her, glowing spell circuits lit up on each of her skeletons’ skulls, and they extended their right arms, palms facing the wooden dummy.

As her circuits filled, Enya issued a mental command, sending it through her connection with her minions. Her spell activated first: the circles above her hands pulsed as two bone spears erupted from the ground, positioned to strike the dummy from opposite sides. Almost immediately, three additional spell circles from her minions flared to life, each preparing its own spear.

The first of her bone spears launched forward, crashing into the dummy’s side, followed by the skeletons’ attacks. Enya channeled her mana rapidly, forming two new circuits before her previous spears even finished striking. Another wave of bone spears shot forward.

In the span of less than two seconds, Enya unleashed a barrage of seven bone spears from different angles and speeds—two from herself, three from her skeletons, and then another two in quick succession. The air trembled as the ivory spikes tore into the dummy from all sides, each blow whipping it in a new direction. The dummy, unable to withstand the onslaught, began to splinter and fracture, pieces breaking off with each impact. By the time her final spears hit, it was reduced to little more than shredded wood and cloth, with severed limbs and fragments lying scattered on the ground.

Enya exhaled, spinning around on her heel with a satisfied grin. “So… how’d I do?” she called out, hoping her display had impressed them.

The instructors stared at the devastated remains of the dummy, then shifted their stunned gazes toward her.

Drend tilted his head thoughtfully. “Hmm… the lethality is clear, and activating your spells so quickly would definitely catch an opponent off guard if they didn’t have quick enough reflexes.” He paused, considering his words carefully. “Compared to other test-takers your age who’ve taken the dummy test…” Drend emphasized, trying to make his assessment sound purely objective, “I’d give that a B-.”

Enya’s face scrunched in confusion. “Is… that good?”

“Uhh…” Drend stammered, looking momentarily flustered.

“Yes, it is good,” Merendryl interjected smoothly. “Most children score around a C, so yes, you’re above average.” Drend nodded appreciatively in her direction, relieved by the assist. “All three of you have passed and are free to go. On the day of the tournament, report to the tournament hall at 6 a.m., and don’t be late,” she added.

Enya’s eyes lit up as she clenched her fists. “Yes!” she exclaimed, pulling her hands to her chest with a triumphant grin.

Berry and Manny stepped up beside her. “Congrats, Enny! Looks like you’re in for the tournament,” Berry cheered, patting her shoulder.

Manny glanced at the doors, where muffled voices and shuffling feet hinted at an impatient crowd. “We… should probably go. I don’t know what you told the instructors for them to give you all that extra time, but we shouldn’t push our luck by sticking around.”

They all agreed, happy to have qualified. Now, the next challenge was preparing for the tournament in two days. But for now… maybe Enya could finally try that “crepe” thing Berry and Manny had mentioned.
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                Chapter 61: The Godsworn

In a dim chamber, a man sat bound to a chair. The room’s stone-gray walls closed around him, with only a single torch on the wall lighting up his battered body. His hands were shackled by mana-infused cuffs that glowed faintly against his blemished skin. These cuffs were specially designed—strong enough to hold even the most seasoned of A-rank Paragons. Escape was unlikely.

A gag of cloth silenced him. His clothing, save for a thin layer of undergarments, had been stripped away. Cuts, bruises, and streaks of dried blood marked his body, while fresh wounds still oozed.

Four figures stood before him, each bearing a look of superiority mixed with a detached pity, as though he were little more than a small rabbit caught in a bear trap. He was now their prisoner, and the secrets he held, if extracted, would prove invaluable.

“So… this is him? This is what we have?” A bored female voice broke the silence, low and full of disdain. She was adorned in lavish jewelry from head to toe, platinum and obsidian bracelets and necklaces glinting against her black dress, adding an edge of opulence to her aura.

“Yes. He’s the closest link we’ve found so far, though I doubt we’ll get much.” Another woman’s voice, this one smooth and measured, replied back.

One of the men stepped forward, dressed in a stark black suit that bore no other adornments. The prisoner’s golden eyes, burning with defiance, glared up at him. The suited man bent forward and, with a quick motion, ripped the gag away, tossing it to the floor.

The prisoner spat immediately, a mix of blood and saliva hurtling toward his captor. Unfazed, the man simply lifted a single finger, and the spittle froze mid-air. With a flick of his wrist, he sent it back, splattering it across the prisoner’s forehead.

“No, no, we won’t be indulging in your lack of manners,” he murmured, a note of condescension thick in his voice. “Both your actions and your ideals are as pitiful as you are.” With that, he straightened, folding his hands behind his back as he took a few steps back, his gaze cold and piercing.

“Big talk from a man blessed by a unique class, Custodian,” the prisoner mumbled, the broken teeth within his mouth making speech hard.

“He gotcha there, Dorian,” spoke the gruff and burly voice of the man next to him. Custodian sent a sideways glance at the Draconid. His red skin looking almost like a dark, blood-like crimson color from the dim lighting of the room. His wings were massive, but luckily, could also contract behind his back, otherwise they might have spanned the entire cramped chamber.

“Could you refrain from using my real name, Vezavok?” Custodian muttered.

“Does it matter?” Vezavok’s lip curled in a smirk. “This one won’t live to tell the tale.”

Custodian shrugged, turning his attention back to the prisoner. “I believe your name is… Korvian?” he asked, his tone almost mocking.

Korvian, still bound, glared at Custodian with narrowed, burning yellow eyes. The intensity of his gaze was nearly tangible, defiant and filled with unspoken rage.

Custodian met Korvian’s glare head-on, narrowing his own eyes, matching the prisoner’s defiance with his own. “I don’t appreciate being glared at, especially not by filth like you,” he sneered, turning his attention away from the prisoner to the woman in the finely tailored dress standing beside the Draconid.

“Lady Jira, if you would,” Custodian requested, giving a slight nod toward Korvian.

She wore a sleek blue and white ensemble that served as both fashionable attire and armor, a blue breastplate embellished with silver embroidery, fitted over a cascading layered dress of fine, silken fabric.

Korvian’s gaze shifted warily to Lady Jira—just as a strangled cry tore from his throat. His body went rigid with pain, and his eyes snapped down to his right leg, where a neat, copper-sized hole now punctured clean through his calf. Blood seeped down his leg as he grit his teeth, his mouth filling with more blood as he suppressed the scream.

Lady Jira’s ring flashed briefly, then dimmed, leaving a faint gleam in her otherwise impassive gaze.

Vezavok chuckled, giving her a nod of approval. “You really ought to get me one of those, Jira. Seems quite handy for dealing with the stubborn sort,” he said, flexing his scaled, armor-like fingers with a grin. “Though… perhaps not a ring. Perhaps a claw gauntlet of sorts?”

He raised his right hand, admiring the metallic sheen of his draconic claws, each one like a weapon crafted from his own flesh.

Lady Jira scoffed. "Do you have any idea how much material it would take to make something that fits your claws? Forget it, unless you’re willing to pay the cost of three of these rings."

“Stingy crafter,” Vezavok grumbled, waving her off dismissively. His gaze settled back on Korvian, whose chin was streaked with fresh blood. “Are we certain this is the right one? Glowing eyes are hardly a rare skill,” he remarked.

"A skill that lasts indefinitely? His eyes haven’t dimmed since we restrained him here," Lady Jira replied coolly.

Vezavok shrugged, unconvinced. "Fine, whatever." He stepped closer, looming over the prisoner before extending a massive hand, resting his sharp claws just shy of piercing Korvian’s skull. With a small increase in pressure, he forced a strangled scream from Korvian’s lips, the claws pressing menacingly into his temples.

“Listen here, heretic,” Vezavok snarled, his voice low and dangerous. “Tell us where the Godsworn are, or your head will decorate these walls.”

Korvian gritted his teeth, fighting through the agony that pounded at his skull. His eyes, still glowing fiercely, narrowed in defiance. "H-heretic? You… you are the heretics!” he rasped.

With a snort, Vezavok released his grip, causing Korvian to lurch forward. He eyed the prisoner with contempt. “I’ll never understand your kind. Your ‘Godsworn,’ so eager to tear down everything they touch,” he growled. “Even now, with your life on the line, you cling to your beliefs.”

Korvian took in a shaky breath, a dark smile twitching at his lips. "Y-you really think… you can stop their ascension…” he whispered, his words laced with manic fervor. “You all wield their power, unknowingly… With or without the Godsworn, someone… someday… will release them.” A deranged laugh escaped his mouth, growing louder and more chilling, as his captors watched him in cold silence.

“It’s happened… once… twice… countless times… and it will happen again. He’s already… seen it. There’s no… stopping their arrival, hah…” Korvian sneered, his voice laced with a twisted satisfaction.

A frown deepened on Custodian’s brow as he narrowed his gaze. Korvian’s words could mean only one thing. He glanced around, noting his comrades’ expressions, each turned grave at the same moment.

“You… you’re all mere pawns… when the day comes—” Korvian’s mocking proclamation was abruptly cut off as his head exploded in a gruesome eruption of sinew, blood, and shattered bone, spraying outward in every direction.

Three of the four standing figures quickly activated mana shields, deflecting the mess from their clothing. The only one who didn’t, and instead stood with his claws still outstretched toward the chair, was Vezavok. Blood and gore clung to his scaled skin, dripping down his form.

The others shot him exasperated looks.

“What was that for?” spat Lumina, the hearty woman beside Lady Jira, dispelling her mana shield and letting the blood fall to the floor. “He was the only lead we had, you stupid lizard!”

Vezavok shrugged, a slow, annoyed exhale escaping him. “Oh be quiet, Lumina. That man had nothing left to say. He already told us everything we needed.” His scales began to glow faintly as heat radiated from his skin. Steam erupted from his body, the searing heat burning away the dirty blood and biological matter until his crimson scales were spotless once more. Without another word, he turned and began to step out, leaving Korvian’s headless corpse slumped in the chair.

Lumina huffed, stomping after him. “You reckless lizard! I don’t know why we tolerate you! Every single time it’s always…” her voice grew faint as they both left the chamber.

Only Custodian and Lady Jira remained, silence stretching between them for a minute. Finally, Jira spoke, her voice thoughtful. “Do you believe his words? That they’ve already seen what’s coming?”

Custodian’s eyes stared at the prisoner’s mangled remains. His gaze had been troubled ever since Korvian’s cryptic remarks. If there was truth to them, then their timeline had just been shortened. Preparations would need to accelerate, and quickly.

“True or not, we’ve left the Godsworn unchecked for far too long,” Custodian murmured, his voice edged with steely resolve. “Korvian’s words may hold some truth, but honestly? We’d likely have reached the same conclusion without them.”

Lady Jira nodded in agreement, her gaze thoughtful. “It’s been over three years since we’ve seen them. At their last appearance, they already had a few at S-rank. It wouldn’t be surprising if, by now, they’d made… progress. The real question is—how much time do we have?”

Custodian straightened, his hands clasped behind his back as he turned toward the door. “Doesn’t matter. Whether it’s days or years, we need to start preparing now.” He took a few measured steps toward the exit, pausing only to add, “We still have failsafes in place and can shape the situation to our advantage. But assuming everything will go as planned? That would be the first mistake.” His words echoed in the chamber as he passed through the doorway, with Lady Jira following close behind.
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“Alright, which one of you called this meeting?” The voice came from a man seated near the back of the dimly lit room. His tone was clear but low, commanding without force. His broad shoulders and solid build gave him an imposing presence without overwhelming the space. He wore a dark brown hood, reminiscent of a ranger’s, with a single, slightly curved black horn jutting from the top right of his forehead. He lounged back on a wooden chair, balanced on its back legs, his fingers tapping idly on the armrest.

Across the room, a woman with scarlet-red eyes leaned against the wall, humming a lilting tune to herself. Her hat, large and adorned with ruffled feathers around its edges—had the look of something a noble might wear to a grand ball. Her form was slender, her tight-fitted, black leather outfit outlining her figure like a rogue’s assassin attire.

“Does it matter?” replied a playful voice, tinged with mockery. In the center of the room, a man twirled about, his finely tailored clothing with flaring frills adding an absurd elegance to his movements as he danced by himself, seemingly oblivious to the tension in the room.

“Yeah, it does matter,” the man in the chair snapped, halting his rocking as he swept his finger accusingly toward the four figures in front of him. “Because if one of you called this little gathering,” he sneered, “I say we take a vote and gut ’em. Ever heard of communication magic? Real handy stuff.”

The dancer paused mid-spin, chuckling. “Aw, what’s wrong, Ginny? Did we pull you away from your favorite little haunt at the Mernarry Brothel?” he taunted, a sly grin twisting his lips. “Emphasis on little—whoa!” He bent backward just in time to dodge a knife that whizzed right past his head.

The man in the chair glared, his hand still raised from the throw. “Call me Ginny again, and next time I’ll make sure your jaw joins that awful footwork of yours on the floor,” he growled.

The dancer’s feet shuffled in a quick, smooth recovery, his body twisting upright with an exaggerated flourish. He closed his eyes and performed a grand bow directly toward the man. One eye peeked open, and the faintest smirk played on his lips. Though human in appearance, something about his movements seemed too fluid, his limbs almost unnaturally agile.

A weary sigh broke the tension from across the room. Leaning against the far wall, opposite the feathered-hat woman, was a young woman’s silhouette. Her voice, calm but tinged with exasperation, sounded no older than twenty. “Ginne, Jowlaw—do you two have to start every meeting with this nonsense? Last time, whoever called a meeting ended up in pieces, thanks to Livira.”

“Good on her,” Ginne muttered, leaning back on his chair with a satisfied smirk, “was about to do it myself back then either way.” He flicked his fingers, and the dagger embedded in the wall vanished, reappearing with a shimmer in his grip as he twirled it absently.

Footsteps came from down the hall, approaching towards the door of the small, cozy room that they all stayed in. Small candles lit with flames, and random papers scattered about, some worn and illegible, made it clear that it was an old room, one that had been used as a private, non-magical study.

The wooden door creaked open as a man stepped inside. His appearance was strikingly normal, his face and build so utterly generic that it seemed almost intentional. He wore a large black cloak, concealing every detail save for the bland image of an unremarkable man. "Boss is coming," he announced, his voice flat and raspy, as if sick—or perhaps purposely masking his own voice. Without a fuss, he took a seat in the corner, sitting properly in his seat, unlike Ginne.

Another set of footsteps echoed from the hallway. At the door, a tall woman with glasses appeared, stepping into the room. She wore a long white dress with a high leg slit, revealing her leg in elegance as she moved. The gown, decorated with black engravings and symbols, provided a striking, mysterious glamour. Her hair was sleek and draped past her waist, with a heavy bang partially veiling her right eye. Short, pointed ears displayed herself as an elven-like grace as she closed the door behind her.

Her gaze settled immediately on Ginne and Jowlaw. "You boys really should consider getting along better," she said, her voice smooth and low, yet commanding the room’s full attention. "Not everyone here finds your bickering entertaining. Why can’t you two act like Livira or Aisha and wait patiently?"

Ginne clicked his tongue, but he kept twirling his dagger. Jowlaw, meanwhile, spun on his heel to face her, bowing deeply with a wild flourish. "Welcome, Mrs. Veraine."

She acknowledged him with a slight nod before crossing the room to a small desk littered with books and crumpled notes. With a wave of her hand—flames. Golden flames. They erupted, consuming the clutter in an instant, lighting up the room in a brilliant flash of light. As the flames died, leaving only ash, she moved to the chair behind the desk, repeating her actions, and reducing the entire thing to cinders with a single glance. She then lowered herself gracefully, seating herself on an ethereal throne of transparent mana that formed instantly beneath her.

"You’re all likely wondering why I’ve called this meeting," Veraine began, her gaze sweeping over each of them. "We have a new commission. One that requires… particular attention."

The room fell into silence. Ginne’s dagger stopped twirling. Livira lifted her face from beneath the brim of her feathered hat, eyes gleaming with curiosity. Aisha remained watchful, her gaze unbroken, while Jowlaw stood with his hands clasped behind his back, anticipation flickering across his face.

"A special request? Must be quite the large commission," Livira murmured, her voice low and sultry.

"For all of us to gather here? Who’s the big fish?" Ginne asked, leaning forward, eyes narrowed with intrigue.

Veraine's glasses caught the glow of the nearby candles, casting a sharp gleam over her lenses, turning them into opaque white panes that obscured her gaze. She took a measured breath, closing her eyes briefly as she spoke.

"This time, the commission isn't a paid request. It comes from… those above us. Higher than me. But I trust you all will treat it with the utmost respect and give your absolute best, no matter the difficulty."

Her eyes opened, revealing a piercing yellow glow. Within these pupils, held the single wing of a bird—the seal of eternity—the mark of the Godsworn. "The task is a bounty retrieval. The target…" she said, reaching into an unseen space behind her and drawing out a small photograph, which she slid onto the table.

Jowlaw, closest to the desk, stepped forward to examine it. He lifted the photograph, frowning. "A girl?"

Veraine nodded solemnly. "Recently, a certain high noble declared war on the Empyrian Empire. I’m sure you all know who I mean."

Jowlaw returned the photograph to the desk, his eyes still on it, puzzled. The image showed a young girl, perhaps eight or ten, smiling innocently. She wore a black dress and stood in a grand palace, her small hands clasped by the Empyrian King and Queen.

"There’s a rumor," Veraine continued, her gaze sharp behind her glasses, "that the lost daughter of the Empyrian family may be in another realm. The commission this time is target retrieval." She scanned the room, locking eyes briefly with each of her five subordinates. “We are to find and capture her alive, this young girl who goes by the name: Lia Empyria.”


            

    
        B2 - Chapter 1: Stop, Criminal!

    
    
    
    
                Pell wasn’t exactly what you’d call an average adventurer. Yet, here he was, about to walk into the Adventurer’s Guild. Officially, he was a commissioner—the kind of person who paid others to take on quests he didn’t want to handle himself. Aside from the guild itself, only people like him could make commissions, which first involved going through a rigorous verification process.

Four years had passed since he stepped into the hall. Four long, lonely years. All the while, he could only think about two things: escape, and the woman he had left behind, the daughter of his former caretaker.

Back on the first layer, Elara was still occupied with the arrogant, snobbish noble who had constantly harassed her and the orphanage. Pell could still picture the man’s smirk, the way he looked at Elara, with something between lust and entitlement. How Pell wished he’d plucked the man’s eyes out while he had the chance.

Pell had become a merchant for Elara’s sake, working his way up the layers in search of wealth to make life easier for her. But those years of being locked in a dungeon had left her fate, along with his old life, uncertain.

Was she alive?

That question bothered him daily.

Then there was Enya. She had come along when he’d least expected it, a young girl from a noble house—A high-noble house. She was naive, wide-eyed, and sometimes exasperating, but in the end, she had saved him, giving him something he’d thought he had lost for good: a purpose—and another chance—his third chance.

Now, with the two of them aboveground in Talo, he found himself temporarily free from his duties as Enya’s teacher, chaperone, and occasional voice of reason. She was off with her new acquaintances, Berry and Manny, getting ready for some overblown tournament, which left him with time to settle some matters he had neglected for far too long.

The main thing he needed to do, was to send a message, to either contact, or at least verify whether Elara was still safe or not. But before that, he had a more pressing issue to take care of—an update on his previous commission, one that left four adventurers dead, and buried hundreds of feet underground. And his first stop was here, at the guild.

Before arriving, he took a quick visit to the merchant’s guild. Unfortunately, the appraiser there was busy, so he had to get in queue, which would probably be several hours long. Pell could appraise the items himself, but it was always safer to use the guild’s services. He kept all his gear, including his cloak and backpack full of artifacts, safely locked away in his personal locker there. Carrying them around town made him an easy target for thieves. The only things left to do were to visit the adventurers and information guilds and wait for the commissioner to be available.

The plain, large stone building before him symbolized a vast network of people and resources. He’d come to this specific guild before, back when he was alive, to commission four adventurers for a private request of his own. But before they could complete it, they had all gone and died, leaving his business and his request all in limbo. Now, four years later and in a rather unfortunate skeletal state, he was back to settle his accounts.

The moment Pell entered the Adventurer’s guildhall, the noise of chatter ceased, and was replaced with an awkward stillness. Conversations faltered as heads turned, and more than a few hands went reflexively to weapons. Pell raised his left arm, letting the metal lock glint in the lamplight—a shiny seal issued by the city guards to show he wasn’t a threat. Still, the crowd didn’t relax fully, and their stares clung to him like spider silk.

Pell wore a cloak, hadn’t attacked a single adventurer, and was given a metal lock by the city guards. And yet, the wary gazes within the hall made it clear to him: he was still just a monster in their eyes.
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“Seriously?” Pell asked, incredulous.

“Sorry, Mr. Pell, but that is guild policy,” replied the clerk, her tone flat and unbending. She was neatly dressed in a dark purple, her hair swept elegantly behind her long, pointed ears. Her expression didn’t soften in the slightest as she added, “Although your commission was acknowledged, the duration exceeded the one-year deadline you originally specified.”

Pell sighed, realizing he’d been right about one thing: coming here was a mistake.

The Adventurer’s Guild hall was buzzing with a steady clamor of voices and activity. Dozens of adventurers, from grass-green rookies to hardened veterans, crowded the hall. Some lingered near the quest board, passing around requests, debating their odds of survival. Others sat at tables, waiting for their party members or recruiting fresh hands to join their merry bands.

“Anyone here a mage that specializes in long-range magic? ‘The Feral Lions’ need a plus-one, at least C-rank!” a young man called out.

“We need someone with tracking skills! Rank doesn’t matter, just need someone with a good nose!” came a shout from the opposite side.

For most, this was the start of another routine quest. For Pell, it was just a bureaucratic nightmare.

“But I’m also dead! It makes no sense that I have to pay their insurance premiums,” Pell argued, his voice growing more strained. “That’s a scam if I ever heard one. I died the same as them!”

“Yes, I understand that, Mr. Pell. However, as the original commissioner, the deadline has long since passed. Because the adventurers died—and you failed to update the guild or report their deaths—you’re still liable for the fine, along with a portion of their insurance due to the… negligence clause. Many adventurers die during requests, and we do not expect the commissioner to be held responsible for their deaths. However, it is their responsibility to update the commission and the status of the adventurers, whether they completed the quest, abandoned it, or died.”

Pell’s soul flames flared brighter in his sockets. “You’re kidding me,” he seethed. “How in the nine hells am I supposed to pay for—”

“Please, Mr. Pell, try to be civil,” the clerk cut in, her expression stony.

“Civil?” Pell leaned forward, bony fingers tapping the counter. “Listen here, pretty long-ears, I went on that job with them, and I died too! There should be a ‘debt clearance by death’ policy for crap like this! Who’s going to pay—” he paused, staring down at the document, “47 gold coins?! Those adventurers weren't worth more than a single gold! This is extortion! Even B-rank adventurer salaries don’t get that high!”

The clerk didn’t even blink. She remained completely unfazed by his outburst. “The total is 47 gold because of interest accrued over four years. Your original request duration was one year, and with two adventurers holding insurance, the total combines to 47: nineteen for one, twenty-eight for the other.”

Pell clenched the pen, his teeth—or what was mostly left of them, and ground them together. He wanted to toss everything and storm out, but he knew the debt wouldn’t disappear. With a final growl, he signed his name.

“Tch. Goddamn greedy guild,” he muttered, sliding the paper back.

The clerk flashed him a smile—one of those perfectly innocent, yet deadly, elven smiles that could break a man’s heart with a single glance. Her youthful appearance and blemish-free skin that would have entranced anyone and enthralled them. But Pell wasn’t fooled. All he saw was the smug satisfaction of someone who’d just gotten away with something underhanded. After all, he would make the same smile after swindling others. Just… with a less attractive face.

Pell turned, his bones rattling with irritation, and stomped his way out of the hall. His focus was already drifting elsewhere as he left, his mind fixed on the weight of the debt and how it would affect his plans. How the hell am I supposed to save Elara with a 47-gold debt hanging over me?

He was so preoccupied he didn’t notice the stares tracking his every step, nor did he see the man in leather-chain armor who rose the moment Pell left. The man’s eyes followed the skeleton’s exit with a fierce intensity. With a subtle nod, he motioned for the two younger boys beside him to follow, and soon, the three of them slipped out, trailing Pell as he left.

[image: image]

Pell walked down the sidewalk, passing the steady flow of adventurers coming and going from the guild. The hustle and bustle of the city felt distant as he made his way toward the information guild. It was located on the quieter side of town, away from the crowded streets and flashy shops. There, he could send a message back to the first layer.

Direct contact with Elara wasn’t an option; messaging crystals were far too expensive for someone like him. Nobles and information guilds owned most of them. Instead, he’d need to send a message to someone on the first layer, have them scout the town where Elara was, and report her current status.

Pell passed by stores selling an assortment of wares: confectioneries, potions, knick-knacks, and even knock-offs of noble entertainment items like board games. The noise and chaos of the market didn’t bother him—what did, however, was the prying eyes. To avoid attention, he veered off the main street, taking a side alley that was quiet and far less traveled.

His mind still churned with thoughts of the guild. Maybe he should just forget about the debt entirely. Elara’s situation was his priority. He could always work off the debt over the next hundred years if he needed to. After all, time was something he had plenty of now.

But as he walked, lost in his thoughts, a figure appeared at the end of the alley.

The man was tall, broad-shouldered but not overly bulky. He wore a leather tunic with visible pieces of chain mail beneath. A studded round shield hung from his back, and a pristine sword rested in his hand. He was clean-shaven, his face young but hardened, probably in his early thirties.

Pell stopped in his tracks, his soul flames narrowing in suspicion. He recognized the man immediately—he had been sitting at a table in the guild just a short while ago. His gaze had been intense, and unlike the others, it hadn’t wavered. It was the kind of stare that felt like an accusation, the kind that didn’t ignore a skeleton like Pell.

“What do you want?” Pell asked, his voice low and grim. The man stood about twenty feet away, his stance clearly ready for something.

Pell smirked and let his cloak fall open, revealing his skeletal frame. “Sorry to disappoint, but I ain’t got any money.”

The man took a step forward, his gaze never leaving Pell. “I know you’re broke,” he said, voice calm but edged with intent. “I ain’t here for that. We all heard you complaining at the guild. Nah, we’re here for something else.”

Something else? Pell thought.

The sound of footsteps behind him broke his concentration. He turned to see two teenagers in basic adventurer gear. One had short black hair and a fierce expression that matched the man’s. The other, with curlier black hair, didn’t look quite as confident, but both of them held swords at the ready.

“You... you’re a skeleton, right?” the first boy asked. His voice cracked awkwardly, like he was trying to sound deeper than he actually was.

The other boy stepped forward after a beat, following the lead of the first.

Pell turned back to the man, eyes narrowing. “What do you three want with me? I ain’t got nothing.”

The man grinned, then scoffed. “You—you're a skeleton.”

“No shit, you—“

The man cut him off, his smirk widening. “That means you grant us experience, huh?” He took a step forward, spinning his wrist and swinging his sword in a lazy circle. “See, the boys here are still new to adventuring. Killing a monster like you would give them a nice little boost before their first E-rank quest.”

Pell’s hands tightened into fists. So, that’s what this was about. These idiots are just looking for easy experience? His eyes flicked between the man and the two boys, his mind racing. “The three of you are really willing to risk being targeted by the War Paragons just for some measly experience?”

“They won’t know,” the man replied, voice low but sure. “’Sides, no one likes monster-types like you. Thinking you can walk among the races. No one will bat an eye with a monster going missing.”

The two boys behind Pell started to move, their swords raised and ready. They were preparing to attack him.

“The locks only sense magic,” the man continued, taking another step forward, now only ten feet away from Pell. “Don’t think we’ll need any magic to handle a skeleton. We overheard you talking to that pretty clerk elf. Hard not to, especially with all your loud complaining. We know you’re just some shitty merchant—and merchants don’t have magic or fighting skills.”

Pell felt his throat tighten with frustration. He had nothing to defend himself with—not even a proper weapon. His inventory was practically empty, save for a few coins and some lint. The urge to scream in anger rose in him, but he knew it would only make things worse. If he screamed, they’d have an excuse to strike first, and they could easily claim a monster had attacked them.

That was the problem with looking like a monster yourself—no one would ever believe him.

Pell grit his jaw, taking up a defensive stance. He wasn’t a fighter, but the one advantage he had was the lack of pain receptors. He could take hits and keep going, punch harder than a normal human, because he didn’t feel the whiplash of pain like they would. It was his only edge—and he’d need to use it.

The man charged at Pell, sword raised to the side, whipping it forward in a wide arc. Pell braced himself, lifting his left arm, preparing to sacrifice it to block the strike.

As the sword connected with his arm, a shock wave surged through his body, making his bones rattle. The force of the blow vibrated up his arm, and before he could react, the impact launched him straight into the wall. The world spun, and Pell's body collided with the brick, the sound of his bones clattering against it echoing in the alley.

But Pell didn’t flinch. Pain and fatigue were no longer things he had to worry about. Pell recovered instantly, shaking off the disorientation. He leaned to the side, scanning the gap between the two boys. Without hesitation, he kicked off the ground and sprinted straight for them.

The boy on the left, the more confident one, raised his sword. As Pell closed in, the boy swung it diagonally toward him. Pell didn’t slow his momentum. Instead, he raised his right arm, meeting the blow head-on. The blade clanged against his bone, but the strike lacked force. Pell shrugged off the hit easily, pushing back with enough power to make the boy falter.

That was all the opening Pell needed. He pushed harder with his legs and dashed forward, but the second boy—who had been hesitating before—had found his courage. He swung his sword clumsily from behind the confident one, aiming for Pell’s side. Reacting as fast as he could, Pell bucked his knees and threw himself to the ground in a roll, narrowly avoiding the blow.

As he tumbled, Pell saw the first boy winding up for another strike—a blatant overhead swing, as if he intended to smash Pell into the ground like a nail. Pell flipped and rolled his body once more, dodging the strike. His gaze darted to the second boy, who seemed to be losing his nerve. Pell seized the opportunity, as he brought his foot forward with a swift, forceful motion, striking the boy’s leg below the knee.

There was a sickening crack. For a moment, Pell thought it was his own leg that had snapped, but then he realized it was impossible—he surely hadn’t sustained a leg injury—not from that first man, at least. Pell’s eyes flicked down at the boy’s leg, and there it was—a small indentation, as if he shattered the boy’s leg with a single kick. But that was impossible—Pell wasn’t that strong, nor had his kick been that powerful.

The scream rang in Pell's ears as the boy stumbled back, hands hovering above the damage, unsure whether to clutch at his leg or pull away. He was overcome with pain and collapsed. The first boy shouted something unintelligible. He didn’t continue attacking Pell, but instead rushed to aid the injured boy.

“Tren!” The adult man’s voice cracked with fury and panic as he ran up from the alley’s end. His eyes widened as he saw the extent of the injury, and with a snarl, he charged toward Pell, sword raised for a final, killing blow. The man’s rage was palpable, every step bringing him closer to ending this fight once and for all.

Raising both hands, Pell’s bony palms overlapped, prepared for the incoming strike. The sword came down fast, filled with power, slamming into his palms with a force that Pell expected would shatter his shoulders and slice through his hands. But to his surprise, the blow didn’t break through. His palms held firm against the attack. For a moment, both Pell and the man shared a look of shock. Even the adventurer had clearly expected to kill Pell with that strike, but somehow, Pell had blocked it with ease.

The man regained his composure, and instead of attacking again, he pressed forward, shifting his weight to try and force Pell’s arms down. Yet, to both their surprise, Pell’s arms didn’t budge. Briefly—perhaps a trick of the mind—Pell thought he saw a faint white energy swirling around his hands, a mist-like aura that wrapped around them. But before he could fully understand what was happening—

“Halt! Throw down your weapons!” A booming voice interrupted the moment. Both Pell and the adventurer froze, startled by the command. Pell tilted his head back, looking upside down as he saw—at least four people—rushing toward him. They wore different clothing and armor, but each had the unmistakable Paragon of War insignia, one exclusive to the city.

The guards had arrived.

They charged forward, pulling the man away from Pell. His rescue had come—but as quickly as hope flared for him, it dimmed just as quickly.

“Sir, are you okay? We heard the screams,” a young woman’s voice asked as she checked the adventurer over, placing a hand on his shoulder. Two others had already moved to the boy Pell had struck, giving him some type of first aid treatment. But the last guard—the one who had shouted—raised a battleaxe and swung it in front of Pell’s skull, hovering it inches above his face. The blackened stone gleamed slightly, reflecting Pell’s skull within.

“Don’t make a single move, skeleton. You’re under arrest,” the man commanded.

Oh, you have got to be fucking kidding me, Pell thought.


            

    
        B2 - Chapter 2: Abuse of Authority

    
    
    
    
                The city square was filled with people. Everywhere you looked, there was a stall with a merchant behind it, vying for attention.

The square was sectioned off, placing certain merchants in specific areas to avoid confusing buyers or sellers. Near the left side were trinket and artifact sellers. Small pieces of jewelry, gems, baubles, and curios were up for sale. Near the center were miscellaneous and convenience items, such as fabrics, games, books, and household tools.

On the right side of the square, three individuals merrily shopped around. The shortest of the three had stopped at a small stall, drawn in by the most deliciously pleasant aroma she had ever experienced. Her wide, sparkling eyes lit up like the sun as she stared ahead.

“C-Can I have a stick, Mr. Shop?” Enya asked nervously, her focus wavering. Her hands gripped the edges of the counter, and her chin rested on top, her gaze locked on the skewers roasting behind the man.

“Sure thing! One skewer coming up!” responded the man in a hearty voice. He was bald, broad-shouldered, and carried a boisterous yet friendly air. Reaching behind him, he plucked a roasted meat skewer from the rack. As he lifted it up, Enya's eyes widened, and her breath hitched. Golden brown, glistening, and crisped just enough to release a smoky, savory scent—it was the most perfect treasure she had ever seen.

The man leaned forward, offering the mystical skewer. The steam emanating from it trailed in the air as it moved, like a slithering snake.

“Th-thank you!” Enya stammered, her words tumbling out eagerly, as if in sync with her hunger. She grabbed the wooden stick and brought it close to her face, the hot steam warming her cheeks.

“Haha, make sure to blow on it first. It’s still quite hot,” the man said with a warm chuckle, his voice radiating joy and care.

Enya glanced up at him briefly, nodding with an enthusiasm that sent her bob-cut hair bouncing wildly. She blew on the skewer carefully, her cheeks puffing out as she did so. Each puff of air sent trails of steam curling upward, disappearing into the air before reappearing moments later.

The man turned his attention to the two older companions flanking the little girl. He gestured toward the rest of his skewer rack with a broad smile. “Skewers? Only two copper apiece,” he said.

“I’ll take two!” Berry chimed, as she dug into her coin pouch.

“I’m good for now, but thank you,” Manny replied with a polite shake of his head.

Meanwhile, Enya had finally deemed the skewer safe to eat. She took a cautious nibble, testing the heat—and her eyes widened. A burst of rich, smoky, spiced flavor filled her mouth, drawing an involuntary squeak of delight. The crispy, charred edges crunched beneath her teeth, giving way to the juicy meat that practically melted on her tongue.

She took another bite, this one less cautious than the first. Each bite tasted better than the last, and soon, everything else faded away—the bustling square, the buskers playing their tunes for coins, and even her own companions. For those few bites, it was just her and the heavenly gift of flavor.

Berry nudged her shoulder, holding one of her own skewers. “Good, huh?” she asked with a grin, already mid-bite.

Enya nodded furiously, her cheeks stuffed full. “Mmhmm!”

She hadn’t known food could taste like this. Back at Pell’s shop, the only thing she’d had were dusty, four-year-old rationed cans of rabbit meat. The meat had been gamey, tough, and leathery—so bad it made her feel like she was chewing on a zombie’s arm. If not for her desperate need to survive, she wouldn’t have eaten it at all.

The roasted boar meat she’d eaten in the forest had been a step up—but Mr. Bones was an awful cook. Instead of leathery, it had been burnt and hard, a lump of charred boar she’d forced herself to swallow. It was better than the rabbit meat, but compared to the skewer in front of her? There was no contest.

The man laughed at the sight of her enthusiasm. “Always nice to see someone enjoying good food. I make these skewers with love, you know!”

And for a fleeting moment, in the bustling city square, love tasted like roasted meat on a stick.

“I’ll pay for her skewer,” Manny said, gesturing toward Enya as he passed two coppers to the man.

“Thank you, Mr. Shop!” Enya waved her half-eaten skewer in a gesture of gratitude as they walked away. The man chuckled and waved back. “Come back again! There’ll always be more skewers!”

The three of them continued strolling through the square, browsing the various merchants and their wares.

“Say, do your skeletons need to eat anything? Obviously not food, but mana or something? I’m curious how they work,” Manny asked.

Enya took another bite of her skewer before answering. “No, they can just stay at the inn and be fine without anything. They were made with my mana, and I haven’t seen any of them disappear or anything. I think they can probably live forever as long as they still have mana inside them.”

After the combat test she’d taken to measure her abilities, walking around with three skeletons had felt both conspicuous and inconvenient. So, they’d stopped by the inn, where Enya got permission from Sheryl to house them in their room. It had taken some convincing to explain that they were summons, and not actually paying guests. Sheryl finally agreed, but only if Enya promised they wouldn’t cause any trouble.

“Is Pell the same?” Berry asked, biting into her second skewer. Her first one had long since disappeared.

Enya tilted her head thoughtfully. Now that she considered it, she wasn’t sure how Pell was still alive. Her skeleton minions were sustained by the mana she’d imbued into them, but Pell? His soul had been transferred from the dungeon, so he shouldn’t be connected to it anymore.

Was Pell just functionally immortal, living without any need for mana? She was pretty sure his mana regenerated, just like hers.

“Um, excuse me,” came a voice from behind.

The three of them turned around to find a man in a black suit standing before them. His suit was crinkled and carelessly tossed on, and his short black hair was ruffled and frazzled. On the upper left of his chest were sigils and badges, similar to the ones the gate guards had worn. His droopy eyes gave him a bored, lazy look as he focused directly on Enya.

“Are you Miss Enya, by chance?” he asked.

“Yeah?” Enya replied.

“Something wrong?” Manny chimed in.

“We currently have a person under arrest and being questioned at the city jail. They requested that a young noble girl traveling with two teenagers come by to help clear things up,” the man answered flatly.

“Is he a skeleton, by chance?” Berry asked.

The official’s expression didn’t change. “Yep. Skeleton guy. Kept cursing at the guards and the city’s War Paragons.”

Berry glanced down at Enya.

Enya let out a sigh and gave a little shrug. “That sounds like Pell, alright,” she said. “I’m done with my skewer anyway. Can we go and save Pell real quick?” She looked from Berry to Manny.

The siblings exchanged confused glances.

“Uh, sure, I guess.” Manny replied.

To the siblings, Enya and Pell were still strangers, and they were only interacting right now because Berry was too out-going. It was unsettling to hear that one of them had been arrested. They both knew very little about the duo, except that they were both quite odd—a skeleton that wasn’t a summon, and a noble girl who had decided to become a necromancer.

“Why was Pell arrested?” Berry asked the man.

He simply shrugged. “Something about terrorizing a man and his two nephews,” he said.
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“How many goddamn times do I have to tell you that those stupid oafs attacked me, not the other way around?” Pell shouted. He was currently in a white interrogation room, sitting unrestrained at a table. His lock remained secured to his arm, but aside from that, there were no other bindings. Of course, the room itself was all the restraint most people needed.

Talo’s buildings and much of its architecture were crafted from magic-imbued stone. Each piece of the white stone that formed its walls and ceilings was exceptionally strong, denser than ordinary stone. A person who could punch through a regular wall would find Talo’s walls a far greater challenge. And thanks to their magical properties, they could be repaired with just a touch of mana.

The room Pell sat in was built with extra-thick, mana-rich, imbued stone. Specifically, the walls were made of magically crystallized stone, which gave them a slight sheen without the need for lights. Escape was impossible; simply being in the room made sure of that.

“Unfortunately, your version of events differs from that of Mr. Hendel,” said the man sitting across from Pell, his tone skeptical. “His young nephew’s lower leg is broken, while you suffered no injuries from this supposed three-man attack. Skeletons aren’t that strong. It’s obvious you sneak-attacked them. Otherwise, there’s no way you could have taken on Mr. Hendel and his nephews all alone—and without magic.”

The city official seated across from Pell was a War Paragon, as indicated by the insignias on his uniform. He was not one of the guards who had arrived on the scene earlier but seemed to hold a higher rank, working directly at the city jail.

His voice was coarse and rigid, carrying an air of haughtiness, like Pell was speaking to a noble—a noble with considerable power. The man was roughly the same height as Pell, possibly shorter, though the black uniform he wore hinted at a toned physique beneath it. What stood out most, however, were his distinctly draconic features: large claws, red horns, leathery wings, and a thick, scaled tail. This man was a Draconid.

“Of course those three scumbags are lying!” Pell snapped. “If they attacked me and lost in the process, obviously they’d spin their own story! I don’t even know how I broke that kid’s leg—I was just trying to kick him away. I’m not about to let some snot-nosed brat try to kill me over a few measly experience points!”

“Spinning a story, huh? The same could be said for you. They informed us that you had recently come into a massive amount of debt. They suspect you’ve been lying in wait for someone to be isolated, and then you attacked them. Before you could do any more harm, the War Paragons arrived just in time,” came his relaxed reply.

Pell slammed his fist onto the wooden table. His soul flames flared, almost filling the empty space within his skull. “Yes! I came into debt—the whole damn guild knows about it! You can even ask that long-eared clerk if our conversation could have been overheard by the whole damn place!” Pell continued, his frustration rising. “And no, I left before those three grunts showed up, and I was on my way to the information guild. They ambushed me and tried to kill me for experience!”

The Draconid sighed, though it sounded more like a deep growl. “See, that’s the problem with your story. You keep saying they attacked you, not for money, but for experience?” he said, his patience wearing thin. “First off, that’s the most ridiculous excuse I’ve ever heard. Those boys are fledgling adventurers. It’s a terrible risk to attack someone in the city for experience when they’re so inexperienced themselves. Their first guild quests would’ve been herb collection, not monster fighting. There’s no reason for them to risk their lives. Besides, the experience a skeleton grants is downright pitiful.” His vertical pupils seemed to leer at Pell as he finished his words.

If Pell still had human skin, the veins on it would’ve been bulging. The arrogant Draconid was clearly locked into his own version of events, refusing to take Pell’s words seriously. He didn’t care to consider any alternative. And that last line—about the “pitiful” experience—while probably true, deeply offended him for some reason.

“You listen here, you red-scaled rat. You’re awfully stupid if you think—“

Pell’s words were cut off as the table in front of him shattered into splinters. A blast of pressure knocked him back a couple of feet, and his back slammed into the wall. For a moment, the world in his eyes blurred, as if he’d been violently teleported.

In that split second of interruption, the Draconid stood up, smashed through the table, and was now holding Pell upright by his skeletal throat. His wings flared out, large and spanning the room. The slitted pupils in the dragon hybrid’s face tightened as he looked at Pell like he was insignificant prey.

“Listen, you arrogant, disrespectful, insignificant trash made of bones. I don’t know why I’m even giving you the benefit of the doubt and letting you spew your nonsense. We have a frazzled man and a kid with a broken leg. I don’t know why those guards at the gate let a monster like you into the city, but you’re going to regret entering. Quite frankly, I don’t care about your little noble companion anymore. I’m dragging you to the prison cells and executing you there myself before they even arrive. If your representative shows up, I’ll just explain that you tried to escape.”

Once his words were finished, the world inside Pell’s sockets shifted once more. He was flipped and sent crashing straight into the ground, landing hard on his back. The impact caused several of his bones to splinter and fracture. He couldn’t even utter a word; everything happened too quickly. Immediately following this, the Draconid began to drag Pell out of the chamber by his spinal cord, hauling him down the halls. They were headed to the jail cells, deep within the building’s depths.
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Enya, the two siblings, and the rather bored-looking city official entered the lobby of the city hall. It was neat and tidy, built from the same white stone as every other building in town. However, the sheer white sparkle of the building was almost blinding.

Inside, the lobby was circular, with two counters to the left. In front was a staircase that led both up and downstairs. Shining light fixtures hung high above, several dozen feet up, as the lobby expanded into an open-air space that stretched to the second story of the building.

Josier, the official who had called out to Enya, took the lead and led them here. He was the first to enter the lobby and immediately went to the counter. There, an older lady—very short in stature—sat on a stool, chatting with another worker behind her.

“Shelmi, I’ve brought that skeleton guy’s representative,” Josier said, tapping on the counter to get her attention.

“Huh?” she replied, turning around and cutting off her conversation. “Ah, Josier. And…” she spoke, her voice craggy and deep, like she hadn’t had a drink of water in weeks.

Josier pointed to Enya, who was now walking up behind him, sandwiched between the twins. “The little girl there is the Enya person he requested for.”

“Eh? He called for a young girl and not someone… taller?” she said, then, leaning past Josier as far as she could, and added, “No offense, kiddo.”

“I’ll grow taller!” Enya exclaimed. “I’m sure you can too!”

The room went silent for a brief moment. Manny leaned down and whispered into Enya’s ear, “Enya, that lady’s a dwarf. They can’t really grow any taller than that.” She looked up at him, then swapped her gaze back to Shelmi. “Uh… then I’ll grow taller by myself!”

A boisterous laugh came from behind the clerk. Shelmi’s laugh carried an immense weight, as if ten people were laughing at once. She slapped her palm on the counter. “I like you, kid. Keep that innocence up. The world’ll make you lose it pretty quickly, ‘specially if you’re a noble,” she said, finishing her chuckle.

She turned around and motioned for the other worker to go somewhere else. He was a younger man, clearly new, judging by his nervous inflections and stiff movements. Shelmi turned back around to face them. “I see the young one doesn’t have a lock. I assume she’s a big shot, then?” she asked.

Josier turned from her and took a peek at Enya. His eyes motioned to her arms. “Huh. You’re right. I didn’t notice it the first time,” he said. “Hey, Miss Enya, under whose noble house are you a part of? There are very few that can go around town without a lock here.” A flicker of intrigue crossed his face, breaking through the indifferent boredom that was usually on his face.

Enya froze for a moment, considering her answer.

Should she say her real family name? That would probably help with settling the situation. However, she had already given it to the instructors back at the academy, and truth be told, she was feeling a bit guilty about that. Pell had warned her not to give out her identity too often but noted that some officials were fine, as they would keep quiet. But did teachers at the academy count? Would she be okay giving her name out here too?

Her only other option was using Pell’s last name: Enya Meltere, the name she was registering for the tournament under. However, Pell wasn’t a noble. The two people here probably wouldn’t recognize or even believe her. There was also the problem of whether it was okay to let Berry and Manny know about her name, too.

She could ask them to do another blood scan on her, but that meant that they needed to get her blood by using a need—

“I’m Enya E—“ Before Enya could shout out her full name, there was a ping in her mind. A silent ping. Not one that denoted something important like her mana running out or learning a new skill. It was more of a passive notification, signaling a change in something, but not directly pertinent to her current situation or status.

She stopped mid-sentence and willed her status screen up for a brief moment. There was no personal system notification. However, something else popped up. Her eyes creased as she stared at the party menu.

“Pell… w-why is… why is Pell’s health so low?”

Party Member [Pell] has received critical damage.
Pell’s Party:[Pell] Health: 22/100
[Enya] Health: 100/100
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                The soft glow of enchanted lights attached to the chandelier filled Clament’s office, illuminated shelves lined with books on city governance and trade. Behind his grand desk of dark mahogany sat Clament himself. The crimson sash of his station rested across his broad chest. With a steely gaze, he scrutinized a ledger, focusing on the numbers marked in red.

Opposite of him sat two men in fine, leathery, large chairs: one, a wiry man in his late forties, with spectacles perched precariously on his nose; he was the Chamber of Commerce representative. The other was a nobleman in his mid-thirties, dressed in an immaculate blue coat trimmed with silver.

“Gentleman—once again,” Clament said, his tone steady but firm, “the stagnation of trade from the southern provinces is growing worse and worse by the day. Not only are we losing valuable revenue, but it’s undermining the merchants’ trust in this city’s stability. If we tighten tariffs further, we risk alienating them entirely.”

The chamber representative adjusted his glasses, nodding thoughtfully. “I understand the concern, Lord Clament. However, without additional tariffs, the smaller guilds will struggle to compensate for their losses. It’s already a balancing act, and our coffers aren’t limitless.”

“And yet,” the noble interjected smoothly, his tone as polished as his attire, “if we burden the other merchants further, we’ll drive them to neighboring cities. Talo thrives because it is seen as a bastion of opportunity, not a trap for taxes.” He gestured with a gloved hand, his silver rings catching the light. “What we need is better protection for the caravans. No one wants to take the southern routes for fear of bandits, criminals, and rogue monsters. I propose reallocating some of the city’s watch to guard the southern trade routes.”

Clament’s gaze hardened. “Reallocating the watch? You realize that means leaving parts of the city vulnerable, particularly the outer districts. Crime is already a concern, and with the monster flood coming soon, it’s only going to get worse.”

The chamber representative cleared his throat. “If I may—if we were to consider Sir Timald’s suggestion, we could consider hiring private mercenary groups to supplement the city’s defenses. It would cost more upfront, but it avoids pulling resources from Talo itself. This would be better than hiring mercenaries to guard the caravans, as we would have no eyes on them. We can at least trust the city guards to do the job, honestly.”

Clament shook his head. “Mercenaries don’t answer to the city, Perenin. Their loyalty is as deep as their pay. If anything goes wrong, the people of Talo won’t hold them accountable—they’ll blame us. Despite their proximity and our ability to monitor their activities, the concern is not their potential negligence of duty, but the city’s reputation should criminal activity go unchecked. The city’s War Paragons are a symbol of safety, not the mercenaries.”

The noble smirked. “Then perhaps it’s time we lean on our allies. My family’s trade routes to the northern circuits remain secure. We could leverage those relationships to temporarily supplement the losses from the south.”

“Leverage?” Clament’s eyes narrowed. “And what, exactly, would your family demand in return? I know enough of your dealings to know there’s always a price.”

The noble raised his hands in a mock gesture of surrender. “You wound me, Clament. My offer is purely in the city’s interest. I’m merely suggesting we open up another route to the north, and have my family handle some of the behind-the-scenes work. You’ll get another trade route to offset the south, and my family becomes richer from it.”

Before Clament could respond, the door to his office creaked open, causing all three men to turn. Margel stepped inside, his uniform slightly wrinkled, his face serious and lined with urgency.

“Margel,” Clament said sharply, his expression hardening. “I don’t recall giving permission for interruptions. This is a closed meeting.”

Margel hesitated for half a heartbeat but then stepped forward. “Apologies, Lord, but it’s urgent. A person of high-noble status has just entered the city.”

Clament’s brow furrowed as his fingers tapped the edge of his desk. “Margel, this is Talo. Nobles come and go as often as merchants. Why in the heavens would I care about another one while I’m in the middle of vital talks about the city’s economic situation?”

Margel took a step closer, his hands clasped tightly behind his back. “If I may speak privately, sir…”

The Chamber representative frowned. “Surely this can wait until we’ve resolved the matter of trade security?”

Clament’s jaw tightened, his gaze lingering on Margel before turning to the other men. “Gentlemen, my apologies, but I’ll need to postpone our discussion. We’ll reconvene tomorrow morning.”

The two men sent a glance at one another for but a moment. The Chamber representative gathered his papers reluctantly, while the noble stood more slowly, his expression sour. “I do hope this interruption is worth the city’s time,” the noble said with a pointed glance at Margel before exiting with a swish of his blue coat.

As the door clicked shut behind them, Clament leaned back in his chair, fixing Margel with a sharp stare. “Well? This better be important. I’ve told you I’m very busy with trying to solve the situation in the south. I can’t afford mindless interruptions like this, Margel.”

Margel stepped closer, leaning in to whisper. Whatever he said caused Clament’s fingers to tighten on the armrests of his chair, his knuckles whitening. His commanding demeanor turned ice cold.

“Are you certain?” Clament asked, his voice barely above a growl.

Margel nodded gravely. “No doubt about it, sir.”

Clament exhaled slowly, the weight of the news settling over him. “Prepare a private audience chamber immediately,” he ordered. “Call for Marek, Serina, and Lorrin—say it is a direct order from me. Also, get someone to track this person down in the city—discreetly. We just want to make sure where they are at and that no trouble shall find its way to them.”

“Yes, sir,” Margel said with a slight bow. He moved back and headed out of the office, the door clicking shut behind him.
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Clament stood at the head of the private chamber, the room lit by the steady glow of enchanted crystal sconces embedded in the white stone walls. The room was lush, and decorated; furry carpet laid on the ground; paintings of a serene landscape and portraits of heroes hung on the walls.

Across a polished oak table sat three of Clament’s most trusted city officials. Marek Gorran, Commander of City Operations, leaned back in his chair, his burly frame and salt-and-pepper beard giving him a gruff, hardened look. Serina Veylan, Minister of External Relations, sat beside him, her sharp gaze reflecting her reputation for political finesse and slithery-tongue. To her left was Lorrin Veyd, Overseer of Civil Order, a man with thin spectacles who often dealt with the inner workings of the city’s policies and law enforcement.

Clament surveyed the room with a heavy expression. “Thank you all for coming on such short notice. I wouldn’t have called you here if it weren’t urgent.”

Lorrin adjusted his spectacles, his tone clipped. “Urgent enough to interrupt my review of the city guard rotations, I trust? I’ve hired additional guards recently, but they aren’t up to my standards yet.”

Serina raised an eyebrow. “Clament doesn’t pull us into private chambers lightly, Lorrin. Let him speak.”

Marek folded his arms, his expression unreadable. “If this is another tariff debate, I swear—”

“It’s not,” Clament cut in sharply. “This is a matter of unprecedented significance. Earlier today, Margel brought me news of someone entering the city. Someone of high importance.”

Lorrin leaned forward slightly, curiosity piqued. “How high are we talking?”

“A noble,” Clament said. “And not just any noble—a high-noble.”

The room fell silent, save for the faint rustling of their clothes as they shifted around in their seats.

Marek let out a low whistle, breaking the stillness. “A high-noble, right? The same ones that stay up at the enchanted layer? You’re saying someone from there is in Talo?”

Clament nodded. “A young girl named Lia Empyria arrived in the city earlier today. According to the guards at the entrance and the official overseeing tournament sign-ups, she used two separate aliases: Enya Empyria and Enya Meltere.”

Serina’s sharp eyes narrowed. “Lia Empyria? That name means nothing to me.”

“It wouldn’t,” Clament said, as he pulled up the crystal interface from his arm bracer. “Even our system doesn’t have much information. All it has are the basic names of the person, and the fact that they are a high-noble. That’s how it is for all high-nobility. We can’t manually look up their information. We can only see it if provided, like from a blood scan.” He paused before continuing. “Which she opted for at the gate; the scan then alerted our system, which was how Margel found out about it in the first place.”

Clament lowered his arm and dismissed the screen. “High-nobles from the Fifth Layer rarely descend to the fourth layer, let alone the second. But when they do, they usually stay far removed from affairs. Their wealth, influence, and connections are so vast that they’re considered royalty in the Second, Third, and even parts of the Fourth Layer. Frankly speaking, if she were to demand us give them the entire city… I’m afraid that unless we all want to die, we would have to concede. High-nobles all have the ability to register people on the void-list.”

Marek’s eyes widened. “Seriously? They have the authority to mark people for death across all the layers? I’ve only ever known that kings can issue such decrees. Hell, there is always news of king’s and queen’s decrees for the void-list sometimes being outright denied from the first to third layers.”

Lorrin frowned. “If she’s that prestigious, what is she doing here, of all places? And under fake names, no less?”

Clament’s expression darkened. “That’s precisely what I called you here to discuss. She signed up for the Lightway Tournament, which suggests she has a specific purpose for being here. A tad more concerning is that she’s traveling with a skeleton companion—a sentient one, by all accounts.”

Marek leaned forward, his brows furrowed. “A skeleton? One revived by necromancy?”

“That is what we are presuming, yes,” answered Clament.

Marek tapped fingers on the table slowly. “Necromancy in Talo could stir up trouble with the Order of Sanctity. Our relationship with them hasn’t been the best. They barely tolerate us as it is.”

“I’m aware,” Clament said tersely. “But our priority is discretion. If word spreads of her presence, the city could be thrown into chaos. Merchants will flock to her, thieves and opportunists might target her, and the tournament itself could become a political flashpoint. Her being here brings us a whole lot of trouble, that I’m not quite sure we’re prepared to handle if things were to turn sour.”

Serina hummed, deep in thought. “A noble of her stature wouldn’t come this far down without a reason. High-nobles don’t take idle vacations. If she’s here, she’s after something. Perhaps there is a reason she enrolled in the Lightway tournament.”

“Exactly,” Clament said. “But we don’t know what. Not yet. For now, I’ve instructed Margel to have her movements tracked quietly. We need to know where she is, who she’s speaking to, and what her intentions might be. No one is to approach her or interfere.”

Lorrin adjusted his spectacles again, his tone measured. “And what about the aliases? If she wanted anonymity, she’s done a poor job of it by keeping one name tied to her real one.”

“Or it’s deliberate,” Serina countered. “A high-noble doesn’t make careless mistakes. Even if she is a child, whoever her caretaker is—whether it is that skeleton or someone in the shadows—they would be directing her actions. Signing up for a tournament like this on a whim would not have been tolerated by their guardian. This might be a calculated move to see how much attention she draws—or who reacts to her presence. This may very well be a trap, or possible bait. Whether it is to test Talo, or perhaps another person of interest living in the city.”

Clament nodded and considered her words. There was no possible way a high-noble would be here leisurely. There were plenty of places in the fourth or even third layer that were grander than Talo. She was here for something, and now it was up to him to ensure things went smoothly.

“Either way, we’ll need to tread carefully. If this gets out, the city’s stability could be at risk. And if her skeleton companion draws the wrong kind of attention…” Marek chimed.

“We’ll handle it,” Clament said firmly. “For now, let her remain in the tournament. Pulling her out would raise questions we’re not ready to answer. Keep this contained and under control. I trust the three of you to act with the utmost discretion.”

The officials exchanged nods. In the private chamber, the reality of Lia Empyria’s presence loomed like a shadow—its purpose unknown to them, but its significance—impossible to ignore. The appearance of a high-noble was akin to that of a ticking bomb. They would have to try their best to diffuse or shield off the explosion, or else Talo would face its dire consequences.
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The door to Clament’s office opened, breaking the silence as he worked on drafting additional plans for the tariff situation.

The city of Talo thrived as a bustling trade hub, but the recent under-performance—and near abandonment—of one of its southern trade routes was cutting into its economic lifeline. Rogue bandits, criminals, and even monsters had overrun the area, with the looming monster flood season promising even greater challenges. The reports had been piling up on Clament’s desk, each one grimmer than the last.

He stopped writing mid-sentence and set his pen down, his gaze lifting to see Margel standing at the door.

“There’s been a bit of trouble,” Margel said cautiously.

The word trouble hung heavy in the air, and Clament’s eye twitched in response. He didn’t need a crystal ball to guess where this was going.

“Is it related to the high noble?”

A hesitant nod followed. “Yes, sir.”

The tension in the room sharpened. Leaning back in his chair, Clament laced his fingers together, his gaze steady and focused on Margel. “Go on.”

“It’s the skeleton.” Margel hesitated before continuing. “He’s been arrested.”

Clament’s fingers unclasped, hitting the desk with a dull thud. “Arrested? On what grounds?”

“An altercation in the merchant district. Some adventurers claim he initiated violence, and the guards deemed him a threat to public safety. Specifically, it was an adventurer named Hendel, and his two younger teenage nephews. No other witnesses were on the scene.”

The explanation drew a sharp exhale through Clament’s nose. His usual calm slipped for a moment, irritation flaring. “And what of the skeleton’s story? I believe you told me before that he could speak and act with intelligence?”

“From what I’ve learned of the report, he accused the adventurers of trying to kill him for experience.”

Clament’s face hardened. “Injuries?”

“The skeleton seems to be fine, but it is hard to judge the state of a skeleton, as the medical agent among the War Paragons was unfamiliar with undead. However, it seems that one of the teenage boys suffered a broken leg. ”

Clament balled his fists. “By the gods, Margel, does no one in this city understand subtlety? Who ordered the arrest?”

“One of the city’s watch captains,” Margel said, his voice faltering. “A newer appointment, likely unaware of the broader implications.”

“Broader implications?” Clament’s voice grew sharp. “We’re not dealing with a street brawler or a minor incident here. That skeleton is directly tied to a noble from the Fifth Layer—one who could crush this city politically with a single word if they chose to.” He rose from his chair, his movements brisk. “Where is the skeleton now?”

“In the city hall guardhouse, being held for questioning.”

“Who is the one in charge of his arrest and questioning at the guardhouse?”

Margel hesitated. “Nakrin, sir.”

Clament’s eyes narrowed, his body visibly tensing. Nakrin. Of all people to oversee this, it had to be him. A Draconid and one of the city’s strongest War Paragons, Nakrin was exactly the person Clament didn’t want handling such a delicate matter.

“Contact Lorrin immediately.” Clament’s tone allowed no argument. “He’s to handle this as discreetly and efficiently as possible.” He paused, reconsidering his words. “No, forget subtlety. I don’t care how he does it, just get it done. I want the skeleton released within the hour, and I don’t care what justification the guards invent to make that happen. This needs to be cleaned up now.”

A quick bow accompanied Margel’s acknowledgment. “I’ll send word to Lorrin at once.”

“See that you do.” Clament’s tone softened slightly, though his frustration lingered all around him. “And someone needs to monitor that watch captain and inform the other War Paragons to not interact with the young girl and skeleton. We can’t afford another misstep like this. If this incident escalates, we’ll need to be prepared for the fallout.”

Without another word, Margel turned and exited the office, the door clicking shut behind him.

Left alone, Clament sank back into his chair, his fingers steepling as his thoughts raced. A skeleton companion, false names, and now an arrest—this high-noble, Lia Empyria, was quickly proving to be a source of chaos. Yet, amidst his irritation, a spark of curiosity remained, nagging at him.

Why are you here, Lia Empyria? What game are you playing at?
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“What do you mean his health is low? Is he hurt?” Manny asked.

Enya stared at her status screen. When Josier had informed her that Pell had been arrested, she immediately checked the party screen. From there though, Pell’s information was hidden, due to the distance that they were away. Once they came close to the guardhouse, she saw that Pell’s health was near full. Now, however, his health had plummeted some time in-between then and now.

She flicked her gaze back to Shelmi. “W-what’s happening to Pell? Is someone hurting him?” she asked, worried.

Shelmi furrowed her brows, and a complicated expression covered her face. “Hmm… I don’t know much about the actual incident involving him. He should be in the interrogation room downstairs. He might be hurt from the scuffle he had with the adventurers before the War Paragons came to stop the altercation.”

Enya shook her head. “Pell’s health was fine a few minutes ago. It dropped just now. Like, just now.” Her eyes creased, projecting her serious, affirmative statement, allowing no questions.

“If someone is roughing him up, it could only be him, right?” Josier asked to Shelmi.

She stroked the underneath side of her chin. “Probably… but it wouldn’t go much more than that. He does get a bit physical with arrestees from time to time. He never goes too far though, unless you constantly insult him. Calling him a lizard is probably the worst thing you could do, but aside from that, he’s usually well-reserved. Maybe a bit cynical though.”

Enya opened her mouth, and her chin slowly began to droop.

“What’s wrong Enya?” Berry asked, stopping down next to her.

Enya thought about her words. This might or already was a problem for Pell. Did reducing someone’s health to 22 out of 100 really count as ‘roughing’ someone up? That seemed too excessive, no matter how she thought about it.

“Miss dwarf! Can we go see Pell? I think he might be in danger,” she asked.

Shelmi rose an eyebrow. “Well, bringing you to him was why Josier was sent to fetch you in the first place. But, what do you mean, danger? He’s probably in custody in the interrogation room.”

Enya’s own eyes creased before giving her answer. “Because Pell insults people almost every other sentence!”
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The sound of Pell’s bones clattering against the ground echoed through the long, white hallway. His neck was caught firmly in the draconid’s massive, scaled claw. The overgrown red lizard was dragging him somewhere, and the earlier threat of execution lingered uncomfortably in his mind. Pell squirmed and struggled against the grip, but it was no use.

“Where the hell are you taking me you sorry excuse of a dragon?!” Pell shouted, his voice bouncing off the pristine walls. This was the third hallway they’d passed through, and they were already several floors deep beneath the building where he’d been brought.

They continued down more corridors and staircases until they came to a halt in front of a large, reinforced door. Thick iron bars crisscrossed its surface, glowing runes pulsing along the metal and radiating a faint, unsettling hum. Nakrin’s claw tightened around Pell’s neck, lifting him until they were eye-to-eye socket.

“Of all the pathetic excuses I’ve heard from monster-types entering Talo, a puny skeleton claiming adventurers tried to kill him for experience? Laughable. Absolutely laughable. You really expect adventurers to throw away their livelihood and commit a crime for what? Ten? Eleven? Points of experience?” the draconid growled, his disdain dripping from every word.

Pell was fairly certain he gave more experience than that, but right now, that wasn’t the issue—though it hardly helped his mood. The real problem was this pompous lizard was either about to toss him into a cell or make good on his execution promise. This was exactly what he’d been dreading before stepping into town. Monster-citizens never had a good reputation. And trust? That was nonexistent. Not that Pell had ever been one to trust them either, back when he still had flesh.

“You can call me a liar all you want, but what I’ve told you is the damn truth!” Pell snarled, his bony hands prying uselessly at the draconid’s oversized claw. “You heard their story, and you heard mine, but you’re not doing a single thing to check it! You really think a couple of no-name adventurers are that much more trustworthy than me, just because I walked out without a busted skull? Would I be more believable if the Paragons had found me in pieces?!”

The draconid creased his leathery scaled eyelids over his slitted pupils. He turned his gaze away and peeked at the iron door. He lifted his free palm up at the center, and a magic circuit made itself known right before the door, the mana filling up instantly. The iron bars began to shimmer and slowly retract into the walls.

Pell noticed the mechanism. If that door fully opened, he would probably be done for. Whatever the draconid did with him in there—he would probably try to cover it up. That was the power of influence and position. Just because you had the prestige or power to do something, you could fucking do it. This was exactly how that filthy noble from the first layer got away with debting the orphanage in the first layer. He had the power, the connections, and the lack of consequence to enslave Elara—just because he could.

Right now, Pell had to take a gamble. Those adventurers were definitely an unsavory bunch, but it also seemed like the Draconid didn’t have any close connections with them. Pell probably couldn’t convince the lizard to let him go, but perhaps he could stall. Just enough for the brat to come by in time.

“Answer me this—that guy—the three of them. I bet you they’ve been involved with the prison multiple times, huh?” Pell sneered.

The draconid’s claw stopped pulsating mana, and the iron bars froze in place, about halfway from full retraction. He peered back at Pell, his eyes still threatening, but now curious.

Got him, Pell thought. “I hit the nail on the head, huh? The three of them. You know it, don’t you?” he asked.

Nakrin stayed stoic, but his hand stopped pouring the mana. The iron bars began to close up again.

“Speak,” the draconid said.

Pell gave a chuckle and shook his head. He kept this motion up for a few seconds too long, purposely trying to extend as much time as possible. The instant the draconid began to speak or tense a muscle, Pell cut in. “Those three. You know them. Am I right?” he said.

“Of course I do. I am Nakrin, the captain of City Watch War Paragons, I know almost all adventurers that have registered or taken up a commission at the guild here,” he replied.

“Yes, but do you know them,” Pell asked, emphasizing his words. The more he stalled with insane, extended questions that led nowhere, the better. By implying he knew more than he let on, he could captivate the lizard, pulling his intrigue and controlling the situation. This was a skill of a merchant—the power to control a conversation. It seemed simple, almost stupid in explanation, but it was a much more involved skill than people would think.

A few seconds passed as Nakrin considered Pell’s words. “What do you mean? Are you implying you know something about them?” he growled.

Once again, Pell chuckled. And again, before Nakrin could react after the excessively long laugh, Pell chimed in once again. “Tell me, Draconid. You know them because they are adventurers. But let’s say you didn’t. Tell me, is there any other time you’ve seen them? Interacted with them?” Pell asked.

More seconds passed as the draconid thought. His gaze was heavy, piercing through the dim light of the chamber, and Pell could feel the weight of those slitted pupils scrutinizing every word he’d just said. Finally, the draconid spoke, his voice as steady and cold as the iron bars in front of them.

“Yes. I’ve met them at the prisoner check desk before. What of it?”

Pell’s heart probably thumped in whatever grave it’d lay in—probably buried beneath where Sable’s dungeon had been. This answer was the confirmation he needed. Those bastards had been here before. The way they had so casually spun lies to frame him—it wasn’t a first-time thing. It couldn’t be. They were people who had played this game before. And now, here they were again, likely weaving the same story they’d used to trap others.

This was his opening, and he had to play it right.

“Tell me, then,” Pell said, leaning forward as much as his bound state allowed. His voice dripped with feigned nonchalance, though inside he was scrambling to keep up the facade. “What was the crime that big guy accused someone of before?”

It was a bluff, of course, but Pell knew the draconid wouldn’t ignore a question like that, not after the seed of doubt had already been planted. The magic circuit on the iron door was still stalled—proof that Pell had the lizard’s attention, if only for now.

The claws on Nakrin’s hand flexed as if resisting the urge to lash out. Pell could almost see the gears turning in the lizard’s mind. This wasn’t about Pell anymore, not entirely. Now it was about whether the draconid himself had been played. And if Pell could keep pulling at that thread, he might just unravel everything.

Nakrin opened his mouth to speak, but Pell wasn’t about to let him control the tempo. Timing was everything, and if he let the draconid regain his composure, the moment would slip away.

“Let me guess,” Pell interrupted, his tone taking on a sharper edge. “It was just the big guy, right? That older adventurer? I bet he personally came to the prison—or maybe to one of the city watch. He probably spun some tale about a fight or a theft. Something small enough to seem plausible, but big enough to get someone locked up.”

The slitted pupils of the man narrowed, and Pell felt a flicker of hope. He was on the right track, or at least close enough to keep him guessing. Pell let a few seconds of silence hang in the air, the tension thick enough to choke on.

“They probably accused someone, huh? Like my situation. Their words against someone else’s,” Pell pressed on, his voice rising just slightly. He let out a dry chuckle, the sound echoing faintly in the chamber. “And you bought it, didn’t you? The guards, the desk clerks—they didn’t catch on. Those rotten bastards tricked you all. And now—”

“What the hell are you talking about?” Nakrin cut in, his voice a low growl replacing the ambiance of the hall.

Pell’s gaze snapped back to the man’s eyes. He could read expressions to a certain extent. This was more of an innate skill of a merchant. However, reading the expression of a hard-scaled, dragon-faced lizard? It was near impossible.

“Mr. Hendel came to the prison desk a month ago to return Lamerick’s lunch bag that he’d left at the city park,” Nakrin said flatly, his tone laced with irritation. “That man and his nephews have never been involved with crime in this city before.”

Pell stared at him, stunned. For a moment, he couldn’t even process the words. The big guy and his cronies—those three shitstains—actually had a clean record? How the hell was that possible? Shit.

Pell’s mind raced. His plan was unraveling faster than he could patch it together. He had banked on those three having a history of trouble, a pattern of lies and deceit he could exploit to shake the draconid’s confidence. But instead, he was left with nothing but the lizard’s unflinching stare and an empty bag of tricks.

Nakrin’s hand moved, and Pell’s soul flames flickered. With a purposeful gesture, he raised his claws and reconnected the flow of mana to the spell circuit. The iron-barred gate began to grind open, the noise echoing like the growl of some ancient beast awakening.

Pell froze for a fraction of a second, but panic quickly surged through him. He’d been sure his bluff would work. All he had to do was make the lizard hesitate long enough to find a gap, to say something convincing. But now, every second brought Nakrin’s claws closer to dragging him past that cursed gate.

“Wait, wait, wait!” Pell sputtered, trying to plant his skeletal feet against the stone floor, but to no avail. “You’re seriously buying that? Those three were saints? Come on! Even you’ve got to see through their little act! You’re smarter than that, right? Right?”

Nakrin let out a menacing growl and glared at Pell. “This damn act you’re saying they are pulling, that I can’t see through—are you saying I’m stupid?!”

“Yes! No! Wait—I—What kind of stupid question is that?! There’s no correct answer to—“

“Enough! One more word out of your skull and you’ll be splinters on the floor!” he roared. His grip on Pell’s spine tightened like a vice, his scales glinting under the faint light of the hallway’s sconces. Without a word, he stepped forward, pulling Pell through the now-open gate.

Inside, the air felt heavier, colder. Pell couldn’t feel temperature, but his bones did react to the cold.

The hallway stretched long and narrow, flanked on either side by doors made of reinforced magical stone—the same abnormally high mana-infused stone Pell had seen in the interrogation room. Each door was sealed with its own intricate magical locking mechanism, glowing softly with complex circuits.

Each door was probably a cell—one without light or windows. It was only a solid wall with a rectangular door with a magical lock on them.

Pell continued his struggle, but nothing seemed to work. No amount of wriggling or protesting could loosen his bones from the lizard’s grasp. Nakrin’s claws wrapped around his spine like a mixture of hardened concrete.

Despite Nakrin’s earlier threat, Pell spoke again anyway, because words were all he had. “So, uh, what’s the plan, big guy? Toss me in one of these cozy cells, give me a minute to gather my thoughts, and then we have a nice chat tomorrow? Maybe over tea?”

The draconid didn’t answer, but his snarl was answer enough. Pell’s skull rattled as the claws gripping him shifted, dragging him with even less care along the floor.

Ahead, a particular door came into view, its runes glowing faintly as if awaiting their master’s command. They both stopped abruptly, and for one fleeting moment, Pell thought he might actually get tossed inside.

“Wait, hold on!” Pell’s voice jumped an octave as the draconid released one clawed hand and reached for the lock. “This isn’t serious, right? You’re just throwing me in there until my representative arrives. Surely that’s the plan?”

Nakrin didn’t pause, his glare colder than the damp stone walls around them. “You’ve done nothing but lie and distract since you set foot in this prison,” he said. “You’ve wasted my time, insulted the honor of this city’s adventurers, and attempted to undermine the integrity of our system.”

The words hung heavy in the air, and Pell felt the tension closing in around him like a tightening noose. He tried again, desperation creeping into his tone.

Enya’s high-noble status was his only bargaining chip, even if it was more rusted than polished. He clung to it like a drowning man grasping at a rotten plank.

“You can’t act yet! My representative’s status—let’s just say it’s way above your pay grade. If you make the wrong call here—” His voice cracked as he pleaded.

Nakrin’s glare sharpened and he leaned forward, silencing him instantly. Pell’s thoughts spiraled as his last fragments of leverage crumbled. No escape, no backup. His mind flickered to the brat. She’s not going to make it in time. Damn it, I’m on my own.

Desperation seized him. With a sharp motion, he reached up, grabbed his own skull, and twisted it free from his neck with a loud crack. Without hesitation, Pell hurled it down the hallway.

The sound echoed loudly, his skull bouncing once, then twice, before rolling to a stop far short of the gate.

“Damn it,” Pell cursed to himself, scrambling to wiggle himself further into a roll.

Nakrin’s grip on his leftover skeletal body loosened. With an irritated grunt, the draconid let go, letting his body clatter to the floor in a heap of disconnected bones.

It didn’t just stop there. Nakrin raised one clawed foot and brought it down with terrifying force, shattering Pell’s spine in a single, deafening crack. A notification pinged in Pell’s mind, alerting him to critical damage, but it was a distant concern now.

Pell’s skull twitched, rolling once, then twice, in a futile bid for freedom. That door that they had entered through, was now sealed by magic and closed. He managed two pitiful rolls before he realized the futility of his effort. Despite that, he continued to roll anyway, desperate to escape away from the crazy lizard.

The world spun as he rolled. One moment, he saw Nakrin looming 50 feet away where his body had been abandoned. On the next rotation, his executor was already standing over him.

“You think that was clever?” the draconid growled, his voice low and simmering with menace. “Now I can actually execute you for attempted escape.”

How the hell is he this fast? Pell’s thoughts scrambled as Nakrin bent down, his claws reaching for the skull. What fucking rank is he?

Before Nakrin’s claws could close around him, a loud clang shattered the tense silence. The grind of stone and the hum of magical energy filled the corridor.

Both Nakrin and Pell turned—or rather, Nakrin turned, and Pell tilted helplessly on the floor.

Someone was entering.

Pell's mind whirled with hope, but also fear, at who could be behind that door. Please, let it be who I think it is. 
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                The grinding noise of the iron bars ceased, followed by the low rumble of the heavy door sliding open inward. One by one, the group stepped through: Shelmi, Josier, Berry, Manny, and finally Enya, who peeked through the legs of the taller figures in front of her—except Shelmi, who was shorter than she was.

“Pell!” Enya’s voice rang out as her eyes fell on Pell’s skull lying abandoned on the ground. Her chest tightened as memories surged of the dungeon when he’d been just a skull, lifeless and shattered. Tears welled in her eyes as she darted forward, ignoring the imposing draconid to reach him.

Heat erupted around her, a sudden, suffocating wave as the draconid’s scales brightened to a glowing crimson. The air between them shimmered with the intensity of the invisible barrier he’d created, and Enya stumbled back with a startled yelp.

Berry moved forward, wrapping her arms around Enya and pulling her back into a firm embrace.

The draconid huffed, his molten gaze sweeping over the unfamiliar faces before locking onto the two he recognized. “Miss Shelmi. Mr. Josier. Care to explain why there are civilians on the sixth floor of this prison?”

“What are you doing to Pell?” Enya shouted, cutting off Shelmi before she could reply. Her voice cracked with a mix of anger and desperation. “You stupid… thing! Why are you hurting him?!”

Nakrin’s snarl deepened, and the blistering heat around him intensified. The narrow hallway became a stifling furnace, drawing sweat from everyone.

“Stand down, Nakrin,” Shelmi interjected sharply, swiping her forehead with her sleeve. “This little girl is the representative the skeleton called for. And for heaven’s sake, retract that damn heat. What are you trying to do—cook us alive?”

With a sharp exhale, Nakrin’s scales dimmed, and the oppressive heat began to subside.

“What is going on here?” Josier demanded, his expression hardening. “Why is the skeleton in the prison instead of the interrogation room? And why is he in pieces?”

“Because this corrupt lizard tried—” Pell’s voice rasped from the floor, his indignation clear in his words. But before he could finish, Nakrin crouched down, seizing Pell’s skull in his clawed hand. A sharp clack silenced him as Nakrin snapped Pell’s jaw shut.

“Hey! Let him go!” Enya yelled, her voice cracking with emotion. “Why are you doing this? Let him go you—”

“Enough!” he roared, sending out the weight of his fury. Nakrin’s patience frayed. He let out a guttural growl, his heated breath rippling the air. “Shut your incessant screaming, you inane little child!”

The raw power in Nakrin’s voice hit Enya like a hammer, causing her words to die in her throat. Wide-eyed, she staggered back into Berry, her lips trembling as fresh tears welled. Pell’s barbed humor and insults had steeled her to sharp words, but this was different. Nakrin’s blazing anger carried no humor or care—only disdain. She’d been yelled at by Pell, but his words never stung. What the draconid said, though—that hurt. Insults were one thing, but reprimand was another.

Berry reacted, pulling Enya closer, her arm protectively circling the younger girl’s shoulders. “What is wrong with you?” Berry snapped, glaring at Nakrin. “Why are you yelling at her like that? She’s just a kid!”

“Why is a child in the prison?” he countered, his scorn palpable. “If you were expecting cupcakes and lullabies, you’re in the wrong place, girl.”

“Stop avoiding the question,” Shelmi interjected, her tone sharp. “Why isn’t the skeleton in the interrogation room as ordered?”

Nakrin exhaled, smoke curling from his nostrils. “The skeleton became unruly,” he said, words dripping with contempt. “So I brought him here while I handled the situation. That’s when he decided to escape.” He gestured down the hall, revealing a scattered pile of bones at its end.

The sight made Enya’s stomach turn. The pile looked like little more than remnants of Pell’s skeletal frame to most, but she could see more clearly. Some of the bones had been pulverized—more than what any simple scuffle might cause. Her heart sank. This person in front of her had actually tried to kill Pell.

“Let Pell speak,” she tried to say, her voice trembling. But the searing glare Nakrin shot her way snuffed out her courage like a candle in the wind.

Shelmi stepped forward with a groan. “Alright, enough. We’re here now, and this little girl is his representative, whether you like it or not. Let the skeleton go and escort us back to the interrogation room.”

Nakrin’s tail thumped against the floor. “The fight with those adventurers is one issue,” he growled, lifting Pell’s skull higher, “but an attempted escape? That’s another matter entirely.”

“Nakrin…” Shelmi’s tone carried a warning.

He cut her off. “Section Code 3A:22B: Attempted escape is punishable by re-imprisonment, with punishment at the discretion of the lead officer. Representation is suspended for no less than three days pending review and paperwork.” He scoffed. “Rules are rules, laws are laws. I am the head of the City Watch. I am in charge of all discretion here.”

“You can’t be serious,” Josier said, his voice tight with disbelief.

“Serious as the laws we all claim to uphold. Now, all of you—leave before—”

“Nakrin. Stand down.”

A voice cut through the space as if to penetrable everyone’s souls, slicing cleanly through the tension. Its weight pressed on the room like an invisible hand, stealing the breath from everyone present. The atmosphere shifted, dense and suffocating, as though gravity itself had doubled.

Nakrin stiffened, claws loosening slightly on Pell’s skull. His narrowed eyes turned toward the source of the voice.

From the shadows emerged a figure draped in dark, elegant armor trimmed with silver. A pair of gleaming spectacles caught the light, obscuring the man’s eyes as he stepped forward. His every movement was deliberate, exuding a controlled power that demanded submission.

“Release the skeleton,” the man commanded. His voice was calm yet unyielding, like he held even higher authority than the draconid.

The weight in the room froze most of them in place. Even Nakrin, though visibly straining against the oppressive force, managed to move enough to speak. Only Enya wasn’t bound by the force, as she darted her head between Nakrin and the new intruder.

“Sir,” the draconid said, his tone carefully measured as he dipped his head in a bow. “Why are you here?”

Lorrin stepped further into the corridor, his sharp gaze sweeping across the scene. His eyes lingered on Enya, her trembling frame and tear-filled eyes betraying her fear. His expression hardened as his attention shifted to Nakrin’s claws, which still held Pell’s decapitated skull.

The scene could not have looked worse.

“Nakrin,” Lorrin said, his tone ice-cold. “Release that skeleton. Now. And apologize to Miss Enya here.” He gestured toward the young girl, his piercing glare locking onto the draconid captain.

“What? Apologize?” he scoffed, incredulous. “Sir Lorrin, you’ve just arrived. You don’t know the situation—”

“I will not ask twice.” Lorrin’s voice darkened, each word laced with threat. “You have no idea who you’re dealing with. I don’t care what they’ve done—they could have razed half the city for all it matters. My order stands: release the skeleton and kneel.”

Nakrin’s jaw tightened, his disbelief etched into his scaled features. “But, Sir, protocol—”

The pressure in the room surged. Nakrin’s claws trembled before prying open against his will, releasing Pell’s skull. Instead of dropping, the skull floated gently through the air, guided by an unseen force, until it reached Enya.

“Pell!” Enya cried, darting forward to catch the skull. She clutched it to her chest, tears spilling over as relief and anger mingled on her face.

“Why—” Nakrin began, but he didn’t finish.

A wave of force erupted from Lorrin, a blast of invisible energy that sent Nakrin hurtling down the corridor. He became a blur before slamming into the far wall with a deafening crash, the impact shaking the entire hallway and filling it with a cloud of dust and debris.

Enya stared wide-eyed at the man in spectacles. Whatever he had done, it was beyond anything she could fathom. The mana he wielded had swelled so quickly and powerfully that she couldn’t even begin to measure it. It was like he exploded with power a thousand times larger than her own mana pool, and it all vanished before she could blink.

Lorrin turned to the rest of the group. With a flick of his hand, the oppressive force binding Berry and Manny lifted. They gasped in unison, finally able to breathe again. Josier and Shelmi, however, remained frozen, unable to move or speak.

“Miss Enya, I presume?” Lorrin’s voice softened as he addressed her.

Enya hesitated, clutching Pell’s skull tightly. “Y-yes?” she stammered.

Lorrin knelt before her, his expression gentler now. “I deeply apologize for what has transpired here. My name is Lorrin Veyd. I am the Overseer of Order in Talo. I was sent by Lord Clament to assist you.”

Pell’s jaw rattled faintly in Enya’s grasp as he interjected. “Why’s the city lord sending an overseer to us?”

Lorrin inclined his head slightly. “Your arrival in Talo was noted the moment you entered the city. Lord Clament entrusted me to ensure your stay here was… unhindered. Unfortunately, this incident occurred before we could properly extend our welcome. For that, I offer my sincerest apologies—on behalf of myself, Lord Clament, and the city of Talo. Rest assured, the adventurers responsible for this farce will face justice. If you wish, I can arrange for their imprisonment or execution.” His tone turned cold, words devoid of hesitation.

“Hmph!” Pell scoffed. “Sounds great to me. How about you imprison them for ten yea—”

“Kill them!” Enya snapped. “They tried to hurt Pell! They almost killed him! And that red guy too—I want them dead!”

Pell’s soul flames flickered faintly, startled by her outburst.

Lorrin’s expression turned thoughtful. After a moment, he spoke carefully. “Miss Enya, I understand your anger. However, Nakrin—the ‘red guy’—is captain of the City Watch War Paragons. Losing him would severely compromise Talo’s defenses. While I cannot sanction his death, I can ensure he faces reprimand and… extensive re-education. I can also promise it will be… painful.”

Enya’s face scrunched with frustration, but after a pause, she relented. “F-fine,” she muttered. “But I want whoever accused Pell and sent him here dead. And I don’t want to see that red thing again, ever!”

Lorrin nodded solemnly. “As you wish. Consider it done. Nakrin will never step foot within your eyesight for as long as you remain here.”
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The group—Enya, Berry, Manny, and Pell with his newly restored body—now stood in the lobby near the clerk’s desk. Medical personnel had arrived earlier, all carrying spare potions with them. This allowed Enya to heal the bones on Pell’s body quickly. Her summon skeleton spell didn’t work against existing re-animated constructs, but the bone-creation portion seemed to. The only thing restricted was claiming Pell as her own summon with the spell. After she revived Pell from the dungeon core, he was no longer bound to the dungeon itself, allowing her own spells to bypass the other restrictions.

Lorrin Veyd remained with them, his calm authority a sharp contrast to the tension earlier. Shelmi and Josier were still on the lower floors, helping Nakrin, and to assist the medical staff.

“Once again, I extend my deepest apologies for the earlier fiasco,” Lorrin began, his tone composed. “I will personally ensure the City Watch and guards are made aware of your presence to prevent further misunderstandings. I must also ask for your forgiveness regarding Nakrin’s actions. Draconids are... prone to irritation, but I can vouch for Nakrin’s dedication to upholding the city’s laws. However, his zeal sometimes leads him to operate in ways that, while not illegal, can be... unconventional.”

Pell harrumphed, crossing his bony arms. “As long as that lizard doesn’t try to crush my skull again without hearing me out, fine. I was just trying to get to the information guild to pass on a message.”

“Then allow me to expedite that for you,” Lorrin said, reaching into his coat pocket. He produced a small, rounded coin and held it out. “This is my personal recommendation coin. With it, you can bypass wait times, waive fees, and receive the best transfer services at the guild.”

Pell accepted the coin, turning it over in his skeletal hand. It looked like a gold piece, but its texture felt unusual—almost malleable. Engraved on one side was an ornate letter L, undoubtedly for Lorrin.

“This is my maker's coin. The coin itself is made from Heltem metal,” Lorrin explained. “It’s a durable material that weakens when imbued with mana. At the guild, they’ll extract the mana to verify its authenticity. Once used, the coin will dissolve entirely.”

He then turned to Enya, who had regained some composure after the chaos. His expression softened. “Miss Enya, is there anything I may assist you with?”

“A-ah…” Enya hesitated, wringing her hands. Pell had his task, but she wasn’t sure what to ask for herself. She had plans to explore the city with Berry and Manny, and contacting her parents still felt... complicated. The only pressing matter was her intent to join the Lightway Tournament in a few days. That was the only thing she could think of.

“I see.” After listening to Enya’s interest in the tournament, Lorrin nodded thoughtfully. “The Lightway Tournament is a celebrated event, drawing many hopefuls from far and wide. While I lack direct ties to the academy, I can offer you this.” He reached into his coat and retrieved another coin, extending it toward her.

“If you present this at the Magic Association, you’ll be entitled to a C+ rank spell free of charge,” he explained. After a brief pause, as if gauging her reaction, he added, “They may have necromantic spells in their records, though I cannot guarantee it.”

Enya’s expression didn’t waver, encouraging Lorrin to continue. “If C+ tier spells are not to your liking, you can still use the coin for a discount on higher-ranked spells. The Magic Association operates independently of Talo’s administration, so this is the extent of what I can provide.”

Enya accepted the coin carefully, cradling it in her hand. “T-thank you,” she said, her voice soft but genuine.

Lorrin inclined his head, a faint smile on his lips. “You are most welcome, Miss Enya. I trust it will aid you in your endeavors.” His gaze flicked briefly to Berry and Manny before returning to her. “Should you need further assistance, you are welcome to seek me out. Alternatively, you may request a meeting with Lord Clament at the office in the city center. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I must attend to other matters.”

“Ah, one more thing.” Pell interjected, raising a bony finger. “Think you could arrange a carriage for us? The information guild is quite a ways off, and... due to certain circumstances I’d rather not explain, we currently lack the currency of… this layer.”

Apparently, this Lorrin fellow not only recognized Enya’s high-noble status but also assumed Pell to be some sort of trusted aide—or perhaps a butler of considerable importance. If he could play into this—act all mysterious, then perhaps this would work to their advantage. Pell seized the opportunity. He was broke, and a free carriage sounded much better than walking. Free things always did.

“Of course. I can have that arranged. A carriage will arrive within a few minutes.” Lorrin bowed with impeccable form before turning on his heel. His deliberate steps carried him to the exit, leaving the room noticeably lighter in his absence.

Pell let out a sigh, strolling over to Enya. He placed a hand on her head and gave her hair a playful ruffle. “Thanks, kid. Saved me again. That damned draconid almost had me executed back there.”

“Y-you’re welcome!” Enya stammered, stepping away from his hand and smoothing down her hair.

“Thanks to you two kids for showing up, too,” Pell said, glancing at Berry and Manny. “Not that you really did much, but still.” The words sounded much better in his head. Out loud, they came off more than a little rude.

“Don’t worry about it. If it was false imprisonment, then coming to help is the right thing to do, right?” Manny replied.

“Yep! Just doing our civic duty!” Berry chimed in with a grin.

Looks like they’re going to forget about the part where the kid casually suggested executing those three adventurers, Pell thought with relief. Fine by me. He flipped the coin Lorrin had given him between his fingers. “I’ll need to stop by the information guild real quick to deliver a message. Kid, what about you? You sticking with them or tagging along?”

Enya glanced down at her own coin before responding. “We’ll come with you first, then head to the magic acitation!”

Berry snickered at the mangled pronunciation. “Sorry, you two. Me and Manny have to head back home. It’s been a few hours already, and we should check in.”

“Yeah,” Manny added. “We’ll probably rest up and get some training in before the tournament. But we’ll see you at the city square in two days—an hour before it starts sound good?”

“Okay!” Enya agreed with a bright smile.

As the siblings waved goodbye and left, Pell couldn’t shake an odd tightness in his soul flames. Heading home was a convenient excuse, but… had they been put off by how easily Enya suggested those executions? “Hey, kid,” Pell said quietly. “You didn’t tell them who you are, right? About being a high-noble?”

Enya shook her head. “No, I haven’t told them. I… I only told the guy at the sign-up place because he needed my ID. But Berry and Manny? No.”

“I see.” Pell scratched his skull, uncertain. Maybe he was overthinking it. If nothing else, they had promised to meet in two days. The kid would find out soon enough if they were true to their word.

They stood around for a couple of minutes, idly talking. Enya spoke about a magical place that served meat on a stick. Her recollection of the events sounded fantastical, like the food was a long-lost mythical artifact.

I can’t even begin to imagine what the high-nobles on the fourth or fifth layer even eat, if she’s this happy about stall food. The clatter of wheels outside broke his thoughts. Their carriage had arrived. Pell turned toward the sound. “Alright. Let’s head to the information guild. After that, we’ll swing by the magic association.”

They went outside, and Enya’s eyes grew wide as she saw a large carriage, drawn by two horses and a coachman, waving at them. Pell greeted the man, then assisted Enya into getting inside.

It was Enya’s first time riding in a carriage, and she was captivated by its simplicity. Wheels turned effortlessly as horses pulled them along, gliding through the streets of Talo. She leaned against the window, her wide eyes drinking in the city’s sights—a blur of bustling streets, spell-lit lamps, and the towering spire at the heart of it all. The world outside felt alive, a stark contrast to the stillness within the carriage.
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Elsewhere in the city, two adventurers roamed leisurely down the sidewalk. Or rather, one experienced adventurer and his teenage soon-to-be-adventurer nephew—the other nephew was still bedridden in the city hospital. The older man, Hendel, wore a cold, brooding expression. The events of the day weighed heavily on him. That skeleton... how had it overpowered them so easily?

The entire situation earlier was absurd. Skeletons weren’t supposed to be that strong. They were mindless undead, brittle bones animated by weak magic. And yet, one had blocked his strike and crippled his nephew with ease. His pride stung at the memory, the disbelief and astonishment still fresh.

Suddenly, a squad of guards emerged, surrounding the group. Their armor gleamed, their movements precise—War Paragons, elite among Talo’s protectors.

“W-what’s going on?” Hendel stammered, his head snapping toward the guards.

“Mr. Hendel, you are under arrest,” one of them declared firmly.

The teenager scowled and moved instinctively to stand behind his uncle, his fists clenched.

“On what grounds?” Hendel demanded, his voice rising. “I’ve already explained everything! That skeleton attacked us, injured my nephew—this is all documented! The War Paragons themselves took my statements!”

“This matter is unrelated,” the guard replied, his tone cold and unyielding. “Sir Lorrin has ordered your detainment. It seems the person you offended has far more influence than you realize.”

Hendel froze. That skeleton? His mind reeled. “You’re telling me... that thing is important? No, forget that! What about the attack—”

Before he could finish, one of the guards stepped forward and struck with brutal efficiency. Hendel and his nephew crumpled to the ground, unconscious before they could resist.

The guards moved swiftly, hoisting the two limp bodies onto their shoulders. They didn’t head for the city’s prison or courthouse. No, their destination was far more final.

The execution quarters.

Unbeknownst to Hendel, his other nephew’s fate had already been sealed. His removal from the hospital had occurred minutes earlier, and his end had already come to pass.
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                “We’ll… make sure to get your message sent, Mr. Pell,” the clerk said, his tone uneasy. His gaze lingered on the skeleton in front of him, critical and wary. The clerk himself was a skinny sort who could have done himself a favor by getting with a hearty meal. The crest of the information guild was embroidered on the upper right of his uniform—a simple looping line.

“Make sure you do. That coin by Lorrin ain’t cheap,” Pell replied, his voice dry.

The clerk glanced down at the small, rounded coin resting on the counter. Squinting, he picked it up and channeled a faint pulse of mana into it. A moment later, the coin began to glow faintly before dissolving into wisps of smoke.

Well, looks like that Lorrin guy wasn’t bluffing. Thing really does just melt away, Pell thought, mildly impressed.

The young man cleared his throat. “The coin has been verified. Since the town you requested doesn’t have an information guild, it will take a few days for a courier to deliver your message.”

“Figured as much,” Pell said with a nod. He turned to leave. “Alright, kid, let’s go.”

Enya, however, was still on her tiptoes, stretching toward a bowl of colorful candy on the counter. Despite her best efforts, she couldn’t quite reach, though that didn’t stop her from trying.

The clerk smiled faintly and nudged the bowl closer, just within her reach. Enya’s face lit up as she grabbed a single lollipop. “Thank you, Mr.!” she chirped.

“You’re wel—” The clerk’s words were cut off as Enya darted off, already skipping toward the door with her prize. Chuckling, he moved to slide the bowl back, only to pause. Half the candy was gone, and the “Take one” sign taped to the front was askew.

Outside, Pell frowned. “Took you long enough. What were you doing?”

“Nothing!” Enya replied cheerfully, sucking on her lollipop as she skipped along. One hand held the treat, while the other was stuffed deep into her dress pocket.

Pell’s gaze narrowed as he caught sight of a cluster of lollipop sticks peeking out from the pocket. He sighed, his soul flames flickering in exasperation.

“There’s still a couple of hours before the appraiser at the merchant’s guild is available,” he said. “We’ll head to the magic association in the meantime. Maybe get you a new spell or something. You still got your coin?”

“Mhm!” Enya mumbled around the lollipop, digging deeper into her pocket to avoid spilling her hidden stash. “Rih ere!” she muffled, holding up the coin between her fingers.

“Stop talking with your mouth full,” Pell groaned.

The two of them set off toward the magic association building. With Lorrin’s carriage having only been for a single trip, they were left to walk, though luckily, it wasn’t far.

It was now mid-evening, and the day had been anything but uneventful. Early that morning, they’d arrived in town, met the siblings, secured a room at an inn, and gone their separate ways for a while. Pell had been caught up in the whole jail fiasco—a series of chaotic hours spent between a scuffle, being detained, and narrowly escaping an unjust execution. Meanwhile, Enya had successfully registered for the tournament and even found time to save Pell herself.

As they walked through the streets, they couldn’t help but notice the stares. A girl in lavish clothing drew attention on her own, but pairing that with a skeleton companion? It was impossible to ignore.

Monsters were responsible for most deaths across the layers, far surpassing any danger posed by people. There were still plenty of powerful individuals—serial killers, cultists, and all kinds of criminals—but when compared to the threat of monsters, it was no contest. Many harbored a deep hatred for anything monstrous, while others developed outright phobias. Even spiritual beasts or mythical pets could set people on edge. That was just how things were—some folks would react the same way to a giant troll as they would to a winged dog. Even Pell himself held some prejudices against monsters.

As Pell and Enya passed, people instinctively parted to avoid them. It was clear that Pell wasn’t welcome, though not everyone seemed to care. For every wide-eyed civilian clutching their belongings, there was another who didn’t give him a second glance.

After a few minutes, they turned a corner and saw a massive building up ahead. Like everything else in town, it was constructed of gleaming white stone, but this one stood out. It towered high above the surrounding structures, easily over thirty stories tall if the neatly spaced rows of windows were any indication.

“Woah!” Enya exclaimed, her eyes sparkling as she craned her neck to take it all in. “Is that the mage assertation?”

“Magic Association,” Pell corrected. “And yeah, ‘think so. Never been inside myself, but thats gotta be it. Probably should’ve asked that Lorrin guy for how the place works.”

They approached the grand entrance, an open space bustling with activity. People in robes, cloaks, and other elaborate apparel streamed in and out. Some carried staffs, others lugged books, and one peculiar individual dragged heavy chains along the ground, mumbling something about a rebellion.

Enya took the lead, and Pell followed a step behind. It was better for him to appear as her ‘summon’ or ‘pet,’ though the thought made him want to retch. Still, it beat the alternative—risking an attack or being mistaken for a rogue monster. His earlier encounter at the guild had made one thing clear: that even flashing his lock to everyone wouldn’t put them all at ease.

After entering inside, they noticed that the Magic Association’s lobby was large and practical, filled with groups of people, bustling with activity. Those who seemed like mages were spotted in robes moving between counters and lecterns, carrying books, spell components, and scrolls. The floors were made of polished white stone with faint rune etchings glowing beneath, and the walls were lined with notice boards and other documented notes. A set of wide stairs in the back led to higher floors, and signs pointed to different facilities: research labs, the library, and spell circuit exchanges.

The clerks, wearing the distinctive open-book insignia of the magic association, were plentiful. They stood behind counters or walked around, assisting visitors. Their robes were generally plain and neat, but some had more elaborate decorations and came in a range of colors.

Enya and Pell approached one of the clerks, a young man with a tired expression who was reviewing a stack of papers at his desk. He looked up as they neared, his eyes flicking from Enya to Pell with mild curiosity. His eyes met with Pell’s soul flames for but a moment, but they didn’t carry any hint of prejudice or judgment.

“Can I help you?” he asked, his tone polite but a little distracted.

Enya held up the small, shimmering coin she’d gotten from Lorrin. “We want to use this,” she said brightly.

The clerk leaned forward, his brows furrowing as he examined the token. “A coin?”

“’Coins from Lorrin, something something overseer of the city,” Pell added.

The clerk straightened and nodded, but his cautious tone remained. “I see. One moment, please. I’ll need to call someone higher up to process this.”

Pell groaned, muttering something about wasted time, while Enya nodded back, clearly unbothered by the delay.

The clerk walked to a side room and returned shortly with an older mage in a deep blue robe with black accents. The man, who carried an air of authority, approached with a small smile and a curious glance at the coin. “I understand you’ve presented a coin,” he said, his voice measured. “May I see it?”

Enya handed it over eagerly. “Loppin gave it to us! He said it lets me pick a C+ spell for free or get a discount on stronger ones.”

“She means Lorrin,” Pell corrected.

The man turned the coin over in his hand, channeling a small pulse of mana into it. The coin glowed faintly before dimming again and slowly dissipated between his fingers. He nodded in satisfaction. “This is indeed valid. Please, follow me. I’ll take you to the spell selection hall.”

He led them toward a circular platform in the back corner of the lobby. A faint blue light pulsed around its edges. “Step onto the lift,” he said, gesturing for them to follow as he stepped onto the pad himself.

As soon as they joined him, the pad hummed softly, and they began to ascend. The walls of the shaft around them seemed to blur, giving the impression of rising through layers of shimmering light. As they ascended, Enya gasped in awe, catching glimpses of the other floors rushing past. In less than a minute, the platform slowed, stopping at the seventh floor.

“This way,” the mage said, leading them into a large, sealed door. It opened with a soft hiss as he waved his hand across a rune panel.

Inside was something entirely unexpected. The room wasn’t a room at all, but a strange, abstract space. A translucent platform, floating in a vast, dark void, served as the floor. The blackness around them seemed to shift and ripple, occasionally pierced by faint streaks of glowing shapes, like distant constellations and stars.

Enya’s eyes widened. “Whoa… it’s so… empty!”

The mage gestured toward the glowing circle in the center of the platform. “This space connects to the Magic Association's central repository, where we store and catalog countless spells across all tiers and types. Before we proceed, it would be helpful if you could specify what kind of spell you’re looking for. I can configure the system so that it narrows down the selection to better suit your needs.”

Enya tilted her head, considering his words before answering, “I’m looking for necromantic spells.”

The mage’s polite demeanor faltered for a brief moment, his brows lifting slightly in surprise. A silence hung between them before he gave a measured nod. “Necromancy, is it?” he repeated, his tone cautious. “I see. While necromantic spells are rare in our archives, I can configure the system to include related classifications—curses, witchcraft, dark void magic, and other branches of study that intersect with necromancy.”

He raised a hand, and runes began to shift and rearrange themselves in front of him, briefly flashing into existence on a translucent interface. “That said,” he continued, “some spells in our system may be locked. Certain high-tier or forbidden arts will require you to undergo a rigorous verification process, mandated by the upper branches of the Magic Association on the Fourth Layer. Should you wish to acquire any of those, you’d need to submit a formal request, which could take several days to weeks to process.”

Enya nodded, digesting the information. Since the tournament was coming soon, waiting several days or weeks wouldn’t cut it for her, but her enthusiasm remained undeterred. “That’s okay. I just want to see what’s available for now.”

The mage tapped his fingers against the air, and the light around the interface rippled as he adjusted the filters. “Out of curiosity,” he began, glancing at her, “you’re a necromancer, I presume?”

She blinked, startled by the direct question, but nodded hesitantly. “Yeah, I guess so. I’m a necrosmith…” Her words trailed off as she realized what she’d said. I wasn’t supposed to tell people that, right?

Custodian’s warnings about the rarity of her class echoed in her mind. Did she just make a mistake? Then again, most of the city’s officials already seemed to know her noble identity despite Pell’s warnings. Maybe I’m just really bad at keeping secrets.

The mage’s expression didn’t change much, but a curious smile crept onto his face. “A necrosmith? I’ve never heard of that class before. Sounds like a crafter’s class?”

“Uh… yeah… it… is,” Enya replied, her voice uncertain.

Maybe he doesn’t know what it really is? Custodian had said the class hadn’t been seen in over 500 or 600 years, making it possible that people had simply forgotten about it—or never knew much about it to begin with.

The mage’s tone remained professional. “The Magic Association is always looking to expand its repository of knowledge. If you happen to possess any spell circuits or unique techniques related to necromancy that aren’t already in our records, we’d be willing to purchase them from you—or exchange them for credits or additional resources. Knowledge, after all, is one of our most valuable currencies.”

Enya frowned thoughtfully. “Spell circuits? I’m… not really sure if I have anything like that to share right now.”

“No rush,” he said, inclining his head. “I only wanted to make you aware of the opportunity. Should you come across anything you’re willing to share, consider bringing it to us. For now, let’s proceed. The system will show you everything available within the specified parameters. You may also switch to the full catalog, but I should warn you that there are over 20,000 spells up to C+ rank recorded at present. If you’re ready to select a spell or require additional assistance, I’ll have someone waiting outside when you’re done.”

He swiped one final time in front of him, and the entire space pulsed briefly. An interface flashed to life before Enya, a series of glowing spell names and descriptions materializing, suspended in the air like floating pages. Each spell displayed its tier and a concise description of its effects.

The mage turned to leave but paused to add, “Oh, and this entire space is maintained by visual magic. If you’re curious about a spell, you can view a visualization of it in this space. This also means you do not have to worry about being harmed, as everything is only a recorded reinterpretation of the spell. Keep in mind, however, that some spells—such as body-strengthening techniques—won’t have a visual aid since their effects aren’t directly observable.”

With those final words, he exited the hall, leaving Enya alone to explore the spell archive.

“So, how’s it look? I can’t imagine there’s much necromancy stuff on that list. They’d probably keep all their more... unsavory techniques to themselves, huh?” Pell remarked, glancing around the vast expanse, his eyes lingering on the distant stars. “Damn… this place really is something else…”

Enya glanced up at the system interface that had appeared in front of her. It was familiar, like her regular status screen, but with far more options. Dozens of spells were listed, some locked behind an icon she didn’t recognize. After fiddling with it for a moment and sending a mental command, she dismissed all the locked spells from the display. The list shrank dramatically, almost halving in size; there was no point in worry about the locked spells, anyway.

Even with the locked spells removed, the list was still overwhelming—well over a hundred spells to choose from. A fair number of them weren’t even necromancy-related, delving into curses, darkness, and other... ominous-sounding areas. With the coin she had, which allowed her to acquire spells up to C+ rank, she knew she needed to focus on the best options.

She filtered the list again, narrowing it down to only C and C+ rank spells. The list became more manageable—about 30 spells in total. It seemed there weren’t many people willing to part with their necromantic, witchcraft, or dark magic skills. Still, there were enough intriguing options to consider.

Enya began scanning through the spells that stood out to her.


Spell: Witchfire [C-]
Description: Launches ethereal, greenish flames capable of burning both physical and spiritual entities. The flames cause a decaying effect, eating away at the target over time.

Spell: Reactive Bone Shield [C]
Description: Summons large bones that levitate and follow the caster. If the caster reacts quickly enough, the bones automatically move to block incoming attacks. Extra bones can be created by expending additional mana.

Spell: Spectral Chains [C]
Description: Summons small portals at the target location, sending spectral chains that wrap around and bind the target. The chains are slightly corrosive, and their strength depends on the caster’s focus and willpower.

Spell: Inner Darkness Apparition [C+]
Description: The darkness hidden deep within your soul manifests as an apparition. This shadowy form can act on its own, both tangible and intangible. It carries a chilling, soul-dominating aura that can influence nearby beings.

Spell: Desecration Curse [C+]
Description: Marks an area, such as a patch of earth or a building, with necrotic energy. The marked area gradually degrades, warping plants, structures, and even magical constructs into twisted forms. Living beings within the area will suffer a mild sickness, which can progress into a life-threatening illness if untreated. Concentration is required to continue spreading the curse.


Each of these seemed useful in some way. Truthfully speaking, some of them sounded cool, and she just wanted to see how they worked.

Enya tapped on the first spell, Witchfire, and it brought up additional details, along with a testing option.


Spell: Witchfire [C-]
Description: Launches ethereal, greenish flames that can burn both physical and spiritual entities. The flames both burn and cause a decaying effect.
[Mana cost: 10MP]

See visual example?
[Accept/Decline]


With a mental tap, Enya accepted the prompt to see an example. The space around her shimmered briefly, and then the figure of a woman appeared near the center of the room. She was composed of fractal light; her face obscured by a soft glow. The woman was tall and wore a large, rounded hat that pinched upward to a pointed tip, giving her an almost ethereal presence.

Pell, having turned from inspecting the rest of the room, stopped when his gaze landed on the figure. “Hmm... is this the visual example the mage was talking about?” He slowly walked around the figure, inspecting her from different angles, until he stood just behind and a little to her side, a few feet away.

The woman in the center moved. She raised her hand, and a spell circuit appeared in the air before her palm. The circuit was blurred and obscured, likely to prevent anyone from copying it or cheating the system. The woman’s gaze was distant, staring off into nothing as she held her hand out. Enya and Pell watched from the sidelines, silent.

With a fluid motion, the woman faced her palm outward, and in the next moment, a greenish flame shot forward, landing on the floor and immediately beginning to burn.

“That’s it?” Pell asked, arms crossed, raising an eyebrow. “Looks pretty weak to me. Unless that fireball burns forever or something.” He turned to Enya. “What kind of spell was that?”

Enya glanced at the description that had appeared beside the figure. “It’s called Witchfire. It’s supposed to burn both... physical and spiritual entities, and it decays whatever it touches. That’s what the description says, at least.”

Pell gave a nonchalant shrug. “Might be useful. Seems like a solid attack for a mage. Fits your necromancer theme and all that, I guess. Still... kinda underwhelming. If Lorrin’s coin gives us a C+ spell, you should go for something a lot more impressive. I’m betting that coin’s worth a lot—probably several dozen gold pieces, if not more. I don’t know how they price the spells here, but it sure can’t be cheap.”

Enya nodded thoughtfully. “Yeah, you’re right. Onto the next one, then.”
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                This time, the figure of a man in a long, dark cloak appeared in the center of the room. Four large bones floated in a steady orbit around him, their size noticeably larger than any human bone Enya had seen. Even the femur, the largest bone in the human body, looked small compared to these summoned fragments.

The man raised his hand, making slow, twirling motions that sent the bones spiraling around him in fluid arcs. With a sharp flick of his wrist, the four bones snapped into position, forming a double X-shape in front of him. The movement was precise and quick, and Enya could immediately see the utility of the spell in combat.

The next spell, Spectral Chains, caught her attention. This one seemed to rely on intense focus and concentration—traits Enya felt confident she could handle effectively, especially with absolute focus.

The same cloaked man appeared again, reinforcing the impression that he must have donated or sold multiple spells to the magic association. This time, small, glowing portals materialized around him, each one releasing ethereal chains that stretched upward and stood suspended in the air. The chains shimmered faintly, their movements lacking, as there was no target to grasp. It didn’t seem particularly impressive in the demonstration, but Enya could imagine how useful it might be in a real battle. The lack of context from the visualization just didn’t do it justice.

Moving on to the fourth spell, Enya selected Inner Darkness Apparition.

A new figure appeared—this one distinctly inhuman. It was the shape of a woman, her skin an unnatural shade of green, rough and coarse like aged bark. She stood tall, her posture imposing, yet there was an eerie stillness about her.

“Well, that’s not something you see every day,” Pell remarked, standing off to the side. He had taken to quietly observing the various demonstrations, but the sight of this new entity seemed to pique his interest.

“What is it?” Enya asked, tilting her head.

Pell stroked the underside of his jaw, his fingers clinking lightly against the bone. After a moment, he responded. “If I’m not mistaken, this is a greater dryad. The lesser ones aren’t nearly as tall and tend to look more childlike. They’re usually bound to the Elven kingdoms, rarely venturing beyond their forests.”

Enya turned her attention back to the greater dryad. A blurred spell circuit flickered into view in her hand. Once the spell was cast, a black mist began to seep from the dryad’s rooted skin, curling into the air like smoke. The mist swirled briefly before solidifying into an identical twin of the dryad—one green and vibrant, the other shrouded in flowing wisps of darkness.

The apparition seemed both ethereal and solid, its shadowy tendrils shifting constantly. Despite its spectral appearance, it looked tangible enough to interact with the physical world. That must be what the spell meant by tangible and intangible.

“Definitely creepy,” Pell muttered. “Still, this is the only spell you’ve shown so far that feels like a minion summoning. Then again, maybe it’s not a minion if it’s just a clone of yourself. Either way, it fits your necromancer vibe.”

The demonstration diverged from the others. The dryad, the real one, suddenly lashed out with a punch aimed at the apparition. In an instant, the apparition countered, raising its arm to block the blow. Without hesitation, it retaliated, its other fist striking with such force that the dryad staggered back several feet. Blackened scorch marks marred her arm, the scent of charred wood lingering in the air.

At an unnatural speed, the blurry form of the apparition rushed forward. The dryad swung again, her fist aimed directly at the apparition’s head, but it passed straight through, meeting no resistance. The apparition didn’t stop. It phased into the dryad’s body, its shadowy form vanishing inside. A moment later, the visualization abruptly ended.

“Wow,” Pell said, his voice low. “That thing’s no joke. A ghost that can hit you, but you can’t hit it back? That’s terrifying. Not gonna lie, though… it absolutely screams evil.”

Enya frowned, her thoughts drifting to something she had read by Sable back in the dungeon. He had argued that necromancy wasn’t inherently evil, just a tool like any other magic. Its morality depended entirely on how it was used.

“Don’t people think necromancers are evil anyway?” she asked, her gaze lingering on the space where the apparition last was standing—floating. Flanding, she thought.

Pell shrugged. “Pretty much. They see necromancers as unnatural, going against the natural order and all that. I guess it doesn’t really matter to you now that you are one. But that ghost thing? Straight out of a nightmare.”

Turning her attention back to the spell screen, Enya studied the details. Unlike the others, this spell had a notes section. Scribbled remarks, likely left by the seller, caught her eye.


Spell: Inner Darkness Apparition [C+]
Description: The darkness hidden deep within your soul manifests as an apparition. This shadowy form can act on its own, both tangible and intangible. It carries a chilling, soul-dominating aura that can influence nearby beings.
[Mana cost: 200MP]

Seller notes:
Despite its unsettling appearance, the inner darkness apparition remains entirely under the caster’s control. It can inhabit objects or beings, slowly corroding their strength and draining mana over time. The apparition’s power scales with the depth of darkness hidden within the caster’s soul. However, if the apparition is destroyed, that portion of the caster’s soul is lost permanently.


The spell was undeniably versatile, offering a unique mix of close-range combat and untouchable evasion. Its ability to siphon strength and drain mana over time was particularly appealing. In theory, if the apparition entered a target, it could deplete their mana entirely without giving them any means of fighting back against it—unless they decided hit themselves. However, the spell lacked specifics on the rate of depletion—it could be extremely slow for all she knew.

Then there were the glaring drawbacks: an high mana cost and the risk of soul damage.

At 200 mana points, the spell was far beyond Enya’s current capabilities. Even with several mana potions, she wouldn’t come close to casting it. But mana wasn’t her only resource now.

She had soul-energy.

With the bonecarver’s quill, Enya could extract soul energy as an alternative, though she wasn’t yet sure how to gather enough in time. Skeletons in the dungeon offered meager amounts, but the demon rat had been a different story—it provided a significant supply.

Her working theory was that freshly deceased creatures yielded more soul energy because their souls lingered briefly on the edge of the living plane. This would explain why the undead offered so little compared to the demon rat. Another possibility was that the strength of a soul varied between beings, independent of their physical or magical prowess. Unfortunately, she had no means to measure this soul strength directly.

The other major concern was the permanent loss of part of her soul if the apparition were destroyed. It was a daunting risk. However, the ability of the apparition to become intangible or hide inside objects might mitigate the danger. If it could phase out just before an attack landed, perhaps it could avoid destruction entirely.

Enya pushed her musings aside. There was one more spell left to test: Desecration Curse.

In the demonstration, a figure appeared—a human clad in a dark, hooded cloak. They were short, though not quite dwarf-like in stature. Beside them, a small patch of grass materialized. With a flick of their hand, the spell activated. The grass at the center began to corrode, turning black as it withered and died. The decay spread outward, inch by inch, until the entire patch was reduced to dust after fifteen seconds.

“Too long,” Pell commented, unimpressed.

“Yeah,” Enya agreed. “It looks... okay, but it seems better suited for destroying things like buildings. The spectral chains spell also has a decay effect, so this one might just be worse overall.”

“In my opinion,” Pell added, “the chain spell and that creepy evil clone one are the best you’ve shown me so far.”

Enya reviewed her options again, mentally ranking the spells. Witchfire and Desecration Curse were already off the table. They didn’t offer the immediate impact she needed.

The mana costs were another factor. She reviewed the mana values for the spells. Reactive Bone Shield consumed 50 mana per bone, while Spectral Chains required 30 mana per two feet of chain length. The most demanding was Inner Darkness Apparition, a hefty 200 mana.

If she wanted to win the tournament, defense alone wouldn’t cut it. She needed spells focused on offense. That narrowed her choices to Spectral Chains, which could immobilize opponents so her minions could finish them off, or a direct attack spell like Bone Spear. The wildcard was the Inner Darkness Apparition, which could function as a disruptive and draining fighter added to her growing arsenal.

“Hmmm...” Enya tapped her chin, thinking aloud. “Maybe I’ll pick this one now and save the others for later... or maybe I can make Loppin give me another coin.”

“His name’s Lorrin, kid,” Pell corrected. But Enya, lost in her own thoughts, didn’t seem to hear him.
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“Have you finished your selection?” A mage, different from the one in the lobby, and different from the one that led them up to this floor, stood outside the door.

“Yep!” Enya chirped, feeling pleased with her decision.

“Excellent. Let’s return to the main lobby. Mr. Alner will bring your spell circuit shortly,” the mage said, motioning for them to follow.

The three of them approached the circular hover pad. With a subtle gesture, the mage sent a pulse of mana to the pad, and it began to descend smoothly.

Once on the ground floor, the mage led them to a quiet waiting room tucked in the back. “Please wait here. Mr. Alner will join you in just a few minutes.”

“Okay,” Enya replied, flopping onto a nearby chair with a soft pomf.

The mage exited the room, leaving Enya alone with her thoughts. She started to reflect on her spell selection, but her train of thought lasted barely two seconds before being derailed.

Her eyes lit up—not with the sharpness of sudden clarity, but with surprise and significance. She reached out instinctively, and a book materialized before her, landing in her hand with a soft pat. Flipping it open, she confirmed her suspicion: Custodian was finally responding.

[image: image]

Ginne stood in the center of a lavish mansion, its every detail oozing opulence. The tapestries draped along the walls and the intricate carvings on the furniture screamed of wealth—obscene, filthy wealth.

He extended his hand toward a nearby corpse and willed his knife back to him. The blade slid free, releasing a fresh gush of blood that spilled onto the marble floor. With a practiced flick of his wrist, the blood spun off the weapon in neat arcs before the knife disappeared and reappeared in his grasp, clean as new.

Around him lay five bodies. One of them, a young teenager, had been adorned with gleaming jewelry and artifacts—none of which had been enough to protect him. Ginne was the perfect predator for those who relied too heavily on superficial defenses.

Ahead of him stood the last survivor: an older man dressed in a butler’s uniform. His snowy white hair and carefully trimmed beard gave him an air of superb dignity, even as his blood-splattered suit and uneven stance betrayed his injuries.

The butler’s fingers twitched faintly at his side. His eyes stayed locked on Ginne, though they flicked occasionally to the woman leaning casually against the wall. Livira, the lady with the wide-brimmed hat, had done nothing throughout the fight, her disinterest as unnerving as her presence.

“You’ll regret taking this commission, assassin,” the butler said, his voice steady despite the exhaustion.

With a sharp snap of his fingers, the mansion began to dissolve. The walls dripped like candle wax, tapestries melted into viscous streams, and the once-polished floor turned to sludge beneath Ginne’s feet. The air thickened, and within moments, the entire room plunged into complete darkness.

Ginne stumbled briefly, before regaining his footing with some effort. But no amount of skill could pierce the suffocating black. “Quite an annoying trick, butler,” he muttered, turning his head in a vain attempt to pinpoint the man. “But you’re going to—”

“He’s already gone,” Livira’s voice came from behind him, her tone as detached as ever.

“What?”

“He’s limping his way through the forest outside,” she replied.

Ginne groaned, the thick darkness and sludge-like air clinging to him like an unwelcome second skin. Even so, leaving the collapsing mansion wasn’t particularly difficult. He channeled a faint pulse of mana through his body, allowing him to move as though the swampy environment didn’t exist. With steady strides, he walked straight toward the nearest wall, passing through its surface as if it were no more solid than mist.

Emerging from the second story, he landed gracefully on the ground below, barely making a sound.

He turned to glance back at the mansion. The structure was in rapid decay—its roof sagging into the upper floors, windows sealing shut as they melded seamlessly into the walls.

Beside him, a swirling portal appeared. Livira stepped through with her usual slow, deliberate pace.

“So?” Ginne asked, looking down at his body, checking to see if any sludge strayed onto him. “You killed him yet, or what?”

Livira turned, and waved the portal away. “I placed a detonating mark on each person we saw already.”

Ginne sighed, his patience fraying. With a flick of his wrist, he summoned his dagger and drove it into his own thigh. The blade punctured his pants and grazed his skin, just deep enough to unravel the faintly glowing seal that had been placed there. The magic dissipated in a faint wisp, leaving a thin streak of blood trailing down his leg.

“How many times are you going to cast that damn skill on me?” he growled.

Livira shrugged. “Until the day you forget to dispel it.”

Before he could retort, the mansion erupted behind him. The explosion sent fiery debris soaring into the sky, chunks of the grand structure scattering into the forest clearing. Flames roared, and thick plumes of smoke coiled upward.

A second explosion echoed in the distance, far off but unmistakable. Ginne’s gaze shifted to the horizon, where another column of smoke rose high into the air.

“Well, that’s the last commission done,” Ginne muttered, sheathing his blade. “All we’ve got left is Veraine’s job.”

“The retrieval mission,” Livira said, her tone thoughtful. “Some young girl, wasn’t it? I can’t help but wonder why she’s so important. Even Veraine’s bosses issued this one directly.”

Ginne frowned. “Beats me. Helmutt doesn’t seem like he’s got that kind of pull. The whole thing feels off. Maybe it is someone completely unrelated to him that requested the commission. Not that it matters to us.”

Livira watched the mansion collapse into a heap of smoldering debris, flames hungrily consuming what little remained. “This mission becomes a real problem if the target’s in the lower realms,” she said, her tone edged with irritation. “You know how difficult it is to get down there. Every high-noble house monitors all travel, and sneaking past them will make this far more troublesome than it’s worth.”

Ginne chuckled. “Troublesome for you, maybe.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“We don’t need to go down there ourselves,” Ginne said, a sly grin creeping across his face. “We just need someone who’s already in the lower realms to fetch her for us. Ascending’s much easier than descending.”

Livira’s skeptical gaze bore into him, but Ginne was unbothered. “I’ve got a contact,” he continued. “A demon worshipper named Pin. She’s been toying with the mind of a peculiar demon down on the fourth layer. Apparently, this demon was on death’s door—arms wide open, ready for the end—until some scientist scooped her up and gave her a shiny new mechanical body. Pin owes me a favor. She can have her pet demon fetch the target for us. Easy.”

Livira’s eyebrows lifted slightly. “And why didn’t you mention this during the meeting?”

Ginne shrugged nonchalantly as the sound of approaching footsteps grew louder. The heavy clank of armor and purposeful strides hinted at knights or law enforcement closing in fast.

“Forgot,” he said with a smirk.

She rolled her eyes and raised her hand, summoning a wide portal. “You’re insufferable,” she muttered, stepping through.

Ginne followed, the shimmering gateway closing just as a black obsidian spearhead hurtled toward them. It buried itself in the ground where they’d been standing moments before, creating a massive crater with an earth-shaking crash.
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                <Custodian> Hello, Miss Enya. Apologies for not catching your message sooner. I was occupied with some important matters. I trust… that you are still alive?

Pell glanced over, catching sight of the book and the faintly glowing words scrawling themselves across its pages. “Is that the guy you mentioned before? Back in the dungeon?”

Enya kept her eyes on the book, reading the message as it formed. “Yeah. It’s Custodian. He helped me a little when I was stuck inside the dungeon.”

“What’s he want?”

“I don’t know. He’s asking if I’m still alive. The last thing I sent was me asking for help with the dungeon boss, right before I went into the boss room,” she said.

“And? What advice did he give?”

Enya shook her head. “He didn’t give any. He told me a day or two before that he’d be busy and couldn’t respond in time.”

<Enya> Hello! Yes! I’m still alive. I managed to save Pell and beat the dungeon boss. Well, maybe not beat it, but I reached the core and unsummoned it.

Pell read over her shoulder as Custodian’s reply materialized on the page, written not with ink but with thought alone.

<Custodian> I see. A belated congratulations, then. I assume you also managed to escape the confines of the dungeon and are somewhere safer now?

<Enya> Yep! I’m in a city called T—

Pell snatched the book from her hands mid-thought, cutting off her response.

“Huh?” Enya blinked, startled.

Pell held the book out of her reach, his glowing soul flames thinning in intensity. “You were just about to tell him the city we’re staying in, weren’t you?”

“Uh… yeah?”

Pell snapped the book shut with a decisive clap. “Brat—” He made sure to use brat this time, steering clear of "kid" or "Enya," even though he was slowly getting used to not insulting her outright. “How much does this mysterious Custodian guy actually know about you?”

She tilted her head, confused. “What do you mean?”

“Does he know your name?” Pell asked.

Enya nodded.

“Does he know your class?”

“W-well… yeah. That’s how I can talk to him in the first place. By using the book.”

Pell’s sockets narrowed slightly. “Alright, is Custodian a necrosmith like you?”

“N-no…” she admitted, her voice faltering.

Pell’s jaw rattled faintly, his frustration barely contained. “Okay—then did he ask you how you got your class, or did he already know?”

“H-he asked,” Enya said, shrinking under his gaze.

“Do I even want to ask my next question?”

She bit her lip and stayed quiet. She already had a sinking feeling about what the next question would be.

Pell mimicked pinching his nonexistent forehead, an exasperated sigh escaping him. “Kid. You have this ultra-rare, limited, possibly one-of-a-kind class. At least, that’s what you told me—whether you heard it from him or figured it out yourself doesn’t matter. The point is, he didn’t know how to get your class, and you told him? Holy nine hells, you practically handed over your most valuable secret just because he asked nicely.”

“B-but he was… helpful when I was alone,” Enya stammered, trying to defend herself.

“That’s great,” Pell said dryly. “I’m sure he was very helpful and probably saved your life with whatever advice he gave. But that could’ve been a ploy to make you trust him and let your guard down.”

“But—”

“How did he get his hands on this book?” Pell interrupted, tapping the closed Grim Pullet with a bony finger. “Or, more accurately, another copy of it, given that he’s not a necrosmith?”

“Uh… I think he said he stumbled onto it while he was… doing something. Or maybe it was part of his job? I can’t remember exactly,” she replied.

Pell gave her a long look. “Kid, he probably killed the last person who had it.”

Enya’s eyes widened in shock. “What?”

Pell let his shoulders slump, wondering why he even needed to explain this. “Listen. He either killed the previous owner, or he stole the book from them. If this book is supposed to be exclusive to necrosmiths, I find it hard to believe he just ‘stumbled upon it.’”

Enya frowned, her thoughts drifting back to her conversations with Custodian in the dungeon. “I think he said he was a… collector of items and artifacts.”

“Even more reason to believe he did something to the original owner and stole the book for himself. I’d imagine a soul-bound item tied to a rare class would be right up his alley,” Pell muttered.

The Grim Pullet rumbled in his hand. Enya glanced at it. “I think he’s sending another message.”

Pell handed the book back to her, and she opened it.

<Custodian> I suppose this Pell fellow of yours, or someone else, prevented you from telling me your current location? Quite smart. You should heed their advice and remember not to share more information than necessary.

Enya and Pell exchanged a quick glance before she began writing her response.

<Enya> Um… yeah. Pell was telling me to be careful.

<Custodian> Good on him. You do seem to have a habit of letting things slip when caught up in the moment. I must admit, it’s been quite amusing to observe.

“See? Even he agrees you’ve been running your mouth too much,” Pell said.

Enya frowned, then started writing again.

<Enya> Hey, can I ask you something?

<Custodian> Why, of course.

<Enya> Did you kill the last necrosmith and steal their book?

Pell immediately snatched the Grim Pullet from her hands. “What the hell are you asking him?! There are some questions you don’t ask, and this is one of them! He won’t even answer it—but now he knows we don’t trust him.”

The book rumbled again in his hands. Before Pell could react, Enya dispelled it and resummoned it back into her own grip.

<Custodian> Certainly a straightforward child, aren’t you? I can only imagine whoever is with you is pulling their hair out. Ah—though Pell is a skeleton or zombie, correct? Perhaps no hair left to pull.

“Is that asshole calling me bald?” Pell snapped.

“Aren’t you?” Enya replied, barely holding back a grin.

Pell’s soul flames flickered irritably.

<Custodian> As for your question, yes. I did indeed kill the last known necrosmith.

Both of them froze, staring at the ominous line. Silence hung thick in the air as they processed his response, but before they could react, Custodian continued.

<Custodian> It wasn’t a senseless murder, nor one born of greed, if that’s what you’re thinking. The last necrosmith was like Pyra, who sought to hold the eternal flame, but succumbed to its heat.

Enya frowned. Pyra? The name meant nothing to her, and the mention of an eternal flame only deepened her confusion.

“It’s a famous story,” Pell said, breaking the silence.

She turned to him. “Story?”

“It’s an old folktale,” Pell said. “Long ago, before the layers were split, there was a flame that burned atop Mount Helysirin, said to grant eternal warmth and happiness. Pyra climbed the mountain alone and reached the top. She cast a spell to hold the flame in her hands, but its power and heat was much more than she could handle. The fire began to burn through her magic, growing brighter until even the mountain itself was scorched. She refused to let go and, in the end, died, with even her soul reduced to cinders.”

Enya stared at him, a mix of fascination and unease on her face.

The Grim Pullet rumbled again, drawing her focus.

<Custodian> The last necrosmith was approaching a point of no return, forcing me to intervene. My receiving of the book was a coincidence. And, I’d like to clarify—it wasn’t their being a necrosmith that led to their death. They could have been any other class. It just so happened they were a rare necrosmith.

Enya hesitated before responding.

<Enya> Okay…

She wasn’t sure what else to say. Custodian’s explanation sounded like a justification for murder. His tone suggested the last necrosmith had done something terrible, leaving him no choice but to act. Whether that was true—or a convenient lie—she couldn’t tell. Turning to Pell, she sought his opinion.

Pell caught her glance and shrugged. “If he killed the last necrosmith because they committed some high-level crime, I guess that makes sense. But it’s way too convenient that the person he killed just happened to be a necrosmith. Unless he’s out there killing people left and right, and the last necrosmith was just unlucky.”

“Should I ask if—”

“No,” Pell interrupted. “Don’t ask him if he murders people every day like he’s brewing his morning coffee. Some questions you just don’t ask.” He grumbled under his breath. “I really need to get you a book on common sense…”

The Grim Pullet vibrated again.

<Custodian> In any case, you may ponder this as you like. I was merely checking in, given the dire tone of your last message. Currently, I am traveling and cannot speak as freely as I’d prefer. Feel free to leave a message—I will check back periodically. For now, I must bid you farewell.

<Enya> Okay! Nice talking to you again, Custodian.

<Custodian> Likewise. It has been a pleasure, Miss Enya.

The words on the page began to fade as Enya finished reading. She snapped the book shut and let it wither away into nothing in her hands.

“I don’t trust him,” Pell said immediately. “He writes like a noble. Hell, he probably is a high noble. There’s a decent chance he knows about your family but doesn’t want to tell you. You mentioned he’s likely in the enchanted layers, right? If he’s from there, he’d at least know your family name.”

Enya’s brow furrowed. She racked her brain, but her knowledge of the enchanted layers was too limited. Maybe high nobles were widely known there—or maybe there were so many of them that keeping track was impossible for regular folks.

A few quiet minutes passed before the door to the waiting room opened. It was the man who had escorted them to the seventh floor. Both Enya and Pell stood to greet him.

“Hello. Thank you for waiting. I’ve brought the spell circuit,” the man said, holding a small, suitcase-like box with a latch. He set it flat on his palm and opened it, revealing its contents to Enya.

Inside were several sheets of paper, each detailing instructions for forming spell patterns, explanations of their mechanics, and guidance on combining them effectively.

With a soft click, he shut the case and locked it before presenting it to Enya. She took it carefully.

“Thank you for visiting the Magic Association,” he said with a polite bow. “If you ever acquire unregistered spell circuits and wish to exchange them for monetary compensation, our doors are always open, regardless of the spell’s rank.”

He straightened and gestured toward the exit. “Allow me to escort you both out.”

They walked back through the bustling lobby, which was just as lively as it had been when they arrived. Upon reaching the entrance, the man waved them off with a warm smile. “We hope to see you again!”

Enya turned to wave goodbye before looking at Pell. “So, what now?”

Pell glanced up at the darkening sky. The sun had set, and the clock was probably nearing 8 PM. The city wasn’t quiet yet, but the day was drawing to a close.

“Let’s check the Merchant’s Guild and get our loot appraised. I put everything in my locker there. The appraiser should have an open slot for me by now.”

“Okay!”

Pell’s gaze flicked down to the small case in her hands. “Hand me the papers. I’ll store them in my inventory so nobody snatches them off you.”

Enya nodded and handed over the case. Pell opened it, removed the papers, and slipped them into his spatial storage. Returning the now-empty case to her, he added, “The case is too bulky to store, so you’ll have to hold on to it. If someone steals it, well… whatever.”

By the time they stepped out into the streets, the moon hung high in the sky, and the enchanted streetlights bathed the city in their warm glow. Talo’s bright white stone shimmered under the artificial light, keeping the city’s pristine aesthetic intact. Though the crowds had thinned, a good number of people still roamed about some vending goods, others just strolling. Pubs, breweries, and the city’s more risqué districts were particularly lively at this hour.

Talo was a city where capitalism thrived unrestrained.

After a ten-minute walk, they reached the Merchant’s Guild. Unlike the grandiose Magic Association or the imposing Adventurer’s Guild, the Merchant’s Guild had an air of quiet prestige.

Inside, the atmosphere was calm, with about half a dozen people scattered throughout the space. Two clerks worked behind the counters, while a pair of patrons in fine tunics lounged in comfortable chairs, deep in conversation.

Enya noticed that, despite the animated expressions of the pair, no sound came from their direction.

“Sound isolation magic,” Pell explained, catching her gaze on the two men. “They’re masking their conversation to keep it confidential.”

They moved to the counter, where a man awaited them. He wore sharp spectacles, a crisp suit, and sported an obnoxiously curled and gleaming mustache.

“…How may I help you today… skeleton?” the clerk asked, his voice tinged with uncertainty, unsure if he should even be addressing Pell.

Pell didn’t seem to notice the hesitation. “Name's Pell. I came by earlier to see an appraiser for some dungeon loot. I just wanted to check if he’s available now.”

The clerk’s eyes flicked to the clipboard beneath the counter, flipping through the pages. “Ah, yes. I was notified this morning that… a unique individual had come by requesting Braxis’s services.” He found the right page and looked up. “Mr. Pell, yes? Mr. Braxis is available now. Would you like me to arrange a room?”

“Yes, please. I’ve got quite a few artifacts to appraise. I left everything in my locker here and need to grab it.”

“Of course. One moment.” The clerk turned, heading into the back room. A few seconds later, he returned with a key, sliding it forward across the counter. “Here you go, Mr. Pell. Mr. Braxis will meet you on the second floor in room B.”

“Thank you…” Pell trailed off, trying to get the clerk’s name.

“Oh! I apologize. My name is Sir Muhstsh.”

“Mustasche?” Enya chirped from below the counter.

The man’s forehead twitched. “No. Not Mustache. Muhstsh.”

“I see…” Pell said slowly, his words trailing off as he grabbed the key. With a quick motion, he took Enya’s arm and guided her away.

“He has a funny mustache,” Enya said as they walked.

“That thing’s not a mustache. It’s an abomination,” Pell replied.

They arrived in a small, cozy room lit by a warm fireplace. Pell and Enya both took a seat on one of two plush sofas. Between them sat a small table with two freshly brewed cups of coffee. The only issue? Pell couldn’t drink anything anymore, and Enya didn’t like the bitter black coffee one bit, describing it as “too bleh.”

Spread neatly across the table was their loot from the dungeon: an amulet, a crystal-shaped container, a black bone key, a black lantern, and a dark cloak. Pell also had the small rounded bracelet he'd held onto for so long. He hadn’t had the gold to afford an appraiser before, but now, with all these items, surely he could bargain for a good price. There was no way all this stuff would add up to less than five gold.

The sound of footsteps broke the silence, and the door clicked open. A man entered, looking nothing like an appraiser. His shirt was ragged with a hole or two, and one pant leg was rolled up higher than the other. His hair was neat, but his overall appearance screamed "bum."

“Hello,” he said in a monotone voice. “I am Mr. Braxis. I will be your appraiser today.”

Pell’s mind immediately screamed, What the hell?
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                Braxis shut the door quietly behind him and made his way to the sofa opposite Pell and Enya. This was the man Pell had waited hours for—this ragged, mismatched man with a ruined shirt and rolled-up pant legs. His eyes looked weary, and his entire expression screamed, I’m tired, and I don’t want to be here.

“Are you okay, Mr. Bracksaw?” Enya asked, swinging her legs back and forth from the edge of the sofa.

He cleared his throat. “It’s Mr. Braxis,” he corrected gently. “But yes, I’m fine. Just a bit fatigued today. There were a lot of... requests.” The way he lingered on the last word made it clear he considered Pell one of the reasons he looked so disheveled.

“Pell, I presume?” Braxis asked, turning his tired gaze to the skeleton. “Are these the items you want appraised?”

“Indeed,” Pell replied. “These are some mysterious artifacts I picked up during a dungeon raid. I could appraise some of them myself, but there’s one item here that’s probably out of my league, so I thought I’d bring everything at once.”

“I see. Will this be upfront payment or deferred valuation?”

“Deferred valuation. I’m confident at least one of these items will cover the fees.”

Enya’s ears perked up, and she leaned against Pell, poking one of his ribs. “What’s deferred valuation?”

Pell glanced down briefly at her before explaining. “It means I’m not paying him now. Instead, I’m wagering that one of these items is valuable enough to cover the cost of the appraisal and leave me with something extra.”

Braxis cracked his neck with an audible click, then reached out. His hand blurred and disappeared in the air before retracting his arm, a blue potion now in his hand.

Enya immediately straightened, a shiver running through her as she sensed the mana radiating from the bottle. “Is that a mana potion?”

“Indeed,” Braxis replied. “Ocean Trail. A decent fallback in case these all turn out to be mid-platinum grade.” He shifted his gaze back to Pell. “Unless you believe one of these is higher than platinum grade?”

Pell shook his skull. “Highly doubt it. The dungeon I got most of these from wasn't so glamorous.”

“Very well. I always keep a spare, just in case,” Braxis replied. He leaned forward and dragged the first item across the table: the amulet.

The piece was unimpressive at first glance—a rounded pendant dangling from a shabby, nondescript chain that looked like it had been scavenged from a scrap pile. Its centerpiece was a red amber gem, shaped like a cross with spiked tips, embedded into the main piece as though someone had hastily slapped it together to form a necklace.

“Hm...” Braxis muttered, studying the amulet.

Despite his ragged appearance, the man’s focused expression felt oddly professional, as though the exhaustion had momentarily melted away. He glanced at Pell. “Would you prefer I explain its effects now, or would you like a written report later?”

“You can speak the effects now,” Pell answered.

“Very well.” Braxis picked up the amulet, turning it over in his hands. He tapped on it once, and then began his explanation.


Item Name: Hordespawn Charm
Tier: Bronze
Rank: C+
Value: 1 gold, 28 silver
Effect: The wearer’s first five summons of each day have 20% reduced mana cost.


“Woah! That sounds really good, Pell!” Enya exclaimed, tugging on his arm excitedly.

The high mana cost of her spells had always been a thorn in her side. Back in the dungeon, nearly every major problem could be traced back to the same first issue she had faced: not enough mana to cast her spells. But with this necklace, reducing the cost of her first five summons? Even a small boost like that could make a world of difference to her summoning abilities.

Braxis placed the amulet gently on the table and slid it across. Enya hopped off the sofa, snatched the necklace up, and slipped it on. She waited, eyes wide with anticipation... but nothing happened.

Why did I expect something to pop up in the system? she thought, deflating slightly. She shuffled back to the sofa, sitting a little closer to Pell than before. Fiddling with the bright red gem, she let out a small huff. Pell, as usual, ignored her entirely.

“Next item,” Braxis said, pulling the crystal-shaped container forward.

It resembled a small vial, but its design was far more intricate—a four-pointed diamond with a hollow center. Pell had considered opening it when he first found it, but caution had stayed his hand. The contents of such containers were often unpredictable; it could hold a deadly gas or be protected by a defensive spell. Better to let an appraiser handle it than risk triggering something dangerous.


Item Name: Refining Capsule
Tier: Silver
Rank: D
Value: 6 gold, 11 silver
Effect: By placing an element, powder, or mineral within this container and imbuing it with magic, you may hasten the refinement process by 120%.


“Hmm… definitely a sell,” Pell said. “Not much use for alchemy items. Not anymore, at least.”

“Very well,” Braxis responded, sliding the capsule to the other side. “On to the next.” He reached for the black key, its bone-like structure smooth yet eerie.

Now, this one could be interesting, Pell thought. Either a key to treasure or some useless closet.

Braxis’ eyes lit up as he began to examine it.


Item Name: Key to Mellia’s Lair
Tier: Platinum
Rank: A+
Value: 5 gold
Effect: This is a key that allows access to Mellia’s Lair.


“Who the hell is Mellia?” Pell asked, leaning forward in interest.

“I was hoping you knew the answer to that,” Braxis replied, brow furrowed. “This is quite peculiar. Despite being platinum tier and A+ rank, it’s only valued at 5 gold—less than the Refining Capsule. And it barely took any mana to appraise.”

“Is it because the key itself isn’t significant, but the item’s quality is unusually high? Like, the value and ranking don’t match?” Pell asked.

“That could be the case. Items are usually ranked based on their function, and this key does nothing by itself. Its purpose is to open something—possibly Mellia’s Lair, whatever that is. The quality must be what boosts its rank, but the value remains low since it’s so specialized. Still, it could lead to something valuable, like a treasure trove or a dungeon.” Braxis set the key down in front of him. “That’s just my theory, of course.”

“I’ll… hold onto it for now,” Pell said. “If I figure out what Mellia’s Lair is, maybe it’ll fetch a much higher price.”

“Smart. I’d do the same.” Braxis moved the key to the other side of the table.

Pell glanced down at Enya, who had tilted her head all the way back to look up at him with wide, curious eyes.

“What?” Pell asked.

She stared for a moment longer before Pell raised a soul flame. “Go grab it?”

“Oh!” Enya hopped off the sofa, scampered around the table, and snatched up the key, tucking it into her pocket. She hurried back to the sofa, plopping down even closer to Pell this time.

“Your daughter is very cute, Mr. Pell,” Braxis remarked with a faint smile.

Pell’s soul flames tightened sharply. “She’s not my daughter. I don’t like kids.”

Enya frowned. “You don’t like me?”

Hesitating, he managed to sneak a quick glance at her. “Err… I can tolerate you. Anyway, onto the next item, if you would, Mr. Braxis,” Pell said quickly, hoping to shift the conversation.

Enya ignored the deflection, a small grin spreading across her face. She leaned against Pell’s arm, getting comfortable on the sofa.

Braxis maintained his smile. “Very well.”


Item Name: Spirit’s Lantern
Tier: CopperRank: B+
Value: 1 gold, 81 silver
Effect: A lantern that imprisons fairies or pixies, using their energy to provide light, warmth, and a moderate mana regeneration aura. Duration depends on the creature’s remaining lifespan and mana pool.


“Sell,” Pell said flatly. “One hundred percent sell. I don’t want anything to do with fairies or pixies. Vengeful little things.”

“I share the same sentiment,” Braxis agreed. “Imprisonment items for such creatures are rare. While the appraised value is almost two gold, I’d wager you could get two or three gold pieces depending on the buyer.” He slid the lantern into the sell pile.

“Are there even buyers here for something like this?” Pell asked, raising a brow.

“Hmm… likely not in Talo, no. You’d have better luck in another city. This side of Karemere doesn’t have many spirit forests. The closest one is leagues away, but Yennemel has several. That’d be your best bet.”

Pell waved his hand dismissively. “I’ll sell it to the guild at the appraised price. Too much hassle finding someone interested. Besides, I’d rather not get involved with fairies in the first place.”

Braxis nodded in agreement. “Fair enough. Now, for the second-to-last item.” He pulled forward a piece of black cloth that, when unfurled, revealed itself as a cloak.


Item Name: Cloak of the Dead Spectres
Tier: Gold
Rank: A+
Value: 66 gold, 6 silver
Effect: This cloak masks the wearer’s movements, making them harder to see and concealing their presence. In combat, small illusions cascade around the wearer. The cloak can also invoke the power of the dead spectres, granting increased agility, weightlessness, and intangibility for one minute. Holds 2 charges; each charge regenerates after 15 minutes.


“Ooooh,” Enya chirped, leaning forward off the sofa, her eyes sparkling. “That sounds really cool!”

“How the hell…” Pell muttered, his jaw practically unhinged.

“This is… quite the item you’ve found, Mr. Pell,” Braxis remarked, his tone even yet impressed.

Pell felt a tug on his leg and glanced down. Enya was gazing up at him with eager eyes.

“You should keep it! It sounds awesome! Or—better yet—let me keep it! I’ll wear it!” she said enthusiastically.

“You’re too short to wear it,” Pell replied bluntly. “That thing’s longer than your robes.” He shifted his focus back to Braxis. “Would the merchant guild actually give me 66 gold for it? I’ve never dealt with something worth that much before.”

Truth be told, that kind of gold was staggering. His rebound talisman—a tier-matching item but a letter grade lower—had only been appraised at 26 gold. Yet here was this single black cloak, worth over double. Just selling this could nearly wipe out Elara’s debt entirely—and that was just at its base value. With the right buyer, Pell figured he could potentially negotiate up to 50% more.

“Most likely, yes,” Braxis replied. “The guild will buy items with a base value under 100 gold directly. For anything above that threshold, you’d need to contact a registered merchant or use the guild’s trade network.” He slid the cloak toward Pell. “Are you planning to sell it?”

“Of course I am!” Pell exclaimed, his soul flames flaring slightly. “This is a true treasure—worth more than anything I’ve ever peddled.”

“To the guild, then?” Braxis inquired.

“P-probably not,” Pell stammered, clutching the cloak. “An item like this, especially one useful for fighters? I can fetch a much better price on my own.”

“Very well,” Braxis said with a knowing nod. “Let’s move on to the final item.” He reached for the black bracelet resting on the table.


Item Name: Mana Reserves Bracelet
Tier: Silver
Rank: A-
Value: 11 gold, 66 silver
Effect: This bracelet stores excess mana of the wearer if their mana is full.


“So that’s what it did…” Pell muttered, staring at the bracelet.

“Sell!” Enya declared loudly.

Pell glanced down at her. She was sprawled on the sofa again, her head rested against his side, while her finger lazily pointed at Braxis, eyes fixed on the ceiling.

“Err… yeah. What she said,” Pell agreed. “I’ll probably sell this one too. Don’t have a big enough mana pool for it to be useful.”

“Very well,” Braxis said, setting the bracelet aside. He gathered the other two items Pell had decided to sell and arranged them neatly.

“All right,” Braxis continued. “You’re selling three items. The total value comes to…” He paused, muttering calculations under his breath. “19 gold and 58 silver. My appraisal fee is 2 gold, and there’s a merchant’s service fee of 10 silver. That leaves your total at 17 gold and 48 silver.”

Pell nodded. “Sounds about right. I’ll leave these items with you, then.”

Both men stood, and Enya followed suit, clutching her small case. Finally done with all the boring stuff, she yawned, a tiny tear welling in the corner of her eye. The late hour was clearly catching up with her.

Pell absentmindedly reached down and patted her head.

Wait. He what?

He froze mid-motion, withdrawing his hand after just two gentle pats. Why the hell did I just pat her?

Damn it, Elara, he thought. The image of her patting the head of those snot-nosed brats back in the orphanage appeared in his mind.

Clearing his throat awkwardly, he risked a glance at her. To his relief, she didn’t seem to notice, still too drowsy to care. But when he looked up at Braxis, he was met with a wide, unmistakably smug grin.

Ugh, Pell thought.

“The guild will have your payment up front. Let’s head to the lobby,” Braxis said smoothly, still smiling.

Pell nodded stiffly and gave Enya a gentle nudge on the shoulder to urge her along.

[image: image]

After waiting a few minutes on the plush leather chairs in the guild lobby, a man approached them. He wore a brown suit with a feathered hat perched atop his head, his sturdy build hinting at a life of disciplined fitness despite his broader frame.

“Thank you for using the guild’s services. It’s been a pleasure working with you, Merchant Pell,” the man said, extending a small pouch. “Here is your payment—17 gold and 48 silver.”

Pell accepted the pouch and untied the string to take a quick peek inside. Sure enough, the gleam of gold coins greeted him, along with a hefty pile of silver. He wasn’t about to count every piece right now, but the weight felt right.

“Been a pleasure working with the merchant’s guild,” Pell replied with a small nod.

“Indeed,” the man said, bowing his head briefly. “If you ever need further appraisals or wish to offer your services to the guild, we’re always here.”

With that, the man departed, leaving Pell and Enya to head out with a slightly heavier purse and newfound knowledge about their items. As they stepped outside, Pell stashed the pouch of gold in his spatial inventory with a practiced motion.

Enya let out another yawn, her voice drawing out into a whine. “Are we going home yeeet? I’m soooo sleeeepy.”

“Yes, yes. We’re heading back to the inn,” Pell reassured her.

She perked up slightly, though not enough to shake off her dramatic tone. “Can you carry me, Pell? I’m too tired to waaaalk,” she said, slumping forward with her arms dangling like a limp zombie.

Pell clicked his tongue in mild annoyance. “Fine,” he relented, crouching down. “Get on my back.”

Her eyes widened in surprise at his uncharacteristic compliance. But her delight quickly overtook her disbelief, and she dashed around him to hop onto his back, looping her arms securely around his shoulders. The movement was familiar now, reminding her of riding on Mr. Bones in the dungeon.

“Onwards to vict… or… y…” she murmured, her words trailing off as sleep overtook her mid-sentence.

With a resigned sigh, Pell adjusted his hold on her arms to make sure she wouldn’t slip off. He straightened up slowly, careful not to jostle her. They still had a fair distance to the inn, but with his constitution and boundless stamina, he could carry her the entire way without any problem.
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After a near-death scare from discovering three skeletons inexplicably waiting inside their inn room, Pell finally stepped in. He carefully made his way to the bed and gave Enya’s arm a light poke.

“Hey, kid. We’re back at the inn. Get off.”

Enya groaned softly, her eyes fluttering open just a sliver. She was too exhausted to muster much more than a half-conscious grumble, let alone climb off on her own.

With a sigh, Pell shifted closer to the bed, angling his back toward it. He let her slide off gently, dropping her onto the mattress with minimal effort. She barely stirred as her eyes shut again almost instantly, her soft piglet snores already filling the room.

Pell stood there for a moment, the faint purple glow of his soul flames dimming to tiny sparks—a mimicry of closing his eyes. Then, he reached across the bed and pulled the covers over her, tucking them snugly around her small frame.

He watched her sleep, her expression calm and unguarded. A knot of conflicting emotions twisted inside him. Contentment, maybe even a sliver of happiness, threatened to rise to the surface. But his grim expression didn’t waver.

I don’t deserve this kind of life. Her class is beyond screwed—rare, limited, or whatever. There had to have been another way out of that dungeon… I was just too useless to figure it out.

With a heavy sigh, Pell moved to the other side of the room. He pointed at the three other skeletons. “All of you—go to sleep.” He flicked off the lights and settled into a chair facing the bed. Crossing his arms over his chest, he let himself drift into his own version of sleep, the faint glow of his soul flames flickering faintly in the dark.
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                Pell woke up first. The early morning light filtered through the shutters, faint and pale—it was only around 7 a.m. Enya was still sprawled on the bed, her sleep posture as disastrous as ever. By the door, the three skeletons she’d summoned at some point stood silent and still, like lifeless dolls. Pell didn’t spare them a glance.

Clad in his black cloak, he slipped out of their room. Descending the stairs from the second floor, he passed Sheryl, the innkeeper, who was already busy behind the counter. A couple of patrons sat at nearby tables, quietly enjoying their freshly prepared breakfasts, bacon, eggs, bread, and hash browns.

Oh, how I wish I could still eat, Pell thought.

“You don’t eat, do you?” Sheryl asked as Pell reached the ground floor, her sharp eyes glancing at him.

“No, I’m fine,” Pell replied, slightly disheartened. “If the kid wakes up and asks where I’ve gone, tell her I’m out on business. I’ll be back in an hour or two.”

“Got it,” she said, wiping down a glass with practiced ease.

With a small nod, Pell left the inn and stepped onto the street. He made his way toward the city’s center.

Though it was still early, the city was already stirring. Streets bustled with workers heading to their shifts, carts traveling past, and merchants setting up their stalls. Pell couldn’t help but notice the way people’s gazes followed him. Some were simply curious, their eyes lingering on his skeletal figure cloaked in black. Others, however, were less… benign—sharp glances that hinted at distrust and even disdain.

Not that it mattered. Being ambushed or attacked in broad daylight wasn’t something Pell worried about anymore. Thanks to Lorrin and the city lord, his connection to Enya’s noble status made him practically untouchable. As long as no one outright killed him in the streets, he was immune to most trouble—a perk he was happy to exploit.

This morning’s business was part of that. According to Lorrin, Lord Clament could be found at the main city hall. Pell had decided it was time to meet the man.

The city hall loomed ahead, an imposing structure rivaled only by the grandeur of the magic association’s headquarters. Though, to be fair, the association had the advantage of being a sprawling multi-layered organization with probably ties to the enchanted realm.

Pell strode toward the hall’s front entrance, his gaze landing on the intricately carved lions adorning the massive double doors. He grabbed a rounded wooden latch, pulled it open, and stepped inside.

The lobby looked warm and inviting, lit by a chandelier glowing with spell circuits. A richly patterned rug stretched across the floor, its colors cascading in elegant swirls. Off to the side was a polished counter manned by a single clerk. The elf, his flawless skin and pointed ears unmistakable to the common eye, noticed Pell’s arrival. Beside him, the lobby was otherwise empty.

Pell approached the counter, and the clerk’s eyes flicked to the lock coiled around Pell’s arm before returning to meet his gaze.

“What may I do for you today?” the man asked, his voice smooth and professional.

“I’m here to see Lord Clament,” Pell said, his tone calm but firm. “I was involved in an incident at the city prison—something with a draconid named Nakrin. Lord Clament sent Sir Lorrin to resolve it. I was told I could meet with him here if I needed to discuss anything important.”

“A recommendation from Lorrin?” the clerk asked, his brow lifting in mild surprise. “One moment.” He raised his bracer, its embedded crystal shimmering faintly—the same type of device used by all city officials. His gaze scanned the glowing interface, his expression shifting as he navigated the system. “Ah, yes. I see. There’s a specific mention for you.”

He continued sifting through what must have been a dozen screens before finally nodding in conclusion. “Lord Clament is available at the moment. Would you like to meet with him now, or schedule an appointment for later?”

“Now, please.” Pell’s response was quick. Normally, he might have opted for a later time, but his current guise as a mere merchant—albeit one tied to a high noble from the enchanted layers—required immediate action. More importantly, he didn’t want Enya catching wind of this meeting, which was why he’d left so early.

“Very well.” The clerk reached beneath the counter and placed a folded sign reading ‘Be back soon’ in clear, precise script. Exiting from behind the counter, he gestured for Pell to follow. “This way.”

Pell walked behind him as the elf led him up a broad staircase and through a series of ornate hallways. The building’s interior radiated wealth and authority, each turn revealing intricate moldings and gilded accents. On the third floor, they stopped before a grand door—far more opulent than the lion-carved entrance outside. The clerk stepped forward and knocked twice.

“Lord Clament, it’s Harris,” the elf announced. “I have an important guest who wishes to meet you. His name is Pell—the skeleton who arrived yesterday.”

A brief rustling followed from within the room before a clear, commanding voice responded, “Thank you, Harris. He may come in.”

Harris turned to Pell, bowing slightly. “Good luck with your meeting. I’ll be in the lobby if you need anything further.” With that, Harris departed, his footsteps fading down the corridor.

Pell pushed the door open and stepped inside.

The room was both simple and lavish, striking a fine balance between practicality and elegance. Paintings adorned the walls, while a large mahogany desk sat at the far end, framed by a pair of towering windows that let in ample light. Sitting at the desk was a man draped in a striking red sash. His hair was neatly combed, his black beard meticulously trimmed. There was an unmistakable air of authority about him—dignified, steely, and composed, though not overtly threatening.

“I wasn’t expecting to meet you today, Mr. Pell,” Clament said, his voice smooth and measured. “Let me begin by apologizing for any difficulties you’ve experienced during your time here. Many of us were unaware of your… unique status. The common folk, I’m afraid, are often ignorant in such matters.”

Without invitation, Pell walked to one of the plush chairs positioned in the center of the room and sat down. His gaze didn’t meet Clament’s but drifted instead to the unoccupied chair across from him. “What’s done is done,” Pell said, his tone carrying a faint edge. “Though I’ll admit, it was a bit… irritating.” He let the words linger in the air. “Still, I understand—every city has its own rules and processes.”

Clament, his expression unflinching, raised his bracer and spoke into the crystal embedded within. “Margel, please bring up two cups of Faerie Tea.” He nodded, likely in response to the acknowledgment from the other end, and then left his desk to take the chair opposite Pell. It was a small but deliberate gesture, a sign of deference to someone of perceived higher status.

“Margel will be here shortly with—” Clament froze mid-sentence, realization dawning too late. He had made a grave error.

“I… can’t drink anymore,” Pell said, his words slow, deliberate.

An awkward silence hung in the room.

“My sincerest apologies,” Clament said at last, his tone contrite. “It’s habit to serve our finest tea to honored guests.”

Pell raised a hand, a sharp, dismissive motion. “The gesture is enough. Let’s move on.”

Clament forced a polite smile, though inwardly, he winced. His earlier misstep with the tea would surely leave a mark on the skeleton’s impression of him.

“May I ask the purpose of your visit today?” he inquired, his tone carefully even.

Pell’s expression remained unreadable. “I came to discuss Enya—the high-noble child I’m currently traveling with.”

“I see,” Clament replied, his brow furrowing slightly. “Is there an issue I can assist with?”

“It’s not an issue, exactly,” Pell said, leaning forward slightly. “But as you might have guessed, Enya hails from the higher realm. I’m merely an assistant, hired by her grandmother, Lia Empyria, to accompany her on this journey. The arrangements and our being here were all done by her. Enya’s parents, however, are somewhat... unaware of her current whereabouts. Her grandmother felt it was important for Enya to explore the lower realms and gain experience on her own.”

Pell spoke with practiced confidence, but his words were an obvious bluff. He needed a story plausible enough to be beyond normal verification. Enya’s robes bore the name Lia, so it seemed a safe choice to weave that name into the tale as a fabricated grandmother. After all, there was no possible way he could confirm it. And if push came to shove, having an appraiser identify her robes would prove some credibility of his story, at the very least.

Clament’s brow arched slightly. “Her grandmother’s name is also Lia?”

For a split second, the flames from within Pell’s skull flickered in surprise, but he quickly regained composure. Also Lia? Does this man have a daughter named Lia, or something? Maybe I should’ve done more research before this meeting, Pell thought. “Indeed. Lia is a common name among high-nobles. Personally, I can think of at least three with that name.”

Clament gave a slow nod. “If that’s how high-noble families work, then so be it.”

Unbeknownst to either of them, their conversation had plunged both parties into wildly incorrect assumptions about the other. But before the exchange could unravel further, a knock came at the door.

Margel entered, carrying a tray with two cups of steaming tea. He set the tray down on the table with quiet precision, gave a courteous bow, and exited without a word.

Clament’s expression faltered as his eyes flicked to the cups of tea and back to the skeleton, who obviously couldn’t drink them.

“You may drink if you wish—don’t mind me,” Pell said, gesturing casually toward the table.

Clament hesitated briefly before nodding. He leaned forward, took one of the cups, and sipped carefully. Setting it back down, he resumed their conversation. “So, her grandmother sent her to explore the lower layers without her parents’ knowledge. Is that correct?”

“Precisely,” Pell confirmed. “I’m merely a humble assistant for Enya, ensuring her safety. That said, I have no means of contacting her family directly. The plan is to return to the upper layers once Enya feels she’s had her fill of... exploration down here. But I believe it’s my duty to at least inform her family that she’s safe.”

Clament considered this, taking another measured sip of tea before placing the cup back on the table. “I see.”

“What I’d like to ask,” Pell continued, his tone deliberate, “is whether you—or the city of Talo—have any means of contacting high-nobles in the upper layers.”

Clament’s expression tightened, a look of mild frustration crossing his face as he leaned back in his chair. He began tapping his fingers against the armrest, his gaze shifting upward in thought.

“For me personally,” he said after a pause, “I have no way of reaching high-nobility. Even as a city ruler, my authority doesn’t extend far enough to simply contact someone of their stature. You may not be aware of this, but high-nobles are seen as rulers—kings, queens, emperors, and empresses to those of us here in the fourth layer and below. For someone like me, even speaking to a high-noble is almost impossible, let alone arranging direct contact.”

Pell knew this all too well. He still remembered the moment Enya had read her status aloud in the dungeon—her rank, her class, her potential. It had seemed unfathomable to him then, and even now, it lingered like a thorn in his thoughts.

The real reason he was here today was simple: answers. Why had a young noble girl been abandoned in an undead dungeon? Where was her family? Were they even looking for her? The more time she spent with him, the more trouble she was bound to attract.

Their paths never should have crossed. Their statuses were worlds apart. One word from Pell might sway a beggar or two. One word from Enya could shift the tides of an entire nation. Keeping her at his side wasn’t right—not for her future. Though, in his missing heart, Pell couldn’t deny the hypocrisy of his intentions. He had already ruined her class path, turning her from a potential grand mage into a necromancer—a dark sorcerer dealing in death and corpses. The least he could do now was return her to her family and give her a chance at the life she was meant to lead.

She was attached to him, though. He could see it in her eyes and feel it in the way she followed his lead without hesitation. But it wasn’t born of love or care or anything resembling family. It was just... circumstance. Pell had been the first skeleton she encountered in the dungeon, and in her broken mental state, she had latched onto him like a hatchling imprints on the first creature it sees.

That’s all her relationship was with him, in his mind. Circumstance.

If she discovered his plan to send her back, she would resist. She’d fight. She’d want to stay.

But staying was the wrong choice. It wasn’t her life, and it wasn’t what she deserved. Their bond was nothing more than the shared struggle of surviving the dungeon. Without that, they were strangers. And yet, even knowing all this, Pell couldn’t ignore the faint pang of guilt. The least he could do was help her find solid ground again—help her reclaim just a tiny bit of the future she had lost.

Pell straightened in his chair, his tone measured. “Yes, I understand that to be the case down here. I’m aware of the power she holds, especially in comparison to the... commonfolk, such as yourself.” His words hung in the air, unsettling as they were, but necessary to maintain appearances.

“That said,” Pell continued, leaning slightly forward, “are you telling me there is no possible way to contact the higher realm? It doesn’t need to be a high-noble, necessarily—just someone who could relay a message.”

Clament stroked his beard thoughtfully. “Have you tried the information guild?”

Pell expected the question. “I have. In fact, I’ve already sent a message to someone in the first layer—for unrelated business. However, the currency here is vastly different from what we use in the enchanted layers. I’ve avoided the guild so far because I doubt I have enough funds to pay for their services. Last time, Lorrin gave me a coin to cover the cost of a message, for which I am, of course, deeply grateful.”

Pell’s gaze darkened slightly as he added, “I also want to keep this matter confidential. Contacting Enya’s family without her knowledge is... important. I couldn’t risk discussing it openly while she was nearby.”

“I understand,” Clament replied. He leaned back, lifting his now-empty teacup for one final sip before setting it down gently. Interlocking his fingers, he crossed one leg over the other, his posture composed but contemplative. “As you likely know, the information guild operates independently from the city. They’re a separate entity entirely, and I have no authority over their processes or decisions.”

Pell gave a small nod. It was the same with the adventurers’ guild and the magic association—organizations that existed apart from any one ruler’s influence. Not even a ruler could forcibly shut one of them down.

“Even if I were to provide you with my own maker’s coin,” Clament began, “the information guild would likely still struggle to contact anyone in the enchanted layer. To the best of my knowledge, their ties to that realm are... tenuous at best. It’s possible the information guild doesn’t even operate there.”

Pell’s expression darkened at that. He had hoped the city lord’s authority might at least allow him to reach a regular messenger, but that hope was rapidly slipping away.

Noticing the shift in the skeleton’s demeanor, Clament quickly added, “That said, there may be another option. The Emperor of Karemere, Valegrad, might be able to assist you. Talo is the second-largest city in the Karemere Empire, after all, and I maintain regular communication with him. I send monthly reports on matters like finances and governance. The next report is due in just a few days—four, to be exact. I can include a request for his help in that report. The emperor’s reach may extend to the enchanted layer.”

Pell’s gaze sharpened at this, though his tone remained measured. “Would he need my name—or Enya’s—to do so?” He wanted to tread carefully. If the emperor’s assistance required identifying them as “a high-noble named Enya and her assistant Pell,” it could open the door to countless complications. What if Enya’s family had abandoned her intentionally? Or worse, what if someone else intercepted the message? There was also the possible matter that he could be labeled as an impersonator—which he was.

“Could the emperor request a communication method or gather information discreetly, without mentioning our names?”

Clament nodded slowly. “He... should be able to. As the emperor, he commands his own network of communication. While it might be difficult, I believe he could contact someone in the upper layers without revealing your identities. If that’s your preference, it’s a safe approach.”

“I see.” Pell inclined his head slightly, considering the option. “The reason I ask is simple. I want to gauge how her family is responding to her little... adventure. If they’re concerned, I’ll make direct contact. But if they aren’t—if they don’t care—then there’s no point in reaching out.”

“Understood,” Clament replied. “In that case, I’ll include a request in my report to the emperor. I’ll inform him that a high-noble seeks a means of communication with the enchanted realm but will refrain from naming you or Enya.”

“Excellent. That will suffice,” Pell said, rising to his feet. Clament mirrored the movement, standing with practiced ease and stepping forward to offer his hand. Pell extended his own bony fingers, and they shook firmly.

“Is there anything else I may do for you?” Clament asked, his tone courteous.

“Just… try to keep Enya’s identity as concealed as possible,” Pell said. “She’s still a child, and she might slip up now and then—accidentally revealing herself. I’d rather not risk her being... kidnapped while we’re staying in your city.”

Clament’s expression grew firm. “Of course, Mr. Pell. I’ve already arranged for all guards in the city to discreetly keep an eye out for her wellbeing. I can assure you, no harm will come to her during her stay.”

“And one last thing,” Pell added. “About the upcoming tournament—for the school. Make it as fair as possible. I don’t want anything rigged behind the scenes to ensure Enya wins. She’s young, but inflating her confidence by throwing matches just because of her status will do her no good. I’m not asking you to make it harder for her—if she wins, then that’s fine. Just don’t tip the scales in her favor.”

Clament hesitated for a moment before nodding. “Very well. I will ensure the tournament remains fair and just, as it always has been.”

Pell flashed a practiced, merchant’s smile. “Thank you, Lord Clament.”

With that, he left city hall, his errands complete. After about an hour spent walking to and from the hall, along with the meeting itself, Pell returned to the inn. The common room had a handful of new patrons enjoying their morning meals, different from the ones he’d seen earlier. Behind the counter, Sheryl was still stationed, as reliable as ever. Pell offered her a slight nod before heading up the stairs.

Reaching their room, he opened the door. The three skeleton guards stood motionless by the entrance. Ahead, Enya remained sprawled across the bed, her tiny frame tangled in the covers. She hadn’t stirred an inch in the past hour.

With a faint sigh, Pell returned to his chair and settled in, resuming his “rest” for another hour or two.

In his dreams—if they could even be called that—he imagined himself asking Clament for a bag of gold before leaving the meeting. After all, Pell’s debts weren’t going to pay themselves, and a little generosity from the city lord wouldn’t have hurt. But the dream quickly unraveled, turning into a nightmare where his identity was exposed. He saw himself being dragged off in chains, imprisoned for impersonating someone connected to a high-noble.

It was an amusing thought, at least... until it wasn’t.
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                “How about... Jeffry, Henry, and... Bob?”

Pell stirred from his skeletal slumber, his soul flames flaring wide. The bed in front of him was empty now, the blanket drooping partially onto the floor. To his left, Enya stood, facing the three skeletons who were all sitting cross-legged on the ground.

“No... how about Stupid One, Stupid Two, and Stupid Three?” she muttered. Her head tilted thoughtfully as she scrutinized the first skeleton. “Well... wait. The three of you are made from my mana, so you can’t be stupid...—then how about Pretty One, Pretty Two, and Pretty Three!” she exclaimed, as if solving an impossibly complex riddle.

“Kid, what are you doing?” a voice called from behind her.

Enya turned to see Pell fully awake now, his soul flames flickering lazily.

“Morning!” she chirped, running over to throw her arms around him.

Pell flinched, raising both hands in surrender. “Gah... Kid, since when did you get so clingy?”

She beamed up at him. “Ever since you gave me a piggyback ride yesterday!”

Pell winced, letting out a sigh. “Alright, alright. Get off already,” he grumbled, gently prying her arms away. “So, what’re you doing up so early?”

“Early?” Enya blinked, tilting her head. “It’s 1:00 p.m. You already missed breakfast. Well—you don’t actually eat, which is good. Because you also just missed lunch.”

“What?” Pell exclaimed. “It’s already 1:00 p.m.?” He shuffled over to the window, yanking the curtains open. Sure enough, bright sunlight poured into the room, confirming her claim. “How the hell did I oversleep…” he muttered.

Turning back to the skeletons, Enya continued as if uninterrupted. “Anyway, I’m trying to come up with names for these three. I’m having a hard time, though. They’re all made from my mana, not anyone else’s bodies, so it feels like they need awesome names.”

Pell eyed the trio skeptically. From their sitting posture, they almost looked like kids waiting for storytime. “When did you even have the time to summon them?” he asked.

“When I went to sign up for the tournament with Berry and Manny. They needed me to do some kind of fighting test, so I had them give me mana potions to summon these three,” Enya explained, tapping a finger to her chin. “Maybe... Enya 1, Enya 2, and Pell the 2nd?”
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Around ten minutes passed as Enya kept brainstorming names for her skeletons. Meanwhile, Pell busied himself organizing his inventory. He sorted through the gold he’d earned, Enya’s spell circuits, and a few other odds and ends.

“Hey, Pell,” Enya piped up.

“What?” he replied without looking up, still rummaging.

“Do you think we can go and, like... kill something?”

Pell froze mid-motion, retracting his arm from the swirling void of his inventory. His soul flames flared in confusion. “What are you talking about?”

“Well, the tournament’s in one day, right? I thought we could go find something to kill, so I can get more soul energy. My mana’s really low, but I can fix that by killing things and converting soul energy instead!”

Pell scratched the back of his skull, a faint scraping sound accompanying the motion. “What about your spell circuit? Don’t you need to practice that thing too?”

“Yeah, but I don’t think I’ll learn it in time,” Enya admitted with a shrug. “I was thinking of just... tracing the circuit into The Grim Pullet and activating it from there during the tournament.” She paused, her brow furrowing. “That’s... not cheating, is it?”

Pell shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m not a mage. Ethics isn’t my field. What I do know is that some mages use spellbooks to prep circuits ahead of time. They pre-record spells, imbue them with mana, and use them instantly when needed. I think it’s usually a one-time deal, but don’t quote me on that. Don’t know if it’s allowed for your tournament.”

“Oh... so people do cheat,” Enya said, rubbing her chin thoughtfully. “But couldn’t someone just write a book with, like, 100 spells and use them all at once? If I had more time, couldn’t I just fill a hundred pages with bone spears and skeleton summons and instantly win every fight?”

“No,” Pell said flatly. “That’s one of the biggest misconceptions about spellbooks—or so a mage once told me as he tried to sell off a spellbook to me in another town. You can’t just cram a hundred spells into a single book. A normal book wouldn’t handle it. The whole thing would disintegrate. Even recording one spell can strain a regular book. For what you’re talking about, you’d need a specially made spellbook, and those don’t come cheap.”

Pell looked up and pondered. “I’ve come across a spellbook or two in my time. A basic one that can hold up to ten spells costs at least 100 gold. While you could technically buy ten blank books and record one spell in each, lugging all that around is ridiculous. Besides, most regular books can’t handle anything too strong. Quality over quantity is the rule when it comes to spellbooks.”

“What about The Grim Pullet? It’s special,” Enya asked.

“Don’t,” Pell said firmly, his soul flames narrowing. “That thing is soul-bound. It’s part of you now, which is why you can summon it anytime. Even if it’s ultra-rare or strong, I wouldn’t push its limits. Overload it, and you might kill yourself in the process.”

“Eh?” Enya whimpered, her eyes widening as she looked up at him. “Th-the book can kill me?”

“It’s a soulbound item, so there’s always a risk,” Pell said, his voice carrying a rare note of seriousness. “That thing is tied to you. If it gets destroyed, it’ll take a chunk of your soul with it. There are plenty of stories in history about great leaders and warriors meeting their end because their soul-weapons were broken.”

Seeing Enya’s expression falter, he softened his tone. “But if you want to be sure, you could go to the magic association. They’ve got a service where they test a book’s magic capacity. They’ll gradually infuse mana into it and stop right before it hits its limit. That way, you’ll know how much it can handle. It costs about five or ten gold, though.”

“O-okay…” Enya murmured. She mulled over his words. If this was something she needed to do, it would have to be today, before the tournament. The spell circuit she’d received was complex—too complex to fully master in just a day. Her best option was to record it in The Grim Pullet and rely on the book during the tournament.

“Alright, but what about finding something to kill? I still need soul energy,” Enya pressed.

Pell tapped a bony finger against his chin. “We could hit up a hunting ground dungeon, if you’re that eager. I think we can pull some strings with the city to get access. Might even make a bit of coin while we’re at it.”

“What’s a hunting ground dungeon?”

“It’s like a regular dungeon, but without a boss or anything major. Just a big area filled with monsters. Lower-tier ones usually have small creatures or animal-types, like horned rabbits or acid slimes. We’d register through the adventurer’s guild, go in, kill the monsters, and gather materials to sell back to the guild. Acid slimes, for example, are great for their adhesive properties,” he explained.

“Ooooooh,” Enya said, her eyes sparkling with excitement. “Then let’s go! I want to kill a wabbit!”

Pell rubbed the back of his skull, debating. He still needed to keep an eye on Enya, at least until he could contact her family. If she was dead set on going, he’d have to tag along. Selling materials from the dungeon wouldn’t make them rich—probably a few silvers at most—but it was better than nothing. He still had to wait for several days to hear back from the information guild, and Clament.

“Alright, alright. We’ll go,” Pell said, holding up a bony hand to cut off Enya’s excitement. “But first, we’re getting you some proper armor or a defensive artifact. You’re just a kid, and most people don’t start adventuring until they’re teenagers, no matter how strong their spells are.” He raised a finger for emphasis. “And another thing—you listen to everything I say. No wandering off, no doing your own thing. You stick close to me. If you die, I’m probably dead too—for letting it happen in the first place.”

Enya clasped her hands in front of her chest, eyes wide with determination. “Okay! Got it! Listen to you, and don’t die!”

Pell sighed, his soul flames flickering in resignation. “This is not going to end well,” he muttered, glancing at the over-eager girl.

The two of them, accompanied by Enya’s three skeletal summons, descended the stairs to the inn’s main floor. As they reached the bottom, a familiar figure came into view, seated at a table and finishing the last bite of what looked like a lamb leg.

“Jackelyn!” Enya shouted, pointing dramatically at the man.

The figure arched a brow and dabbed his mouth with a napkin. “Josier, actually.”

“What are you doing here?” Pell asked as the group approached the table.

Josier took a swig from his mug before replying. “Lorrin sent me to keep an eye on you two and assist where needed. Technically, Clament ordered Lorrin, who then passed it down to me. So here I am.” He gestured at their group. “You five headed somewhere?”

“The adventurer’s guild! I want to kill some things to get ready for the tournament!” Enya declared with enthusiasm.

“No, we’re not,” Pell corrected sharply, cutting her off. “First, we’re getting you something to protect yourself. Then we’ll head to the hunting grounds. Which, actually, works out perfectly.” He turned his gaze to Josier. “You can help us secure a spot, right? And maybe keep any of the guild’s more unsavory types from trying to attack us skeletons?” He motioned to himself and the three summons.

Josier leaned back in his chair, smirking. “Of course. Despite my sloppy apperance, I’m still an officer of the city—a high-ranking one, at that. Not as high as Nakrin, but high enough. Nobody will mess with you while I’m around.”

Pell’s soul flames narrowed skeptically. “Nakrin… What happened to that guy, anyway?”

Josier sighed. “He’s… undergoing re-education. It’s to help him follow orders more effectively. Nakrin has always been strict with rules and adept at using them to his advantage. I know he hasn’t made the best impression on you two, but he has the highest arrest rate for criminals in the city. Not much crime happens with him in charge.” He paused, then quickly added, “Of course, some cases still slip through the cracks. For that, I apologize for his actions, Mr. Pell.”

Pell waved him off, his bony fingers clacking. “Whatever. Just as long as we don’t see him again.”

Josier nodded. “Mind if I accompany you all? I know of a trinket store with all sorts of useful items that may aid you.”

“Trinkets?” Enya asked.

“Protection rings, regenerative ointments, smoke bombs, invisibility pills—pretty much anything that’ll help in a dungeon,” Josier explained.

“That works with us. We’ll take you up on your offer then.” Pell said.

“Perfect. Let’s get moving.” Josier stood and walked with the five of them, right after placing some copper pieces to pay for his lunch.
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“Featherstep boots,” the shopkeeper said, holding up a pair of small, white boots with winged designs embroidered on the sides like a bird’s. “These let ya run faster and jump higher by makin’ your body lighter. If you’re quick enough, you can kick off the ground and dash around like a wild hare. They’ll let ya drop five feet without trouble, but from ten feet or higher, the effect weakens, and you’ll fall normally.”

“Ooooh! Can I fly with them?” Enya asked, her eyes lighting up with excitement.

“‘Fraid not, missy. These here are copper-tier gear. Flight equipment is diamond-tier and up,” the shopkeeper replied.

This was Pertsavan, the shopkeeper Josier had recommended. A stout dwarf with a scraggly voice and a faint accent, he was dressed in a simple but well-tailored gray tunic. His hair was messy, but his sharp expression and detailed explanations gave off the air of a professional. He sat perched on a stool, patiently walking them through the various items on display.

“How much for the pair?” Pell asked.

“Four gold,” Pertsavan answered matter-of-factly.

“Gold? For a copper-tier item?” Pell asked, his skepticism evident.

“The reason’s simple,” Pertsavan replied. “It’s a persistent item. These boots’ll always have the effects as listed—no mana required, no need for charging or maintenance.”

“Hm…” Pell muttered, his bony hand scratching his jaw. The boots seemed useful—perfect for helping the kid run away from trouble or climb up a tree if things got dicey. But four gold pieces? That was a steep price for gear meant to keep Enya alive.

Enya noticed Pell’s hesitant expression and turned to the shopkeeper. “Do you have anything cheaper? Just something simple would work.”

Pertsavan gave a thoughtful hum. “If yer headin’ to the hunting grounds, I might have somethin’ better suited for ya.”

The dwarf hopped off his stool and disappeared into the back room.

The store they were in was cozy, tucked away just a few minutes’ walk from the merchant’s square. Glass cases lined the walls, displaying an array of artifacts, trinkets, and curious items. Some had price tags ranging from a few silver pieces to hundreds of gold. Others bore no listed price, just a tag that read ‘speak to the owner.’ The air had a faint metallic tang, perhaps from the latent magic emanating from the various enchanted items.

“This should be helpful for yer quest,” Pertsavan said as he returned, carrying two items in his hands. He placed them carefully on the counter: a pair of black gloves and a small badge with a circular clip.

“What are these?” Enya asked, leaning closer with a spark of curiosity in her eyes.

The shopkeeper spread the items apart with a grin and pointed to the gloves first. “These are barrier gloves. Simple to use. Just put ’em on, raise yer hands—both of ’em, mind ya—and channel a bit of mana. A two-foot circular barrier forms right in front of ya. The mana efficiency ain’t great, but it’s faster than learnin’ barrier spells, and it skips the cast time. Won’t stop somethin’ too powerful, but it’ll block a punch or an arrow just fine.”

Pertsavan shifted his attention to the second item—the badge-like object. “And this here is a white spark badge. Simple to use: just hold it up and give it a squeeze, and it’ll release a giant flash of white light. Be warned, though—it’s extremely bright. If ya look at it when it goes off, even with yer eyes closed, you’ll risk blindin’ yourself. So I recommend lookin’ away when you use it. Great for disorientin’ enemies or causin’ a distraction.”

“Oooooh,” Enya marveled, her eyes wide with wonder.

“And how much for these?” Pell asked, leaning in to inspect the items more closely. The gloves looked decent—crafted from some kind of soft fabric. The badge, however, had a rugged appearance, made of hardened leather with intricate, seemingly random engravings etched into its surface.

“Gloves are 68 silver. Badge is one gold and 17 silver,” Pertsavan replied.

“The badge costs more than the gloves?” Enya asked, tilting her head.

Pertsavan leaned forward on his stool, resting his elbows on the counter. “I’m tellin’ ya—the light’s no joke. I ain’t kiddin’ when I say this thing could blind someone, even a powerful mage or a seasoned war paragon. Honestly, it’s bronze-tier, but I think it deserves to be silver-tier. It’s that effective.” He leaned back again, spreading his hands. “No matter how strong someone is, their eyes ain’t immune to somethin’ this bright.”

As Enya slipped on the gloves to test their fit, Pertsavan added, “Ah, almost forgot to mention—if ya have a special eye skill, one that uses mana somehow, or if you’ve got mana-infused glasses or somethin’ like that, you’ll be fine. Won’t need to worry about blindin’ yourself.”

“Alright, alright. We’ll take them,” Pell said with a sigh, clearly reluctant about spending his money. “Kid’s got glowing eyes, and, well… I don’t even have eyes. The gloves’ll be useful too, since she doesn’t know any shielding spells yet.”

Grumbling under his breath, Pell opened his spatial inventory and pulled out two gold pieces, placing them on the counter.

Pertsavan grinned and grabbed the coins with practiced ease before hopping off his stool and heading to the back to fetch the change.

Meanwhile, Enya carefully slid the black gloves onto her hands. They were soft, almost delicate—like they might tear if she wasn’t careful.

A moment later, Pertsavan returned and climbed back onto his stool. He slid the change across the counter toward Pell, who reached to collect it. But before he could, Enya piped up beside him.

“Hey, can we get the boots too? They’re so pretty! And I really like them!”

Pell winced, shaking his head. “Those boots cost four gold pieces. That’s way too expensive. We need money to live, you know,” he said, snatching up the change and tucking it back into his spatial inventory.

“I’ll pay you back!” Enya pleaded, her eyes wide with desperation.

“You’re broke,” Pell shot back flatly. “A kid like you shouldn’t even think about playing around with money. You would throw away gold pieces just because someone asks you nicely for it.”

“I’ll…” Enya muttered, her mind racing for a solution. She needed a way to convince him. Then it hit her—Pell was greedy. That was all she needed to remember. “I’ll make Lorrin pay for it! Or maybe that Caroline guy!”

A sudden fit of coughing erupted from behind them.

Both Enya and Pell turned to see Josier, who had been quietly standing off to the side. He was doubled over, coughing into his hand, clearly caught off guard by the mention of Lorrin—or the butchered name of Lord Clament. Raising a hand to wave off their concern, he turned away, trying to stifle the sound.

Pell turned back to Enya, his bony fingers tapping against the counter in thought. It wasn’t a bad idea, honestly. He couldn’t ask Lorrin or Clament himself—doing so would be way too risky. After his antics at city hall, pressing for more favors would only draw suspicion. And the last thing they needed was for Pell to get arrested again for impersonation.

But Enya? She wasn’t an impostor. She was the real deal.

Pell sighed deeply. “Fine. I’ll buy the boots. But you better keep your promise. I’m tracking this—with interest,” he warned, begrudgingly pulling out four gold coins and swapping them for the silver change.

“Yay!” Enya squealed, bouncing on her toes with excitement.

Pertsavan, still perched on his stool, leaning over onto the counter, watched the scene with a satisfied smile. Another successful sale.
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                Before heading to the guild to reserve a dungeon, the group made a quick stop at a weapons shop. It was a far cry from the fancy artifact store they’d visited earlier, with its utilitarian setup. Swords, axes, shields, and other basic gear lined the walls, neatly arranged but without much flair.

The shopkeeper, a grizzled man with a gray beard and arms like tree trunks, watched them warily as they entered. His eyes lingered on Pell and the skeletons, but when he saw Josier among them, he wisely held his tongue.

“We’ll take three basic iron swords,” Pell said, pointing to a rack of simple, no-nonsense blades.

The shopkeeper grunted and grabbed three from the rack, placing them on the counter. “That’ll be one gold.”

“One gold?” Enya blinked, then glanced at Pell. “That’s pretty cheap for swords. Right?”

“They’re the most basic we’ve got,” the man said with a shrug. “Plain iron. No enchantments, no frills. Just sharp enough to do the job. That what you wanted?”

“Perfectly fine with us,” Pell replied, tossing a gold coin onto the counter. He checked the swords briefly for any chips or cracks, then nodded in approval. “These will do fine for the trio.”

The skeletons each took a sword, and though they looked ordinary, they swung their weapons. Pell expected them to be quite clumsy, but they swung with an almost veteran-like experience. Or maybe he was just seeing things. He wasn’t a swordsman after all, so he knew nothing about swordsmanship.

Enya eyed the display again, a flicker of interest crossing her face. “Think I should get a sword too?”

“No,” Pell answered immediately. “You’re a mage, you don’t need one. Especially if you’re using that book of yours as a spellbook. Besides, spellblades are overrated.”

With their purchases made, they headed to the guild to reserve their dungeon.

[image: image]

“Yes, these two would like to reserve a hunting ground for the day. An F-rank one, if any are still available,” Josier said, standing at the counter and addressing the elf woman behind it.

Behind him, Enya, Pell, and their trio of skeletal companions waited. As expected, nearly everyone in the guild hall was staring at them. But, just as Josier had reassured them, the looks were less hostile—likely because of the city official with them.

“There are currently seven F-rank hunting ground dungeons available for reservation,” the elf said, scanning her records. “A metal slime dungeon, twin-horned rabbits, lesser-harpies, lesser-fire wisps, tree sprites, or crystal spiderlings.”

“A crystal spiderling dungeon?” Pell asked, intrigued.

“Indeed,” the clerk confirmed. “It’s a popular choice and potentially quite profitable. However, most adventurers avoid it because... well, spiders are terrifying.”

“Terrifying?” Enya echoed, her head tilting in curiosity.

The elf nodded with seriousness. “All spiders are.”

“Let’s do the crystal spiderling dungeon,” Pell declared.

Enya glanced up at him, her curiosity piqued. He noticed her expression and explained, “Crystal spiderlings are basically spiders fused with crystals. Most of the crystals they produce are junk—common, worthless stuff. But every now and then, you’ll find rare ones that can sell for as much as sixty gold.”

“You heard him,” Josier said, nodding toward the clerk. “Crystal spiderling dungeon it is.”

She nodded, stamping the documents before glancing at the bracer on her wrist to confirm the reservation. After a brief wait, she handed the papers over. “You three may proceed to the warp crystal room. Your code is A83Y.”

“Let’s move,” Josier said, motioning for them to follow.

Before they left, Enya leaned over the counter. “You’re really pretty, miss,” she said earnestly.

The elf smiled faintly. “I know.”

“Eh?” Enya blinked, surprised by the blunt response.

“C’mon, kid,” Pell said, circling back to tug her forward.

As they walked, Enya glanced up at Pell, pouting. “Wasn’t she supposed to call me pretty back?”

Pell sighed and shook his head. “You’ll never get one of those pointy-ears to compliment anyone else. Elves think their race is the obsidian standard. If an elf ever tells you you’re pretty, they’re either lying or blind.”
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“Gate number confirmed. Opening portal,” announced a guild official dressed in a blend of a secretary suit and adventurer’s padded leather armor.

They stood now in a heavily secured chamber that radiated authority. The walls were made of fortified white stone, and glowing crystals were embedded in the corners, casting a soft, constant light. The thick, dense mana in the air made everything feel charged, as if the room itself hummed with energy.

Two other guild officials, a man and a woman, stood near the entrance, keeping a watchful eye on the proceedings. The first official placed her hand on a large floating crystal in the center of the room. It began to glow brightly, and moments later, the light receded, revealing a swirling portal. The space beyond it appeared warped, a shifting blur within its transparent, circular frame. It was as though the portal existed there, but not quite, like a mirage teetering between presence and absence.

“I’ll go first,” Josier said, stepping forward without hesitation. He vanished into the portal, his figure dissolving into the shimmering light.

Enya gripped Pell’s hand and pointed at the vortex. “Are we going in there?”

“Yes. Let’s go.” Pell led the way, his bony feet clicking softly against the stone floor as he approached the portal.

Enya followed closely behind. As she neared the swirling mass, her face only inches from its glowing surface, it suddenly flared with white light. A sharp, disorienting sensation rushed through her, and for a brief moment, she felt her body detach from her senses, her perception spinning out of control.

The headache was sharp, like an explosion of noise in her head, but it lasted only a few seconds. When the chaos finally faded, she blinked rapidly, her vision clearing. Slowly, the cavern around her came into focus—vast, overwhelming in size. The air was cool, tinged with a faint, mineral scent that almost made her sneeze.

The cavern’s walls stretched far above her, a beautiful blend of gray and blue-green stone, dotted with clusters of glowing white crystals. The light they emitted cast an eerie, almost ghostly glow over the space, making the stone look alive, as if it had grown around the crystals. Some clusters jutted out from the walls in jagged formations, while others were deeply embedded within, almost like the stone had wrapped around them over time.

Enya’s gaze drifted further into the cavern. The floor was uneven, with loose rocks and patches of moss that spread along the base of the walls like spiderwebs. In the distance, the cavern opened into a labyrinth of tunnels, some narrow and jagged, others wide enough to allow several people to walk side by side. The blackness within them gave no clue as to what lay beyond, but the faint sound of dripping water and the occasional scuttling noise hinted that the cavern was very much alive.

“Whoa…” Enya whispered, her voice barely louder than a breath. Her eyes sparkled with awe as she took in the sight before her, clearly captivated by the glowing crystals around them.

The three skeletons appeared shortly after, standing still and gazing around the dungeon with the same wonder. They, too, seemed to be taking in the strange beauty of the place.

“Impressive, isn’t it?” Josier said, standing a few paces ahead, arms crossed as he surveyed their surroundings. His calm demeanor remained intact, but even he couldn’t hide the appreciation in his voice. “Haven’t been in a spiderling cave for probably three years now.”

“It’s bigger than I expected,” Pell added, his hollow voice echoing faintly in the vast space. His glowing eye sockets scanned the cavern walls, already sizing up the potential for treasure. He was already considering which tunnels might lead to the richest finds—rare crystals or ores could make the trip worthwhile.

Enya stepped closer to one of the walls, gently reaching out to touch a cluster of white crystals. They felt cool beneath her gloved fingers, their soft light shimmering as she brushed against them. “These are so pretty. Are they valuable?”

“Not those,” Pell replied dismissively. “White crystals like that are too common to fetch much. They’re just light-conductive rocks, really. They lose their shine when exposed to sunlight. The rarer ones—green, yellow, or really any other color—those are worth something. But don’t start yanking them out of the walls yet. Some of them are brittle. For now, just focus on the spiders, kid.”

“Speaking of which,” Josier interrupted, his tone sharp. “We should get moving. It’s quiet now, but it won’t stay that way. The spiderlings won’t come to us; we’ll have to find them deeper in. They probably have nests somewhere, and that’s where we’ll find them.”

Pell nodded. “Stay close, kid. These tunnels probably twist fast. Looks more complicated than the undead dungeon we were in. Last thing we need is you getting lost down here.”

Enya nodded, her excitement tinged with a touch of apprehension as she glanced at the dark maze of tunnels ahead. With a deep breath, she tightened her grip on her gloves and followed Pell and Josier into the unknown.

The faint glow of the crystals illuminated their path, the promise of treasure—and danger—spurring them forward.

They chose a tunnel at random, a moderately wide one that sloped gently downward. The soft glow of the white crystals embedded in the walls proved a stroke of luck, casting just enough light to guide them. Without it, they would have been walking blind in complete darkness, with only Pell’s glowing eye sockets providing any visibility.

“Guess we don’t need a lantern after all,” Enya said, glancing around.

“Good thing,” Pell muttered, tapping the side of his skull with his bony fingers as he walked. “Lantern oil costs money, and we’ve spent enough today.”

“That, and you sold that one lantern to that merchant guy,” Enya added.

They continued down the winding path, the tunnel narrowing in places and then widening again. The air grew cooler as they walked, carrying with it a faint dampness that clung to their skin. Enya was about to comment on the strange echo of their footsteps when something caught her eye.

“Wait, look!” Enya exclaimed, hurrying to the side of the tunnel and pointing at a crystal embedded in the wall. Unlike the abundant white ones, this one was a muted green, its glow faint but distinct.

“Hm,” Pell murmured, stepping closer to inspect it. He tapped the crystal lightly with one bony finger before folding his arms. “An uncommon crystal of some kind. Not sure exactly what it is, but it’s nothing too special. Could probably fetch a few silver, maybe a gold at most, if the quality’s decent.”

Enya tilted her head, puzzled. “So, it’s not worth taking?”

“Not yet. Leave it for now,” Pell replied. “It’s stuck in the wall, anyway, and we don’t have any mining tools. The main loot will be the crystals we get from the spiders. But if we see something valuable, we can leave and come back with a pickaxe or something to mine it out.”

Enya gave the crystal one last glance before stepping back to rejoin the others.

As they moved deeper into the tunnel, the faint sounds of dripping water and the soft hum of the crystals filled the air. But soon, another noise joined the mix—a faint, quick scurrying echoing from further ahead.

Josier halted in his tracks. His sharp eyes scanned the darkness beyond the crystals’ glow. “That sounded like a spider,” he said, voice calm and casual. “Do you want me to take care of it?”

Pell shook his head. “Just step in if things get a bit dicey.” He turned to face Enya. “You’re up, kid.”

Enya glanced at her three skeletons, standing in their usual silence, their basic iron swords at the ready. Her expression hardened into a focused, determined mask as she prepared to direct them into combat. The scene reminded her of the battle with the noble skeletal knight, memories of that fight flooding her mind.

The scurrying grew louder, and soon, a faint shimmer caught their eyes—something small, fast, and moving through the dim light ahead.

“Alright, Grace, Tim, and Muffins,” Enya said, her voice steady. “Get ready!”

“Alright. I get Grace and Tim. But why the hell is one of them named Muffins?” Pell muttered as he slowly backed up to give Enya space.

Ignoring Pell’s comment, Enya positioned her three minions in front of her. Their posture shifted to a battle-ready stance—swords raised slightly, knees bent, one shoulder forward, arms poised to swing.

Out from the darkness, a crystal spider the size of a pillow scuttled into view. Its black body gleamed in the dim light, with legs slightly crystallized, reflecting the shine of the white crystals on the walls. Atop its body was a small white crystal, identical to those embedded in the walls.

“Attack!” Enya yelled, pointing her finger forward. Her command shot through Grace, Tim, and Muffins, and they responded instantly. The three of them charged forward in perfect synchrony, their movements identical. There was no discrepancy in how their joints moved or how their swords bobbed. It was like seeing one skeleton cloned into three.

A crunching, grinding sound came from the spider. Its fangs opened, and the sound that followed was like pulverized stone. As her minions closed the gap, another wave of high-pitched squeals echoed from deeper within the cave.

“That spider is calling reinforcements. You better take out that one fast before they swarm,” Josier warned from behind.

The crystal spiderling turned and began to scurry away. It was trying to escape, likely to regroup with the others.
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Enya channeled mana into her palm and unleashed a low-powered 3-mana bone spear directly in the spiderling's escape path. The stone ground rumbled as the bone spear erupted from the earth, sending rubble flying in all directions. The spiderling was knocked back, its escape route blocked. It sprawled momentarily on the ground, giving Enya's minions the chance to close in.

Grace, Tim, and Muffins reached the spiderling in unison. Their iron swords swung down in precise, coordinated arcs. Grace’s blow shattered one of the spider’s crystalline legs with a sound like glass breaking. The spiderling screeched, thrashing wildly, but the second and third strikes by Tim and Muffins landed almost simultaneously—one cleaving into its thorax, the other severing another leg.

One last grinding cry echoed from the spiderling before it collapsed into a heap of glittering shards, ichor, and blood.


System Notification: You have landed a killing blow on Luminite Crystal Worker Spiderling (Level 3).
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“Not bad,” Josier remarked, giving a slight nod.

Enya allowed herself a small smile.

“How long ‘til those other spiderlings come? And how many?” Pell asked.

“Probably around 20 seconds. Maybe 3 or 5 for the first wave. Generally, they don’t call for the entire horde when they see a single enemy if I recall correctly.”

Enya acknowledged the tip and hurried forward. She summoned her bonecarver’s quill and positioned herself in front of the spiderling carcass. Stabbing the quill down, she pierced the open wound left by Tim, and the soul-energy absorption process began immediately.


System Notification: You have absorbed 27 points of soul-energy.
Soul-Energy: 88/100


The last time she checked her soul-energy was back at the inn when they arrived in Talo. She recalled it had only been around 61 points then. This meant she’d gained 27 points of soul-energy from just a single crystal spiderling. And there were more coming. If the next one provided as much, she'd reach her limit with just two kills.

The sound of more scurrying came from deeper within the passage. Enya stood and ran back to Pell and Josier, but kept her three skeletons positioned in front of them.

“Second wave. These spiderlings will probably attack, since they’re responding to the previous one’s distress call,” Josier said. “They can be quite fast and will sometimes climb up the walls and ceiling, shooting webs from their mouths at their target. Unlike regular spiders, they aren’t made of silk, but rather thin, crystal. They’re sharp enough to slice through your skin, so be careful if any of them hit you.”

The scurrying grew louder, echoing ominously through the cavern. Then, from the shadows, four crystal spiders emerged. Their segmented bodies gleamed faintly in the crystal light, their razor-sharp legs clicking against the stone. Without hesitation, they split up to attack from all angles. One darted forward on the ground, another leaped up and skittered along the ceiling, while the remaining two scaled the left and right walls.

“Grace, Tim, up front! Muffins, stay back a bit! Watch that spider up top!” Enya shouted. Grace and Tim moved forward as commanded, their skeletal forms creaking faintly with each step. Muffins, staying in the rear, adjusted its posture to face the ceiling, its iron sword angled upward.

Enya focused hard, keeping track of all four spider positions. Her eyes flashed yellow as the world seemed to slow around her. Her bond with her three skeletons felt stronger, closer. She could almost feel what it was like to be them.

With a deep breath, Enya began channeling mana into her hand, preparing a bone spear. At the same time, the four spiders charged. The one scaling the right wall was much faster than the others, quickly outpacing them and dodging her skeletons’ movements to intercept it. It scurried ahead until it had a direct line on Enya, then launched a bright, gleaming cobweb through the air. Its crystallized structure was sharp as a knife.

“Hey, watch out! Use your mana—” Pell shouted, but Enya was focused, drowning out his voice.

Raising both arms in an X-shape, her gloves absorbed mana from her body, and a circular mana barrier appeared right in front of her. The web struck it directly, emitting an ear-piercing screech upon impact. The force of the strike made Enya stumble back a few steps.

Recovering, Enya lowered her arms and prepared another bone spear—her previous one having been interrupted by her barrier gloves.

“Die, you stupid spider!” she shouted, and with a burst of mana, a five-mana bone spear shot out from the ground, directly underneath where the spiderling had been mounted.
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                The bone spear, far stronger than her previous one, erupted from the wall where the spiderling had been perched. It rippled through the cave stone, shattering the glowing crystals beside it, before driving itself straight into the spider's thorax and impaling it upward toward the ceiling.


System Notification: You have landed a killing blow on Luminite Crystal Fighter Spiderling (Level 4).
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The remaining spiders, one on the ground, one on the left wall, and one on the ceiling, were still rushing forward. Grace targeted the left wall spider, Tim aimed for the ground one, and Muffins kept its focus on the ceiling spider.

The wall spider lunged at Grace, its crystalline legs gleaming. Grace swung her blade at it, but the spider skittered sideways, narrowly avoiding the blow. The ground spider moved at the same time, leaping at Tim. Tim’s sword sliced through the air, but the spider jumped instantly, evading the attack and landing on top of his blade. Shaking it off, the spider managed to chip the tip of the blade before leaping off.

Meanwhile, the ceiling spider rapidly advanced, its movements quick. Muffins thrust its sword upward but miscalculated the angle, the blade grazing the creature’s crystal legs without landing a solid hit. The spider retaliated by leaping from the ceiling, aiming directly for Muffins. The two collided with a thud, the spider landing on Muffin's skull. Its fangs sank deep into the bone, the sound of cracking reverberating as it tried to sink its fangs deeper.

The spider on Muffins didn’t hesitate. It twisted its body, pushing deeper into the skull with every passing second. Muffins staggered back under the weight, its sword clattering to the ground as it tried to shake the spider off, but the creature’s hold was unyielding. The sound of bone cracking echoed again as a second blow landed on Muffins' exposed ribs from one of the spider’s legs.

“Get it off, Muffins!” Enya shouted, her voice sharp and urgent. “Guys, hurry up and kill them!”

Grace and Tim responded instinctively, closing in on their respective targets. Grace swung her sword at the left wall spider, aiming for its legs. She struck once, twice—each time the blade bounced off its crystal hide, producing an unsettling ringing sound. The spider skittered up and down the wall, dodging the strikes, staying just out of reach.

Meanwhile, Tim, undeterred by his earlier miss, closed in on the ground spider. With a fierce clattering of bones, he swung his sword in a horizontal arc. This time, the spider didn’t avoid the blow as it was too slow—it met the blade head-on. The sword struck its crystalline legs, shattering them with a screech. Tim followed up quickly, driving the sword into the spider's thorax, pinning it to the ground. The creature writhed beneath him, but its movements grew weaker with each ounce of pressure Tim exerted.

“Muffins, hold on!” Enya cried, her heart pounding as she watched the skeleton struggle.

There was no time to think. She immediately drew on the mana within her, pulling it into her palm as her hands began to glow. She focused, channeling the energy into another bone spear, her circuit shimmering with light.

"Bone spear!" she shouted, her voice echoing in the cave.

With a flash, the bone spear shot forward from the ground in front of Muffins, twisting through the air with deadly precision. It pierced the spider’s abdomen just as it tried to sink its fangs deeper into Muffins. The creature froze, twitching before collapsing lifeless onto the skeleton’s skull. Muffins staggered a few more steps before it finally crumpled to the ground, its head nearly torn in half. It grabbed the spider's carcass and threw it aside.

“Good job, Muffins,” Enya muttered, her voice strained but relieved. She turned her attention back to the remaining spiders.

The left wall spider was still moving swiftly, its legs clattering against the stone as it dodged Grace’s strikes. Its crystalline legs scraped along the wall as it zigzagged, its movements erratic and unpredictable. Grace’s strikes, though powerful, only seemed to meet air as the creature kept itself just out of reach.

Tim, having finished off the ground spider, quickly turned his attention to the fight. Now, both Grace and Tim were working together to take down the last spider. Muffins was incapacitated, its skull half-missing from the ceiling spider’s powerful fangs. Enya could feel the fading link with Muffins, her bond with the skeleton slowly dying out.

Dodging another swing, this time from Tim, the last spiderling jumped upward, latching itself onto the ceiling, its crystalline legs digging deep into the stone. Its mouth opened, and its fangs spread apart. With a loud screech, it shot forward a bundle of crystal cobwebs, directly heading for Enya, who stood at the far back.

Enya recognized the motion instantly and commanded her minions to intercept. Grace, who was a bit further back, moved immediately. She ran into the spider’s line of sight, leaping upward to shield Enya by using her own skeletal body as a shield. The cobwebs slashed straight into Grace's ribs, exploding with a loud gnashing sound as they tore through the bones.

Grace was knocked back in mid-air, her body tumbling until she landed with a harsh thud, kicking up dust. “Grace!” Enya shouted.

Her eyes narrowed on the spider now perched upside-down on the ceiling. With the last of her mana reserves, she created another bone spear circuit, prepping it to strike right from the ceiling where the spider stood.

Tim held his sword steady, then leaped, aiming the blade straight up in an attempt to impale the creature. With a quick motion, the spiderling dodged to the right, but the blade nicked its left legs, severing them with a sharp crack. It faltered slightly, and Enya seized the opportunity. Her spell exploded, and the ceiling rumbled immediately after, before a bone spear extended itself out of the stone.

The spider’s footing was lost as the cave’s stone ceiling crumbled, sending it plummeting. Enya’s bone spear shot forward, piercing straight through its body as debris cascaded down around it.

The spider screeched as the bone spear pierced through its body, its legs flailing wildly in a desperate attempt to cling to anything solid. Its final, agonizing cry echoed throughout the cave, reverberating off the walls. The bone spear drove deeper, splintering its crystalline exoskeleton, until the spider collapsed onto the stone floor in a heap of jagged limbs and shards.

Dust and debris rained down from the ceiling, the echoes of the battle still lingering in the air. Enya stood panting, her heart racing in her chest. The world seemed to slow for a moment, the aftermath of the fight taking its toll. Her bones ached from the exertion of casting so much magic in such a short span, and the energy from her connection with her skeletons felt strained, stretched thin.

Tim stood over the fallen spider, his sword still raised, watching the lifeless body for any sign of movement. Grace, having taken the brunt of a crystallized cobweb, managed to stand, though many of her ribs had been completely sliced through, the remains scattered on the ground.

Muffins, however, fared worse. Enya could sense it without the need for a notification ping. Muffins had valiantly perished in battle. She sighed, relieved to have won the fight, though only one skeleton had been lost. Looking at Muffins’ skull, there was no longer any sign of undeath. She could probably repair its body, but she would need to recast the spell in its entirety to revive it.

“Good job, kid,” Pell said. “Though, with how much you struggled against these spiders, I’m not quite sure how you’ll fare in the tournament.”

Enya’s face soured. Pell had a point. From what she had seen of Berry and Manny’s attacks, there was no way she could hold up in a fight against them. They were in the advanced division for kids older than her, but still, they were the only ones she had seen. There was no frame of reference for what the other people in the youngling division could do. She had only received a B-rating after all her prep work; if someone else had gotten an A or even S-rank, the chances of her winning seemed slim.

These spiders had given her quite a bit of trouble, and they weren’t even that high-level. Surely, the other kids her age signing up for the tournament might have had an easier time. Her confidence dwindled as she thought about it.

She swiped her status screen up, looking at the pile of notifications.


System Notification: You have landed a killing blow on the following creatures:
Luminite Crystal Fighter Spiderling (Level 5).Luminite Crystal Fighter Spiderling (Level 7).
Luminite Crystal Fighter Spiderling (Level 4).Luminite Crystal Fighter Spiderling (Level 7).
You have received 242 EXP.
Experience Remaining Until Next Level: 356/549


Enya frowned. She turned to Pell. “Hey Pell… the spiders’ levels are around 5 to 7. I thought you said this was an F-rank dungeon, like an easy one. How come the monster levels are higher than the ones back in Sable’s dungeon?”

Pell sent a sideways glance at Josier. Moving forward, Pell spoke only to Enya, in case Josier heard about their special in-layer dungeon. “Dungeons like these have existed for a very long time, meaning the monsters within them will generally be stronger too. Fresher dungeons won’t have that many powerful creatures, compared to more ancient dungeons. That in-layer dungeon is a special case, and probably hadn’t existed for too long.” Pell stood straight, retracting himself now that the topic had shifted to broader terms. “Also, that dungeon with the damn demon rat—that thing was feasting on most of the higher-level skeletons and zombies. That’s probably why you only ever saw the lower-level ones. Floor 5 at the very least should’ve had a lot more level 7 to 10 monsters.”

Enya nodded. That explanation made sense. Most of the enemies she fought in Sable’s dungeon had been under level 5. Very rarely did she find one that was level 7 or higher. But it made sense if the rattle rat, who was level 11, had killed most of the higher-level creatures that were weaker than it. The dungeon boss itself was high-level and formidable, not matching the difficulty of the other undead monsters inside the dungeon she saw. So, this seemed reasonable enough.

“You going to collect what you need from them?” Josier asked.

Realization dawned on Enya as she realized she almost forgot to extract their soul energy. “Yeah. Thanks for reminding me,” she said.

Walking over to the closest carcass, the one that had demolished Muffins’ head, she knelt, summoning her bonecarver’s quill and stabbed it deep.


System Notification: You have absorbed 36 points of soul-energy.

Soul-Energy: 124/100Maximum Soul-Energy Capacity has been reached.

Please check The Grim Pullet for ways to manage the overflow.


Enya’s eyes widened upon seeing the notification. Sure enough, she had gone over the limit of her capacity.

Without missing a beat, Enya summoned The Grim Pullet in front of her. The pages flipped open automatically, without her prompting. As they turned, several pages filled with text caught her eye, until they finally stopped, landing on something that might fix the situation.

Increasing Soul-Energy Capacity - Internal Method - Tier 1

Process: This method involves strengthening your soul to hold more soul energy. To strengthen your core, you need to allocate 100% of the current capacity of your Soul-Energy into your own soul. You may temporarily go over 50% of your current capacity, but any more may leave permanent internal damage. The recommended method is to gather up to 150% Soul-Energy capacity, and then use 100% of it to empower your soul, so you have 50% remaining to use until you can repeat this process again.

Warning: The first time expanding your soul-capacity, may be painful. Afterwards, expansion will be seamless.


This wasn’t a recipe or blueprint for making an item, but rather, a guide. It described a way to increase her storage capacity, and didn’t require materials or anything else to craft. There was also a warning about it being painful, but it didn’t describe how painful. There were still two other pages that had appeared. She checked them next.


Increasing Soul-Energy Capacity - External Method - Tier 1

Process: This method requires a mana-conductive container. The catalyst must be empty before use. By fusing your soul-energy into the item, you will slowly change the polarity of the container from holding mana to Soul-Energy. Once this process is complete, imbue a drop of blood onto the item to bind it to yourself. Your Soul-Energy capacity will now be expanded, and it can be externally stored in this item, similar to a phylactery.


By using some type of external item—possibly a crystal or something she imagined—she could use it as an extra source to store soul-energy. From the way it was described, it seemed possible to remotely store it, without needing to manually refill it. Turning the page, Enya looked at the last method.


Soul-Energy Pill (Bronze Tier)

Description: A small circular pill made of condensed soul-energy. Taking this pill will restore a user’s soul-energy by the amount used to form it. If consumed by another creature that does not have soul-energy capacity, the pill will grant a burst of vitality and energy.

Materials:


	Empty Pill Capsule

	Minimum 100 points of Soul-Energy, up to 1,000,000 points




So there was an item she could make to store excess soul-energy. This seemed similar to a mana potion in a way where she could simply just take it later to refill her reserves.

With the three methods shown, there was only one Enya could use right now—the internal method. She’d been hurt before, so the pain couldn’t possibly be that bad, right? Soul-energy was already in her body, so what more could it do?

She was still in absolute focus, her concentration peaked to its maximum. She shut her eyes and turned her attention inward, zeroing in on the Soul-Energy within her.

It was difficult to describe, but she knew her mana and soul-energy were located in different parts of her body’s center. Her soul, however, she had a vague sense of where it was. It was the spot she had felt change and morph when she first ascended to a necrosmith. She could feel it shifting, changing, as it conformed to the enormous transformation in her being.

Pell’s and Josier’s voices drifted to her ears, but they sounded faint, muted, drowned out by her tight focus.

Her soul-energy swirled inside her, pulling out a hundred points, circulating them deep around her core. The sensation she had felt in the dungeon returned, like a tight pressure coiling around her, squeezing her being into a small, rigid shell. As the pressure built, it soon turned into fierce strain—pain, a relentless force pushing against her.

Her body shook, muscles trembling under the strain. A faint, white aura surrounded her, glowing softly, mist-like in nature. Her breath hitched and stopped, as if frozen in time. Her heart followed suit, its beating halting as her body fell into a kind of comatose stasis.

More and more soul-energy flowed into her soul. The pressure continued to grow, something inside her growing stronger, while something else grew weaker. By now, fifty of the hundred Soul-Energy points had entered, and still, half remained. Her hands instinctively pressed against her chest, clutching at the growing turmoil within. Her mind fought against the strain, thoughts fading as only the warping of her soul-energy filled her consciousness.

Enya collapsed to the ground, lurching forward under the unbearable pain. She tried to speak, but her lungs were empty, no breath to expel. Ninety points of soul-energy entered her being, and the final stretch of ten remained.

Please...

The word echoed, blaring in her mind like a loud, frantic cry for help. She just wanted the torment to stop. The pressure. The noise. It grew louder, more deafening, until it seemed unbearable. Then, suddenly, the sound staggered—muted, distant. Peace crept in.

Until there was nothing left but the void of silence.


            

    
        B2 - Chapter 14: Deeper into the Hunting Grounds

    
    
    
    
                The vast, smooth marble floors stretched out in front of her. She could feel the coolness beneath her bare feet, her slippers having been left outside the door of her room. She ran down the halls, her small feet tapping softly against the stone as she chased a big, bright ball. She was younger here, maybe five or six, and the castle surrounding her felt warm and familiar, like something deep within her heart.

I recognize this place.

I don’t recognize this place.

She pushed the thought away as the ball bounced further down the hall, just beyond her reach. She ran faster, eager to catch it, but no matter how fast she ran, the ball seemed to keep just out of reach. She veered into one room, then another, the soft sound of her breath mixing with the echo of her footsteps in the empty halls. Each room she passed through was beautiful, but something was always missing—something she couldn’t name. The ball led her forward, always a few steps ahead.

Finally, the ball darted into a room that seemed different from the others. The air inside was warm, comforting, and the sunlight streaming through tall windows painted everything in a soft golden glow. Rich carpets lined the floors, their patterns intricate and foreign. A grand table sat in the center of the room, laden with gleaming plates, goblets, and food that sparkled as if freshly prepared. But the ball was gone, vanished, nowhere to be seen.

A strange quiet settled over her as she looked around. The voices of laughter and conversation drifted in from behind a door to her right. She walked toward it, curiosity pulling her closer. Standing on her tiptoes, she gently opened the door inward.

Inside, three figures stood in a room that felt both expansive and intimate. A tall, distinguished man with a regal bearing, his face lined with respect and wisdom. Beside him, a woman—beautiful, elegant, and youthful despite her years. There was warmth in her eyes, a tenderness that spoke of a deep bond. And then, a young girl. She had the same wide eyes, the same soft features—almost strikingly similar to her own. She felt a sudden, sharp tug in her chest, like she was looking into a mirror that reflected a past she couldn’t remember.

This is my family.

The words rang out from the girl in front of her, though her lips never moved.

But as she stood frozen in place, another thought echoed back to her with confusion.

Who are these people?

The thought echoed louder, more insistent. The words didn’t feel like her own; they felt distant, fading away like fragments of a dream she couldn’t quite hold onto. She blinked, a sharp pang of emptiness growing in her chest. A sense of loss washed over her, like something precious had been taken away.

Her feet stumbled backward, instinct driving her to retreat. But before she could spin and flee, the girl—her mirror image—extended a hand, her voice cutting through the air like a blade.

Why did you take them? They aren’t yours.

The words struck like a thunderclap, reverberating through the room. The ground shuddered beneath her feet, walls splintering as jagged cracks tore through their pristine surfaces. A formless power shook the once-tranquil air, contorting the surrounding space and causing it to descend into chaos. The floor gave way, and a deafening buzz drowned out every sound, pressing into her ears like a relentless swarm.

Everything shattered.

The world crumbled into a swirling black void, dragging her into its consuming darkness.

Enya!

The voice pierced the abyss, sharp and urgent. Her body jolted upright, a gasp ripping from her throat as her eyes flew open. Her chest heaved, lungs struggling to pull in air. The room swam into focus—cold stone beneath her, the familiar faces of Pell and Josier hovering close. Their worry was etched deeply in their expressions.

Sweat streaked her forehead, and her trembling hands pressed against the ground. Her heart pounded in her chest, an unsteady rhythm that refused to calm.

“Hey, kid, breathe,” Pell said, his voice steady but lined with unease. The eerie flames in his eyes flickered, betraying his concern.

“Are you alright?” Josier’s question carried a hard edge of uncertainty. His role as her overwatch weighed heavily on him, and the thought of failing her—even for a moment—seemed unbearable.

Enya blinked, trying to push through the fog clinging to her mind. The fragments of the dream still clawed at her, refusing to let go. She opened her mouth, her voice cracking as she finally spoke. “I—I don’t... what happened?”

“Just take it slow,” Pell urged, gesturing with a skeletal hand. “Steady your breath, kid. In and out.”

She nodded faintly, focusing on the rhythm of her breathing. Inhale. Exhale. The sharp edge of panic dulled with each passing second.

Josier shifted uneasily beside her. “You were collecting whatever it was you were collecting, and then you just... collapsed. Like something hit you out of nowhere.”

“Yeah, one second you were fine, and the next, you were grasping at the air like you were in agony,” Pell added, his bony fingers tapping against his chin. “You were out for about five minutes. We were this close to dragging you to a healer.”

He leaned closer, his voice dropping. “What the hell happened to you?”

Enya swallowed hard, her pulse still unsteady as she searched for an answer. The dream’s remnants whispered at the edges of her consciousness, but the words to explain them wouldn’t come.

“A-ah…” Enya managed to stammer, her voice weak. “T-the book said I could expand my soul-energy capacity by absorbing it directly. It mentioned… it might hurt the first time. I just… wasn’t expecting it to hurt that much.”

“Holy nine hells, kid,” Pell said, his soul flames flickering erratically. “You should’ve told me you were about to try something like that! I thought you were about to keel over right here in the middle of the dungeon.”

“S-sorry…” Enya muttered, her voice barely above a whisper.

Pell sighed, the sound rattling from his skeletal frame. Without another word, he extended a bony hand toward her. She hesitated briefly before reaching out to grab it, and he hauled her back to her feet with surprising ease.

“You alright now, or do we need to call it here?” Josier asked, his arms crossed as he stood nearby.

Enya glanced at him, then back to Pell. “I-I think I’m okay now. The book said that the first time I expanded my capacity would hurt. If I try it again, I think I should be fine.”

Pell crossed his arms, the flames in his eyes narrowing. “You had me worried, kid. Don’t pull that kind of stunt again without telling me first. I didn’t know what the hell was happening, and if it had been anything worse, I wouldn’t have been able to do a damn thing to help you.”

“I understand. I won’t. I’m sorry,” Enya said quietly, her gaze dropping.

Pell shook his head, irritation bleeding into his tone. “Alright, fine. So, did you at least get what you needed?”

Enya glanced to the side and pulled up her status screen. Sure enough, her capacity had expanded.


System Notification: You have succeeded in expanding your Soul-Energy capacity.
Soul-Energy: 24/200


“Yeah,” she said with a small nod. “My soul-capacity increased. I can hold up to 200 points now.”

“That doesn’t mean much to me,” Pell said, unimpressed. “Is that good?”

“Uh…” Enya paused, searching for the best way to explain. “Oh! Soul-energy works kind of like mana, but at half value. So 200 points of Soul-Energy is like gaining 100 points of mana.”

Josier raised an eyebrow. “Interesting. You’re saying you can just gain 100 mana, just like that? Permanently?”

Enya shook her head. “Not exactly. It’s just the capacity. I have to kill things, absorb their souls, and fill it up to 200. It doesn’t regenerate on its own.”

Pell turned to Josier, his tone sharpening. “The kid’s too loose-lipped. Listen to me, and listen carefully: under no circumstances are you to tell anyone about her abilities. Not Lorrin, not Clament—nobody.”

Josier nodded, his expression serious. “Understood.”

Enya tilted her head, trying to piece together why Pell had just threatened Josier.

“Stop. Telling. People. About your damn abilities,” Pell said, his tone exasperated as he caught her confused look. “Just because someone asks doesn’t mean you need to spill everything. You need to learn how to keep secrets.”

“Oh. Right,” Enya replied awkwardly, her foot tracing small circles on the ground as her toe twirled back and forth.

“With that out of the way, you’re sure you can keep going, then?” Pell asked, his arms crossing. “You got about 12 points of mana from soul-energy currently, but what about your actual mana?”

At his prompting, Enya pulled up her status screen again, frowning as she read it.


Mana: 12/30


“But… I didn’t use that much mana…” she muttered, her brow furrowing.

“Probably the gloves,” Josier said. “That shopkeeper mentioned they had terrible mana efficiency, didn’t he? Blocking that crystal cobweb likely drained a lot more than you expected.”

She glanced at Josier, considering his words. That made sense. She had cast a few bone spears, but it shouldn’t have brought her mana down that low. The shield had saved her from taking damage, but the mana cost, as Pell might say, was too damn high.

“You got a spare mana potion for her?” Pell asked, turning to Josier.

Josier reached behind him, lifting a portion of fabric from his suit to reveal a small array of vials attached to his belt. The vials were as tall as his hand but no wider than a finger, each containing a shimmering blue liquid.

“Pemely Mana Potion,” Josier said, carefully unhooking one and holding it out to Enya. “A drop or two should restore enough points for you.”

“A drop? I’m missing almost 20 mana, though,” Enya said, eyeing the vial skeptically.

“Pemely potions are super-condensed,” Pell explained. “One drop is plenty. Those vials go for around 20 gold each, so don’t waste it.”

Enya twisted off the cap and tilted the vial carefully over her mouth, sticking out her tongue. A single drop of the blue liquid fell, landing squarely on her tongue. Almost immediately, she felt her mana pool refill, the sensation warm and invigorating.

“It tastes… really sweet,” Enya said, clicking her tongue as she recapped the vial and handed it back to Josier.

“Made from Pemely berries,” Josier replied, slipping the vial back into place. “Those things are absurdly sweet—almost syrupy.”

Sure enough, once she opened her status menu, her mana pool was restored.


Mana: 28/30


“I think… I’m good now,” she said, glancing up at the others. “My mana is at 28 out of 30.”

“Alright,” Pell said with a curt nod. “Then we’ll keep going. But stay back this time and be smarter about it. No more reckless moves. And tell us—tell me if you are about to do anything.”

Enya nodded earnestly, clutching her hands together as if to seal the promise. “Got it.”

“You going to absorb the rest of the spiderling corpses? There is still the other three you haven’t absorbed,” he asked.

“Uh… yeah. I’ll do that right now,” she replied.

[image: image]

The group pressed on through the expansive cavern, navigating its twists, turns, and labyrinthine paths. The further they went, the more uncommon green crystals dotted the walls, their faint glow casting an eerie, emerald hue.

“Finish it!” Enya shouted.

Muffins swung their blade with precision, bringing it down hard on the crystal spiderling. The crack of shattering crystal echoed as the creature split apart, more gleaming ichor spilling onto the floor.

“Good job, Muffins!” Enya praised, stepping closer to the now-lifeless husk.

Despite Muffins' fractured skull, Enya figured it was better to have three minions than just Tim and Grace. With Josier’s stash of mana potions, reviving Muffins seemed like the best plan.

She pulled out her bonecarver’s quill and plunged it into the spider’s remains. The familiar rush of energy filled her reserves.


Soul-Energy: 203/200


“That makes eight spiders now, doesn’t it?” Pell asked, his tone tinged with frustration. “Shame we haven’t found anything worth even a single coin.”

“I’m capped on Soul-Energy again!” Enya said cheerfully, withdrawing her quill back into its mysterious space.

Pell crossed his arms, his fiery eyes narrowing with concern. “You’re not seriously thinking about expanding it again, are you? What if you pass out—or worse?”

Enya looked up at him, shaking her head. “No, not yet. The book said I could go up to 150%, right? I think I’ll wait until I’m closer to 300 points before I try it again.”

She glanced back at the spider’s corpse before looking ahead. Something had shifted as they ventured deeper into the cave. Unlike the barren tunnels they’d seen earlier, the walls here were now draped with crystal-like cobwebs, glinting faintly in the dim light. The cavern almost seemed to be cocooning itself.

“What’s with all the cobwebs? Are we heading into an older part of the dungeon or something?” Pell asked, his gaze darting between the crystalline threads glinting in the dim light.

“We might be approaching a hive,” Josier replied, studying the patterns with a sharp eye. “Seeing this many crystal cobwebs likely means a queen and her base of operations are nearby.”

“A queen?” Pell asked, his tone skeptical. “Anything special about it?”

“I’ve only ever heard about the queen in passing—never seen one myself,” Josier admitted. “But it’s said to be smaller than the others, with a body entirely made of crystal, not just partially like the rest.”

They pressed on, the cavern around them subtly shifting. The familiar white crystals that lined the walls earlier had almost entirely vanished, replaced by the semi-bioluminescent green ones. Their faint glow bathed the walls in a sickly light, more ominous than the white ones.

Then, something caught Enya’s eye.

“Hey! That one’s yellow!” she shouted, jogging ahead to inspect the brighter crystal embedded in the wall.

She crouched down, marveling at the solid, almost pristine texture of the yellow crystal. Unlike the green ones, which were riddled with fractures and shadowy lines, the yellow crystal was smooth and unblemished.

Josier and Pell caught up, their eyes narrowing in curiosity.

“Huh… I’m not an expert on this stuff,” Pell admitted, leaning closer. “But I know some of these colored crystals can sell for a pretty penny at the market, from what I’ve seen at least. Any idea what this is, Josier?”

Josier shrugged, adjusting his coat. “Minerals aren’t my area of expertise, I’m afraid. But judging by its size, I’d wager it might sell for at least one gold coin. That’s just a guess, though—it could just as easily be worth a few silvers.”

“Should we take it out?” Enya asked, glancing between them.

Pell rubbed the back of his skull, the scraping of bone on bone making her wince. “The best way to get it out without losing value is to remove it cleanly, but we don’t have the tools for that. Honestly, we should just leave it and come back later.”

Enya frowned. “Come back later? Do we even know how to get back here?”

Pell hesitated before Josier cut in, his voice calm. “That’s why I’m here. I’ve got a tracking skill. I left a mark at the portal when we entered. As long as I’m with you, we’ll find our way back safely.”

Reassured, Enya turned back to the crystal. “What if we just break off a piece now? The tournament is tomorrow so I don’t know if I’ll have the time to come back.”

Pell sighed, glancing at the crystal again. “Fine. Just take a chunk, then.”

Enya gestured to Tim, who lumbered over. The skeletal minion planted his sword on the ground, then gripped the base of the crystal with both hands. With a creak and a snap, the crystal broke free, sending a large piece and a few smaller shards tumbling to the ground.

Enya shuffled forward, picking up the biggest piece and handing it to Pell. He held it up, his soul flames flickering as he inspected it.

“Not the cleanest break,” he muttered, “but it might still fetch something.” He tucked the crystal into his spatial inventory.

As Tim bent to retrieve his sword, a sudden skittering sound echoed from deeper in the cavern. The noise grew louder, like countless legs moving in unison.

Everyone froze.

“What the hell was that?” Pell hissed, his gaze snapping toward the shadows ahead.

Josier’s eyes squinted, as he focused on the darkness far away from them. “I think we might have found the hive.”
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                A screech echoed from deep within the narrow passage, sharp and chittering. It was unmistakably the sound of a spider—though not a war cry or a call to reinforcements. It carried the idle cadence of crystal spiderlings, communicating amongst themselves. Still, to the trio, it was a signal of something lurking ahead.

“The spider queen’s nest is probably down that way,” Josier said.

“How dangerous are we talking?” Pell asked, his voice quieter than usual.

“I can’t say for certain how large this nest will be,” Josier replied, “but spider queens typically have at least ten to fifteen others nearby. Most of the worker spiders don’t stay at the nest—they just drop off crystals or ore. What’s left are warriors and royal guards defending the queen.”

“Are the guards stronger than the ones we’ve already fought?” Enya asked.

“Most likely,” Josier said. “Guards protecting the queen would be at least as strong as several regular warriors. If there are, let’s say, ten warriors and two guards, their collective strength could easily match that of twenty or thirty ordinary spiders.”

Enya’s gaze fixed on the dark passage ahead. Her body tensed, her senses sharpening as her mind focused. A yellow gleam overtook her eyes, and her perception stretched outward, slipping through the twists and turns of the passage like a phantom.

Her vision reached a vast, circular cavern about 300 feet ahead. The walls, floor, and ceiling were thick with cobwebs glimmering in shades of green, yellow, and pale blue. At the cavern’s center stood a massive, cocoon-like crystal woven from web, its surface pulsing faintly with a rhythmic blue light that brightened and dimmed like a heartbeat.

Scattered throughout the chamber were at least a dozen crystal spiderlings, clinging to every surface. Near the enormous crystalline cocoon was a smaller spiderling, its body entirely encased in shimmering blue crystal. A bright crystal protruded from its back, glowing faintly in the dim cavern. It was no larger than her own hand, but it seemed to be the most prominent feature to the cave, aside from the large cocooned crystal.

Next to the spiderling, were two others, much larger. They were taller than the other pillow-sized spiders, and probably reached up to her waist. These were probably the royal guards that Josier had mentioned. The two spiders were covered in green crystallized scales, but a pale blue gem, similar to the spider queen’s extruded from their backs.

She pulled her senses back, her perception field slingshotting back through the passages until they retracted back into her.

“You see anything?” Pell asked, noticing her stoic, focused gaze that lasted a few seconds.

Enya blinked a few times, grounding herself before speaking. “Yeah. The queen’s nest is definitely ahead. There’s a big crystal cocoon at the center of a large chamber, and it’s glowing like it’s alive. Spiderlings are everywhere—at least a dozen—and there are two guards stationed near the cocoon. They’re huge, like waist-high,” she said, raising her hand sideways and using her own waist, for example, “and covered in green crystals. They also have pale blue gems on their backs.”

Pell tapped his bony fingers against his forearm, the sharp clicks breaking the tense silence. “Two guards, huh? What about the queen?”

“I… think I saw her? There was a smaller spiderling, hand-sized, right next to the cocoon and near the guards. It was completely made of blue crystal.”

Josier hummed thoughtfully, adjusting the cuffs of his suit. “A spiderling entirely made of blue crystal? That matches the description of the queen. She may not look intimidating, but with her guards and those spiderlings, this won’t be an easy fight. I’m not sure you’ll manage safely on your own.”

“What about you? Can you take them on?” Pell asked, his tone laced with curiosity. For all his skepticism, Pell couldn’t ignore the fact that Josier wasn’t just any city official—he worked directly at the jailhouse, a role likely requiring both combat prowess and tactical skill.

“Easily, I’d say,” Josier replied smoothly. “I’m not at Nakrin’s level—he’s a Diamond-tier War Paragon—but I’m still a solid Platinum-tier.”

Pell crossed his arms, skepticism flickering across his bony face. “B-rank, huh? You look the part now, but when I first saw you at the prison, your hair was a mess, and your suit looked like it had been through a raccoon stampede.”

Josier chuckled, unfazed by the jab. “Fair point. I don’t usually wear my uniform or anything formal. I’m more of a bounty hunter for the city—recon, tracking, that sort of thing. They called me in to find your representative,” he said, nodding toward Enya, “and insisted I wear something official. Let’s just say it was... a bit of a rushed effort.”

The faint echo of scurrying ahead lingered in the passage, a reminder of the hive's proximity. “So,” Josier said, his voice calm and measured, “would you like me to take care of the hive, and Enya here can do what she needs to afterward?”

Pell tilted his head, turning his gaze to Enya. “What do you think? You’ve been handling the regular crystal spiderlings pretty well so far. But the guards and the queen—they might be at the top tier of F-rank creatures, maybe even E-rank.” He glanced sideways at Josier, silently asking for confirmation.

Josier only shrugged, his expression indifferent. “Hard to say for sure,” he admitted.

“E-rank? But this is an F-rank dungeon,” Enya pointed out, frowning slightly.

“It’s not uncommon for bosses or epic creatures—those stronger and more dangerous than the norm—to rank higher than their underlings,” Josier explained. “Take a goblin-filled dungeon, for example. The boss could be a goblin mage, but you might also find a troll or another stronger monster mixed in. The queen and her guards might be a rank higher, or they could just be particularly strong F-rank monsters.”

Enya tilted her head. “Can you still kill them if they’re E-rank?”

Josier raised an eyebrow at the innocence of the question.

“Kid,” Pell interjected with a chuckle, “if he’s a Platinum-tier War Paragon, he could probably clear C-rank dungeons in his sleep and handle B-rank monsters on an average day.”

Josier nodded, smiling faintly. "Yes. Something like this hive wouldn’t pose any challenge to me. If you’d like, I can clear it for you. However…” He paused, his gaze resting on Enya. “If you’re using this dungeon as a training opportunity, it might be wiser to face them yourself. I’ll stay back and provide support if needed. I guarantee you won’t get hurt—at least, not seriously—if things begin take a turn for the worse.”

Enya had handled herself well against the spiderlings so far. The first encounter had been rough—she’d been unprepared and unaware of how they fought. But now she knew better. She understood their cobweb attacks and had a sense of their strength—strong enough to crack Muffin’s skull with a focused bite.

Her three active minions were in decent shape. She’d mended their bones using her summon skeleton spell, but their weapons were worse for wear. The swords they carried were chipped, cracked, and had bent or broken shards. Swinging against creatures nearly as hard as stone wasn’t ideal for those blades, but it was what they had to work with for now.

“Alright,” Enya said, her tone firm. “I’ll take them on first and see how I do. If it doesn’t work out, Jassner can clean up.”

“It’s Jos—” Josier started, then sighed. “Never mind. That works.”

Pell nodded in agreement, and the group of six pressed forward toward the sound of scurrying. The cobwebs grew thicker with every step, until almost everything was covered, and the stone of the cave disappeared. Tim, Grace, and Muffin took the lead, staying roughly fifteen feet ahead of the rest, acting as vanguards.

After a little over a minute, the passage opened into a wider section of the cave. The noise of scurrying intensified, echoing around the space. The passage expanded into a cone-shaped cavern that led to a higher ledge, which sloped down in a ten-foot drop to the chamber floor. Dozens of spiderlings skittered along the walls and ceiling, their movements appearing almost hypnotic.

At the heart of the chamber stood a diamond-shaped crystal cocoon, constructed entirely of cobwebs and glowing with an eerie blue light, casting shifting patterns across the cavern walls.

The glowing crystal dominated the chamber, marking it as the centerpiece. Below it, was the small spiderling queen. It’s legs twitched delicately and rhythmically, as if responding to some unseen signal. Next to her, were the two royal spiderling guards. One of them were perched on a nearby stalagmite, its legs braced in a defensive stance, while the other paced back and forth in front of the queen.

Around the chamber, the normal crystal spiderlings scurried across the walls, floor, and ceiling, in what appeared to be a chaotic pattern, but something felt odd about their movements. They seemed to avoid the queen and her guards.

Behind her, Josier leaned slightly to get a better view, his expression calm but calculating. “The queen looks like she’s coordinating them,” he said in a hushed tone. “She’s not just sitting there. See how the smaller ones keep glancing toward her? They’re taking cues from her movements.”

Enya nodded. With each micro-movement the queen made, it seemed the other spiderlings moved in accordance. The actual patterns and commands she gave weren’t something she could recognize—she couldn’t speak spider, after all, but it was obvious that they all performed differently whenever she made a slight motion.

“That’s quite a large cocoon, but that queen… those blue crystals have to be valuable,” Pell whispered, in the only way a skeleton could—raspy and not so whisper-like.

Pell turned to Enya. “What’s the plan? That’s a lot of spiders to fight. Those… guards? Those things are quite tall too. I’d imagine they could be as strong as the demon rat from back then.”

Enya bit her lip, trying to organize her scattered thoughts into a coherent plan. She wasn’t exactly a battlefield strategist, and the sheer number of enemies ahead didn’t make things easier. Her mind darted between options as she weighed the risks.

“Uh… okay,” she began hesitantly, “what if we try to distract them first? Like, maybe Tim, Grace, and Muffins can lure the smaller ones away from the queen?”

Pell tilted his skull slightly, his posture radiating skepticism. “Lure them where, exactly? The chamber is swarming with them, and unless you’ve noticed some secret exit I missed, the only way in or out of this hive is right where we’re standing.”

“Right,” Enya muttered, her face flushing slightly. “Then... what if I just use my bone spears to try and kill the queen and the guards before they have a chance to react?”

Pell nodded slowly but didn’t look convinced. “Better, but those guards are huge. I doubt your bone spears will take them down in one shot. And if you miss or don’t hit a vital spot, you’ll lose the element of surprise.”

Enya frowned, her mind racing as she scanned the chamber. The skittering spiderlings, the hulking guards, and the delicate, twitching queen each seemed to reinforce how precarious her situation was. Then her eyes landed on the glowing cocoon hanging above the queen. A thought struck her.

“Hey, Josier,” she asked, her gaze fixed on the cocoon, “what exactly is that thing in the center? The glowing cocoon above the queen?”

Josier hummed thoughtfully, following her gaze. “Hard to say. It could be some kind of hive spawn—future workers or soldiers, perhaps? It’s not uncommon for creatures like these to guard their eggs or young zealously.”

Enya narrowed her eyes at the pulsing cocoon. It was made entirely of cobwebs, but the light within was coming from something inside. Whatever it was, it felt critical to the hive’s existence.

“What if,” she began slowly, her thoughts clicking into place, “I send Tim, Grace, and Muffins to focus on destroying the cocoon? Or maybe just two of them, to act as a distraction? If the spiderlings are ordered to protect the cocoon, they’ll swarm to defend it, right? That’ll leave me free to target the guards and the queen with bone spears. Or Tim could fight the guards directly while the others keep the smaller ones occupied.”

Josier folded his arms, considering the suggestion. “Not a bad idea. A distraction like that could force the spiderlings to focus on the cocoon. However...” He paused, his tone cautious. “I’m not sure if one of your minions is strong enough to handle the guards on their own, even with you supporting them. Those guards are built to defend, and the queen... well, she’s the centerpiece for a reason.”

Enya chewed her lip again, her eyes flicking back to the cocoon. It wasn’t a perfect plan, but it was better than charging in without a strategy. She just needed to make sure her timing was precise. “Then I’ll have to make sure my bone spears count,” she said, more to herself than anyone else.

Enya’s fingers fidgeted slightly as she began forming the details of her plan. Her gaze darted to her minions—Tim, Grace, and Muffins—all standing in their slightly uneven stances, their glowing eyes unwavering and waiting for her commands. She knew they weren’t invincible. The memory of Muffins’ skull cracking under a spiderling’s bite was still fresh in her mind.

“Alright,” she said, her voice steadier now. “Here’s what we’ll do. Tim and Grace will focus on the cocoon. Their only goal is to destroy it—or at least, make it seem like they are going to destroy it and nothing else. Muffins will stay close to me, ready to intercept anything that tries to get too close. I’ll take aim at the guards first—try to weaken them with bone spears—and then go for the queen.”

“Hmm. Not terrible,” Pell said, leaning on the wall with a nonchalant air. “But what happens if your minions get overwhelmed? Or if the queen doesn’t just sit there and take it? She might decide to attack you directly.”

“I’ll send Muffins out to guard me, while I use up all my mana to attack the guard and queen. “ Enya hesitated, glancing at Josier. “If things go south, you’ll step in, right?”

Josier inclined his head slightly, the faintest hint of a smile playing on his lips. “Of course. I said I’d keep you from getting hurt, and I meant it. But be aware, if I step in, I’ll likely finish the fight quickly. That means you’ll lose out on valuable experience.”

Enya turned her focus back to the chamber. “Tim, Grace, Muffins,” she said, her voice firm as she pointed toward the cocoon, “you know what to do.”

The skeletons moved into position without hesitation, their blades gleaming faintly in the cocoon’s light. Tim and Grace took the lead, their bony frames clicking softly as they moved toward the edge of the drop-off. Muffins lingered closer to Enya, its cracked blade held high and waiting for the next command.

Josier stepped back slightly, leaning against the wall with his arms crossed. “Whenever you’re ready, then. I’ll keep watch for anything unexpected.”

Pell shifted, his glowing eyes narrowing on the scene below. “Remember, kid, speed and focus matters here. If you hesitate, they’ll swarm us before you even get a second shot.”

Enya nodded, swallowing hard. Her eyes flashed yellow, and she took in her surroundings. She raised her hand, summoning the faint glow of magical energy as her fingers tightened into a claw-like shape, a spell circuit instantly appearing above her hand. Her breathing slowed, and she aimed carefully at the nearest guard.

“On my count,” she whispered. “Three... two... one...”

With a sharp motion, she fired her first bone spear. The ground beneath the chamber rumbled slightly, as the bone spear formed, heading straight for the massive spiderling guard perched on the stalagmite. The moment the spear cracked through the ground, Tim and Grace surged forward, clattering down the slope toward the cocoon.

The chamber exploded into motion, a cacophony of hissing, skittering, and the sharp sound of iron swords meeting chitin.

Instead of a cry of pain, the guard let out a furious shriek when Enya’s bone spear hit him. The spear’s tip struck the guard’s legs, but the blow was glancing, causing only a minor graze. It thrashed in violent tantrum, leaping from its perch with a deafening hiss, its eyes scanning the room for its attacker. The queen responded with a series of rapid, twitching motions, and the hive's chaos transformed into an eerie, synchronized defense.

Spiderlings along the walls and ceiling halted their chaotic scurrying, turning their attention to the intruders. Several of them spat razor-thin cobwebs toward Tim and Grace, their silken threads slicing through the air like blades. Tim rolled to the left, his movements clunky but effective, while Grace twisted nimbly to the right, her skeletal frame weaving through the attacks with a more catered precision.

Neither broke their focus on the cocoon.

Two spiderlings darted forward from the ground, their crystalline legs glinting in the blue light. They leaped simultaneously, one aiming for Tim’s chest and the other for his skull. Tim reacted swiftly, raising his sword horizontally. The first spiderling slammed into the blade with a sickening crunch, its momentum forcing Tim to stagger back.

The second spiderling landed but immediately hopped once again, lunging for his head, its mandibles snapping viciously. With a swift, jerky motion, Tim ducked low, the creature sailing just over him and landing in a skittering heap a few feet away.

Grace faced her own threats. Two spiderlings descended from above, their movements eerily smooth as they dangled from silken threads. The first struck, its mandibles snapping inches from her skull. She spun away, her chipped blade slicing upward in a desperate counterattack. The strike hit home, cleaving through the underside of the spiderling and splitting it in two. Its crystalline remains fell to the ground in a heap, glimmering faintly in the chamber's ethereal glow.

The second spiderling lunged at her before she could recover, forcing her to sidestep sharply. She lashed out with her blade, grazing its side and sending it recoiling with an angry hiss.

Tim steadied himself, his glowing sockets locked on the cocoon. Ignoring the spiderlings closing in around him, he swung his sword in a powerful arc, driving one of the smaller creatures back. Grace quickly joined him, swinging her sword in her own desperate but more calculated manner. The two pressed forward, intent on carving a path toward the glowing cocoon at the chamber's heart. The goal was to reach the cocoon and distract, not to fight and kill the spiderlings.

The queen twitched rhythmically, each motion accompanied by a sharp, high-pitched chitter. The sound seemed to ignite the remaining spiderlings into a frenzy, their erratic movements snapping into a coordinated assault. Almost all of the smaller spiderlings surged toward Tim and Grace, converging on their position and encircling them in a suffocating, trap-like formation.

Meanwhile, the royal guard who had been merely grazed by Enya’s earlier bone spear, finally zeroed in on its attacker. It turned its hulking form toward the source of the intrusion—the narrow opening near the top-middle portion of the chamber, the only entrance to their hive. Its multifaceted eyes gleamed with a predatory focus as they locked onto Enya, who stood at the threshold, a second bone spear circuit already taking shape in her hands.
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                Both Tim and Grace were doing well holding their ground, fighting back to back and slowly advancing. Tim deflected another spiderling’s leap with a sharp swing, while Grace, using her chipped blade more like a bat than a sword, sent another crashing to the ground. Despite their effort, the sheer number of spiderlings was overwhelming, and it was hard to get more clean one-hit kills. Even the spiderlings they knocked away were only slightly maimed and cracked.

Far away at the entrance, Enya stood at the edge of the cliffed slope. She steadied her breathing, her fingers tightening as the spell circuit within her palm filled with more and more mana. Her eyes darted between the now-alerted royal guards and the battle taking place with her minions.

She had about 20 points of mana usable right now, and roughly 100 more in excess from her Soul-Energy. This meant she could fire off multiple bone spears with ease.

Above her palm, an 8-mana powered bone spear circuit flashed, sending a rush of energy instantly forward.

The ground beneath the closest royal guard, the one she attacked previously, rumbled once against, before a giant bone-spike ruptured out of the ground. The spiderling, however, noticed the vibrations, and immediately leapt to the side, narrowly avoiding the spike, as debris flew everywhere. It hissed, and the other royal guard hissed in unison, both of them now locked onto Enya.

“Damn it!” Enya seethed.

“Language,” Pell said.

She ignored him, focusing instead on the spell circuit flaring to life in her palm. This time, she funneled the full 10 points of mana into the forming bone spear—the maximum the spell could hold. Unlike her summoning spell, Bone Spear wasn’t upgradable, as its lack of a letter grade on her status screen plainly indicated. It was as strong now as it would ever be. While the spell had proven its worth time and again, relying on it as her sole offensive magic was beginning to feel like a liability.

“Alright… let’s try this again!” she muttered, determination sharpening her voice.

The mana-charged spear quaked with energy as it erupted from the ground, this time aimed at the second royal guard. Yet, just like its counterpart, the spiderling sensed the vibrations beneath the earth and leapt clear, the spear narrowly missing its mark as it shot skyward in a spray of shattered stone.

“Got you!” Enya shouted, her eyes gleaming as she activated the second part of her plan.


Skill: Recast has been activated.


The bone spear, still mid-lunge, vanished in a flash of pale light and reappeared underground, repositioned directly beneath the guard’s trajectory. Before the creature could complete its evasive sidestep, the spear shot upward with a violent crack, striking straight at the underside of its carapace. The impact sent the royal guard flying several feet into the air before crashing down in a tumbling heap.

A triumphant grin spread across Enya’s face—only to falter as the spiderling scrambled upright almost immediately. The only evidence of her attack was a shallow graze marring its crystalline underside.

“What?” Enya gasped, disbelief flooding her voice. Her strongest spell had barely scratched it. The first guard, originally perched on a stalactite, began skittering forward, its many legs moving with unnerving speed as it locked onto Enya’s position.

Her expression hardened. She needed a new strategy, but her options were limited. If a 10-mana Bone Spear barely scratched the royal guard, then surely her minions’ iron swords wouldn’t fare much better. The only other tactic she could think of was a coordinated attack—a barrage of bone spears launched simultaneously by herself and her minions. But she hadn’t had time to refill the spell circuits engraved on their skulls.

Her eyes flicked to Tim and Grace. They were still fighting, locked in a grueling clash, but their progress had slowed. Most of the spiderlings had swarmed them, and the relentless assault was wearing them down. Then, amid her heightened focus, Enya noticed something strange.

The spell circuits on her minions—the ones she’d filled back in the city—felt full again. Her gaze narrowed on them, sensing the mana pulsing within. When did that happen? She didn’t recall recharging them. Did the circuits regenerate on their own? And if so, where was the mana coming from?

It didn’t matter. The current situation didn’t allow her to think more deeply on it. What mattered was that they were ready. And to add on top of it—they were filled to the maximum of 10-mana.

The royal guard was closing in fast, covering the distance between them in massive, skittering strides. With a deep breath, Enya funneled mana into both her palms, forming two fully charged, 10-mana Bone Spears. She reached out with her mind, strengthening her connection to the minions still in the fray. Their circuits hummed with energy, and she felt the mana stored within Tim and Grace's skull engravings—enough for two more spears.

Behind her, Pell stiffened, his glowing sockets locked on the enormous royal spiderling rushing toward them. He glanced at the spell circuits sparking in Enya’s hands, realizing she was about to make her move. Still, the critical moment to strike was slipping away with each passing second.

Josier, meanwhile, leaned casually against the wall, arms crossed, carefully watching everything take place. “Hey… be careful with that spell, the ground—“

The instant the royal guard reached the edge of the slope, Enya unleashed her spells.

The circuits in her palms flared, activating the spells. Simultaneously, the engraved circuits on Tim and Grace pulsed, unleashing their stored mana. Four bone spears erupted from the stone floor, timed perfectly to catch the spiderling in mid-charge.

The ground trembled beneath the combined force of the spells. Jagged bone spikes shot up from the earth in a deadly pattern, surrounding the spiderling. Each spear targeted a vulnerable angle—the legs, the torso, the underside—leaving the guard with nowhere to leap. It tried to calculate where to leap, but the myriad of eruptions from beneath seemed to confuse it, leaving it exposed.

The royal guard screeched, its crystalline exoskeleton vibrating with an ear-piercing resonance as the bone spears struck true. One pierced through a foreleg, anchoring it to the ground, while another scraped along its side, leaving a deep gash that oozed a strange, shimmering ichor. A third spear shattered against its armored torso, while the fourth lodged itself firmly in the creature’s underbelly, forcing it to stagger back.

“Hey!” Josier called out sharply from behind.

“Stay back!” Pell shouted, stepping instinctively in front of Enya. His bony arms encircled her, pulling her close as the ground beneath them began to tremble ominously.

“Pell! What are you—” Enya’s protest was cut short by a sudden jolt as the slope gave way beneath their feet.

The tremors from her spell had loosened the stone, causing an entire section of the slope to crumble. The two of them tumbled down in a chaotic spiral, the world spinning wildly as they slid closer into the chamber. Muffins, who was standing to the side, also slipped and fell.

Pell clung to Enya, shielding her as jagged rocks and debris pummeled him instead of her. They both rolled until finally coming to a stop a few seconds later. The injured royal guard skittered a few feet away, its limbs flailing as it struggled to right itself.

Josier, on the other hand, landed higher up, balancing precariously on a section of collapsed stone. His posture was less composed than usual, but he managed to steady himself, his expression cool despite the chaos below.

Enya scrambled to her knees, her eyes darting between Pell, who was shakily pushing himself upright, and the spiderling, whose screeches signaled its growing frustration. Muffins was still recovering and also getting back up, but their sword was now trapped under rubble.

“Are you two alive?” Josier called down, his tone as casual as if he were asking about the weather.

“Define alive!” Pell groaned, clutching his side as he staggered to his feet.

His next retort was interrupted by the royal guard lunging forward, its crystalline mandibles snapping inches from Pell.

Josier tensed and was about to make a move, but he felt something change. He hesitated and paused. Something was telling him that the situation was going to be okay.

Seeing the spiderling come at him, Pell flinched, raising an arm to shield himself, and to everyone’s shock, the creature’s attack failed to do any damage. The mandibles clamped down on his forearm but skidded off as if meeting unyielding steel.

Pell stared at his arm in disbelief. “What the—”

A white misty aura began to permeate his arm, the same anomaly that had appeared when he was attacked by that repulsive adventurer back in the city. For some inexplicable reason, he was able to block the spider from crunching down and shattering his arm.

Enya, who had rolled away after the fall, looked up at them. Her eyes let her see what was going on. She focused hard, and she felt a familiar energy radiating from Pell.

Soul-Energy.

But why was Pell radiating the same Soul-Energy that she had within her body? She was given access to it from her class, so why did Pell also have it? Did this mean other people had the capability to harness it, or was it something else?

Pell grunted, and punched the spiderling straight on its face. A loud cracking noise erupted, but not from shattering bone. The spiderling was sent flying a few feet backwards as its face cracked. Pell noticed that his fist was covered in the white misty aura, but slowly disappeared immediately after the punch.

Enya watched. The Soul-Energy that was radiating from Pell completely disappeared after that punch. She couldn’t sense anything else anymore.

“The hell is going on? What happened to me?” Pell asked, gaze flicking from the royal guard and his own fist. The white mist had disappeared.

“Pell!” Enya called out.

He turned, noticing her beady yellow eyes staring at him. “What?”

“I’m going to try something! Can you fight the spider?” she yelled.

“What the hell are you talking about? I ain’t a fighter. I don’t know what the hell just happened but I’m not going—“

“Please! I have a plan. You’ll be fine!” she said, pausing, “—I think!”

Enya channeled the Soul-Energy within her body. There was a skill that she had that could still utilize Soul-Energy.


Skill: Transfiguration of Soul [Passive]
Harness soul-energy as a power source to forge, mold, or refine materials. You can also use soul-energy to help assist in the bending, shaping, or restructuring of materials with enhanced precision.
[Soul-Energy Cost: Variable]


She had worked with bones before as a crafting material—a recipe which involved crushed bone dust. If bones counted as a material for her crafting, then they should also be a conduit for her Soul-Energy.

Enya extended her hand, sending a concentrated wave of Soul-Energy toward Pell. The misty aura swirled around him, sinking into his skeletal frame. As she worked, a realization dawned on her. She had imbued Pell with Soul-Energy once before—but not directly.

Back when his skull had been cracked in the dungeon, she’d been forced to repair it before placing his soul, extracted from the dungeon core, back into his body. She’d used the Gravemoss Poultice, a salve crafted with her Soul-Energy and other ingredients, to mend his skull. The rest of his body had been created entirely with Soul-Energy, a modified application of her summon skeleton spell.

Her other minions, however, were different. They were constructs of pure mana, summoned by expending her magical reserves. Even the trio of minions she relied on now had been recreated through the use of mana potions. Unlike Pell, they lacked any connection to her Soul-Energy.

The effect was immediate. Pell’s body began to glow faintly as his bones absorbed the energy. A pale, ghastly light illuminated his frame, spreading across his arms and legs. He stared down at himself, watching as his skeletal structure transformed.

The coarse texture of his bones smoothed out, hardening into a substance that looked almost metallic. His movements, once slightly jerky, now seemed fluid, as though his body had been reinforced from the inside out.


Soul-Energy: 198/200
Soul-Energy: 184/200
Soul-Energy: 173/200

System Notification: Crafting Complete.
Bone x 206 has been successfully upgraded into Soul-Forged Bone x 206

Item Name: Soul-Forged Bone
Tier: Bronze
Rank: A-
Effect: A bone that has been infused with Soul-Energy, greatly increasing its durability and compatibility with other magical sources.


Enya’s eyes widened as the notification flashed before her. Soul-Forged Bone? She hadn’t expected her energy to upgrade his very composition, treating him like a crafting material. But there was no time to dwell on the implications.

Pell flexed his fingers, testing his newfound strength as the faint glow of Soul-Energy pulsed through his frame. “What the hell is happening to me?”

“You’re stronger now!” Enya shouted, her focus sharp as she finished imbuing Pell.

The royal guard screeched again, the sound reverberating through the cavern as it braced itself for another charge. Its sharp legs scraped against the ground before it launched forward, mandibles wide and gleaming.

“Go kill it, Pell!” Enya yelled, desperation edging her voice. “You got this! I can repair you if you die!”

Pell shot her a glare over his shoulder, his jaw—or what passed for one—tight with irritation. “This isn’t what I fucking signed up for when I said I was okay with going to the hunting grounds!”

Still, the anger faded as fight-or-flight instincts kicked in. The massive spider barreled toward him, its glossy eyes reflecting the faint glow of his enchanted bones. Pell squared his shoulders, standing firm as the creature closed the distance.

The royal guard lunged, its mandibles snapping toward his chest. Pell raised his left arm just in time, the chitinous jaws clamping down with a sickening crunch. But instead of shattering, his steel-like bones held fast.

“Not today!” he growled, cocking his other arm back. With a burst of power, he punched the spider square in its cluster of eyes.

The force of the blow sent the creature flying. It tumbled through the air, legs flailing, before landing in a heap near the other royal guard, right at the Spiderling Queen’s feet. The injured spider lay twitching on its back, its legs splayed out in the air.

“Holy shit,” Pell muttered, staring at his fist in disbelief. He had just done that. A monster that could crack skulls like eggs had barely scratched him, and he’d sent it flying like it was nothing.

His moment of awe was cut short by a piercing chorus of screeches. Enya’s gaze snapped toward the source—a growing horde of spiderlings skittering into the chamber, their glossy bodies shimmering altogether like an array of flashing lights.

A notification chimed in her mind, but she didn’t need to check it. The scene in front of her said it all.

Tim and Grace were gone. Their broken forms lay crumpled on the ground, surrounded by unmoving spiderlings. They had taken down a few before falling, but their absence left a gaping hole in her defenses. Now it was just her, Pell, Muffins, and Josier against the Spiderling Queen, a royal guard, and over a dozen spiderling fighters.

“Hey, kid,” Pell said, backing up slowly as he kept his gaze locked on the advancing horde. “If you can do whatever you did to me, can you do the same to that other skeleton? Or maybe summon some more? I ain’t a madman who thinks I can take all these things on my own.”

Enya nodded, her mind already racing. If it had worked on Pell, there was no reason it couldn’t work again—especially if she poured her Soul-Energy directly into her summons. It might be risky, but they didn’t have any other choice.

The queen skittered a command, and suddenly, the entire horde of spiderlings, and royal guard began to charge forward.

Pell took a defensive position, and Muffins stepped beside him for support.

“I can fend off a few of those spiderlings while you prepare your new summons,” Josier said, leaping over to the side of where the spiderlings were coming from.

“Thank you guys!” she said, prepping a newly formed spell circuit, fueled with Soul-Energy. “Alright! Three more Soul-Forged skeletons coming up!”


            

    
        B2 - Chapter 17: The Spiderling Queen

    
    
    
    
                A spiderling flew through the air, crashing to the ground dozens of feet away. Its body shattered on impact, shards and splinters scattering like debris.

“I can’t believe this is happening!” Pell shouted, his voice a mix of disbelief and irritation. He swung another punch at a leaping spiderling, but this time, his fist hit nothing but air. The creature’s attack was a feint, and it sailed past him effortlessly.

Before Pell could react, another spiderling slammed into his leg. He stumbled slightly, trying to shake it off, but the creature clung tightly to him. “Get off me!” he growled, attempting to kick it away. As he raised a fist to smash it, the spiderling suddenly released its grip and leapt back, leaving him punching at empty space.

“Damn buggers,” Pell muttered under his breath, annoyance creeping into his tone.

While some of his attacks were landing with devastating results—leaving spiderlings crushed and lifeless—he noticed their tactics shifting. The initial frenzy of straightforward attacks gave way to something far more unpredictable. The spiderlings began faking strikes, skittering in erratic patterns, and coordinating their movements in strange, unsettling formations.

Out of the corner of his eye, Pell caught sight of the royal guard he had punched earlier. It was back on its feet, standing protectively near the Spiderling Queen. The cracks on its face glinted faintly, a testament to the force of his blow, but it was clear that one punch wasn’t enough to bring it down. The beast was dazed before, but now it seemed even more determined to fight.

Meanwhile, Enya stood a few feet away, her hands glowing as she completed a spell. Her focus was razor-sharp, the air around her thick with the energy of her summoning. “Alright, Fred, get ready for the fight!” she commanded, her voice steady despite the chaos.

The spell circuit flashed, and a skeleton emerged before her, its magically crafted bones glowing faintly with a ghostly sheen. It ran forward to assist Pell and Muffins.


Soul-Energy: 103/200
System Notification: Name ‘Fred’ has been registered to Level 10 Skeleton

Name: Fred
Level: 10
Type: Soul-Forged Humanoid Skeleton
Class: Unassigned
Power Rating: 581


This skeleton was unlike the usual ones she summoned. Its bones gleamed with a ghastly, steel-like sheen, much like Pell’s fortified frame. It stood upright with an imposing presence, its movements crisp and precise compared to the sluggish demeanor of her earlier creations. If it had been clad in extra bone armor, it might have resembled a miniature noble knight like Mr. Bones.

Grace and Tim had fallen, and their equipment had met a similar fate. Their swords were chipped, cracked, and reduced to useless fragments. Swinging iron against hard crystal was hardly an ideal strategy, and it had cost them dearly.

Enya’s mind raced. The spiderling horde was closing in on Pell, and if she didn’t act, he might end up like Grace and Tim. Half of Pell’s and Muffin’s attacks were missing, due to some new movement pattern from the spiderlings. The two royal guards and the Spiderling Queen still loomed, mostly untouched and still dangerous. Josier, meanwhile, had taken to facing most of the horde directly, but his movements were cautious. He dodged, never striking, likely holding back to let her take the lead.

Her pulse quickened. If she didn’t act soon, Pell might share the same fate as Grace and Tim. She needed a solution.

A spell circuit flickered to life in front of her palm, glowing faintly as she concentrated.

The numbers flashed in her mind. At its current rank, her Summon Skeleton spell consumed just 18 mana. With the help of her Hordespawn necklace, the cost dropped further, down to 15. However, the spell’s rank placed limits on what she could achieve. Back in the dungeon, Bonehead’s massive form had forced a density reduction because the spell couldn’t support both its size and durability. She couldn’t simply pour more mana into the spell to bypass these restrictions; she’d need either a higher rank or an entirely new spell to push past these boundaries.

The circuit shimmered, and her imagination took over.

She closed her eyes, envisioning the strange, large elongated figure of Stupidface. Her mind conjured up pieces of imaginary bones, connecting them into a unique configuration. She worked feverishly, piecing together a structure that was both functional and monstrous.

The skeletal blueprint began to take form in her mind’s eye, wild and unorthodox, forming piece by piece in an invisible latticed array before finally taking shape in front of her.

Next, a notification appeared.



Spell: Summon Skeleton has been activated.
Soul-Energy: 73/200
You have successfully summoned a Level 10 Skeleton.
Would you like to give a name to Level 10 Skeleton?
[Accept/Decline]


Name: UnassignedLevel: 10
Type: Repulsive Soul-Forged Quadruped Skeleton
Class: Unassigned
Power Rating: 329


“What?” Enya sputtered, staring at the prompt in disbelief. “Repulsive?”

Her cheeks flushed with indignation. “Stupid system! Why don’t you just work, right?” she snapped, thoroughly offended by the insult to her creation. She’d done her best! Sure, she knew most of the human skeleton by heart thanks to Sable’s books, but anything beyond that—like rats—was a different story. No one wrote anatomy books for rat bones!

She turned to inspect her summoning work as it fully took shape before her. It bore a passing resemblance to Stupidface if you squinted and ignored the details. But up close...

The creature looked like a nightmarish chimera. A rat-like skeleton warped with unsettling human traits: its ribcage was unmistakably human, its skull a grotesque hybrid of a human cranium and a rat’s elongated snout. The tail, poorly assembled, dangled limply, while its hands featured far too many disturbingly human fingers.

“Okay, maybe it is kind of disgusting,” she admitted silently, grimacing.

Even the power rating confirmed her suspicions. Fred’s strength as a Soul-Forged skeleton far exceeded this abomination, which was weaker than Stupidface had been at his weakest. It became clear that bone structure, consistency, and anatomical accuracy played significant roles in a summon’s overall power.

“Hey! Quit gawking and send it into the fight!” Pell hollered, his voice laced with urgency. He, Muffins, and Fred were locked in a tense battle with the two royal guards. The guards moved cautiously, feinting and testing their attacks, which kept the group off balance. Meanwhile, the smaller spiderlings switched tactics, firing sticky, crystal-infused cobwebs to slow Pell and the others. Without blades, the sticky crystalline webs were proving to be the biggest issue.

Pell swung at a smaller spiderling, sending it flying. But instead of shattering into shards as they had earlier, it landed with only a visible crack along its crystalline body. Webs were strewn about Pell’s body, and his reflexes slowed in consequence.

“I swear I’m not getting weaker, but these things are tougher now!” Pell shouted, frustration mounting. “They’re not breaking apart anymore!”

A rapid series of clicks echoed through the cavern. The Spiderling Queen snapped its mandibles rhythmically, the light blue gem atop its head pulsating with an ominous, hypnotic glow.

“Alright, alright, sorry!” Enya called back, shaking herself out of her thoughts.

She set the skeleton’s name and pointed sharply toward the fray. The newly summoned creature’s quadrupedal form gave it an advantage in close combat—it didn’t need weapons to fight, relying instead on its jagged teeth and iron-hard tail.


System Notification: Name ‘Uglyface’ has been registered to Level 10 Skeleton


“Go help Pell!” she commanded, thrusting her hand forward.

Uglyface skittered forward with an ungainly gait—which did not look pretty—and leaped into the fray alongside Pell, Muffins, and Fred. The sight of the warped, human-rat skeleton briefly distracted the royal guards, along with Pell himself. But that hesitation didn’t last long.

The first guard lunged at Pell with razor-sharp legs, forcing him to dodge backward, while the second one darted toward Muffins, who countered with a quick swing of their arm. Uglyface, meanwhile, ran and sank its jagged teeth into a smaller spiderling, shaking its elongated neck like a feral beast until the creature crumbled into shards.

“Nice job, Uglyface!” Enya shouted, despite herself.

Pell blocked another strike from the royal guard, his iron-like forearm clashing against its crystalline leg. “These damn things just don’t quit!” he growled, launching a counterpunch that sent the guard stumbling away but still standing on all its legs.

Suddenly, a sharp skittering noise drew Enya’s attention. Her stomach dropped as she spotted a rogue spiderling breaking from the horde. It darted past the others, its eight legs blurring as it made a direct beeline for her.

“Kid! Dodge!” Pell yelled, his voice cutting through the chaos.

Enya’s heart pounded as she saw the creature rear back, its abdomen glowing faintly. Instinct screamed at her to move. She kicked off the ground just as the spiderling fired a sticky, glimmering cobweb. The web shot through the air, narrowly missing her and splattering onto the cavern floor where she’d just stood, sharp shards splintering off the congealed mass.

Her new boots flared faintly with enchanted energy, enhancing her agility. Her leap felt almost weightless, carrying her higher than she expected, her body responding with reflexes she hadn’t thought possible.

“Whoa!” Enya gasped, twisting mid-air. She landed lightly and broke into a sprint, her boots propelling her forward toward the collapsed slope. Another spiderling shot a web in her direction, but this time she bounded over it with ease, the rubble from earlier serving as her stepping stones.

She leapt onto a jagged piece of fallen rock, her boots giving her just enough momentum to propel herself higher. Another jump took her to an even larger slab, her legs steady despite the uneven surface. The ruined slope stretched upward like a jagged staircase, and she climbed it with rapid, effortless strides. It felt like she was almost flying, completely weightless, and that she could just keep going up forever.

One final leap carried her back to the top, the passage where they all had come from in front of her. She came to a halt and turned around.

From her elevated position, Enya had a perfect vantage point over the battlefield. The cavern below was a chaotic swirl of motion: Pell and Muffins were holding their ground against the royal guards, their movements coordinated but strained.

Fred had turned around and managed to kick away the spiderling that attacked her—but like Pell had mentioned, the spiderlings didn’t die in one hit anymore. It was still alive and kicking, only briefly dazed. Uglyface now circled the guard near Muffins, snapping at its legs in an attempt to unbalance it.

The Spiderling Queen remained ominously still, its mandibles clicking in rhythmic, unsettling patterns. The gem atop its head pulsed brighter now, as though drawing energy from the battle around it.

If the Queen was the one controlling them, then that was the main enemy she needed to take out. If the Queen died, surely the others would either die too or quit fighting altogether.

Enya’s gaze sharpened on the blue crystal. Her Absolute Focus skill was fully engaged, amplifying her awareness. Something was off. The gem—it was pulsing, and the Queen’s movements were synchronized with it, almost as if she were tethered to its rhythm.

As Enya expanded her sensory range, stretching her awareness to include the Queen, she felt a strange pull. It wasn’t coming from her immediate surroundings, but from the crystal itself. A force—invisible and subtle—radiated from it.

That’s when she felt it.

A wave of energy originating from the crystal flowed throughout the cavern. It wasn’t mana—it was something else, a strange, ethereal force. The white, green, yellow, and rare blue crystals scattered throughout the chamber seemed to react to the pulse, their energy swirling and intertwining in the air. It was as if every crystal was part of a vast, interconnected web.

Enya could feel the web now, its energy vibrating through the very walls, floor, and ceiling. And then it clicked—the Queen wasn’t just a leader. She was a conductor, using the energy from the crystals to empower her hive. This must have been why Pell had said the spiderlings were growing stronger. The Queen was channeling energy from the surrounding crystals, feeding it into her forces.

A sudden notification flashed in her mind.


New Skill Notification: Perception [C] has ranked up to Perception [C+]

System Notification: 100 of 100 EXP has been allocated to Visionary.Your level has increased from level 1 to level 4.
Experience Remaining Until Next Level: 30/49

Skill: Insight has been obtained.
Description: Gain access to hidden information relating to the target.[Mana cost: 0MP]
[Cooldown: 1 minute]


This was unexpected. For the first time since unlocking her innate class, Enya had actually gained experience for it. And not just any experience—she had received a new skill: Insight.

Now, with the Queen still chittering and sending out orders, Enya knew it was a good opportunity to test it out. She turned her full attention to the Spiderling Queen, and activated her new skill, which was now deeply ingrained in her brain.


Skill: Insight has been activated.
Target: Crystal Spiderling Queen
Revealed Information: The Crystal Spiderling Queen can command its hive by channeling a hivemind-linked power using the crystal embedded onto its back. The higher rarity the crystal, the more powerful the overall hive.


“I see…” Enya muttered under her breath. This skill felt like a more specific version of what Pell had described about the Identify skill, or perhaps his own Appraisal skill. It revealed useful information without her needing to search for it.

Now that she understood the Queen’s control over the hive, the crystals must have been the key. If they were transferring energy between each other, it was no wonder the spiderlings were growing stronger by the minute. But attacking the Queen directly while she and her hive were powered up seemed reckless.

But Pell had said something earlier about the crystals—how they reacted to sunlight. They worked in the dark, but fizzled out in the light. Maybe there was a way to shut them down.

"Hey! Pell Josier!" Enya shouted. "Do the green, yellow, and blue crystals turn off in sunlight too?"

Pell, swarmed by spiderlings and royal guards, was too busy to respond directly. He was still holding his own, but fighting while talking wasn’t easy.

“I believe so!” Josier called back, dodging a spiderling’s leap. “The white crystals glow in the darkness, but the others—they do the same, plus some other things—that’s why they’re more rare and valuable!”

Enya’s mind clicked into place. If that was true… she could use it.

"Thanks, Josier!" she yelled, the wheels in her head already turning. "Also, close your eyes!"

Without waiting for an answer or even checking if he was prepared, Enya dug into her pocket and pulled out the shiny badge she had bought from the trinket shop. If this badge was as bright as the dwarf had said, then surely it would be enough to affect the crystals, maybe even blind the Queen’s control over them.

She’d stared at the sun before—accidentally, of course. She knew just how intense the light could get, so she only hoped that this badge would match that level of brilliance.

Her eyes were empowered, and her minions had soul-flames for eyes—so there was no problem with her using it now.

“Shine!” she yelled, gripping the badge tightly in her fingers, and the moment the command left her lips, a blinding flash erupted from the badge.

The light shot through the cavern like a second sun. Enya squinted against the sudden brilliance, but thanks to her Absolute Focus skill, her glowing yellow eyes remained sharp. She could still perceive everything as the world around her turned white, a brilliant radiance that swallowed everything.

The effect was immediate. The energy in the crystals flickered, shuddered, and then... shattered.

There was a deep rumble, followed by a shower of broken pieces raining down. The cavern seemed to shudder as the once-glowing crystals flickered out. The oppressive hum of the Queen's power, the steady pulse from her gem, died down into silence.

All of the energy, that field of power that webbed across the cavern, connecting all of the spiderlings together—had disappeared. Everything felt different. The air, the ground, the very walls seemed to lose their vibrancy, as if the energy that had fueled everything had just been snuffed out.

The entire cave was dark, now barely any visible light to be seen. However, Enya’s sensory field still let her feel and detect everything. This proved to be extra useful, because the bond she shared with her minions also acted in part like a hive mind effect, allowing her to direct all of her minions in the dark subconsciously.

In the darkness, Enya now ruled supreme. It was her turn to command the army.

She sent a mental command throughout her bond and had them all focus on the Queen’s position. Everyone: Muffins, Fred, Uglyface, and even… Pell? They all snapped towards the Queen, their faint, ghastly soul-flames dancing like foreboding nightmares.

“Skeletal Spiderling Queen, here I come,” Enya whispered, a devious grin on her face.


            

    
        B2 - Chapter 18: Minions must serve their Master

    
    
    
    
                Uglyface lunged forward, sinking its jagged teeth into a dazed crystal spiderling. The creature had no chance to react, its fragile body snapping apart like a brittle twig between Uglyface's relentless maw.

With the crystalline energy no longer surging through the hive, the spiderlings were significantly weaker. The Queen’s advantage had crumbled, leaving Enya’s soul-forged minions now superior to their foes.

Enya had four active fighters: Pell, Fred, Muffins, and Uglyface. Muffins hadn’t been enhanced yet—she hadn’t had a moment to focus, since she was dodging slicing cobwebs only a minute prior. For now, Muffins remained as-is, and Enya decided not to waste resources upgrading it just yet.


Soul-Energy: 73/200


Her reserves were running low. Between shielding herself, summoning bone spikes, and creating her current minions, she barely had enough energy left to summon two more soul-forged skeletons. Even if she did, she’d only have enough mana left for one more bone spear before running completely dry. Sure, there were corpses scattered across the battlefield to absorb Soul Energy from—but dashing into the chaos to crouch down and absorb Soul-Energy, seemed like a terrible idea.

“Not so damn tough now, are ya?” Pell growled, delivering a solid kick to the spiderling that had shot a cobweb at him. The creature hurtled across the cavern floor, pieces of it breaking and laying strewn across the ground.

A sharp, grating chittering noise came from the Queen. The hive reacted instantly, their movements shifting into a defensive formation. The remaining spiderlings gathered in a tight line, creating a barrier between the Queen and her attackers.

The regular spiderlings weren’t much of a threat anymore, but the guards—hulking and heavily armored—still posed a challenge, even without their crystalline enhancements.

Fred didn’t hesitate. He charged in, leading the assault while Muffins followed behind. Fred launched a fist forward, chitin crunching under the force of his blows as he struck a spiderling. Muffins ran forward, crouched lower, focused on intercepting the smaller spiderlings that tried to counter against Fred.

The royal guards, however, were a different foe altogether. The mildly injured royal guard, cracks marring its face, scurried forward at Pell. Although the cave was filled with darkness, the loud cracking sound of bones easily revealed her minion’s positions.

The guard raised a thick, barbed limb and swung downward at Pell with powerful force. Pell caught the limb mid-swing, his bones creaking under the strain. Although he was strengthened now, he was still an inexperienced fighter.

“Pell, you got this!” Enya barked, her glowing eyes flickering as her eyes scanned across the battles happening.

Fred turned and darted in next. He lunged at the guard’s exposed flank while Pell held its leg still. A swift kick from Fred sent his bony foot into a cracked portion of its carapace, widening the fracture. A shrill screech escaped the spiderling as it flew in the air, its leg severed as Pell’s grip held true. It thrashed about in the air before landing in a heap far away.

The royal guard tried to stand, but it wobbled as it did so.

“Uglyface! Finish that thing off!” Enya commanded.

From the right, a spiderling was knocked straight into the air, dozens of feet as Uglyface burst through a swarm of spiderlings surrounding it. Its powerful, ugly legs stomped against the ground, propelling it forward at extreme speed. Uglyface didn’t opt to bite, to claw, or to even swipe the guard with its tail. Instead, it lowered its head, its snout sharp and pointed, running straight at the guard.

Crash!

A flurry of crystal and bone fragments exploded everywhere. The royal guard shattered completely into pieces, while a massive portion of Uglyface's face became less… stupid.

Enya focused in at the collision, and she noticed that its entire snout had broken. Even though it was a Soul-Forged skeleton, the royal guard’s crystalline toughness couldn’t be underestimated.

A leftover blue gem fell onto the ground as the guard’s body shattered. This was the same crystal that was similar to the one on the Spiderling Queen’s back. However, it was now dim, devoid of light. With her sight, Enya noticed small micro-cracks that lined on the crystal. This was most likely caused by the light that radiated from her badge, overloading it and damaging it like the others around the cave.

She felt kind of bad; she knew how much Pell needed money, and apparently these gems could have been worth something. He had spent money on her for the gear she had, boots and badge alike. However, if she could grab some of the rare crystals Pell was hoping for, then maybe she could pay back his kindness. But now, because of her actions, they may all be deemed useless, as she essentially had just broken them.

“Maybe the city lord will compensate him,” she murmured, though a wry grin crossed her face. “No one says no to someone as cute as me, right?”

Shaking off the thought, she refocused.

One down.

Under ten spiderlings remained, along with the last royal guard and the Spiderling Queen. The Queen herself had stayed eerily still, her tiny body watching the fight unfold with twitching mandibles. Enya noticed how it never acted directly, relying entirely on its hive to protect it.

“She’s like me,” Enya muttered, a flicker of understanding crossing her features. “Weak on her own, but strong with her minions.”

But the tide had turned. Enya’s skeletal fighters had the upper hand, their soul-forged strength outmatching the Queen’s crippled forces.

“Alright,” she whispered, her grin sharpening. “Let’s finish this.”

Pell and the rest of her minions regrouped, while the remaining spiderlings formed a tighter defensive line in front of the queen.

The line of spiderlings all opened their mandibles. Enya recognized this motion; they were about to shoot those razor-sharp crystal cobwebs—nearly a dozen of them at the same time.

The instant she noticed this, she sent a mental command through her bond, warning everyone with her thoughts.

“Pell! They’re about to—“ she yelled out, but was cut off mid-sentence.

“I heard you the first time!” Pell shouted back, already darting off to the side.

What? She hadn’t warned him about the incoming attack. Her other minions were warned through her bond, but Pell didn’t count as one of her minions. What exactly was he on about?

A cacophony of other crashes rang out in different directions. All of her minions managed to scatter and dodge the bombardment of cobwebs shot at them. Crystal webs covered the cavern walls, some of them splintering into reflective shards that slightly gleamed in the darkness.

“Uglyface! Charge—” Enya stopped herself mid-command. Though the spiderlings couldn’t see, they could clearly hear. That was how they kept pinpointing everyone’s positions in the pitch-dark cave. Shouting commands only gave away her location—a mistake she couldn’t afford to repeat.

She shifted to using the mental link with her minions, though that meant Pell would be left out of the loop. He wasn’t her summon and bound to her magic like the others; he’d have to figure things out on his own. She could only hope he’d keep up the pace with the rest.

Uglyface, charge into the horde and clear a path for Fred! Do whatever you can, even if you fall!

The mental command zipped across their bond, and Uglyface immediately veered mid-sprint. Its skeletal form scuttled behind the spiderlings, heading straight for those preparing another volley of crystal webs. Quick and erratic, it lunged forward, biting and snapping at a smaller spiderling with its uneven jaw.

But the horde wasn’t idle. A nearby spiderling spat out a razor-sharp cobweb that wrapped tightly around Uglyface's hind legs. The skeletal rat faltered, tumbling forward in a wild crash. Its frame skidded to a stop in the center of the cavern, momentarily immobilized, thrashing about in an attempt to get rid of the webbing.

Fred, meanwhile, shattered two spiderlings with swift, brutal strikes and sprinted to help Uglyface. Muffins struggled, locked in a prolonged battle with a single, stubborn spiderling, its blows less efficient but determined. Everyone else was empowered by Soul-Energy, but at least Muffins could keep an extra spiderling preoccupied.

Pell faced off against the last royal guard. He circled it carefully, his fingers twitching and flexing as his hollow eyes stayed locked on the hulking creature. With a sharp clash, they collided—Pell’s skeletal hands gripping and straining against the guard’s barbed limbs. They locked in place, both struggling in a contest of raw strength and attrition.

Everyone was occupied. Everyone, except for Enya—and the Spiderling Queen.

From the shadowy tunnel entrance, Enya’s glowing yellow eyes pierced the gloom shrouding the hive. Her gaze locked onto her target. She began channeling magic, her Soul-Energy weaving the intricate spell circuit for a full-powered bone spear. A plan had begun to form in her mind, and she was ready to execute it.

Those spiderlings won’t be a problem soon, since Muffins, Fred, and Uglyface are taking care of them. But that big spider is a problem. But what if…

Her eyes narrowed as she adjusted her aim, calculating her next move.

A phrase from Sable’s books resurfaced in her mind.

Minions exist to serve their master.

Summons, constructs, and Soul-Forged skeletons—minions alike—they are all just tools meant to be used. Things to serve and protect their owner or master. Enya understood this truth well. Her minions would act to shield her from harm instinctively.

The spiderling hive must operate in the same way as her and her own minions. After all, what was a Queen without her subjects? If she could exploit this strength, and turn it into a weakness…

Her lips curled into a sharp grin. The bone spear circuit solidified in her hand, its ghostly glow illuminating her expression, a shine that none else could see without mana sensitivity.

The ground beneath the Spiderling Queen trembled. Pebbles and fragments of stone jittered and danced, a precursor to something massive tearing through the earth. The crystalline spider froze, its chittering silenced as it sensed the impending threat.

Pell, locked in his struggle against the royal guard, suddenly felt the pressure lift. The guard disengaged with a sharp leap, leaving Pell stumbling forward as it scurried frantically toward its queen.

The Spiderling Queen reacted immediately, its many legs scrambling to pull it away from the danger below. From beneath the stone, the bone spear burst upward, rupturing the ground where the queen had been a moment earlier.

“Now!” Enya shouted, her voice cutting through the chaos.

The spear shot skyward, a jagged, ghostly spike of necromantic power. At the same moment, the cavern erupted into motion. Like gears in a machine, every player moved in unison, their actions moving according to what she envisioned.

The Spiderling Queen dodged the spear—barely. Its legs scrambled for purchase as it threw itself clumsily across the ground, its movements awkward but swift. However, the bone spear accomplished what Enya had wanted.

The royal guard, closing in on its queen, rushed straight into her trap.


Skill: Recast has been activated.


The spear, never intended to strike the queen, reappeared in a blur, bursting upward once more. This time, it pierced cleanly through the royal guard’s undercarapace. The creature’s body lurched as it was impaled, the bone spike carrying it upward with brutal force. Its body flew alongside the tip of the spike, the bone raising faster than the spider’s body. This resulted in what was like what Enya had eaten back in town, the delicious street-food known as a kabob.

Behind the Spiderling Queen, the ground rumbled with a different kind of threat. Heavy, pounding footsteps approached quickly.

The queen turned, its smaller size allowing for quicker movement compared to its guards. But it was already too late.

Muffins barreled in with surprising speed, his skeletal arms outstretched. Before the queen could react, he scooped it up, clamping it tightly in his bony grasp.

The spiderlings were small and compact, about the size of pillows, while the royal guards towered over them, nearly reaching Enya’s neck. By contrast, the Spiderling Queen was diminutive—barely larger than Pell’s skull. If she held it with both palms flat, it would fit snugly.

Muffins continued his frantic laps around the cavern, the Spiderling Queen wriggling helplessly in his skeletal hands. Despite its impressive title, the queen was frail—too weak and fragile to even attempt escaping. It was clear now that its role in the hive was more conductor than combatant, directing the swarm rather than leading any fights.

Uglyface and Fred were acting wildly, stepping in and stopping the advance of the remaining swarm. Muffins was now the prized possession that they all wanted, and Enya was going to make good use of that fact; scrambling the hive and whittling them down one by one as they tried to save their queen.

With both royal guards defeated, only a few scattered spiderlings remained, their resistance feeble against the relentless onslaught of Enya’s Soul-Forged minions, Pell included. She was surprised to realize just how effective her creations had become; the cleanup was swift and decisive.

[image: image]

“I am sick—and tired—of you! Go and die already!” Pell bellowed, punctuating his rage by punting the last spiderling with his bony foot. The unfortunate creature sailed through the air before slamming into the cavern wall with a sickening crunch. Ichor splattered, and shards of broken crystal scattered across the ground.

Enya dropped back into the cavern’s center, crouching as she pulled out her bonecarver’s quill. With careful precision, she began etching a circuit onto Fred’s skull. The design was familiar—create light, the very first spell she’d learned in the dungeon. Although it wasn’t registered in her system anymore, the patterns were still fresh in her memory, allowing her to cast—or in this case—engrave manually.

“And let there be light!” she declared, raising her hands theatrically as she finished engraving the circuit.

Fred’s skull flickered to life, illuminating the dark cavern like a makeshift street lamp. The glow chased away the shadows, revealing the aftermath of the battle. Corpses, ichor, bone chips, and crystal fragments lay in piles everywhere the eye could see.

“Never thought I’d miss light this much,” Josier muttered, stepping into view.

He had been on the front lines earlier, holding back the bulk of the hive swarm while Enya formulated her plans, summoned minions, and directed them all in battle. However, after her little light show with the badge, he’d wisely retreated to the outskirts, wary of being caught in another burst of brilliance that would leave him blinded.

Though he’d avoided losing his eyesight, his human eyes couldn’t pierce the darkness like hers or the others. Now, with Fred’s illumination, he could finally take in the scene—and the extent of their victory. He had been cautiously listening as hard as he could, to ensure there wasn’t any real danger that would befall them, but it seemed like his caution was now unwarranted.

Pell approached, stretching his arms and legs with exaggerated motions. His joints creaked and cracked noisily, evidence of how hard he’d pushed himself during the fight. He gave Enya a pointed look.

“I’ve got so many questions—like why I’ve got this creepy glowing mist around me, why I suddenly feel way stronger than usual, and why I kept hearing your voice in my head—but I’ll save those for later. Are we done here?”

Voice in his head? Enya blinked, confused. She opened her mouth to ask, but Pell spoke again.

“Everything’s dead now. Except for that queen spider your skeleton cupcake is holding—”

“Muffins!” Enya interjected sharply.

Pell paused, brow ridges lifting in mock confusion. “What?”

“His name is Muffins, not cupcake!” she corrected with a huff.

Pell groaned, rubbing his temple as if the correction physically pained him. “Fine,” he grumbled. “Muffins is still holding that damn spider queen. Why haven’t you killed it yet?”

Enya put a finger to her chin, feigning deep thought. She hummed as if carefully weighing her options before answering brightly. “Because she’s pretty!”

Pell stared at her. “What?”

“The Queen—she’s really pretty! It was hard to tell during the fight, but that blue crystal on her back is gorgeous! It shines and—”

“Alright, alright. Spare me the details.” Pell waved her off, shaking his skull in disbelief. He was getting used to her erratic reasoning. The same creature that had been trying to murder her moments ago was now a glorified prisoner in Muffins’ skeletal grip—all because Enya thought it was cute.

“Also…” Enya added with a pout, “I don’t think I can make her a skeleton.”

“I can’t imagine you could,” Josier said, stepping into the conversation. “That queen’s more crystal than spider. And insects—or arthropods, I think they’re called?—don’t have bones.”

Enya nodded solemnly. “For now, I want to keep her as a pet!” she declared. “Until I figure out a way to kill her and make her my minion!”

Pell winced at the casual cruelty of her statement. Killing an enemy in battle was one thing—that was just survival. But holding something captive just to kill it later and enslave it? Hells, he thought, what is wrong with this kid? What exactly did those damn necromancer books teach her?

Pell’s skull rattled as he reluctantly shook his head. “Whatever you want, then. Normally, I’d say no one’s going to let you walk out of here with a monster, but…” He cast a sidelong glance at Josier. “Nobody’s going to argue with a High-Noble.”

Josier caught the look and shrugged, whistling innocently. He had no intention of getting involved in that debate, either.

Enya’s interface was flooded with notifications, but the hunt wasn’t over just yet. There were still plenty of corpses to harvest for Soul-Energy, even if some of the spiderlings’ bodies were completely destroyed. She wasn’t sure if shattered crystal fragments could still yield energy, but she intended to find out.

In addition to absorbing Soul-Energy, she also planned to gather every piece of the rare blue crystals left behind. Yet another mystery still nagged at her—a loose end among her spoils of battle.

“What’s that thing?” Enya asked, pointing to the massive, dimly lit crystal cocoon hanging in the cavern’s center.

Uglyface circled beneath it, sniffing with its shattered snout—despite the obvious fact that it couldn’t actually smell.

Pell and Josier both turned their attention to the cocoon. Several feet tall and shaped like a flawless gem, it glinted faintly in the dim light from Fred’s skull, its surface composed of the same crystalline webbing the spiderlings had spun. It loomed, eerie and unbroken, like the centerpiece of the entire cavern.

“Beats me,” Pell and Josier said in unison, their tones equally flat.

Enya frowned. “It’s right there! A big, weird… thing! It’s practically screaming to be opened!”

Josier raised an eyebrow as Pell crossed his arms skeptically.

“Kid,” Pell said, his unease plain, “that thing might be, like… their eggs or something. I’m undead and all, but I still don’t like spiders. These things were big enough to look like monsters, but if you crack that open and a million tiny spider babies come pouring out? I’m gone.”

“I’m… inclined to agree,” Josier added, shuddering. “Big monster spiders that act like elemental golems? Fine. A swarm of spiderlings? Absolutely not.”

“Nothing gained! Nothing adventured!” Enya declared, skipping toward the cocoon with a gleeful energy that made Pell and Josier exchange resigned glances.

“That’s not the say—” Josier began, but Pell cut him off with a weary shake of his skull.

“Don’t. I’ve learned not to bother going against her whims.” Pell sighed, a strange heaviness creeping into his voice. He wasn’t just tired of arguing with her—something deeper felt… off. There was a growing tug in his mind, subtle but insistent, making it harder to even question her. He didn’t know why, and it left an uneasy flicker in his soul-flames.

While Enya called her minions over, gesturing for them to crack open the cocoon, Pell pulled up his own notifications. He’d been too busy during the fight to check, expecting nothing more than the usual system messages—maybe a small amount of experience, likely diminished because of his non-combat class.

He swiped his screen, and his soul-flames froze.

System Notification: ‘Pell’ has been registered as a Level 13 Skeleton

Name: Pell Meltere
Level: 13
Type: Soul-Forged Humanoid Skeleton
Class: Merchant
Power Rating: 345

You have been soul-bound to Enya Empyria.
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                “Hmm… should I have Fred just… break it? But what if it’s not hollow inside…” Enya murmured, eyeing the massive, webbed cocoon at the heart of the hive. The Spiderling Queen’s frantic squirming and wild thrashing in Muffins’ grip made it clear she was protective of it.

Taking a few steps closer, Enya circled the cocoon, inspecting it from every angle. A distinct energy radiated from within, strikingly similar to the power the Queen had used to command her swarm. Pell and Josier had speculated it might house countless spiderling eggs, but Enya’s senses told a different story. Instead of many energy signatures, there was only one.

“Alright. Fred, punch it.” There was only one way to know for sure. If it turned out to be filled with spiderlings, that just meant more experience and Soul-Energy for her—even if hunting them might be tricky if they were too small to kill efficiently.

Fred approached the cocoon with his usual unhurried clatter, tapping it with a bony knuckle. The hollow knock that came back sounded more like bone on glass. With a rattle of his jaw, Fred took a step back, wound up his fist, and drove it into the cocoon’s surface with all his strength.

A massive crack splintered outward from the impact point, dark fissures weaving through the webbed crystal. The sharp, echoing sound of crackling glass layered over itself as small shards rained down, followed by a heavier cascade as Fred pulled back his fist. Seconds later, the entire front half of the cocoon gave way, collapsing in a glittering avalanche of webbed crystal strings onto the ground.

A gaping hole now marred the cocoon’s surface, and Enya felt the energy more distinctly than before. There was no mistaking it—it matched the Queen’s power perfectly, but it came from a single, concentrated point.

Fred stepped aside as Enya peered into the shattered cocoon. What she found wasn’t the swarm of spider babies Pell and Josier had feared.

It was just one.

Nestled inside, a tiny spiderling no bigger than her palm lay sleeping on a delicate bed of webs. Its body shimmered like a gemstone, radiating an otherworldly beauty. It was half, maybe even a third, the size of the Spiderling Queen, but infinitely more endearing. Enya’s eyes lit up at the sight of it.

“Oh, it’s… so cute…” she whispered, resisting the urge to reach out and pick it up. But caution won out in the end. It’s still a monster… I should probably be a little bit safe.


Skill: Insight has been activated.
Target: Gemlight Spiderling
Revealed Information: A small piece of Gemlight used as the power source of a Crystal Spiderling Hive. After sufficient assimilation, the Gemlight has mutated while within a Crystal Spiderling cocoon.


The message left Enya frowning in thought. The creature wasn’t a Crystal Spiderling at all—it was something new. A Gemlight Spiderling. The distinction felt important, though its meaning eluded her for now. Maybe, given time, it would grow into a true Crystal Spiderling? Or maybe it was something else entirely.

One thing was certain: this was no ordinary monster.

"Come here, little guy," Enya whispered, balancing on her tiptoes as she reached into the shattered cocoon. She gently scooped up the tiny spiderling, cradling it carefully as she pulled it out.

It fit snugly in her palm, and now that she had a clear look at it, the insight skill's description made much more sense. Though shaped like a spider, its body appeared to be made entirely of crystal—gemstone-like and polished, almost too perfect to be natural. It looked less like a living creature and more like a masterful sculpture carved from stone.

She studied the little spiderling for a moment before deciding to keep it, at least for now. Maybe it would evolve into something more significant later. As she held it, she could feel the faint pulse of crystal energy coursing through it, a quiet but potent power that intrigued her.

"Kid. Undo this. Right now," came Pell’s voice, sharp and agitated, from behind her.

Enya turned, eyebrows knitting together in mild confusion. "Uh… the cocoon’s already broken. I don’t think I can put it back together—"

"Who cares about the cocoon?" Pell cut her off with a growl. "I mean, unbind me. Whatever you did, fix it. This fight was fine and all, but I’m not some minion of yours, ready to fight your battles and clean up your messes. Undo it. Now."

Enya blinked, her confusion deepening. "Bind? What are you talking about?"

Pell groaned, rubbing his bony forehead in exasperation. "Whatever spell, skill, or curse you used, you bound me to yourself. My system just informed me I’m now your minion—minion thirteen or something. Or maybe that’s my level. But that’s not the point! I don’t want to be soul-bound to you. I was stuck in that dungeon for five years, and no offense, kid, but I’m not looking to swap one leash for another—even if it’s yours."

His hollow eyes locked on her, searching for any sign she understood. But the confusion on her face only deepened, her lips parted slightly in uncertainty. A ripple of unease spread through Pell as realization dawned on him—she had no idea what she’d done.

"You don’t know what I’m talking about, do you?" Pell asked, his voice quieter now, tinged with something between disbelief and dread.

Enya shook her head, her expression sheepish. "No clue. Did I do something bad?"

Pell winced at the flood of worry that hit him, as if it were his own. He wasn’t sure how, but he could feel her distress—the swirling questions in her mind, her silent pleas for reassurance that he wasn’t upset.

Is Pell mad at me? Did I mess up? Please don’t be mad. I’m sorry.

He wasn’t reading her thoughts exactly, but the emotions behind them were unmistakable. It was like her feelings were bleeding into him.

"Check your notifications," Pell said, his tone gentler now despite himself. "See if there’s anything about me in there."

Enya nodded, quickly pulling up her system screen. Her gaze darted over the list of notifications, most of which detailed experience gains. But halfway down, her eyes landed on something specific.

There it was.


System Notification: ‘Pell’ has been registered as a Level 13 Skeleton


Uh… it says you’ve been registered as a level 13 skeleton," Enya began, squinting at the system message. "And it lists some of your stats." She frowned, her confusion deepening. The notification had popped up shortly after she’d soul-forged Pell’s bones, making them stronger.

"I think… when I enhanced your bones, it somehow let me claim you as a summon," she said, her voice uncertain.

Pell crossed his arms, his jawbone grinding faintly. "Okay. Then cancel it."

Enya looked up at him, puzzled. "How?"

He stared back at her, silent.

A long pause stretched between them as they both waited for the other to offer a solution. Enya flicked through her system menus in growing frustration, flipping between screens until she found her summon list.


Spell: Summon Skeleton [Active] [D-]
Active Summons: 4/4


Sure enough, Pell was now listed as one of her summons. She only had three other minions, but the system claimed she had four.

Pell groaned loudly, his skeletal frame rattling with irritation. "Goddamnit. I’m stuck as your minion, and you have no clue how to undo it. We need to fix this, kid. I’ve had enough of being soul-bound to last a lifetime."

"Okay," Enya replied absently, still scrolling through her menus. Truthfully, she didn’t mind the arrangement all that much—having Pell officially tied to her seemed convenient. But she could see the annoyance in his posture, and if it bothered him that much, she’d try to find a way to fix it.

Eventually.
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Shyrith Gem [Crafting Reagent]
Description: A translucent blue crystal that feels unnaturally heavy, as if weighed down by the coldness it contains. It serves as a perfect reservoir for ice-aspected magic. Can be used as an excellent conduit for storing Soul-Energy.


Enya held the shard of the Shyrith Gem, a piece that had broken off one of the spiderling guards. Its chill seeped into her fingertips the moment she picked it up, its weight almost unnaturally dense. But beyond its physical properties, she felt something else—a faint pull from within.

The Grim Pullet stirred within her, its pages fluttering slightly inside her mind. She summoned the book out in front of her. It had immediately identified the crystal, offering her a wealth of information about its uses. The Shyrith Gem, as it was called, was a rare crafting material with potent ice-like properties.

Curious, Enya flipped through the pages and found several recipes that utilized the gem. Names like Frostwoven Shroud, Snowfell’s Pendant, Glacial Warding Bone, and Creeping Frosthammer leaped out at her. Some required materials she couldn’t even begin to pronounce, let alone imagine finding, and the quantities listed felt overwhelming.

Still, one recipe caught her eye and made her pause:


Gravecaller’s Band (Gold Tier)

Description: A ring that absorbs and regulates excessive chilling temperatures. By pouring a steady amount of mana into the ring, it releases a continuous cold mist of energy, lowering the surrounding temperature and creating frost. If Soul-Energy is used instead, the mist can emanate from summoned constructs, granting them temporary cold-attribute enhancements for as long as the energy lasts.

Materials Required:


	Shyrith Gemstone (minimum 70% pure quality)

	Ring with an empty slot to embed a gem or crystal.

	Runecrafting Ink

	Frozen Mycelium Thread (or any ice-aspected binding wire, string, or thread)

	50 Soul-Energy




A gold tier item. Normally, items of such a high caliber were far beyond her reach. Most required materials with names she didn’t recognize, or costs so exorbitant they felt like a cruel joke. But this one? The Gravecaller’s Band only required 50 Soul-Energy—not a small amount, but manageable compared to some of the absurd prices she’d seen in other recipes. This was most likely one of the easiest gold tier recipes in the entire book.

The effect itself was fascinating, offering wide-area coldness and the ability to temporarily infuse her minions with “cold-attribute enhancements.” Whatever that truly entailed, it sounded powerful. The ambiguity only fueled her curiosity further.

What drew her to this recipe, though, was its accessibility. The materials didn’t seem impossible to acquire, and she already had the Shyrith Gemstone in her hand. The Grim Pullet helpfully detailed the other ingredients as she skimmed the recipe:


Runecrafting Ink (Bronze)


	A typical ink used in runecrafting, specially processed for engraving runes. Can be easily purchased from Magic Associations or vendors.



Frozen Mycelium Thread (Copper)


	Threaded mycelium commonly found in cold-attribute dungeons, such as ice caves or frozen caverns. This material can often be substituted with processed ice-enchanted threads, though the purity of Frozen Mycelium Thread simplifies usage.



Ring with an Empty Slot


	A plain ring designed to hold a gem or crystal. Typically sold by jewelers or craft shops.




The ink sounded easy enough to obtain—she could likely find it at the Magic Association or in one of Talo’s shops. The ring also seemed straightforward. If people in Pell’s novels could waltz into a shop and purchase a diamond ring on a whim, surely she could find an empty one somewhere in the city. The only thing that seemed unorthodox was the Frozen Mycelium threads.

Enya was sitting in the center of the now-destroyed Crystal Spiderling hive. She was cross-legged, holding the Grim Pullet on top of her lap, head on chin, looking down at its pages. In front of her, Muffins sat, both hands wrapped around on top of one another, forming a skeletal prison for the Spiderling Queen.

Enya spared a glance up at the captive in Muffins' skeletal grasp.

Perhaps “former Queen” would have been a more fitting title now. After all, Enya had single-handedly obliterated the hive, slaughtered the noble guards—possibly even family—and taken the Queen's child, if the Gemlight Spiderling had indeed been hers. That child was now Enya’s, a pet far cuter than its mother.

Victory had its perks, after all.

“Sucks for youuu,” Enya teased with a grin.

The Spiderling Queen continued to thrash, its crystal body glinting faintly in the dim light. It had been struggling non-stop since Muffins had scooped it up. These creatures apparently had no concept of stamina, their energy seemingly endless despite their defeat.

A loud crash sounded beside her. Startled, Enya looked up to see the last of the crystal spiderling corpses tumbling into a disorganized pile.

“All right, kid,” Pell announced, dusting his hands off with exaggerated claps. “That should be most of ’em. The rest are so smashed they’re smaller than pebbles, and I’m not about to waste time piecing together a spider shattered into a hundred bits.”

He stretched his bony arms and turned toward her. “What’re you reading about now?”

“This crystal,” Enya said, holding up the Shyrith Gem. Its translucent blue surface gleamed faintly in the light. “It’s called a Shyrith Gem. Do you know anything about it?”

Pell stepped closer, plucking the gem from her hands. Even without nerves, the coldness of the crystal was palpable, a faint sensation that seemed to pierce through his undead composition. He turned it over, inspecting it from every angle.

“Hmm… Shyrith, huh?” he muttered. “I’ve heard the name before, but I’ve never seen one, bought one, or known anyone who’s sold one. Pretty rare stuff most likely.”

Enya tilted her head, confusion creasing her brow. “But you said blue gems were valuable.” She pointed to the pile of corpses, noting the yellow, green, and another shard of blue crystal among the debris left by the spiderling guards. “Didn’t you say the colored ones—anything but white—should sell for a lot? How do you not know what a Shyrith Gem is then?”

“No,” Pell said bluntly. “I said they were valuable, not that all of them would sell for a fortune.”

He held the gem higher, letting the eerie glow from Fred’s skull, who was standing nearby, to catch on its surface. The light refracted through its cracks, illuminating the flaws within. It was relatively pristine, but the cracks inside marred its perfection. Shame, Pell thought.

“Anyways, no,” Pell said, shaking his head. “The white crystals—Lamu-something—are super common. The differently-colored ones are definitely more valuable, but that’s just an educated guess from a merchant’s perspective. You said Shyrith, right? I’ve heard the name before, but I’ve never seen one in person. That alone makes me think this gem is rare and valuable, at least in theory. But, you know, being rare and being valuable are two completely different things.”

Enya hummed thoughtfully, glancing at the gem in Pell’s hand. It might not be a jackpot, but it was hers now, and she had plans for it. She hoped that the purity of the gem was still at least 70% like the recipe required.

He flicked the gem into his spatial inventory with a casual toss. “These could sell for a dozen silver coins, a single gold, or even a hundred platinum. I’ve got no idea.”

“Well, that’s not helpful,” Enya said, frowning.

Pell’s soul flames flickered in mock exasperation. “Bite me, brat.”

“I can’t. You’d break my teeth.” With her excellent retort, Enya looked back at the book in her lap. “Do you know what runecrafting ink or frozen mycelius thread is?”

Pell crossed his bony arms. “Do you mean mycelium, not mycelius?”

“Uh…” She glanced at the page again. “Yeah! Mycelium, that thing!”

“Runecrafting ink’s pretty straightforward,” Pell explained. “You can buy it at the Magic Association or from some merchants. It’s used for—you guessed it—runecrafting. Adding enchantments to things, making talismans, that sort of stuff. Frozen Mycelium Thread, though, is basically just string made of ice. That stuff’s harder to find, but most people substitute it with ice-enchanted yarn or string. It works just about the same.”

“Can we buy some in the city?”

Pell nodded. “I’d be surprised if we couldn’t. Runecrafting ink is common, and there’s always a merchant selling enchanted fabrics or threads. They’ve even got fire thread if you want to get fancy.”

“Are they expensive?”

“Not too bad. A small vial of ink is under a dozen silver, and a big spindle of thread might set you back half a gold to a few pieces, depending on the thread.”

The sound of Josier’s footsteps echoed through the chamber, cutting into their conversation. “You two about ready to go? There isn’t much else here.”

Enya snapped The Grim Pullet shut and pushed herself to her feet. As she landed, her enchanted boots caused her to spring up higher than expected, and she stumbled, catching herself with a laugh. “Woah… gotta get used to that.”

She turned toward the pile of spiderling corpses. “Alright, let me just absorb these, and then we can leave.”
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“So… Laura,” Thomas began, leaning casually against the pillar that framed the gate to Talo.

The day had been uneventful so far—just the usual stream of merchants, travelers, businessmen, and the occasional noble passing through. But the previous day? That had been far from normal. A skeleton and a girl with a bloodied forehead had strolled right up to the gate and entered the city like it was nothing.

Thomas still couldn’t shake the memory of that girl. After scanning her status with his bracer, he had been left utterly stunned. The system had marked her as a high noble, someone whose rank dwarfed even kings within the entire second layer. If he’d made even the slightest misstep—denied her entry or offended her in any way—his entire bloodline might’ve been erased on a whim. The thought haunted him through the night, made worse by the reminder that he didn’t even have a wife to carry on his nonexistent lineage.

He swallowed and mustered his courage. “I was thinking… maybe you and I could…” His gaze shifted to the right, avoiding Laura’s face.

“Thomas!”

He froze, panic surging through him. Then he jumped back in alarm.

“Sorry! I won’t ask you out again, I promise!” he blurted, snapping his head toward her and bowing so low that his eyes were level with the dirt.

“Thomas, it’s Mr. Orben! He’s injured!” Laura cried, her voice urgent.

Thomas straightened, following her gaze. His stomach dropped when he saw the familiar figure of Mr. Orben.

Orben was well-known in Talo. Somewhere in his early fifties, he was a kind and dependable man who did a bit of everything around the city. One day, he might be cleaning garbage from the streets; the next, he’d be helping locals with directions or fixing minor issues. A true jack-of-all-trades and a beloved presence in the city.

But now, that same kind-hearted man was staggering toward them, barely holding himself together. Blood spattered his tunic, and he clutched his arm, crimson droplets still dripping from it. His movements were sluggish, his steps unsteady, and fatigue was etched into every line of his face.

Thomas’s eyes widened. He didn’t hesitate. Sprinting forward, he raised his bracer, immediately sending out a call to the city healers.
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                “Ah…” Orben groaned, sinking deeper into the bed’s worn fabric. The room around him was stark and plain, the faint scent of herbs and sterilized tools clinging to the air. He was in a medical clinic, one owned by the city’s most renowned healer—Celeste. As head of the healer’s school and a follower of the Order of Sanctity, her reputation was unmatched, though her demeanor was… less than welcoming.

A sharp clack echoed down the hallway, the sound of deliberate, heeled steps approaching. The door opened, revealing Celeste herself. Tall and willowy, she exuded an aura of dominating authority. Her pristine white medical attire, tailored with meticulous precision, framed her lean form. Long, pale hair swept back into a neat tie further accentuated the sharp lines of her face—a face both intimidating and elegant, with eyes that seemed to dissect whoever they landed on.

She stepped into the room carrying a tray laden with instruments—needles, scissors, neatly rolled bandages, and a collection of multi-colored vials. Each item gleamed under the room’s spell-lit light, spotless and neatly arranged.

“You’ve certainly gotten yourself into a mess, Orben,” she said, setting the tray on a small stand beside the bed. Her movements were smooth as she pulled a chair closer and sat down. One leg crossed over the other in a posture that bordered on daring, yet her poise made it seem effortless. Resting her cheek against her hand, thumb under her chin, she tilted her head slightly, studying him.

“Ha… ha…” Orben’s breathy laugh was more exhale than amusement. “I’ve been in better shape, Miss Celeste.” His eyes were shut, but he managed brief blinks, head tilted toward the ceiling as if surrendering to exhaustion.

Celeste’s gaze didn’t soften. “You were due several days ago to deliver supplies to another city, weren’t you? Quite a long trip too, if I remember correctly. You had a group of mercenaries with you, and yet… none of them are here. What happened, Orben?” Her tone was cool and inquisitive, each word carrying an edge that bordered on accusatory.

Orben, long accustomed to Celeste’s sharp tongue and even sharper stare, barely flinched. To anyone else, her presence might have felt suffocating enough to extract a confession on the spot. But for him, the intimidation had long since dulled. He’d been to the clinic many times, delivery supplies or to complete other menial tasks handed to him.

He inhaled deeply, steadying himself before speaking. “You’re right. I was traveling with a small team of F-rank mercenaries. We were headed to Bardine with food supplies. I’m sure you’ve…” He paused, catching his breath. “…heard about their food situation. Poor soil for crops.”

Celeste nodded slowly, her expression unreadable. “I have. A bounty of fish, near endless sustenance from the sea—yet cursed by the gods with barren soil. A cruel twist of fate. I pity them.”

“Well… have you heard about the bandit problem around Talo? I assume you’ve noticed the influx of injured coming through your clinics,” Orben asked, his voice strained.

“My healers have certainly been treating more wounded lately,” Celeste replied, her tone measured. “However, as far as I’m aware, the southern routes are where the bandits have been concentrated. Bardine lies to the west. Unless you mean to say…” Her sharp gaze bore into him, her words hanging in the air like pinched fingers on a blade waiting to fall.

“Yes, you’re correct,” Orben admitted with a slow nod. “It seems the western routes are now being targeted as well. I ran into the Klamor bandits. They’ve been wreaking havoc on the southern roads, but I was unlucky enough to encounter one of their groups in the forest.” His voice wavered slightly as he recounted the memory. “It was a small group—five of them, I think—led by a man named Jakk. They killed all the mercenaries traveling with me and left me for dead. The Klamor bandits aren’t just sticking to the southern routes anymore. They’re tightening their grip, encircling Talo from multiple sides.”

“I see.” Celeste shifted her posture, recrossing her legs with precise movements. Her gaze drifted to Orben’s arm—a mangled mess of bloodied flesh and bite marks, crudely bandaged and resting in a compartment attached to the bed to prevent the blood from soaking the sheets.

“Your injuries, Orben. They don’t match what I’d expect from a typical bandit attack. Could one of them have been a summoner?” she asked, her eyes focused on the wounds.

Orben shook his head weakly. “No, nothing like that. They were just the usual bandits—a ranger, a magic-user, and their leader Jakk, who fought up close with a sword.” He glanced briefly at his arm, a flicker of bitterness crossing his face. “These injuries… they’re from a boar. After I escaped the bandits, I got lost in the forest, and without supplies. That’s when a boar spotted me. I fought it off, but… well, boar bites really hurt,” he added with a faint, dry chuckle.

Celeste raised a brow, unimpressed. “How exactly did you manage to escape a group of bandits? If they killed your mercenaries, they would have had no trouble dealing with you. You’re a civilian, Orben. Did you run before the fighting even started?”

His eyes met hers, a hint of exasperation cutting through his exhaustion. “You know… your words sting more than your medicine.”

“I’ve heard that before,” Celeste replied flatly, her expression unmoving.

Orben sighed, his breath slow and heavy. “I was about to die,” he began. “But then something came out of the forest. A skeleton. But not just any skeleton—it was massive, taller than me by several heads, with bones as thick as an ogre’s. It even had a sword and went straight for their leader. While that was happening, the other bandits were being attacked by something else—spikes erupting out of the ground. I hid behind a tree while the chaos unfolded. I saw one bandit lose a leg, and another get impaled. They were completely distracted, so I ran. And I’ve been running ever since.”

“Most certainly… perplexing. Why a skeleton would come out just in the nick of time, saving you, while the other bandits were attacked,” she said slowly, her tone heavy with contemplation. Her fingers tapped lightly against her chin as she pondered. “Those putrid undead are mindless monsters, but from what you’ve described, this sounds more like a coordinated assault.”

Orben shifted uncomfortably in his bed. “It did feel deliberate. The way that skeleton fought, and the timing of those spikes… It’s like it all happened to give me the chance to escape. But why? I don’t know.”

Celeste’s sharp gaze narrowed, her distaste evident as her lips pressed into a thin line. “Why indeed.” She stood from her chair, moving toward the nearby counter where the array of medical tools from her tray rested in perfect order. Her hands hovered over them, though her mind was elsewhere.

“You know, Orben. Just a day ago, one of my healers was working on a young boy. An aspiring adventurer. However, his leg was shattered, rendering him unfit for such activities.”

“What happened?”

Her eyes were still focused on the medical apparatuses, prepping them for use to heal the man’s arm. “This young boy was supposedly attacked by a skeleton. I know not many details of the event as the boy was discharged by the city’s War Paragons after he was stabilized. I had merely assumed a stray skeleton had appeared in the forest and attacked the boy. However, given your recounting of events just now… perhaps some greater evil is befalling Talo.” She poured two separate vials into a small bowl, swirling them around into a light green concoction.

She spoke again, her voice steady but laced with a growing edge. “Skeletons, even the stronger varieties, do not act with such purpose. They’re crude beings, remnants of death that stumble about with only the faintest echoes of intent. What you describe is no ordinary undead. It acted with strategy, with purpose.”

Her expression darkened as the pieces began to form an unsettling picture in her mind. “Such behavior doesn’t originate from the creature itself. No, this reeks of necromancy—a foul art that corrupts the natural order. If this skeleton was as you say, it wasn’t acting alone. It had guidance, a master directing its movements.”

Orben’s eyes widened. “You think someone was controlling it? Sending it after the bandits? Why would they help me, then?”

Celeste turned to face him, her pale hair catching the glow of the room’s light. “That is the question, isn’t it? Perhaps it was mere coincidence—you happened to be spared by a more significant confrontation. Or perhaps…” She paused, her sharp gaze boring into him. “Perhaps you were spared for a reason.”

The room fell into an uneasy silence, broken only by the faint clink of her tools as she prepared fresh bandages. Celeste’s thoughts churned, her growing suspicion a weight on her shoulders. Necromancers were rare, but not unheard of. The Order of Sanctity had long warned of their insidious practices—twisting the dead into weapons, defying the gods' natural laws. They were one of the arbiters of unholiness, that and the demon races.

She finally spoke, her voice low and deliberate. “Though I highly doubt you are involved in such plans. Whatever the case, this is troubling news. If necromancers are involved, it is a danger not just to you, Orben, but to Talo itself. The bandit problem is bad enough, but if the undead are becoming their allies—or worse, their enemies—then we have far graver concerns.”

“What are you going to do?” Orben asked, his voice cautious.

Celeste finished tying off a fresh bandage on his arm before meeting his gaze. “I will report this to the Order and then to the city lord. Given Talo’s recent dealings with bandits, I doubt the officials will do anything. However, the Order will most certainly send back a prompt response. They will investigate. If a necromancer has been loitering around Talo, they will be found. And dealt with.”

Her tone left no room for argument, but as she returned to her seat, there was a flicker of something behind her eyes. Concern? Frustration? Anger or fear? It was hard to tell. For all her confidence in the Order, she knew the implications of what Orben described.

If necromancy had truly come to Talo, it was only a matter of time before the city would feel its full effect. Nothing good ever came with necromancy.
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“Coordinates confirmed. Opening portal,” stated a man in a crisp white uniform. He stood within the adventurer guild’s portal room, monitoring a return signature flickering on a glowing console.

At the center of the room, a shimmering portal materialized above a raised platform with immaculate white stairs leading up to it. A moment later, a group emerged, stepping through the swirling energy. These were the hunters who had registered the grounds for the day.

“I don’t feel so good…” Enya muttered, one hand clutching her stomach, the other covering her mouth. Her face had turned an alarming shade of green, and her eyes wavered with the unmistakable urge to empty her stomach.

Josier cleared his throat as he strolled into the room, composed despite the journey. Meanwhile, Pell and the rest of Enya’s skeletal minions stepped through without so much as a wobble.

“Teleport sickness,” Pell explained, glancing down at the girl with an air of indifference. “Happens to a lot of folks. Getting sent somewhere numbs your mind a bit, but coming back? Feels like your insides want to eject themselves.” He gave a dry chuckle. “Moments like this make me glad I’m a skeleton.”

“Good… for you…” Enya groaned, her voice strained. She staggered toward the nearest trashcan before unceremoniously emptying out rainbows into it.

Pell sighed, his bony shoulders slumping. “Kids these days…” he muttered. But his musings were interrupted as one of the guild officials stepped forward. His tone was sharp and accusatory.

“Hey. I know your group entered as two humans and some skeletons,” the man began, his gaze narrowing, “but is that a spiderling monster that thing is holding?” He pointed at Muffins, who stood rigidly, its bony hands securely gripping the captured Crystal Spiderling Queen in a bone-prison.

The official’s tone grew firmer. “You’re allowed to bring back dungeon materials, but transporting live monsters is against guild policy unless you’ve been granted prior approval.”

Pell’s jaw clicked in irritation, and for a moment, he seemed ready to fire back. The man’s dismissal of Muffins as a mere “thing” grated against him, especially since he, too, was a skeleton. But before Pell could speak, Josier smoothly intervened.

“Please address this matter with Lorrin Veyd or Lord Clament,” Josier said, stepping forward with the practiced ease of someone accustomed to navigating authority. He gestured toward Enya, who was still hunched over the trashcan, her miserable retching echoing faintly in the room. Josier’s expression faltered for a moment, his lips tightening at the pitiful sight, but he quickly regained his composure.

“The young lady is a guest of the city,” he continued, his voice firm. “She expressed a desire to acquire a pet during the dungeon excursion. Any paperwork required to finalize this arrangement can be directed to either of those individuals. They will ensure it is properly approved.”

The guild official blinked, momentarily caught off guard by the name-dropping of such high-ranking figures. His gaze flicked between Josier, the stoic Muffins, and the obliviously retching Enya, before he grudgingly stepped back.

The Portal-Master, one of the adventurer guild’s staff specifically tasked with managing the portals, remained silent for a moment. His sharp eyes studied Josier, gauging his expression. When no sign of deceit or hesitation appeared, he gave a slow nod.

“Very well, Sir Josier. I will forward a request to Lorrin for confirmation. However, under no circumstances can this monster be allowed to roam the city unsupervised. If any issues arise, it will be your head on the block. The guild will not shield you.”

“We have no intention of letting it roam freely,” Pell interjected, his voice firm but calm.

The Portal-Master cast a brief, withering glance at Pell, the subtle curl of disdain unmistakable despite his measured tone. “Very well. I hereby acknowledge that both parties are in agreement and fully understand the conditions stated.”

Josier gave a polite nod, turning to Pell. “Shall we proceed to the front desk?”

Pell’s gaze flicked to Enya, who had finally stopped throwing up but was still hunched over the trashcan, her face pale and exhausted. “Perhaps… we clean her up first.”

Turning back to the Portal-Master, Pell asked, “Where’s the restroom?”

The Portal-Master’s expression tightened slightly, his eyes narrowing in faint irritation. After a brief pause, he pointed down the hall. “Take a left, then the first right. Two doors down. It’s marked.”

“Thank you,” Pell said with a sharp smile. Then, as he turned away, he added with a subtle, mocking tilt of his head, “Human.”

The Portal-Master’s jaw twitched, but he said nothing, his gaze cold as he watched the group make their way out.


            

    
        B2 - Chapter 21: Staying Frosty with a New Ring

    
    
    
    
                “Here you go,” said the man behind the counter.

Enya, Pell, Josier, and their skeletal entourage waited patiently as Martin, the guild clerk on duty, handed over a small leather pouch.

“For any other items you may have encountered that aren’t registered guild materials, please visit the Merchant’s Guild for appraisal or sale,” Martin added helpfully.

Unlike the condescending elf from earlier, Martin’s tone was neutral and professional, a welcome change. Pell untied the pouch, counting the coins quickly with practiced ease. Satisfied, he poured the contents into his inventory with a nod of approval.

“Thanks,” Pell said curtly.

Martin returned the gesture. “Thank you for using the guild’s services. If you’d like to leave us a review, you can—”

His words trailed off as the group turned and walked away without a second glance. Watching them disappear out the door, he sighed heavily.

“No one leaves reviews anymore… Is it really so hard to give us a five-star rating?” he muttered.

A familiar voice carried over from the next counter, drawing his attention. Catarina, the senior guild clerk and ever-charming elf, was assisting two wide-eyed adventurers.

“If you would kindly leave a review and mention that Catarina helped you, I would be ever so grateful,” she said sweetly, tilting her head with a radiant smile.

“Of course!” the pair gushed, completely enchanted.

Martin groaned, shaking his head in quiet exasperation.
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The group strolled down the bustling streets, the late afternoon sun casting long shadows on the white stone pavement.

“That’s enough adventuring for me today,” Josier said, stretching his arms. “I need to head back to the guardhouse to wrap up some paperwork.”

They were en route to the inn, planning to store away the skeletal minions and the spiderlings. Walking around with a pack of undead was already attracting enough attention, and they didn’t need more.

“Aren’t you in charge of watching over us?” Pell asked, glancing at Josier.

Josier shook his head. “Not entirely. I’m just one of the people assigned to keep an eye on you two. There’ll be others monitoring from a distance. Don’t worry—it won’t be intrusive. They’ll just track your general location and make sure nothing causes trouble for you.”

He stopped at a corner where their paths diverged. “And don’t forget the Portal-Master’s warning. Keep those spiderlings supervised at all times. If anything happens to the city folk because of them, it won’t end well for anyone.”

“Got it,” Pell said with a dismissive wave.

“Bye-bye!” Enya added, cheerfully waving after him.

Josier returned the wave before heading off in the opposite direction, leaving the duo and their entourage to continue on their way.

The group made their way back to the inn, where Sheryl greeted them warmly. Her sharp gaze lingered for a moment on the skeletons, including Pell, her expression betraying a hint of curiosity at the variations in their appearance. However, she chose not to comment and simply carried on with her work.

Enya instructed the skeletons to head upstairs to their room and gave strict orders to ensure the Crystal Spiderling Queen remained securely contained. As the skeletons ascended, she noticed how they reinforced Muffins’ skeletal prison, their bony hands locking together in an unyielding cage around the Queen. Satisfied that they understood, Enya turned and stepped outside the inn with Pell.

“Alright,” Pell began, crossing his arms. “It’s been hours since we hit that dungeon, but there’s still plenty of daylight. Your tournament’s tomorrow, so we might as well get you everything you need now, even if it’s last minute.”

Enya tilted her head thoughtfully. “Can we pick up the stuff I mentioned earlier?”

“You mean the thread and ink?” Pell asked, his tone making it clear he already knew the answer.

“Yep! Oh, and I also need a ring—something with an open spot to hold this crystal.” She reached into her pocket and held up the Shyrith gem, its cold surface against her fingers like a winter breeze.

Pell leaned in, his soul-flames narrowing as if squinting. “Shouldn’t be too hard to get all that, but you sure you can even make whatever it is you’re planning in time? Most crafters need tools—hammers, forges, fancy gadgets. You’ve got… none of that.”

Enya frowned, her lips pressing together in thought. “I’m not sure about anyone else, but the first time I crafted something—a Gravemoss Poultice—it only took me a few seconds. One of my skills makes it possible. It says I can craft things using Soul-Energy.”

Pell’s skeptical look lingered, though it softened as he mulled over her words. The idea of crafting without tools sounded almost absurd. After all, even the most basic blacksmith required a forge and fire. But Enya had already shown her class wasn’t typical—she had made his bones far stronger than ordinary skeletons. Maybe her class really did have unique methods for crafting.

“Alright, fair enough,” he muttered. “Let’s grab what you need and see if this miracle skill of yours can deliver.”

With their plan settled, the two began walking toward the city square, weaving through the bustling streets in search of merchants. Pell thought about suggesting they also stop by the Merchant’s Guild, where specific materials might be easier to locate. However, he refrained from mentioning it, as finding an item via the merchant's network, although was more accurate and precise, would also take much longer.
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The city square was a vibrant sprawl of activity, the air alive with chatter and the many barks of merchants calling out deals. Stalls lined the white stone square in neat, colorful rows, each boasting a variety of wares. There were stands overflowing with bolts of fabric and neatly spooled thread, while others displayed sparkling trinkets and handcrafted jewelry. The tantalizing aroma of roasted meats and freshly baked bread wafted from a section dedicated to food vendors, and somewhere further down, the sharp tang of alchemical brews tickled Enya’s nose.

“This place has everything,” Enya murmured, her eyes darting from stall to stall. She was hoping to see another kabob stand, but unfortunately, she didn't spot one.

“Sure does,” Pell replied, his eye flames flickering faintly.

They both walked forward, ignoring the food stalls and artifact areas. Enya paused at a stall where a jeweler was advertising their meticulously crafted rings. The man glanced down and gave her a polite nod. “Looking for something specific, miss?” His eyes almost purposefully avoided looking at Pell, though he wasn't the first one to do so. Even as a potential customer, people in the city still despised monsters in general.

“Yes,” Enya said, holding up the Shyrith crystal. “I need a ring that can fit this.”

The jeweler’s eyes widened slightly at the gem’s eerie blue glow. “Ah, that's a pretty gem you got there. Never seen it before. I might have a few settings that could work for that. One moment.” He turned to rummage through a box filled with various rings and settings.

While he worked, Pell wandered over to another nearby stall selling inks and quills. A cheerful young woman turned around and greeted him. But once her eyes laid upon his skeletal form, her demeanor changed and voice grew much colder. “Need some writing supplies?” she asked.

“Not exactly,” Pell replied. “Got any high-grade ink? Something fit for enchantments?”

The woman tilted her head before reaching beneath the counter and pulling out a small, ornate bottle. “This one’s made from midnight squid ink. Premium stuff, often used by scribes for magical scrolls.”

Pell inspected the bottle and gave a nod. “I'll take it,” he said. "As a guest of Lord Clament, I must say, this city has some... cheap and inexpensive items." It was obvious to him that she was probably going to rip him off. However, using the city lord's name would put some pressure onto her. After all, no one was brazen enough to name-drop the lord of the city without considering the consequences.

On Enya’s side, the jeweler pulled out an iron ring, pristine and neat. On top of it was a circular bracket, ready to hold a gem within it. "This should do the trick for you. Though you might need to get a gemcutter to cut that crystal down to size.

"I'll take it!" Enya said. She called Pell over once he was finished with his own transaction, and he stepped forward to grab and pay for the iron ring.

As Pell was paying for the ring, Enya’s attention was drawn to another stall where spools of shimmering thread were on display, each one imbued with faint magical properties, tingling Enya's mana senses. She walked over to get a closer look. The vendor, a stout woman with a warm smile, noticed her interest. “That’s spellthread, dearie. Perfect for enchanting garments or lavish blankets.”

Enya picked up a spool, feeling the faint hum of energy beneath her fingers. “Woah... it feels really... good?" she said, questioning her choice of words. The mana flowing through the threads felt pure and calm. However, this isn't what she needed.

"Do you have anything like uh... ice thread? or like really cold magic-string?"

The vendor’s smile widened as she nodded. “Ah, ice thread! That’s a specialty, sweetie. I’ve got just the thing.” She bent down behind her stall and emerged holding a small spool of thread. The threads were a pale, shimmering blue, almost translucent, with an icy aura radiating from them that made the air around it feel a little colder.

“This here’s Chillweave’s Thread,” the merchant explained, her voice smooth with practiced confidence. “Perfect for anything that needs a bit of a chill to it. Keeps things frozen for a time, or helps channel ice magic. I’ll part with it for five gold pieces.”

Enya’s eyes sparkled with interest as she reached out to take the spool. She gave it a light tug, testing the texture of the thread. It felt firm, yet pliable, and definitely carried a hint of cold that sent a shiver up her arm. “Oh, this looks perfect,” she said, clearly pleased.

Pell, who had just finished his transaction with the jeweler walked over, catching the later portion of what the seller said, specifically—the price. His eyes flickered, narrowing slightly as he approached. He could tell right away that the price was inflated for what the thread was. Enya, being young and without much experience in the true value of goods, didn’t seem to notice. But he did.

As Enya was about to reach into her pocket, Pell’s hand intercepted hers, and his voice lowered as he spoke to the merchant. “Five gold for a spool of thread? A little steep, don’t you think?” He wasn’t exactly being subtle as he eyed the spool, letting his words hang in the air. “I’ve seen similar ice-type threads selling for far less.”

The merchant’s expression tightened at the mention of the price. “This is high-quality, enchanted thread,” she said, trying to maintain her composure. Her eyes flicked nervously between Pell and Enya, clearly uncomfortable with the conversation, but mainly whenever she spoke to Pell, the skeleton. “You won’t find anything like this elsewhere.”

Pell didn’t let up, his tone dripping with the quiet confidence of someone who knew how to haggle. “Oh, I’m sure you’re right, but I’ve traveled a lot and I know when I’m being sold something a bit too high for my tastes. Chillweave’s thread? You could probably get away with charging two gold. Three at most without it being a scam, considering the size and the enchantment. I’m not some naïve trader, lady. I know value when I see it.” He raised a bony hand in a shrug, his grin never faltering. “Or, I could just walk.”

The merchant’s smile faltered for a moment, her eyes flicking to the skeletal form of Pell once more, clearly unsettled by his appearance. She cleared her throat, trying to gather herself. “You’re being a bit harsh, don’t you think? I’m running a business here—this is quality product, not some knockoff thread.”

Pell’s grin only widened as he leaned in closer. “The business I’m in, I don’t let people take advantage of me.” He tapped the counter lightly, the sound of his bony fingers clicking on the wood almost like a warning. “I’ll take it for three gold. Or no deal. Maybe I’ll go around advertising your highly-inexpensive thread at five gold pieces, and telling others to find ones at the merchant’s guild for three gold.”

The vendor’s face grew tight with frustration, but after a long pause, she sighed, relenting. “Fine. Three gold. But don’t go spreading the word that I gave such a low price.”

Enya, who had been watching the exchange with wide eyes, finally spoke up, still not entirely understanding the full weight of what had just happened. “Three gold? Is that… good?” She glanced from Pell to the merchant, uncertain.

Pell gave her what was probably a wink, his voice light and playful. “Better than five, kid. Now, don’t worry about it. Just focus on your craft, alright?” He handed over the three gold pieces, taking the spool of Chillweave’s Thread from the merchant. “Pleasure doing business with you,” he said, his tone dripping with mock sweetness as they walked away from the stall.

As they moved on through the bustling square, Enya held the spool of thread in her hands, her excitement growing for the ice-ring she would craft. She looked up at Pell, grateful but still a bit confused. “How did you know the price wasn’t right?”

Pell chuckled softly, his eye flames dancing with amusement. “Let’s just say I’ve seen enough market stalls to know when someone’s trying to take advantage. Don’t worry about it. Just consider yourself lucky you had me around and didn’t end up paying triple.”

The square began to quiet down as Enya and Pell moved away from the bustling stalls, weaving through the streets until they found a small park nestled between two rows of modest shops. A wooden bench and table sat beneath the shade of a spell-lit lamppost, its steady glow faintly illuminating the area. The table was weathered but sturdy, and more importantly, it was unoccupied.

“This’ll do,” Pell said, gesturing to the bench. “Not bad for a free spot in a city like this.”

Enya paid no mind to his complaints, her focus already on the items she carried. She placed the Shyrith crystal, the iron ring, the spool of Chillweave’s Thread, and the bottle of runecrafting ink on the table, neatly arranging them with care. The Grim Pullet floated down beside her as she called for it, its pages fluttering faintly as though alive, before it stopped on the recipe for Gravecaller’s Band.

Her eyes gleamed with determination as she read the instructions again, murmuring to herself. “Alright... I’ve got everything I need. This should be simple.”

Pell folded his arms, one bony hand tapping against his ribs as he leaned closer. “Simple? You’re planning to whip up a magic artifact right here in the middle of a public park, and you’re calling it simple?” He pointed at the Grim Pullet with a flick of his finger. “Kid, you’ve made, what, one thing before? That moss paste? And now you’re jumping straight into crafting enchanted rings?”

“I can do it,” Enya said firmly, pulling her sleeves back. “The Grim Pullet says I can, and I have all the materials. Plus, I’ve got soul-energy to spare.” She tapped her chest lightly, her confidence unwavering. “I’m just following the recipe. My success rate is 100% so far!”

After successfully clearing out the Crystal Spiderling nest, she had successfully absorbed all of the Soul-Energy available, and even increased her soul-capacity. Luckily, the Grim Pullet was right, and the process was painless. Her mind probably wouldn’t have been able to handle it if she passed out from pain again.


Soul-Energy: 468/400


Pell sighed, his eye flames flickering in mild exasperation. “You’re doing this out in the open, where anyone can walk by and watch you messing with soul-energy. You don’t think that might draw some unwanted attention?”

Enya paused, glancing around the quiet park. There were a few people strolling along the pathways, but no one seemed particularly interested in them. More so that they glanced their way, saw Pell, and tried to avoid them altogether. “It’s fine,” she insisted, lowering her voice. “I’ll keep it subtle. Besides, I’ve got you here to watch my back, right?”

Pell grumbled but didn’t argue further. Instead, he pulled up a chair from the side of the park and sat down across from her. “Fine. Just don’t start a scene. And if this thing explodes, you’re paying for my next body.”

Enya ignored the jab, her focus shifting entirely to the task at hand. She began by holding the iron ring in one hand, her other hovering over the Shyrith crystal. Closing her eyes, she activated her skill:


Skill Activated: Transfiguration of Soul


An ethereal glow radiated from Enya’s hands as she directed her soul-energy, the faint blue threads of energy wrapping around the materials like ghostly tendrils. The Shyrith crystal lifted off the table, suspended in the air as its jagged edges glinted in the lamplight.

Okay… you got this Enya. Just… shape the crystal, align the thread, and then etch the runes from the book along the base.

Using her skill, Enya carefully broke the crystal down with her soul-energy, shattering and shaping it to fit snugly within the ring’s empty slot. Shards fell onto the table as she smoothed it out until the size was a perfect fit with the ring. The process felt almost instinctual, her hands never touching the materials but moving as though she were sculpting clay with invisible tools.

“Not bad,” Pell muttered, watching the crystal gradually shrink and reshape itself with precise cuts.

Enya didn’t respond, her concentration unbroken as she reached for the spool of Chillweave’s Thread. With a flick of her fingers, the thread unraveled, weaving itself into a delicate pattern around the crystal and the ring’s base. It didn’t mention an exact process for how it should be placed, but she assumed it just needed to hold the gem neatly at the bottom. She guided the thread with her soul-energy, tightening and securing it into place as it pulsed faintly with a frosty light.

The Bonecarver’s Quill appeared steadily in Enya’s grip, its sharp, ivory tip gleaming faintly in the light of the spell-lit lamppost. Enya’s breath slowed, and the world seemed to narrow around the half-completed ring floating in front of her. She dipped the quill into the ink. Taking it out, the tip of the Bonecarver’s Quill shimmered, darkened by the runecrafting ink, ready to etch the intricate markings that would bind the components into a functioning artifact.

Her eyes gleamed bright yellow as Absolute Focus took hold, sharpening her mind to a blade’s edge. Every movement felt deliberate, every flick of the quill purposeful. She drew the quill toward the ring, the fine tip tracing the metal with precision as pale white energy danced along its edges above the black ink marks.

The runes were carefully described inside of the recipe. There were only four, and they were all relatively easy. She just needed to copy them over exactly. The Soul-Energy she was exuding made her movements precise, almost as if she was being guided by her own power and moving automatically.

The first rune formed smoothly, glowing faintly as it absorbed the ink and her soul-energy simultaneously. It was a stabilizing rune, meant to anchor the Shyrith crystal's volatile chill within the ring's structure. As soon as she finished it, a faint hum resonated from the band, as though the components acknowledged the start of their unification.

Pell leaned in, watching the process with uncharacteristic muted focus. “Always thought that thing was more for show.”

“Many uses,” Enya replied, her voice calm but distant, her attention fully locked on her work. She dipped the quill into the ink again, her hands steady as she continued to etch the next rune—a conductor, meant to guide mana and soul-energy through the ring and into the crystal. Each stroke of the quill carved the rune with ethereal precision, glowing faintly as the ink sank into the metal.

The process wasn’t fast, but Enya didn’t rush. Every rune had to be perfect, their shapes exact and their placement aligned with the flow of energy she envisioned. She slowly regretted not buying an extra ring, but it didn’t matter now. She had to make this try count.

Sweat beaded on her forehead as she etched the final rune into place—a frost-binding glyph that would allow the ring to emit its cold mist.

As she finished the last stroke, the entire ring flared with light, the runes glowing a brilliant blue before fading into the band’s surface. The Shyrith crystal pulsed, its frosty hue deepening as the thread and runes worked together to lock it in place.

Enya released a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding, lowering the quill as the yellow glow faded from her eyes. “There,” she whispered, exhaustion tinging her voice. “The runes are done.”

She dipped the Bonecarver’s Quill back into the ink jar, and letting it vanish inside, so that any leftover ink on the tip wouldn’t stain the table or herself.

She took a moment to admire the ring, turning it in the soft light of the spell-lit lamppost. The frost emanating from it was now steadier, more controlled, as though the artifact had taken its first breath.

“Well,” Pell said after a long silence, his tone a mix of surprise and approval. “Guess you’re not just playing make-believe necromancer blacksmith after all. That thing actually looks like it might work.”

Enya grinned, though her tiredness showed in her eyes. “Of course it will. Just one more step.”

She placed the ring on the table and rested her hands over it, summoning the reserves of her soul-energy. Closing her eyes, she directed the flow into the artifact, binding all the components together and awakening its full potential.


Item Name: Gravecaller’s Band
Tier: Silver
Rank: D+
Effect: A ring that absorbs and regulates excessive chilling temperatures. By pouring a steady amount of mana into the ring, it releases a continuous cold mist of energy, lowering the surrounding temperature and creating frost. If Soul-Energy is used instead, the mist can emanate from summoned constructs, granting them temporary cold-attribute enhancements for as long as the energy lasts.


Enya looked at the ring, filled with a mix of surprise and confusion. “Why is it only Silver tier and D+ rank? I thought this was supposed to be a gold item…” she muttered aloud.

Pell, hearing the comment, added in his thoughts. “Not every item that crafters make will be the same tier and rarity. A blacksmith making an iron sword that is supposed to be bronze and A-rank isn’t going to be a bronze, A-rank sword every time. How they forge it, temperature differences of the flame, material quality and all that make a large difference. You probably had some bad materials or weren’t as accurate as you wanted to be when making it. You did use an alternative to the Frozen Mycelium after all.”

Enya picked up the ring and considered his words. It was her first attempt at this recipe, and she did basically wing the formation of the thread. Perhaps even the gem itself wasn’t an exact perfect fit, and maybe she could have made it larger.

“It was probably the materials then. There’s no way I made a bad one,” Enya said, disbelieving that she herself had messed up somewhere in the process.

Pell sighed. Just take it as a learning opportunity, kid.
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                “Go ahead and place your book on top of the pedestal,” came the voice of middle-aged man, wearing Talo’s signature color of pure white. He was lanky and wore spectacles, his hair fully gray already.

Enya did as instructed and walked up to the pedestal. She reached up and placed The Grim Pullet atop the stone flat top. Instead of lying flat, it levitated by some mysterious force. “Is this actually safe, Mr. Gofer?”

The man coughed. “It’s Godner, but yes.”

Enya glanced back at Pell, who stood near the doorway, his bony arms crossed as his flaming eye sockets watched intently. He gave her a faint nod.

“Alright,” Godner said, adjusting his spectacles and gesturing to a series of glowing runes etched into the stone base of the pedestal. “This device will gradually channel mana into the book until it reaches its capacity. The moment we detect any signs of overload, the process will stop automatically. Simple, controlled, and entirely safe.”

“What happens if it goes too far? Does it being a soul-bound item matter?” Enya asked, her voice calm but edged with curiosity.

Godner didn’t look particularly concerned. “The nature of a soul-bound item doesn’t affect the book's ability to hold mana, at least not in terms of this test. It might amplify its durability or efficiency, but that’s irrelevant to the process. Soul-binding merely connects the item to you—it doesn’t change the fundamental mechanics of its mana absorption.”

Godner cleared his throat. “Very well. Let us begin.”

He placed his hand on a glowing rune at the pedestal's base. The runes flared brighter as an invisible current of mana flowed from the pedestal into The Grim Pullet. The book’s pages fluttered slightly as if caught in a breeze, and the faint hum grew louder, echoing in Enya’s mind like a distant pulse.

At first, nothing seemed unusual. The book absorbed the mana steadily, its surface faintly glowing with an eerie, bluish light.

“See? Nothing to worry about,” Godner said, his tone almost dismissive as he studied the runes for any anomalies.

Enya relaxed slightly, though she still kept her focus on the book. She could feel the flow of mana, like a tether stretching between her soul and the Grim Pullet. It wasn’t painful, but it was... noticeable, like a small tug at the back of her mind.

The runes on the pedestal shifted in color, glowing from pale blue to green. Godner spoke up, his voice clinical. “We’ve passed the 100-mana mark. That’s the equivalent of a couple high D-rank spells or one low C-rank spell. Quite good so far.”

Pell leaned closer, his sockets narrowing at the book. “Not bad, not bad. If that were a regular book, it’d sell for about 15 gold.”

Enya frowned but said nothing. She could feel the Grim Pullet's capacity being stretched, but it still held firm. It could hold more.

“200 mana,” Godner announced, his tone sharpening slightly. “This is an excellent point to stop if you want to ensure long-term stability.”

At 250 mana, a faint crackling sound emerged, like the distant snapping of ice. Godner frowned. "Seems like it is nearing its limit."

"It’s fine," Enya said quickly, though the pull on her soul had grown stronger. She clenched her fists at her sides, determined to see this through.

"300 mana," Godner reported, his voice tightening. "Still stable, but I’m detecting minor fluctuations. I advise we stop here."

Enya hesitated, glancing at Pell, who was glaring at her.

"Don’t even think about pushing it, kid," he growled. "I told you already—if that thing blows, it’s taking you with it."

With a reluctant sigh, Enya nodded. "Fine. Stop it at 300."

Godner pressed his palm to the rune again, and the glowing mana lines on the book began to fade. The hum of the pedestal quieted, and the mana covering the Grim Pullet ceased, vanishing back into the pedestal.

“Well,” Godner said, stepping back and clasping his hands behind his back, “your book has an estimated capacity of roughly 300 mana in total, though I would recommend not exceeding 200 or 250 for practical use. That’s above average for most tested silver-tier spellbooks—nothing extraordinary, but a fine capacity for consistent use.”

Enya picked up The Grim Pullet, holding it close as she let the information sink in. Above average. Not extraordinary. She wasn’t entirely sure how to feel about that.

“It didn’t blow up. Guess we can add ‘not exploding’ to the list of things this fancy book can do.” Pell said, breaking the silence.

She ignored him, opening the book and inspecting the faint glow that was rapidly disappearing. "So I could write in spells worth 200 mana without any trouble?"

Godner nodded. “Precisely. Any spell etched into the book and filled with up to 200 total mana will be fine for consistent use. Just be mindful not to overload it, or you risk damaging both the book and yourself.”

“Got it,” she said.

Pell clapped his bony hands together. “Alright, kid, you’ve got your fancy numbers. Let’s get out of here before someone starts charging us for breathing their air.” Pell was still reluctant on paying for the service fee to test Enya’s book, but he owed her. He owed her several times over.

Enya smirked, snapping her fingers and making the Grim Pullet vanish. No sound actually came from her fingers, as she didn’t know how to snap, so instead, she made a clicking noise with her tongue at the same time to imitate it.
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Enya sat at the small desk inside of their room inside of the inn. The Grim Pullet was sprawled open in front of her, while a piece of parchment, one with a spell circuit was beside her. She had her bonecarver’s quill out in her hand, intricately copying over the circuit straight into the book. This was going to be her secret weapon during the tournament. If she couldn’t win with her newly enhanced minions, then this spell she obtained from the magic association would be her trump card.

Pell was gone, off to the information guild, something about ‘checking up on the status of his request.’ So right now, it was only Enya and her minions inside of the room.

She put down the quill and rolled her chair back. Time for a small break, she thought. She turned and looked at her minions who were inside of the room. For the tournament, her current roster was herself, Muffins, Fred, Uglyface, and Pell.

She reached down into her pocket and pulled out the Gravecaller’s Band. She placed it onto her fingers, over the gloves she wore.

The Gravecaller’s Band felt cool against her glove, its surface smooth and unnaturally chilly. As soon as it settled on her finger, a faint mist began to rise from the ring, curling lazily around her hand before dissipating into the air.

Enya stood and stretched, the chair creaking faintly behind her. She surveyed her minions, her gaze landing on Muffins, her tried-and-true mana-summoned skeleton. It stood obediently in the corner of the room, its bony frame as unimpressive as ever.

“Alright, Muffins,” she said, holding her hand out toward the skeleton. “Let’s see what this thing can do.”

Focusing her soul-energy, she directed a small surge into the Gravecaller’s Band. The ring pulsed faintly in response, a visible shiver running through Muffins as the icy aura began to emanate from its form.

The change was immediate. Frost crept along Muffins’s bones, thin sheets of ice spreading over its ribcage, arms, and skull. The air around it grew colder, a faint chill mist pooling at its feet and slowly spreading outward across the floor. Within moments, a thin layer of frost began to form on the walls and floorboards, glinting faintly in the dim light of the room.

Enya stepped closer, her eyes narrowing as she activated Absolute Focus. Her eyes glowed a soft yellow as the details sharpened in her vision. The frost wasn’t just sitting on Muffins’s bones—it seemed to integrate with them, reinforcing the skeleton’s structure while adding a subtle, almost ethereal gleam to its frame.

“Interesting,” she murmured, reaching out to tap a finger against the icy coating on Muffins’s rib. The surface was cold and hard, almost like tempered glass.

But the changes didn’t stop there. She could feel something deeper stirring within the skeleton. The soul-energy she had channeled into the ring wasn’t just enhancing Muffins—it was altering it, infusing it with an anomalous power.

The aura around Muffins wasn’t just cold—it was slowing everything within its range. The frost creeping along the floor and walls wasn’t random, either. It was an extension of Muffins’s presence, a manifestation of the ice-aspected attribute granted by the ring. It wanted to expand—it wanted to grow.


Skill: Insight has been activated.
Target: Muffins
Revealed Information: This skeleton has been augmented by a mysterious soul-chilling aura that constantly grows and expands ice.


As she focused, she felt the soul-energy pulsing within the skeleton, almost as if it were trying to expand. A thought struck her, and she turned to Fred, her soul-forged minion, who stood silently nearby.

“Fred,” she commanded, “break one of Muffins’s ribs.”

Fred moved on command, its fingers reaching out and snapping one of Muffins’s ribs in half. The bone cracked loudly, and for a moment, Enya worried she might have overdone it. That was until the frost around Muffins’ bones pulsed, and the broken rib began to regrow.

Ice formed first, shaping itself into the rough outline of a bone before solidifying into a mixture of ice and bone marrow. The new rib was slightly translucent, its icy sheen catching the light as it settled into place.

Enya’s lips curled into a grin. “So that’s what it means by ‘ice-aspected attributes’. It barely uses a small amount of Soul-Energy to make an ice bone.”

She stepped back, various thoughts swirling in her mind. If Muffins could regrow its bones as a mix of ice and bone, could it also create other appendages? She shifted her thoughts, focusing on Muffins’s arm this time. She commanded Muffins to see if they could manipulate the ice forming around them. Responding to her will, the frost thickened, creeping down Muffins’ forearm and pooling at the fingertips.

The ice coated all five fingers, forming a makeshift clawed weapon. The closest she could describe it, was the claws of a cat or wolf, but much longer. Each claw extended Muffins’ finger by double its normal length, and each claw seemed sharp enough to tear flesh.

A chime rang out in her mind.


System Notification: 48 of 48 EXP has been allocated to Visionary.Your level has increased from level 4 to level 5.
You have gained 1 skill point.
Experience Remaining Until Next Level: 29/73
New Class Quests are now available.


The notification was a welcome surprise. She had finally reached the threshold of Level 5 for her innate class. Just like with her main class, she had earned a skill point and unlocked access to new class quests.

Excited, Enya immediately pulled up her status screen, her eyes scanning the newly available options.


New Class Quests are now available. Please choose one from the following list.
1. Skill Insight fails on a target.2. Use insight on 100 unique targets.
3. Skill Visions Past activates while in Absolute Focus.


Three new quests were now available to her, all pertaining to her Visionary class. Unlike the quests she received previously, the three new ones specifically dealt with her innate class’ skills. Was this normal for innate quests? Or perhaps it was a coincidence her quests all lined up to be skill-specific.


Quest: Skill Insight fails on a target.
Insight grants you the ability to search for hidden information from your target. While there are no restrictions to this skill, it is not infallible and can fail under certain conditions. Locate a target and have this skill fail to extract information.

Quest: Use insight on 100 unique targets.
Knowledge, truth, and understanding are the essence of a Visionary. To acclimate to your role, use Insight on 100 different (unique) targets.

Quest: Skill Visions Past activates while in Absolute Focus.
Visions Past is a powerful skill, allowing you to see randomly into the future, where the events will come to pass. However, perhaps the skill can be focused, providing more detail and accuracy. What happens if you use both of your class skills at the same time? Have Visions Past activate while Absolute Focus is also active.


The three quests seemed far more straightforward compared to her Necrosmith quests. Each one was something she could actively work toward—except, perhaps, the last one, depending on its stipulations.

The second and third quests were self-explanatory. The second just required consistency, while the third relied on pure luck—unless she could react fast enough to trigger Absolute Focus right before a vision occurred.

The first quest, however, was intriguing. How could the skill fail? Maybe if she tried using it on something that didn’t classify as a valid target? Or perhaps if she used Insight on the sky, the range would be too far?

Testing the theory, she walked over to the window and stared up at the drifting clouds before activating her skill.

She waited. And waited.

Nothing happened.

Enya exhaled through her nose, walking back to her chair and sinking into it, her lips twisting to the side in thought. The skill hadn’t failed—it simply hadn’t activated at all. That was different. Maybe she needed to use it on something vastly more powerful than herself? That seemed logical. It would be ridiculous to think her Insight could just reveal the weaknesses of an Obsidian-Tier War Paragon by simply looking at them.

There were still several hours until bedtime—Pell had been pestering her nonstop about how children needed proper sleep.

Dummy, she thought.

Even though she wanted to stay up, it was probably a good idea to rest before the tournament tomorrow. Most of her minions were already summoned and prepared, which meant the biggest mana costs were out of the way. All that remained was deciding whether to Soul-Forge Muffins or unsummon it in exchange for a different skeletal construct. She also needed to finish imbuing her new spell into The Grim Pullet.

Pulling up her system, she skimmed through the notifications and checked her condensed status list.


System Notification: You have landed a killing blow on the following creatures:
19 x Luminite Crystal Fighter Spiderling (Level: Various)Luminite Crystal Guard Spiderling (Level: 10)
Luminite Crystal Guard Spiderling (Level: 11)
You have received 1843 EXP.
Your level has increased from level 10 to level 12.


System Notification: You have successfully crafted Gravecaller’s Band:
You have received 563 EXP.
Your level has increased from level 12 to level 13
Experience Remaining Until Next Level: 156/1851


Name: Enya EmpyriaHealth: 100/100
Mana: 30/30Soul-Energy: 398/400
Level: 13/5


Enya’s stats had greatly increased after her battle in the hunting grounds. She had risen two levels, though the experience needed for each subsequent level kept climbing higher. Her Soul-Energy was nearly capped—fifty points of overcapped Soul-Energy had already been allocated to her skill Transfiguration of Soul and to finishing the Gravecaller’s Band. Even her earlier experiments—forming the replacement rib and frost claws—had only consumed a point or two of Soul-Energy.

Unfortunately, most of her remaining Soul-Energy was about to be drained as she prepared and empowered the spell in The Grim Pullet for use in the tournament. She just hoped she’d have enough left to fight if needed.

Pell was still gone. He hadn’t returned yet, and Enya could only assume he was off arguing with someone—typical of him. The sun hadn’t set, so she hopped out of her chair, deciding to make use of the remaining daylight.

There was plenty to do to get ready for the tournament, but one specific thing had been nagging at her—a spell that would greatly improve her quality of life as a necromancer. It was a utility spell commonly used by summoners, beast tamers, and necromancers. She had seen it in Sable’s book, but back then, she never had a reason to learn it. Now she regretted that choice since those books had been destroyed.

“Alright, you all stay here. I’ll be back,” Enya said, glancing at her minions.

She turned and left the room, skipping down the stairs and waving at Sheryl, who was manning the counter.

Outside, the streets were busy but not overly crowded. Enya made her way toward the Magic Association, her mind set on acquiring the spell. Pell had given her two gold pieces “just in case,” and she figured that should be more than enough to buy what she needed.

Walking around with a horde of skeletons—especially any larger constructs—was going to be a hassle. If she could learn a spell to summon and de-summon her minions at will, it would make things so much easier. Not to mention, it would double as a defensive skill, giving her a team of ready defenders on command.

As she skipped along the sidewalks, humming to herself, prying eyes tracked her movements.

But these weren’t the eyes of Lord Clament’s watchers. No, these eyes observed her from much farther away. Their presence lingered only briefly before disappearing altogether, retreating deep into the forests surrounding Talo.
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                Enya returned to their room about an hour later to find that Pell had already come back. Judging by the way his hollow eyes lingered on the damp floor, he had noticed that she’d used the frost band. Most of the ice that had coated the walls had already melted, leaving behind slick patches of water.

He asked where she had gone, and she answered truthfully—she had visited the Magic Association to see if they had a spell that would allow her to summon and unsummon her minions. Fortunately, they did.

Then Pell asked how much she had paid for it.

And that’s when Enya… told a tiny, insignificant fib.

Truthfully, she had probably been ripped off. But she still didn’t have a proper grasp on the value of money—just that gold coins could buy her almost anything. So, she told Pell she had paid two silver pieces and ten copper for the F-rank spell. In reality, she had handed over an entire gold coin and told them to keep the change because she didn’t feel like carrying around loose coins.

Unfortunately, Pell asked to see the remaining coins. She had none.

What followed was a brief scolding about being wasteful with money and how she should have taken the change regardless.

Once the lecture was over, Enya decided to test her new spell on Muffins.


Spell: Summon [Active] has been obtained.
Summon or unsummon any target bound to you, or is classified as a summoned creature with you as its owner or master. The target’s mass affects summoning speed, with larger entities taking longer to summon or unsummon.
[Mana cost: 0MP]


With a simple wave of her hand, Muffins vanished. It was similar to how the dungeon core stored and summoned monsters. Another wave, and Muffins reappeared, unchanged. The spell only had two patterns—quick to form, easy to cast, and with no downtime.

Though Enya liked Muffins, having just another regular human-shaped skeleton didn’t excite her much, especially since she already had some. Instead, she wanted to recreate her original minion party from the dungeon. Fred was like Walnut or Dummy D., the humanoid skeletons, and Uglyface was similar to Stupidface, the demon rat. However, she was still missing a Bonehead.

There was just one small variable to account for before re-crafting Muffins—the Crystal Spiderling Queen, still held prisoner.

Despite being a high-level monster capable of commanding other powerful spiderlings, the Queen had made little effort to escape from Muffins’ hand prison. Enya suspected that, like herself, its true strength lay in controlling others rather than physical prowess.

With that in mind, she had Muffins open a drawer, then unceremoniously tossed the Queen inside like a crumpled scrap of paper. She stood still for a moment, listening. Faint skittering echoed from within, but the drawer remained firmly shut.

It was probably safe to leave her in there.

Probably.

After stepping outside briefly, Enya dispelled Muffins and re-crafted their form, shaping it to imitate Bonehead’s hulking frame from Sable’s sanctum. Of course, the same bone-density reduction that had weakened Bonehead was also applied to this new summon due to its sheer size. But Enya’s use of Soul-Energy quickly compensated for the weakness. In a flash, she named it, checked its stats, and dismissed it; it was far too large to fit inside of the inn.


Soul-Energy: 368/400
System Notification: Name ‘Numbskull’ has been registered to Level 13 Skeleton

Name: Numbskull
Level: 13
Type: Soul-Forged Ogre Skeleton
Class: Unassigned
Power Rating: 589


With her minions assembled, all that remained was to pour her Soul-Energy into the Grim Pullet to fully charge her new spell. Between her summons, her spells, the Gravecaller’s Band, and her hidden trump card, she would be more than ready for the tournament.

After taking a bath downstairs with Sheryl’s help, Enya resumed her spell-imbuing, using up the last of the Soul-Energy needed to finalize the spell within the Grim Pullet.

As night fell, she eagerly hopped into bed, determined to fall asleep quickly so she could wake up early and refreshed. However, she was too eager; her body and mind were too restless to fall asleep.

Pell, who was ‘resting’ in the corner of the room, noticed. Not without irritation.

“Pell? Can you read me a story?” she asked.

The room was dim, illuminated only by pale moonlight filtering through the blinds.

Pell groaned. The last thing he wanted was to read her some silly fairy tale just so she could fall asleep. But he also knew how much she had been preparing for the tournament. And, more importantly, if he got her to sleep, she’d stop bothering him sooner.

Grumbling, he dragged his chair over to her bedside and sat down, arms crossed. “Fine. One damn story. Don’t ask for more.”

Enya pulled the sheets up to her face and nodded, eager to hear whatever fascinating tale Pell had in store. Despite his rough exterior, she knew he was a total book nerd—someone who could read for hours without getting bored. Surely, he knew plenty of magical adventures, grand heroics, or epic legends.

“This is a story I read a long time ago,” Pell began. “It’s about a commoner who earns a noble title and is tasked with managing their own fiefdom, making it thrive.”

Enya gripped the sheets tighter, listening intently.

“I believe it was called… Doing Taxes with Count Commoner. The story begins like this—”

She was asleep within minutes.
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Morning came, and Enya woke to the sound of roosters crowing outside. Which was odd—there were no farms in Talo that she noticed.

Did someone just have a pet rooster?

She stretched, feeling well-rested despite the excitement lingering from last night. Today was the day of the tournament check-in, and she needed to be ready.

First, she went through her usual morning routine. Regular basic hygiene came first. She washed her face, and brushed her hair. It was lucky that Sheryl, the innkeeper was willing to help Enya early in the mornings with her hygiene. It just didn’t feel quite right for Pell to assist her.

Enya looked over her equipment. The Gravecaller’s Band was secure on her wrist, her boots, gloves, and badge all checked and accounted for.

By the time she finished, the clock was nearing 5:30 a.m. Pell waited by the door of their room. “Took you long enough,” he grumbled, though there was no real bite to his tone. “I’ll head down first. Don’t dawdle.”

Enya nodded, but as soon as Pell stepped out, she darted over to the dungeon core tucked away in the corner of their room. The core pulsed faintly. She knelt beside it, her hands hovering over its surface as she did a quick little command.

A minute later, Enya hurried down the stairs, catching up to Pell as he waited near the entrance of the inn. Together, they made their way toward the tournament check-in, the streets of Talo slowly waking up around them as they moved.

As Enya walked alongside Pell, she wondered if she would run into the siblings again, Berry and Manny. It had been two days since they suddenly left. Had she said something wrong? Did she do something to push them away? It was strange how abruptly they decided to leave.

Hopefully, they would be here.

The closer they got to the check-in site, the more people Enya noticed. There were children around her age, likely participating in the Youngling division, and older teenagers who were probably entering the advanced division. But despite scanning the crowd, there was no sign of Berry or Manny.

Pell nudged her forward. “Quit gawking. Go check in.”

Enya nodded and made her way over to one of the organizers, a frazzled-looking woman seated behind a small stand just outside the building. The woman glanced up as Enya approached, her sharp eyes narrowing slightly as she took in the young girl’s appearance.

“Name?” the organizer asked, her tone clipped and efficient.

“Enya Meltere,” Enya replied, the alias rolling off her tongue with practiced ease. It still felt strange to use Pell’s last name, but it was necessary. The fewer people who knew her real identity, the better—or so Pell had insisted.

The woman flipped through a stack of papers, her fingers moving quickly until she found the right sheet. “Ah, here you are. Youngling division, correct?”

“Yes,” Enya said, straightening her posture a little.

The organizer handed her a small badge, its surface etched with a number. “Wear this at all times during the tournament. Your match number will be called at the start of the previous round. Once you hear it, head to the waiting area and prepare for your match. For now, follow the marked signs in the lobby to get situated. Good luck.”

Enya took the badge and pinned it to her cloak, her heart fluttering with a mix of excitement and nerves. She glanced back at Pell, who stood a few steps behind her, his skeletal arms crossed. He gave her a curt nod.

“You’ll do fine,” he said, his tone as gruff as ever. “I’ll head off to the stands.”

As Pell turned to leave, Enya quickly channeled a flicker of mana into her palm, the energy surging briefly before she clenched her fist.

“Actually, Pell… you’re coming with me,” she said.

Pell stopped mid-turn, his hollow eye sockets fixed on her. “What’re you—”

Before he could finish, Enya waved her hand, and Pell’s form vanished in an instant, unsummoned.

“Sorry, Pell,” she whispered, glancing down at her palms. “But you’re using up one of my minion slots right now. And I have no idea how to remove you from it without accidentally killing you.”

She wasn’t entirely sure where her minions went when unsummoned—whether they were stored in her hands, her soul, or some other hidden pocket of existence—but now wasn’t the time to dwell on it. Fighting in the tournament without all of her minions, would put her at a disadvantage. Besides—Pell was stronger now.

With that, Enya turned and headed into the building, following the marked signs that led deeper into the tournament grounds.

The waiting area was vast and well-furnished, clearly designed to accommodate a large number of young participants. Soft, enchanted lights illuminated the space, and the walls were lined with intricate carvings of the winners of past tournaments, their golden engravings shimmering faintly under the light. Large illusionary panels also hung high above the room, flickering to life with real-time views of the tournament arena outside.

Enya tilted her head up, observing the three enormous white-tiled stages displayed on the screens. The tournament grounds were surrounded by a now-growing audience, excited chatter filling the stands as spectators were eagerly awaiting the first matches. There were many clumps of people dressed in finer clothing. She could only assume these were noble families that came to watch their children.

She scanned the rest of the waiting chamber. Several sections had been set up—one with comfortable seating, another with neatly arranged tables carrying simple food prepared by the academy, and a few more leading into practice rooms where the other kids tested their skills against training dummies. A handful of kids took advantage of the practice area, sending bursts of magic into targets or swinging weapons. Enya noticed a lot of elemental-related magic, like fireballs and the like. Others sat quietly, waiting, whispering to themselves, or simply watching the screens above.

Enya remained seated for now, her fingers absently tracing the badge pinned to her dress. Her number: 14.

Minutes passed as the stands were filling up more and more. Suddenly, the illusionary panels flashed brighter, drawing everyone’s attention. The main arena’s sound systems crackled to life, and a booming voice filled the entire venue.

“LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, WELCOME—TO THE BEACON TOURNAMENT!”

The audience erupted into cheers, the sound practically shaking the ground outside. The illusion panels focused on a massive balcony overseeing the tournament grounds, where a sharply dressed announcer stood, a wide grin on his face. His voice, projected through magic, carried effortlessly over the crowd and the interface.

“We have an exhilarating day ahead of us! Dozens of promising young fighters will clash, pushing their limits for the chance to prove themselves! The elimination rounds begin NOW, with our first three sets coming from the Youngling Division—children striving for admission to Lightway Academy and the chance to become tomorrow’s Paragons of War!”

Enya leaned forward slightly, her eyes narrowing at the screen.

The illusion panels shifted views, displaying the principal of the academy, a dignified older man sitting high in his own exclusive booth, his presence exuding authority. Next to him sat Lord Clament, the city’s ruler, his expression unreadable as he observed the tournament grounds below.

The announcer continued, his voice smooth yet commanding.

“Overseeing today’s grand event, we have none other than the esteemed Headmaster Laventis of the Lightway Academy! A master of both magic and strategy, and a guiding force behind the warriors of tomorrow!”

The audience cheered as the headmaster gave a polite nod, his hands folded over his lap.

“And of course, we are honored by the presence of Lord Clament, the White Bastion’s very own city lord! His support for young talent has kept this tradition alive and thriving!”

Another round of applause filled the stadium, though Enya noticed that Lord Clament barely reacted. He sat stiffly, watching everything unfold with a gaze that seemed almost… analytical.

“And now, for those of you new to the Beacon Tournament, let’s go over the rules of combat! Each of our participants is equipped with a special enchanted badge, filled with mana from none other than diamond-tier War Paragons themselves! That’s right, these little beauties are more than just number tags—they generate a personal mana barrier around the wearer, absorbing the brunt of all incoming attacks! Fire, lightning, sword strikes, even the nastier stuff like corrosive venom—every hit is recorded, so you can go all out without fear of serious injury!”

A brief pause, allowing the audience to murmur in appreciation.

“But don’t get careless! These barriers may stop damage, but they don’t stop force! Get tossed too hard, slammed into the ground, or take a bad fall, and you will feel it. And if your badge absorbs too much? Well, it’ll flash and shatter—signaling your defeat! Oh, and let’s not forget—ring-outs are instant losses. Step outside the arena’s boundary, even by a fingertip, and you’re done!”

A brief chuckle from the announcer.

“Of course, if you really find yourself in a bad spot, surrendering is always an option. And should anything get out of hand, our many umpires reserve the right to forcibly stop a match and give a final decision! Esteemed Headmaster Laventis or Lord Clament will also have full authority to end a match at their discretion! Safety first, after all.”

The illusion panels shift, showing a section near the arena’s edge where a team of white-robed healers stand at the ready. Among them, a tall woman with a stern face and golden hair stood out.

“And speaking of safety, we have some of the best healers in Talo on standby, including the one and only Lady Celeste, head of the Talo Medical Clinic! So rest assured, competitors—you may leave today bruised, but you won’t leave broken!”

The crowd roared in approval, the excitement only growing as the first fighters took their places.

“Now then,” the announcer clapped his hands together, “let’s not waste any more time! The tournament structure is simple: we have three stages, each hosting an elimination match at a time! The winners move forward, the losers are out! The first three sets will consist of our Youngling Division, then we’ll have a short intermission before the Advanced Division takes over! We will repeat this process until every participant has fought at least once. Understood?”

The crowd roared in response.

“Given the number of participants, these elimination matches may run for quite some time! If you need to step away, attend to business, or return later, rest assured—recordings will be available upon request at the Lightway Academy’s first building lobby!”

The illusion panels displayed the first matchups: #1 versus #2, #3 versus #4, and #5 versus #6.

Enya’s smirk deepened.

That means I still have time before my match… Good. That means I can watch.

She settled in, gaze locked onto the screens, ready to analyze each person’s fighting style and skillset before it was her turn.

Just as Enya settled back into her seat, the door to the waiting area burst open. A girl with short, choppy black hair and a tanned complexion skidded to a halt, breathless. Her brown cloak was slightly askew, and she clutched a tournament badge in one hand as she frantically scanned the room.

“Am I late?!” she blurted, voice carrying across the chamber.

No one reacted. The other participants were too engrossed in their own preparations—some stuffing their faces at the food table, others locked in quiet conversations or hammering away at training dummies. The only one who even looked her way was Enya.

Enya tilted her head slightly. “No. They just started calling the first matches.”

The girl let out an audible sigh of relief, shoulders sagging. “Oh, good. Thought I missed everything.” She hurried over and plopped down onto the seat next to Enya, still catching her breath. “I ran the whole way here. Didn’t think I’d get lost, but, uh… turns out this place is way bigger than I expected.”

She adjusted her cloak and flashed a grin. “Name’s Risha. What about you?”

Enya hesitated for a moment, then answered, “Enya.”

Risha’s grin widened. “Nice to meet you, Enya! Have I missed anything important?”

Enya glanced at the illusion panels, where the first fighters were stepping onto the stage. “Not really. The matches are just starting.”

Risha nodded, rocking back in her seat. “Phew. Guess that means I’ve got some time to breathe before my number gets called.” She fiddled with the badge pinned to her cloak, revealing her number—22.

Enya glanced at it briefly before turning her attention back to the screens. She still had time to observe, but now she had company.

The illusion panels flickered as the announcer’s voice boomed once more, signaling the start of the first matches.

“NOW—FOR OUR FIRST SET OF ELIMINATION MATCHES! ON STAGE ONE—FIGHTERS NUMBER ONE AND TWO, STEP FORWARD!”

A murmur rippled through the waiting room as the first pair rose from their seats. Two boys, both appearing confident, made their way toward the exit, pushing open the heavy doors that led to the open arena.

“ON STAGE TWO—FIGHTERS THREE AND FOUR, MAKE YOUR WAY TO THE BATTLEFIELD!”

Another set of participants followed suit, stretching their arms and rolling their shoulders as they exited.

“AND FINALLY, ON STAGE THREE—FIGHTERS FIVE AND SIX, YOU’RE UP!”

The last pair strode forward without hesitation, vanishing through the doors. The waiting chamber grew quieter once the fighters had left, leaving only the sound of distant cheering from outside.

Risha leaned forward, eyes fixed on the panels. “This is it,” she muttered, excitement creeping into her voice.

Enya didn’t respond. Her focus had shifted entirely to one of the fighters on Stage One. A boy—probably around her age or a little older—stood at the center of the tiled platform, gripping a hammer nearly the size of his own body. He held it with effortless ease, as if it weighed nothing at all. His stance was solid, feet planted firmly as he sized up his opponent.

Across from him stood another boy, dressed in flowing robes of deep blue and gold. He carried no visible weapons, yet he stood with a confidence that suggested he didn’t need one. His posture was composed, his expression hard and stoic.

Enya’s gaze flicked between them. While the robed boy carried himself elegantly, his outfit resembling something a noble would wear, it was nothing compared to her own. Her robes were much cuter, and far more stylish. Especially for the person wearing them. It was simply an objective fact.

But for now, she set that aside.

She leaned in slightly, fingers tapping idly against her knee. This was her chance to observe—see what kind of fighters were in this tournament, and what she might be up against.

The announcer's voice echoed once more:

"CONTESTANTS READY?" After a few affirming nods from all six fighters, the announcer continued, his voice louder and more boisterous.

"THEN WITHOUT FURTHER ADO, LET THE MATCHES BEGIN!"
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                The stands were still steadily filling up with spectators, not yet a fully packed arena. The first matches were regular elimination matches, designed to get rid of those who could not win their first bout. A blend of nobles and commoners were settled into their seats as the first match was set to begin. Among them, Lord Harland Ferris adjusted the cuff of his coat, casting a brief glance down at the waiting arena. His wife, Lady Ferris, sat beside him, her hands neatly folded over her lap as she observed the participants below.

“On stage one, we have Hans Petemie, versus Elias Ferris!” came the voice of the announcer.

As they focused ahead, a familiar voice interrupted their observations.

“Lord Ferris,” came a smooth greeting. Another noble, Lord Edwin Hestrel, approached, nodding in acknowledgment before taking the open seat beside them. “Good turnout this year.”

Harland nodded. “As expected. The academy always draws a crowd.” His gaze returned to the arena. “Looks like Elias is up first.”

“Ah.” Hestrel followed his gaze. “Against the one with the hammer?”

Lady Ferris let out a soft breath through her nose, almost amused. “I suppose they’re letting just about anyone enter these days.”

Hestrel chuckled. “It does seem that way.” He studied the boy in question—a broad-shouldered participant, standing calmly as he waited for the match to begin. “Big weapon.”

“Big, yes. It does not necessarily mean skilled though,” Harland said, shaking his head. “Crude fighting, no technique. What school of art does one even need to have to fight with such a large weapon? Someone like that will swing until they burn out. Our son won’t even need to break a sweat.”

Lady Ferris smiled faintly. “He’s trained for this since he could walk. One match against an unpolished brute won’t change anything. At least, this’ll be an easy match. I was worried he’d be against another noble family.”

Hestrel leaned back slightly, looking amused. “Well, let’s hope the poor boy doesn’t embarrass himself too badly. Might ruin our image if Elias beats him too badly. If the commoners are discouraged from applying, then the matches will just be of all the houses of nobility. ”

A few commoners seated nearby overheard the conversation, their expressions hard with irritation. One man, his hands calloused from years of labor, shot a glare in their direction but said nothing. His wife placed a hand on his arm, shaking her head subtly.

“Ignore them, dear,” she whispered. “You know how they are.”

The man clenched his jaw but nodded, turning his attention back to the arena.

On the stage, Elias adjusted his stance, his movements precise and deliberate. The announcer’s voice boomed through the stadium, signaling the start of the match.

“LET THE MATCHES BEGIN!”

On the stage, Hans, the hammer-wielding commoner, rushed forward. Although the hammer he carried, made of solid steel, was bulkier than his own body, he still moved with effortless ease. It was instantly clear that unless there was some magical mechanism or trick being played, that the boy had incredible strength to wield such a weapon.

As he ran, he slowly wound the hammer back behind his head, preparing to strike the instant he was within range of his opponent.

Elias stayed calm, but his posture shifted into one ready to take the attack head-on. As Hans approached, Elias weaved a spell circle—and then another, straight on top of it.

Some audible gasps came from the stands. Although the other two fights had also started, the technique that Elias showed drew the attention of the crowds.

“Your son has learned layered-casting?” Hestral spoke aloud, gaze turned to Harland.

Lord Harland smiled, clearly proud of the attention his son was getting. “Of course. It’s just natural. He has been studying under a capital tutor for the past year and a half, and this is one of his biggest accomplishments so far. Although he has only just recently learned the technique, this clearly shows his potential.”

Hans closed the distance quickly, his hammer swinging in a wide, powerful arc. The sheer force of the weapon created a visible gust of wind, and the crowd collectively held their breath to see what would happen.

Elias didn’t flinch. His layered spell circles glowed brightly, one rotating clockwise, the other counterclockwise, their intricate patterns interlocking seamlessly. Just as the hammer was about to connect, Elias raised his hand, and a shimmering barrier of light erupted in front of him.

The hammer struck the barrier with a deafening clang, the impact sending a shockwave through the arena. The barrier held firm, though small cracks spider-webbed across its surface. Elias took a single step back and released his spell, causing the barrier to explode, sending Hans flying back in the air, until he landed on his feet where he had first started.

“A proper noble should never rely on brute force alone,” Lady Ferris mused, watching as her son fluidly transitioned into his next maneuver. “Strength without refinement is meaningless.”

Another exchange came as Hans rushed forward once again. This time, Elias casted multiple wind-adjacent spells, darting his body to the sides as Hans’ hammer swings came.

“He’s quick,” Hestrel remarked, his tone appreciative.

Lord Ferris nodded, his expression one of quiet satisfaction. “Elias knows better than to stand still against an opponent like that.”

On the stage, Elias completed his next spell, and a burst of light erupted from his fingertips. The spell shot forward, striking Hans square in the chest and sending him stumbling back. The crowd erupted into cheers, though a few commoners in the stands winced at the sight. Murmurs rippled through the audience. While many nobles cheered for Elias, others watched the match with intrigue.

Hans gritted his teeth, his grip tightening on the hammer. He charged again, this time with a roar, but Elias was ready for it. Another spell circle formed, this one larger and more complex than the last.

In the stands, the commoner who had glared at the Ferris family’s rude remarks about commoners earlier muttered under his breath, “Come on, lad. Don’t let him show you up.”

And as if on cue, Elias flicked his wrist, his layered spell fully formed. A double surge of lightning crackled to life, arching toward Hans with dangerous speed.

But at that moment, Hans moved differently. Instead of dodging, he stepped forward, raising his hammer and swinging it—not at Elias, but at the spell itself. The moment his weapon connected with the bolts, the spell shattered, dispersed in an instant.

A stunned silence fell over the crowd. Even the announcer for that stage, that was giving play-by-play commentary, hesitated, momentarily at a loss for words.

“What?” Hestrel muttered, leaning forward. “He disrupted the spell?”

A man sitting a few rows above Lord Ferris and his group suddenly sat up straighter. His brow furrowed as he watched Hans absorb another of Elias’ spells, the magical energy dispersing the moment it touched him. Then, with a slow nod, he spoke, half to himself and half to those seated around him.

“…A mana conductor,” he said.

Several heads turned his way, eyes widening as recognition dawned.

“That’s—” someone began, but the words caught in their throat.

The noble spectators, once dismissive of the match, now paid far closer attention.

“A Mana-Conductor?” Hestrel repeated, his tone a mix of surprise and confusion. He turned toward the commoner section, raising his voice slightly. “You there! What’s a Mana-Conductor?”

The man hesitated for a moment, surprised that a noble had addressed him directly. But then he straightened, his voice carrying a note of pride. “It’s a rare and obscure class. I’m not sure if he is one, or is a class adjacent to it, but Mana-Conductors can absorb mana from spells and attacks, then use it to disrupt or nullify other magics. That’s how he’s countering that boy’s spells.”

Lord Ferris’s expression darkened, his brows furrowing. “A class that nullifies magic? I’ve never heard of such a thing.”

On the field, Elias frowned, his stance tightening. He had noticed it now, too. His magic—no matter the type—was simply vanishing upon contact with Hans’ weapon. The hammer wasn’t just a slab of steel; it was an extension of the boy’s abilities.

Hans moved again, surging forward with newfound confidence. This time, he didn’t just endure the attacks—he stepped into them. A blast of fire magic struck him, but instead of staggering, the flames dissipated on impact. He swung his hammer through the embers, redirecting the energy into a brutal downward strike. Elias barely dodged, rolling aside as the hammer slammed into the stage, splitting the stone and sending rupturing flames spiraling upward.

Elias wasn’t one to panic, but it was clear his usual approach wasn’t going to work. Every spell he cast, Hans either absorbed, nullified, or countered with sheer force.

A layered fire spell—snuffed out in an instant.

A binding arcane tether—shattered before it could take hold.

A bolt of lightning—redirected back at Elias, forcing him to evade.

“Elias is losing ground,” Lady Ferris observed, her tone composed but watchful.

Lord Ferris’ jaw tightened, but his faith in his son did not waver. “Elias is a strategist first and foremost. He won’t let himself be cornered.”

And sure enough, Elias adapted.

Rather than waste energy on direct attacks, he shifted tactics. He had learned that not all spells needed to overpower an opponent—some simply needed to shift the battlefield.

He didn’t need to defeat Hans with magic.

He needed to remove him from the arena.

Elias dodged another swing, his movements fluid and calculated. Then, with a flick of his wrist, he cast a spell—not at Hans, but at the ground beneath him.

The arena tiles shifted, rising and falling in waves. Hans stumbled, his footing thrown off by the sudden terrain change. Elias seized the opportunity, his hands moving in rapid, intricate patterns.

“What’s this?” the announcer exclaimed, his voice rising with excitement. “Elias Ferris is changing tactics!”

The crowd leaned forward, watching intently. Elias completed his spell, and the air around him shimmered. A powerful blast of wind erupted, barreling toward Hans.

Even this, Hans could dispel—Elias knew that. So instead of striking him directly, Elias let the magic surge forward before cutting it off at the last moment, converting its force into raw momentum. A powerful, uncontrolled gale followed, slamming into Hans like a cannon blast.

Hans braced, swinging his hammer in a desperate attempt to anchor himself, but it was useless. His mana-disrupting ability meant nothing against the natural wind that now carried him off his feet.

The force sent Hans tumbling backward. He struggled against it, but in the next instant, his body crossed the edge of the stage, crashing onto the ground outside.

The announcer’s voice boomed through the stadium. “RING-OUT! ELIAS FERRIS WINS! THE FIRST ELIMINATION MATCH WAS CONCLUDED!”

The arena fell silent for a brief moment—then erupted into cheers. The crowd roared, voices overlapping in excitement. Some shouted Elias’ name, while others marveled at the clever strategy he had used to bypass Hans’ magic-nullifying hammer.

In the noble section, Lady Ferris allowed herself a small, satisfied nod. Lord Ferris remained composed, though his sharp gaze lingered on his son as Elias straightened, exhaling slowly.

Hans groaned from the ground outside the stage, pushing himself up on one elbow. His hammer lay beside him, partially embedded in the dirt where it had landed. He blinked, momentarily stunned, before realization dawned on him. His loss hadn’t come from being overpowered—it had come from being outplayed.

A second later, he let out a low chuckle, shaking his head.

“That was… annoying,” Hans admitted, pulling himself to his feet. He dusted off his clothes, rolling his shoulders as if shaking off the match entirely. Then, to the crowd’s surprise, he grinned. “But damn, that was clever.”

Elias stepped toward the edge of the stage, looking down at him. He was composed as ever, but there was no smugness in his expression—only a quiet confidence.

“You rely too much on your ability,” Elias said simply. “It makes you predictable.”

Hans raised a brow before huffing a laugh. “Yeah, yeah. Guess I’ll work on that.” He slung his hammer over his shoulder with ease, despite its size. “Next time, I’m throwing you off instead.”

A faint smile crept onto Elias’ face. He gave a slight nod, acknowledging the challenge.

Hans and Elias’s match was the first to conclude in this round, but the tournament was far from over. Two more stages were still active, each hosting their own battles. The crowd’s attention shifted, their cheers and murmurs now divided between the ongoing fights.

“Woahhh! Did you see that?” Risha’s voice erupted next to Enya, her excitement palpable. She pointed at the screen, her eyes wide with awe. “That was so cool! That hammer boy had that noble on the ropes!” She pumped her fist in the air. “Almost showed that stupid noble who was boss!”

Enya glanced over at Risha, who had been audibly cheering throughout the fight. “Um… I’m a noble too, you know,” she said, her tone matter-of-fact.

Risha froze mid-celebration, her arm still raised. She turned to Enya, her eyes narrowing as she looked her up and down, finally taking in the fine craftsmanship of Enya’s garments. “Oh,” she said, scratching the back of her head awkwardly. “Uhh… I mean, only stupid nobles, right? You’re a good one, right?”

Enya tilted her head, her expression one of genuine curiosity. “Is being good… good?”

This time, it was Risha’s turn to tilt her head, confusion flickering across her face. “Well… yeah? Why would you want to be bad? Bad people are dumb.”

Enya placed her hands on her hips, puffing out her chest with pride. “Then I’m the best at being good that there ever was!”

Risha blinked, then burst out laughing, complete with a snort, “That’s not how that works.”

Enya huffed but couldn’t suppress a small smile. She turned her attention back to the screen, her mind still replaying the fight she had just witnessed. Those two boys—Elias and Hans—were probably around her age, yet they had demonstrated incredible skill and adaptability. Elias, in particular, had shown off a technique that left her intrigued.

She had seen him create two spell circles at once, layering them seamlessly. Normally, spell patterns formed in sequence—an outer circle first, followed by cascading inner patterns to complete the formula. But Elias had done something different.

He had layered two spells at the same time, their circuits overlapping perfectly.

Even from the visual panel, Enya could tell it was an advanced technique. She couldn’t sense the mana flow from this distance, but the execution had been seamless. He had done something difficult—something she wanted to understand.

He had moved on, his battle finished. When Enya won hers—perhaps she could ask him about it.

Risha, meanwhile, was leaning back in her seat, her arms crossed behind her head as she watched the ongoing matches. “Man, this is gonna be fun,” she said, her tone light and carefree. “I can’t wait to see what you’ve got, Enya.”

Enya turned to her, a determined glint in her eyes. “You’ll see soon enough. I’m not just here to watch, you know.”

“Me neither! I’m going to show everyone what I can do! I’ll become the top student at Lightway!”

Enya nodded, her smile matching Risha’s. For the first time, she felt a flicker of camaraderie with someone her age. It was a strange but welcome feeling. She enjoyed spending time with Berry and Manny, but they were several years older than her. Risha, on the other hand, was closer to her age, and her energy was… refreshing.

Risha’s grin turned mischievous as she nudged Enya with her elbow. “So, what did you think of the boys?”

Enya hummed in response, still watching the screen. “Elias was interesting.”

Risha smirked and shot her a teasing glance. “Ohhh, I see. Of course, you liked the noble boy.”

Enya nodded. “Yes, he won. His magic was also really cool.”

Risha rolled her eyes. “No, I mean—you liked him. You know, noble guy, all serious and broody, strong, kinda handsome? Not bad to look at?”

Enya tilted her head. “Not bad to look at?”

Risha scoffed. “Oh, come on. You really don’t think so?”

Enya frowned, thinking it over. “No. He was… fine. Like a regular boy.”

Risha gave her an incredulous look. “What, do you not know what cute is or something?”

Enya lifted her chin. “No, I know what cute is. I’m extremely cute,” she declared with a confident hmph.

Risha snorted. “Okay, but, like, besides yourself?”

Enya paused, considering. “There’s an elf lady at the adventurer’s guild. She’s cute and very pretty.”

“Oh, I know her. She’s kind of rude, though,” Risha said, shaking her head. “But no, someone around our age.”

Humming, Enya considered another answer. “You. You’re a little cute.”

Risha blinked. “Wait, what? M-m-m-me?” she stammered, her cheeks flushing at the sudden compliment. “I-I’m not cute. Everyone calls me a tomboy…”

“You are. But not as cute as me,” Enya added matter-of-factly. “I’m pretty and adorable. I even got Pell to admit it once.”

Risha, not knowing who this Pell was, threw up her hands. “Okay, I give up. No point in this conversation.”

Enya gave a satisfied nod. “Good. You were clearly confused.”

Risha rolled her eyes, though her smile didn’t fade. “You’re something else, Enya. But hey, at least you’re focused. That’s probably a good thing for this tournament.”

Enya nodded, her expression serious. “Of course. I’m here to win, not to… whatever you were talking about.”

Risha chuckled, leaning back in her seat again. “Alright, alright. Let’s just watch the matches. I can’t wait until my fight. I am not losing.”

Enya studied her for a moment. Risha wasn’t just excited—she was determined. There was something fierce in her eyes, the kind of drive Enya recognized, even if she didn’t fully relate.

“You must be confident in your skills,” Enya said.

“Obviously. I’m gonna end my match way faster than Elias did,” Risha replied, her smirk widening.

Enya gave a small nod. “I’d like to see that.”

Risha nudged her. “Oh, you will. And when I win, I expect some cheering.” She grinned. “Or at least clapping.”

Enya considered this. “I’ll think about it.”

“Gee. Thanks,” Risha replied with a scoff. “That’s close enough for some moral support, I guess.”

As another match played out on the screens, Enya kept an eye on Risha. She was loud, brash, and a little ridiculous—but there was something about her energy that Enya found… entertaining. Once Enya won her fight, she would definitely stay around and watch hers.
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                The first round of matches concluded, and the crowd erupted into applause as the competitors left the arena. The announcer’s voice rang out, calling for a brief intermission before the Advanced division matches began. Risha stretched her arms over her head as she leaned back in her seat. “Man, this is gonna be awesome,” she said, her excitement palpable. “I can’t wait to see what the older kids can do.”

Enya and Risha took the opportunity to stretch their legs, heading over to the refreshment area. The tables were laden with an array of food and desserts, some of which Enya had never seen before. She hesitated, unsure of what to pick, until Risha handed her a plate of chocolate strawberry cheesecake.

“Here, try this!” Risha said, grinning.

Enya took the plate and sank her fork into the cheesecake. The moment the rich, creamy flavor hit her tongue, her eyes widened in delight. “This is amazing,” she said, her voice muffled by the mouthful of dessert.

Risha laughed. “Told you! You’ve got to try the caramel pudding next.”

As they chatted, Risha noticed someone across the room—a boy named Jamie, someone she knew as a half-friend, half-acquaintance. He was staring in their direction, but the moment Risha’s eyes met his, he quickly looked away, pretending to focus on his group of friends. Risha raised an eyebrow, intrigued but not entirely surprised.

After the short intermission, the Advanced division fights began, and the atmosphere in the arena shifted. The older competitors took the stage, their matches faster, more intense, and filled with advanced tactics that left Enya captivated by their bouts.

The first Advanced division match started with a bang. A teenage boy, much older than Enya, dashed across the field, conjuring a massive wall of flame to block his opponent’s movements. The sheer size of the wall and the precision of his mana control were impressive, but what really caught Enya’s attention was the way he used movement and misdirection to gain the upper hand. Every time his opponent would move, the flames would block his line of sight. Attacks were constantly aimed for their blind spots, and it didn’t take more than a few minutes before their badge broke.

Risha was practically bouncing in her seat. “Whoa! Did you see that? That was amazing!”

Enya nodded, her eyes glued to the screen. “They’re attacking and moving in ways I haven’t seen before. I’ll need to learn how to counter that if I want to beat everyone.”

As the matches continued, the tournament settled into a rhythm. The rounds alternated between the Youngling and Advanced divisions, with competitors from Enya’s section steadily leaving for their bouts. Only one of each pair would return, and the room grew quieter as the number of participants dwindled.

Just as Enya was finishing another bite of cheesecake, Risha elbowed her lightly. “Hey, incoming.”

Enya blinked, following Risha’s gaze to see Jamie approaching them. He had short, slightly messy brown hair and a nervous energy about him. His hands were stuffed in his pockets, and he was trying—and failing—to look casual. On his badge, was the name “Jamie,” and the number “28”.

“Risha! Hey, I, uh… didn’t know you were here,” Jamie said, rubbing the back of his neck. His eyes flicked toward Enya before quickly looking away.

Risha squinted at him, unimpressed. “Uh-huh. You literally looked right at me earlier.”

Jamie coughed. “W-Well, I mean—uh, yeah, I saw you, but—” His gaze darted to Enya again, and he fumbled his words. His eyes fell to her badge, listing her name and number.

Risha smirked knowingly and leaned in. “Ohhh, I get it. You’re not here for me.”

Jamie’s face turned a little red. “I—I mean, I am! But, uh…” He shifted awkwardly before clearing his throat and turning directly to Enya. “Uh, Enya, right? Fighter #14?”

Enya blinked at him, fork still in hand. “Yeah?”

Jamie’s fingers twitched at his sides. “I just… wanted to let you know something. About another competitor. Marybelle, #13. The one you’ll be fighting. She’s, uh, really fast. Uses daggers. And she’s got some kind of short-range teleport ability—like blinking, I think. I don’t know her exact class, but she fights like an assassin.”

Enya’s eyes lit up. This was valuable information, and some random boy who knew Risha was openly sharing it with her? “Thank you!” Enya replied with a smile.

Jamie’s face reddened as he shifted on his feet, glancing between Risha and Enya before clearing his throat. “Well, uh… good luck, Enya,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck.

Before Jamie could retreat, Risha leaned in with a knowing smirk. “Hmm, you’re being awfully nice. What’s got you so interested in Enya’s fight?”

Jamie stiffened. “I just thought she should know! It’s only fair.”

Risha snickered. “Right, right. That’s why you were totally not staring at us earlier when we were getting snacks?”

Jamie’s face turned more red. “I wasn’t staring! I was just—just looking around!”

“Uh-huh.” Risha crossed her arms. “And you ‘just happened’ to look over at us a bunch of times?”

Jamie sputtered, shaking his head. “I—I was just making sure I recognized you, alright?”

“Ohhh, so you recognized me, but somehow ended up giving advice to Enya instead?” Risha teased, tapping her chin. “Where’s my advice, best friend?”

Jamie groaned, throwing up his hands. “You’re impossible.”

“Thanks, I try.” Risha grinned.

Jamie sighed and turned back to Enya. “Anyway… good luck.” And before Risha could say anything else, he spun around and hurried back to his group.

Risha watched him go, then turned back to Enya with a smug expression. “Whew, he was red.”

Enya tilted her head. “Why?”

Risha groaned. “Because he likes you, dummy.”

Enya frowned. “But we just met.”

“That’s how it starts.” Risha wiggled her fingers. “Admiring from afar, then working up the courage to talk—” She paused, then suddenly snickered to herself.

Enya raised an eyebrow. “What?”

“Oh, nothing.” Risha waved her off, still snickering. “Just thinking… you might have more in common with that elf back at the guild than you think.”

Enya blinked. “What does that mean?”

“Nevermind.” Risha smirked, leaning back as if deeply amused by her own thoughts.

Enya stared at her for a moment but, seeing no explanation forthcoming, shrugged it off. She had more important things to focus on—like the fact that her match was coming up.

And sure enough, just as she took another bite of her cheesecake, the announcer’s voice rang out over the arena:

“Fighter #14, please prepare for your match!”

Enya set down her plate and stood, feeling the familiar steady rhythm of anticipation settle in her chest. Risha gave her a thumbs-up. “Alright, go show them what you’re made of!”

Enya nodded, adjusting her gloves as she made her way toward the competitor’s entrance. Before she left, Risha called out to her. “By the way! What’s your class?” she asked.

“Necromancer!” Enya replied, stepping through the doors into the hallway. As they shut behind her, she could hear Risha’s audible “huh?” echoing faintly in the distance.

Enya walked through the fighter’s hallway alongside five other competitors. Two staff members wearing Talo’s white uniforms and various insignia stepped forward to remove the locks on each person’s arm. Enya walked up to one of them.

“Lock,” came the man’s voice. Enya lifted her arm, and showed the man her wrist, which did not have a lock on it.

The man raised a brow. “You don’t have a lock?” he asked, mildly confused.

Enya shook her head. “The guards at the gate said I didn’t need one.”

“How long have you been in the city without a lock?”

“Uh…” Enya mumbled. “About two days? Well, since I got here.”

The man held a complicated expression. “Well… alright. Move along then.”

Nodding, Enya continued her walk down the fighter’s hall. The sound of the muffled roar of the crowd outside grew louder with each step. The sound was likely dampened by some type of magic, or perhaps the walls were simply that thick, but even so, the energy and anticipation she felt was palpable.

She reached the end of the hallway, where sunlight poured in from the open arena above. Taking a deep breath, she swallowed hard and stepped forward into the light.

Above, the announcer’s voice boomed through the stadium, amplified by magic. “And now, we have the third round of matches from the Youngling Division! Please welcome all of our fresh competitors!”

The crowd erupted into cheers and applause, the sound swelling like a tidal wave. Some sections were louder than others—whether from sheer enthusiasm or because they had a family member competing, it was hard to tell. Enya squinted against the sunlight, her eyes adjusting as she took in the sea of faces in the stands.

“On stage one, we have Marybelle Lauleister versus Enya Meltere!” the announcer continued, his voice ringing out with theatrical flair.

The crowd’s reaction was mixed. Some cheered enthusiastically, while others murmured in curiosity. Enya’s name wasn’t well known, but her appearance was striking. Her noble attire, extravagant even by the standards of the Ferris family and their peers, drew immediate attention. The design was unique, not resembling any of the current styles in the second layer.

In the noble section of the stands, Lord Ferris leaned forward, his eyes narrowing as he studied Enya. “That girl… her attire is… remarkable,” he said, his tone a mix of admiration and mild envy.

Lady Ferris nodded, her expression thoughtful. “Indeed. It’s rare to see such craftsmanship outside of the capital. It looks almost like a robe. Shoulders in view, large long sleeves, a connecting sash in the center. Quite eye-catching. Who is she?”

Hestrel, seated beside them, chuckled softly. “Enya Meltere, according to the announcer. I don’t recognize the name, but her clothes speak of wealth..”

Lord Ferris’ gaze lingered on Enya, his brow furrowing slightly. “Meltere… I don’t recall any noble house by that name. Perhaps she’s from a lesser-known family.”

Meanwhile, in the commoner section, a group of spectators began whispering among themselves.

“That’s her, isn’t it?” a man nudged his friend. “The girl who’s been walking around the merchant’s square with that skeleton.”

His companion, a young woman with a paper basket of roasted nuts, squinted. "You mean that skeleton? That was real? I thought it was just some rumor!"

“Nah, I saw 'em myself a few days ago. Gave me a right scare, I tell you. A little girl dressed all noble-like, strutting around with an undead like it was her personal guard. Tried my best to avoid them.”

“She’s fighting in the tournament? Just what kind of noble lets their child consort with monsters?”

In another part of the stands, a young girl tugged on his father’s sleeve. “Dad, look! That girl’s dress is so pretty!”

His father chuckled, ruffling the girl’s hair. “It sure is. Must be nice to afford something like that.”

Back in the noble section, Lady Ferris leaned closer to her husband, her voice barely above a whisper. “Dear? There’s some talk among the crowds, something about a skeleton? Do you know what is going on?”

Lord Ferris shook his head. “I’m not quite sure.”

Hestrel, ever the observer, leaned back in his seat and spoke so that the two could hear. “There’s been a skeleton walking around in the city lately. One with a lock on him. Been seen going around the market and various guilds. The talk is that some little girl was accompanying him like his master from time to time.”

Both of the Ferrises turned to Hestrel, their expressions a mix of shock and disbelief.

“A skeleton?” Lord Ferris asked, his voice tinged with incredulity. “As in, a skeletal servant?”

Hestrel nodded, his tone casual but his eyes sharp. “Indeed. Quite the unusual companion for a child, wouldn’t you say?”

Lady Ferris’ lips pursed, her gaze flicking back to Enya. “And you’re saying this girl is the one accompanying it?”

“So the rumors go,” Hestrel replied, his faint smile returning. “It seems this little competitor has a penchant for the unconventional.”

Lord Ferris leaned back in his seat, his expression thoughtful. “A skeletal servant… That’s not something you see every day. I wonder if it’s some kind of necromantic construct or a bound spirit.”

Lady Ferris shook her head, her tone disapproving. “Necromancy is… distasteful, to say the least. I can’t imagine why any noble family would allow their child to practice such arts. Even witchcraft would be more savory,” she said. “Though… maybe not. Both have their fair share of rumors, but I’ve never actually seen one in person before.”

“Perhaps she isn’t practicing the arts,” Hestrel chimed. “Perhaps it is a servant of her family, or some dead relative, forcibly brought back to life. I, too, find it hard to believe some noble family would focus on the evil arcane. For all we know, she could be a paladin.”

The three of them looked back at the first arena, where the competitors, Marybelle and Enya, were taking the stage.

“We’ll find out soon enough. Looks like her opponent is some kind of commoner,” Lady Ferris remarked.

Back at the stage, Enya ascended the white stone stairs to her side of the arena. The air buzzed with noise—murmurs, cheers, and hushed speculation. She could feel the weight of countless stares pressing down on her, an odd mix of curiosity and expectation. More eyes were on her fight with Marybelle than on the other two arenas, and Enya wasn’t sure why.

Enya and Marybelle both reached center stage, staring at one another.

Marybelle Lauleister’s presence was so light it was almost unnatural—like a shadow slipping through the cracks of reality. If she weren’t standing right in front of Enya, she might not have noticed her at all.

She was dressed in dark, fitted clothing—fine, but built for movement rather than display. A reinforced tunic clung close to her frame, layered beneath a short, split cloak that draped over her shoulders. Fingerless gloves wrapped snugly around her hands, which hovered near the twin daggers sheathed at her waist.

She stood confidently, and she was slightly taller than Enya. And her eyes—sharp, piercing gray—studied Enya from behind strands of dark brown hair that partially veiled her face.

Standing with her in the center; the arena, the smooth white stone marred by faint scuffs and scratches from previous matches, felt nearly endless. Above, the sunlight filtered through the enchanted barrier overhead, casting a soft shimmer across all the white battle stages. The roar of the crowd felt slightly muted as Enya honed in her senses and focused.

“That’s a nice outfit you got there, noble girl. Enya, was it? It seems arrogant to not even have protective armor in a fight like this. You and that round one participant—you think too highly of yourselves,” Marybelle said. Her tone held a hint of spite, almost anger in it.

“Arrogant?” Enya asked. She had heard the word before. One of Pell’s novels, about people who did martial arts, had used it often. That and the term “courting death,” whatever that meant. But Enya knew from context and her tone that Marybelle wasn’t complimenting her.

“Of course,” she replied. “Even mages wear protective enchanted robes. However, your outfit looks more like something you’d bring to some stupid high-end gathering, playing make-believe politics. You’ll regret not being in full-plated armor.”

Enya’s eyes tightened. She wasn’t sure about what Marybelle was talking about, but it was clear from her tone that she was looking down on her.

“I’ll have you know, that what I’m wearing, is because I look cute in it. While you… you look like a… stinkybug!” Enya snapped back.

Marybelle’s own sharp eyes narrowed, but before she could manage another response, the announcer’s voice rang out again, cutting through the tension.

“Competitors, take your positions!”

With a final, lingering glare, Marybelle stepped back and walked to her side of the arena. Enya did the same.

Marybelle adjusted her stance ever so slightly, her fingers flexing near the hilts of her daggers. Her stance was low, balanced on the balls of her feet as if she were moments away from vanishing or striking.

Enya exhaled softly, letting her fingers twitch at her sides as she shifted her weight. Marybelle would most likely make the first move. Instead of attacking, Enya had to play defensively. It was just a matter of if she could strike first, and who had more hands to play.

“Fighters ready?”

Marybelle gave a small nod, her expression unreadable. Enya mimicked the motion, signaling her own readiness to the announcer.

“Begin!”
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                Enya kept her gaze fixed on Marybelle, but it wasn’t easy. Something about her presence made it harder to focus. Was it a skill? An artifact? Or perhaps some enchantment? No matter how hard Enya tried, her vision of Marybelle kept shifting, like trying to stare through water. Every time she blinked, her opponent seemed to blur and fade just slightly, as if the world itself was conspiring to obscure her. It was disorienting, to say the least.

Enya wasn’t used to being out of control of her own senses. She had multiple skills honed for perception, and her entire class was built on seeing beyond the obvious, on revealing truths hidden beneath layers. Yet, Marybelle’s presence bent the very air around her in a way Enya couldn’t understand. Something was off, and it didn’t sit well.

The announcer’s voice rang out, breaking Enya’s focus.

“Fighters ready?”

Enya’s fingers twitched, drawing on the familiar, comforting rhythm of summoning. The mana within her flared to life, swirling around her like a living thing. It surged through the circuit she’d already started to weave, quick and responsive, eager to obey her command.

“Begin!”

Enya wasted no time. She finished the spell circuit in an instant, ready to unleash the spell. However, right as she was about to invoke it—

Whoosh!

A blur of motion. Before Enya could activate her spell, Marybelle was upon her, a shadow materializing from nowhere, her right arm already wound back, dagger poised to strike.

Instinctively, Enya barely managed to raise her arms in time, the magic embedded in her gloves flaring to life. Her mana drained sharply, feeding into the barrier, creating a circular shield just in time to intercept the blow. The moment the dagger made contact, a shockwave of force erupted, sending Enya crashing backward.

The tournament badge, designed to absorb and nullify fatal damage, buzzed lightly in response. But the announcer had made it clear—blunt force and impacts would still be felt. And Enya certainly felt it.

Enya groaned as the force of the strike sent her tumbling; she continued the roll to absorb the momentum, until she slowly came to a stop. Enya pushed herself onto her side, eyes snapping back to Marybelle. There, casually twirling her dagger between her fingers, Marybelle stood, a smirk on her lips as she stared back at Enya. Her movements were impossibly fast, as if her very presence was slipping through the cracks of reality itself. Even her strike was strong. Strong enough to knock Enya backward and rolling several feet away. It seemed almost contradictory for her to be that strong.

Is this what blinking and teleporting is like? Enya thought. That is so cheating…

Enya gritted her teeth, pushing herself up onto her elbows before staggering to her feet. She was getting real tired of people and monsters knocking her around. She had already been plastered against the floor multiple times back in Sable’s dungeon. Being knocked to the ground hurt.

Alright. That’s how it’s going to be?

Fine.

She’d play along.

Enya stood straight, and instantly formed her summoning spell. In front of her, she summoned Fred. He appeared in an instant without delay.


Name: Fred
Level: 13
Type: Soul-Forged Humanoid Skeleton
Class: Unassigned
Power Rating: 791


He stood in a defensive position, just a couple of feet in front of Enya, ready to intercept the opponent in front of him. Although he welded no sword right now, his power rating was high—much higher than that of Stupidface when she had resurrected it back in the dungeon. Fred being a higher level, and Soul-Forged, made him a formidable defender.

Gasps rippled through the audience like a stone dropped into still water. Murmurs quickly followed, spreading across the stands.

“She’s a necromancer!” someone whispered, their voice barely audible over the growing buzz.

“I knew it. Look at that—she summoned a skeleton! Right in the middle of the arena!” another spectator said, leaning forward with wide eyes.

Even the Ferris nobles, who had been mostly dismissive of Enya before, began exchanging looks. Lady Ferris herself folded her arms, her expression unreadable as she watched the fight unfold.

In the noble section, Lord Ferris leaned forward, his eyes narrowing as he studied Fred. “So it’s true,” he said, his voice low but carrying a note of fascination. “She is a necromancer.”

Lady Ferris’s lips tightened, her expression a mix of disapproval and intrigue. “I can’t believe it. A child, practicing such arts. How… inappropriate.”

Hestrel, however, seemed unfazed. If anything, his smile widened. “Well, this just got a lot more interesting,” he said, his tone light but his eyes sharp. “A necromancer in the Youngling division.”

Lord Ferris shook his head, his gaze never leaving the stage. “Necromancy is a foul, ungraceful art, and a dangerous power. To see it wielded by someone so young… This is unprecedented.”

Hestrel chuckled, leaning back in his seat. “That’s not even the best part.”

Harland looked to Hestrel, waiting for him to continue.

With a smile on his face, Hestrel’s gaze slowly shifted over to a specific woman standing off to the side inside the arena. A group of healers were allocated there, in case of any emergencies. “We have a healer in this city, Lady Celeste, who is a prominent member of the Sanctity of Order.”

Lord Ferris nodded and turned back to the arena. “Indeed. The Sanctity of Order is quite strict on things like this, no? I’ve heard they do their best to eradicate demons and the like, but I can certainly believe necromancers are among those on their list of enemies.”

Back in the arena, Marybelle’s stance stiffened for just a second. Her smirk faltered, replaced by a look of surprise as Fred materialized in front of Enya. But she quickly recovered, her expression hardening into one of focused determination.

Enya, meanwhile, stood tall behind Fred, her gaze steady despite the chaos around her. She could feel the weight of the crowd’s stares, their shock and curiosity exploding all around her. But she ignored it. There was a match to win, and she couldn’t afford any distractions.

The announcer’s voice boomed through the arena, cutting through the murmurs. “It seems our young competitor, Enya Meltere, has quite the trick up her sleeve! A summoned skeleton! This match just got a whole lot more exciting!”

The crowd’s murmurs turned into cheers and shouts, their excitement reignited by the announcer.

Back on the stage, Enya took a deep breath, her fingers twitching slightly as she prepared her next move. She didn’t want to summon everyone or show off all of her abilities so soon. If the others were like her, they would be watching the matches, seeing what everyone was capable of. For now, Enya channeled mana, readying to summon another minion.

Marybelle, however, didn’t wait. With a flicker of movement, she vanished again, her form blurring as she used her blinking ability to reposition herself. But this time, Enya was ready.

“Fred, intercept!” Enya commanded, her voice firm.

He reacted instantly. He stood his ground, swinging an arm in a wide arc to intercept Marybelle’s approach. Although Enya couldn’t see Marybelle, she could at least take a gamble on where she was going to appear again—directly to her left, prepped with a slashing motion.

Just like Enya predicted—more-so, guessed—Marybelle popped into existence on her left. Fred’s hammer-like swing came rushing toward her. However, her reactions were insanely quick. Marybelle twisted mid-step, shifting her weight in an impossible maneuver, ducking just under Fred’s sweeping strike.

One major advantage Fred provided was his sheer size. While he wasn’t as tall as Numbskull, he still stood at adult height. Compared to Enya and Marybelle—both still children—Fred towered over them. So, even though Marybelle managed to breach their space and evade his attack, she couldn’t strike Enya directly with such a large skeleton blocking the way. However, if she simply cut him down, landing a quick follow-up stab would be easy.

At least, that’s what she thought.

Marybelle’s gaze snapped from Enya to the skeleton. She spun quickly, dagger flashing in the sunlight as she slashed—

Clang!

A pulse of energy flared as her blade struck Fred’s reinforced bones. The dagger hit the side of his upper rib, just beneath his arm—but instead of slicing through, it rebounded with a harsh metallic ring. Marybelle was forced back, her feet skidding across the stone floor.

Fred hadn’t moved an inch.

Marybelle’s eyes narrowed, her composed demeanor cracking ever so slightly. She swiftly retreated, widening the distance between them.

Enya smirked. “Not so easy to cut through soul-forged bone, huh?”

Marybelle didn’t respond. Instead, she adjusted her stance, crouching lower. Her free hand subtly drifted toward one of the pouches on her belt.

Enya caught the movement. Was it a distraction? A hidden weapon? Maybe a throwing dagger? Assassins typically relied on either precise stabs, throwable knives, or poison. Marybelle had the look of the dagger-wielding assassin Enya had read about in countless books.

But Enya wasn’t about to let her control the pace any longer.

She had noticed something important about Marybelle’s teleportation strikes—she had to wind up her attack the moment she blinked. Her momentum didn’t carry through the teleport, meaning she had to restart it entirely upon arrival. That explained why Enya had been knocked back by the first strike and why Marybelle hadn’t simply teleported with a dagger already buried in her ribs.

A slow, steady exhale left Enya’s lips as she focused. Her eyes gleamed, turning a sharp yellow as the world around her seemed to slow. Every detail sharpened, every movement became clearer.

If she could react fast enough—just enough to dodge the instant Marybelle attacked after she blinked—then her gimmick would be useless. That was, unless if she could teleport behind Enya. But considering that she blinked in front of her just now, maybe that wasn’t possible. However, Enya saved the thought of that possibility in the back of her mind, ready to duck or throw herself forward if Marybelle completely disappeared with no trace.

Marybelle flicked her wrist, pulling a small dagger from her pouch. Enya’s response was instant—another summoning.


Name: UglyfaceLevel: 13
Type: Repulsive Soul-Forged Quadruped Skeleton
Class: Unassigned
Power Rating: 521


”Oh, folks! It looks like we’re getting another summon on arena one! What is Enya about to—oh dear gods! What is that thing!” the announcer shouted.

A good majority of people were already focused on the first arena’s battle—however, after the announcer’s commentary, now almost the entire stadium was watching them.

Up in the crowds, folks could be seen muttering and talking about the new development.

“Honey, I’m scared. Is… is that a rat with a stretched-out human skull?” one woman asked, clutching her husband’s arm.

“Why does that mouse have a human ribcage?” a man muttered, his face pale.

“That is horrifying! Are those human hands? Did she kill people to get those?!” another spectator exclaimed, their voice trembling.

Back on stage, Enya sent a mental command through her bond.

Charge at her, Uglyface!

The command surged through their connection, and Uglyface responded instantly. The grotesque skeleton let out a rattling snarl, its bones creaking as it lunged forward, its mismatched limbs propelling it toward Marybelle with extreme speed.

Marybelle was momentarily taken aback by the horrendous creature charging at her, but her composure snapped back into place almost immediately. She gripped the dagger in her hand tightly, her eyes narrowing as she assessed the situation.

In a swift motion, Marybelle threw the dagger—not at Enya, but at an angle, off to the side of the arena.

“What?” Enya muttered, her gaze flicking to the dagger. Did she miss by accident? At that angle, the dagger would only hit the arena walls dozens of feet behind her.

But before Enya could dwell on it, Marybelle vanished, causing Uglyface to tackle and bite thin air as it reached her.

Enya could faintly see the path of mana exuding from her. A straight, thin line of blue energy flickered briefly in the air—a telltale sign of teleportation. With absolute focus activated, her perception sharpened enough to catch the trajectory of mana, even if she couldn’t detect Marybelle herself.

Ignoring the odd dagger throw, Enya turned to the right, sending another command to her minions.

Fred, right! Uglyface, come back!

The thoughts shot out, and Fred reacted instantly, pushing off his left leg, right arm wound back and poised to strike.

As Enya predicted, Marybelle reappeared to her right, her dagger arm retracted, about to thrust forward in a deadly stab. In that split moment, Fred intercepted, blocking the blow with his arm and ribcage, causing the strike to fumble against his frame. He let his punch fly forward, but Marybelle twisted her body, dodging the blow entirely.

Then Enya noticed something unsettling—a subtle shift in Marybelle’s expression. It wasn’t frustration or irritation at being blocked. No—it was triumph.

A sharp disturbance prickled at Enya’s mind.

With absolute focus, her perception formed a sensory field around her, like an invisible barrier. Anything that moved or intruded upon it, she could sense instantly. She could also extend and manipulate this field, slingshotting it like an arrow or expanding it like a balloon. Right now, however, it was in its idle state—a few feet wide, surrounding her.

So when Enya felt the disturbance—a quick, darting warning of danger from behind—her thoughts scrambled.

Marybelle pulled her dagger back and hopped backward in quick, fluid steps, retreating several feet at once. Simultaneously, a piercing force struck Enya’s back.

“Ah!” Enya yelped, stumbling forward. She whipped around, her eyes locking onto the fallen dagger—the same one Marybelle had thrown earlier. Enya’s tournament badge flashed brightly, signaling the absorption of damage, but the force of the impact still stung, like she just fell onto a sharp rock.

How had the dagger hit her? It had been thrown at such a terrible angle. Was it a trick? Had it curved mid-air? Or had it teleported? Enya’s thoughts all came crashing into one another in her mind as she tried to come up with adequate reasoning for what had happened.

No, that couldn’t be it, she thought. If it had teleported, Marybelle could have just tossed dozens of daggers at her, blinking them right next to her and ending the fight instantly. If the dagger had blinked using Marybelle’s teleportation ability, it would have been bound by the same momentum-resetting restriction as her own movements. It would have simply just appeared before her, and fell onto the ground instantly.

Whipping her gaze back to Marybelle, Enya met the child assassin’s cruel smirk.

“Honestly, if you wore armor, that dagger wouldn’t have done much,” Marybelle sneered. “Goes to show how stupid nobles are when they’re too busy looking down on others.”

There was something about the way she spoke that made it clear she truly believed her own words. Perhaps a noble had wronged her in the past. After all, Enya hadn’t done anything to deserve such a spiteful response from a girl she had just met.

“Fine,” Enya said, a spell circle forming above her right palm. “I’ll take this seriously now, you stupid cheater!” Enya sent out a nonverbal command to both Fred and Uglyface, prepping them for what was about to come.

She had spent most of her mana and Soul-Energy forming her minions and preparing the spell inside the Grim Pullet. That meant she didn’t have much left for other spells, like bone spears. At most, she could afford a few mid-strength ones—or just a couple at full power.

Marybelle reached into her pouch again, pulling out another dagger. Like before, she aimed off to the side and threw it.

Enya’s sensory field burst forth, expanding to cover the entire arena. She sensed the force and trajectory of the dagger. As expected, it was flying straight, and in a few seconds, it would crash into the arena wall. But she wasn’t naive. Something strange was happening, and she wouldn’t assume it was a normal throw like last time.

Once more, Marybelle’s form flickered and vanished. The same trail of mana appeared in Enya’s sensory field. This time, she predicted she would reappear to her left.

Fred, left!

Fred responded instantly, shifting to intercept.

That was when Enya felt it—the change in the dagger. A burst of mana radiated from it, and in that moment, she realized what was happening.

Luckily, she had a minion already in position.

Marybelle flashed back into view, her strike blocked once again by Fred. That same smirk curled on her lips, as if she barely cared that her attack had been stopped.

“Checkmate, noble!” she spat, eyes flicking past Enya.

Behind her, the dagger had curved in the air, propelled by mana, and was now streaking straight toward Enya’s blind spot.

But that was only her human blind spot.

Her absolute focus made it so she was practically omniscient, aware of everything within the arena’s boundaries. But that wasn’t all. Through her bond, Enya shared a portion of her senses with her minions.

This time, Enya smiled back at Marybelle, never breaking eye contact.

Although its power rating was much lower than her other minions, one thing set it apart—something none of the others could match.

Speed.

“Fetch!” shouted Enya’s voice, eyes never leaving Marybelle’s.

The dagger was mere feet away, barely a second from striking.

Then came the sound of scuttling—rapid, bone-cracking footsteps echoing across the arena.

In a split second, Uglyface launched into the air, its monstrous skeletal frame twisting as it caught the dagger in its mouth.

Marybelle’s gaze faltered, her eyes widening as she watched the monstrous skeletal rat intercept her dagger mid-flight.

“Don’t look away!” came the annoying voice of the girl in front of her.

The words snapped the assassin’s attention back to Enya—only to find her smirking.

Then the ground rumbled.

Marybelle’s gaze snapped downward just in time to see the arena floor crack. Something sharp and white burst from below, surging toward her.

She tried to leap back—only to find herself frozen in place.

A skeletal hand clamped down on her arm, locking her movements.

The last thing she heard—

“Checkers, commoner!” Enya exclaimed, playing along. “Bone spear!”
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                The medium-power bone spear erupted from the arena floor, shooting straight up toward Marybelle’s stomach. But Marybelle wasn’t about to let such an attack land so easily.

With a swift, practiced motion, she shifted her body, jumping upward while her arm remained trapped in the skeleton’s grip. Her body twisted mid-air as she executed a standing front-flip, narrowly avoiding the bone spear that shot past her. She landed gracefully, her feet now perched on Fred’s shoulders. Her arm was twisted awkwardly, the strain evident, but her flexibility allowed her to endure it.

Now elevated above the skeleton, Marybelle had a clear view of Enya, who stood just a few feet behind Fred. She reached into her pouch with her free hand, pulling out another dagger. She was about to wind up for a throw when—

The world beneath her feet vanished.

“Woah!” Marybelle yelped, her balance faltering as she tumbled to the ground.

“Ah!” she cried out again as her back slammed against the stone floor.

She winced, the sun glaring into her eyes, until the light was abruptly blocked by a shadow looming over her. The “clouds” above her weren’t clouds at all—they were the ribcage of Fred, the skeleton.

Fred—stupid name, Marybelle thought bitterly—reappeared, his bony frame now hovering above her. Before she could react, his skeletal fist slammed into her stomach, knocking the wind out of her. The impact cracked the stone beneath her, already weakened by the bone spike that protruded just inches away.

Her tournament badge flashed a bright white, absorbing the brunt of the damage, but the force was still enough to make her gasp for air. The badge cracked with a loud, reverberating snap, before splitting straight down the middle, signaling her defeat.

“Ladies and gentlemen!” the announcer’s voice boomed through the tournament grounds. “The fight on arena one has ended! The winner is the terrifying little necromancer, Enya Meltere!”

Enya’s face lit up with triumph. She jumped into the air, her fist raised high. “Yes! I did it!”

Above, in the stands, the audience’s reaction was mixed. Half of them—nobles and commoners alike—cheered enthusiastically, thrilled by the spectacle of such an eventful and dramatic match. The other half wore expressions of worry, disgust, or outright horror. Some pitied Marybelle, who had just been slammed into the ground. Others recoiled at the sight of Enya’s skeletal constructs, particularly Uglyface, which was now frolicking around with a dagger in its mouth like an overexcited dog.

In the moments that followed, medical personnel rushed onto the stage, lifting Marybelle onto a stretcher and carrying her away. Enya, meanwhile, stood tall, her gaze sweeping across the crowd. She smiled at the cheers, her heart swelling with pride. “We did it, Fred! Uglyface!” She gave a high-five to Fred, and carefully pet Uglyface’s head as he whizzed on by.

Her attention soon shifted to the other two arenas, where four other competitors were still locked in their own battles. If she returned to the waiting area fast, she could probably still watch their fights from the visual panels and learn more about how they fought.

“Damn… nobles… looking down on us…!” Marybelle muttered, one hand clutching her stomach. As the two medical staff carried her farther from the arena, she made a split-second decision.

Ignoring the pain and her better judgment, she reached into her pouch, pushed herself up on the stretcher, and hurled a dagger straight at the little noble girl who was twirling in victory.

Enya, still caught up in the moment, suddenly felt a disturbance in her sensory field. Her Absolute Focus was fading but not yet fully deactivated. She could sense the shape of the projectile—another one of Marybelle’s daggers. She turned, ready to command Fred to intercept, but it wasn’t necessary.

A loud, sickening crack echoed through the arena, sharp and commanding. In the same instant, the dagger flying through the air exploded. Not into shrapnel or fragments, but into nothingness. It simply disintegrated with a loud pop, leaving no trace behind.

Enya, Marybelle, and a large portion of the crowd stared upward, their eyes drawn to the source of the sound.

In the special section reserved for dignitaries, Headmaster Laventis stood, his fingers extended after a snap. His steely gaze bore down on Marybelle, his expression unyielding.

“Part of the tradition at our academy,” he began, his voice smooth but commanding, “is accepting defeat when one knows they have lost. One does not grow stronger by refusing to acknowledge failure. Nor does one retain humility by denying it.”

The arena fell silent, the weight of his words hanging heavily in the air. Even the fights on the other stages paused momentarily, the competitors and spectators alike captivated by the scene taking place.

“You are hereby disqualified from the redemption matches,” the Headmaster continued, his tone leaving no room for argument. “You are also banned from applying to Lightway Academy for the next three years.”

Marybelle’s face paled, her earlier defiance crumbling under the Headmaster’s stern gaze. She opened her mouth to protest but thought better of it, slumping back onto the stretcher in defeat.

The crowd remained silent, the tension palpable. Headmaster Laventis closed his eyes briefly, as if collecting himself, before addressing the entire tournament.

“I apologize for the interruption,” he said, his voice calm but firm. “May the tournament resume.”

With that, he gracefully took his seat once more. Beside him, Lord Clament’s expression remained stoic, his hands folded neatly in his lap.

Seeing no further instructions from the Headmaster or the city lord, the announcer quickly stepped in to restore the energy of the event.

“Alright, ladies and gentlemen!” he boomed, his voice brimming with enthusiasm. “We still have two amazing fights going on! Let’s give our competitors the attention they deserve!”

The crowd erupted into cheers once more, the tension dissipating as the focus returned to the remaining matches.
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Enya opened the door and stepped back into the waiting area. The room, once buzzing with chatter and nervous energy, fell quiet as the other participants turned to look at her. Their expressions were wary, their eyes filled with unease. These were the same looks she had grown accustomed to whenever she walked through the city with Pell or her other skeletons. As Pell had often reminded her, people were deeply wary of monsters, and their prejudice against necromancy was just as strong.

It wasn’t a good feeling.

Enya’s chest tightened as she walked further into the room, the weight of their stares pressing down on her. She kept her head high, her expression neutral, but inside, she couldn’t help but feel a pang of loneliness. She had just won her match, proven her strength, and yet here she was, being treated like some kind of outcast.

Her gaze drifted to the spot where she usually sat. There, she spotted Risha, who was watching her with a complicated expression on her face. Risha’s usual grin was absent, replaced by something more thoughtful—almost conflicted.

Enya’s heart faltered for a moment. Does she hate me now too? she wondered, her stomach twisting with anxiety. She had enjoyed talking to Risha, even though they had just met. Risha was loud, brash, and a little ridiculous, but she was also kind and fun to be around. Enya didn’t want to lose that.

Hesitantly, Enya walked over and sat down beside her. For a while, neither of them spoke. The silence between them was heavy, filled with unspoken questions and uncertainties.

Finally, Risha broke the silence. “So… you’re a necromancer, huh?”

Enya glanced at her, her heart sinking. “Yeah,” she said simply, her voice quiet but steady.

Risha leaned back in her seat, her arms crossed. She didn’t look at Enya, her gaze fixed on the floor. “I mean, I kinda figured after you summoned those… things. But still, hearing it out loud is something else.”

Enya’s hands clenched in her lap. “Does it bother you?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

“I mean, you told me right before your fight,” Risha continued quickly, “but it’s different actually seeing it. Everyone says necromancers are, you know…” She trailed off, fidgeting.

Enya lowered her gaze. “Evil.”

Risha winced. “I didn’t say that.”

“But that’s what you’ve heard, right?” Enya’s voice came out smaller than she wanted.

Risha didn’t answer right away. “…Yeah.” She sighed, rubbing the back of her neck. “I don’t want to believe those stories. I mean, you’re not like that. You don’t seem like the type to go around robbing graves or raising dead people just because you can.”

Enya forced out a laugh, but it sounded hollow. “Well, I do raise the dead.”

“Yeah, but…” Risha frowned, struggling for words. “Not like—ugh, I don’t know. You don’t feel… bad, you know? You’re not like the scary necromancers in the stories. But I can’t just ignore what people have said about them.”

Enya swallowed hard. So that was it. Risha wasn’t running away, but she was… uncertain. The idea of that hurt more than Enya expected.

“You’re not… scared of me?” she asked quietly.

Risha hesitated, her gaze flicking to the other participants, who were still watching them with wary eyes. “I won’t lie,” she said slowly. “It’s a little… weird. I’ve heard stories about necromancers—how they’re evil, how they kill people and steal corpses. But you… you don’t act like that at all. I mean, we’re both just kids.”

Enya’s chest tightened again, but this time, it wasn’t just from fear. It was from hope. “I don’t want to be like the stories,” she said quietly. “I just want to be… me.”

Risha was silent for a moment, her expression thoughtful. Then, to Enya’s surprise, she reached out her hand.

“I don’t hate you, Enya,” Risha said, her voice firm but kind. “I don’t know much about necromancy, and yeah, it’s a little scary. But you’re not scary. You’re my friend. Right?”

Enya stared at Risha’s outstretched hand, her heart swelling with relief. Slowly, she reached out and took it.

“Thank you,” Enya said, her voice trembling slightly. “I… I really like being your friend too.”

Risha grinned, her usual energy returning. “Good. Because if you think I’m letting you go after all this, you’re crazy. You’re stuck with me now.”

Enya laughed softly, the sound light and genuine. For the first time since returning to the waiting area, she felt some of the weight lift off her shoulders. The other participants might still be watching her with wary eyes, but for now, she didn’t care. She had at least one person in her corner.

They continued to hold hands, gazes up at the visual panels, watching the remaining two matches. Right now, Risha was her friend.

And that was enough.
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In a shadowed alleyway, tucked away within the heart of Talo, a woman stood cloaked in darkness. She appeared to be in her mid-twenties, her long, raven-black hair cascading over her shoulders, obscuring much of her form beneath the tight-fitting cloak that seemed to mold to her frame. Her striking green eyes glimmered, but there was something unsettling in them—an emptiness, a gnawing unease that couldn’t be hidden.

In her palm, she held a small, circular device. Each word spoken into it caused a faint flicker of mana to pulse from the object.

“Yes. I have found a girl that matches the description you wanted, master,” the woman spoke in a cold, hollow voice. There was no inflection, no warmth, just an eerie monotone.

A high-pitched, almost childlike voice crackled through the device. “Very good, Zerus. I knew getting those warpstones for all the major cities was a good idea,” the voice mused, sounding pleased with herself. “So? What is she doing?” the voice asked.

“It appears…” Zerus’s voice trailed off, her body stiffening as if resisting the urge to speak.

“Tch,” the girl spat, her irritation palpable even through the device. “Zerus. Ali Mera Fera Heltefinn Domi La-ehyt.”

The incantation rolled off the girl’s tongue, each word laced with power. The moment the spell was spoken, Zerus’s body twitched violently, her limbs jerking as if controlled by invisible strings. Her expression remained blank, but her eyes flickered with a faint, almost imperceptible hint of pain.

“Speak again. What is she doing?” the girl commanded, her voice sharp and unyielding.

“Apologies, master,” Zerus replied, her tone now slightly more vibrant but still eerily monotone. “The girl is currently participating in the Beacon Tournament for admission into Lightway Academy.”

A pause filled the air, followed by a sharp, disgusted sound. “A tournament?” the voice scoffed. “Why the bloody hells is that girl in a tournament in the second layer?” She paused, then let out an exasperated sigh. “Y’know what? Never mind that. I’ve already sent you to all the cities in the third and fourth layers. This is the first one that matches the description, and I don’t doubt your blood-tracking. Stay hidden until the tournament is over. Find a way to get her alone and capture her. I don’t care what happens to her—break her bones, tear her limbs off, just get her here alive. No excuses.”

The woman’s response was soft but obedient, the word slipping from her lips without much emotion. “Yes, master. I will… do... as...”

“Damn this magic,” the girl muttered, her frustration clear. “Too damn far from me, and it starts losing effectiveness. Zerus. Take another pill.”

The woman’s body tensed. “Master… please… don’t—”

“This is a command, Zerus,” the girl interrupted, her tone leaving no room for argument.

With trembling hands, she opened her cloak, revealing her body—a canvas of blackened sigils and lines that pulsed with cursed magic. At the center of her chest was an open glass chamber, within which her heart beat faintly, encased in a web of dark, pulsating chains.

She reached into her inner cloak pocket and pulled out a dark purple pill. Inside the capsule, something squirmed—a living, pulsing entity trapped within the gel capsule. Reluctantly, she placed the pill in her mouth and swallowed it.

The effect was immediate. Zerus’s body stiffened, her veins bulging as a wave of excruciating pain coursed through her. Her jaw clenched, and her hands balled into fists, but she made no sound. After a few agonizing moments, her body relaxed, her eyes now even duller and more lifeless than before.

The girl’s voice crackled through the device once more, this time with a sigh. “I won’t repeat myself again. Just follow my commands, Zerus.”

“Yes, master,” Zerus responded, her voice now devoid of hesitation.

“Good. Report to me once you have her captured.” With those final words, the light of the device dimmed, and the connection was severed.

Zerus tucked the communication device back into her inner pocket and closed her cloak, the cursed sigils disappearing beneath the fabric. She turned, walking deeper into the shadows, moving toward the tournament grounds with a single purpose in mind.
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“Ladies and gentlemen! The third round of the Youngling division has finished! Now, give your applause up for the the third round of the Advanced division!”

The crowds cheered, roaring louder as another three-set of fights were about to take place again. A considerable amount of time had passed since Enya’s bout, and the audience had completely reset their enthusiasm back to their extremes.

For some of the nobility, they were handed a list of fights for all matches that consisted of a noble participant vs another noble. This list was handed out retroactively, to ensure no family could give a heads up advantage to their own children. The reason for this list, was for a hidden event that occurred in the background as the tournament continued.

Betting.

Several noble families were scattered among the crowds, each able to place bets on either their own children, or other children in their own fights. This added a additional layer of excitement, and provided the academy with extra funding, alongside a guaranteed noble audience.

“On stage one! We have Piere Lanwick vs Laya Marten!” spoke the announcer. “On stage two! We have Ashley Greaves vs Berry Merrick! And on stage three, we have Draven Shadelight vs Cecilia Holloway!”

Up in one of the noble stands, a pair of voices could be heard. “Oh? There’s your daughter, Henry.”

“Indeed.” Henry Merrick leaned back in his seat, a relaxed smile on his face, but his eyes, always sharp, betrayed a hint of wariness as he glanced toward the arena. His gaze briefly flickered to the bustling stands, settling on the spot where his daughter, Berry, stood. She was already grinning, jumping around excitedly as she waved at the crowd, her energy infectious. His heart tightened slightly, but he kept his expression neutral, just as always.

“Well, she’s certainly enthusiastic,” the noble beside him remarked, chuckling as he glanced over at Henry. He didn’t seem to notice the brief moment of hesitation that had flashed across Henry’s face. “A bit too much for some of the more serious competitors, I’d imagine.”

Henry’s smile didn’t falter. “Ah, Berry’s always been like that. You know how she is,” he replied smoothly, his tone casual, even a touch fond. “Never a dull moment with her around.”

The noble laughed again, unaware of the layers of meaning in Henry's words. He took a sip of wine, enjoying the spectacle below. “A mercenary’s daughter, through and through. I’d say she has a real fire in her.”

Henry’s expression softened for a fraction of a second as his gaze returned to Berry. Even at this distance, her bouncy movements and laughter were jovial. She wasn’t like the other competitors—focused, disciplined. She didn’t need to be. Berry had her own way of tackling challenges, even if it meant flinging herself into everything with an almost reckless enthusiasm.

But Henry knew better. None of them could forget that day. Only Berry truly knew what had happened then. The way her bright, unguarded smile had disappeared, swallowed up by something that she didn’t talk about. Every time she was reminded, even slightly, of that event, she’d push everyone and everything else away. Even in this tournament—it was just something to occupy her mind. A place where she didn’t have to worry about anything else.

It wasn’t to say that Henry didn’t trust her, or that he hadn’t tried to reach her. But there were some things he couldn’t fix as a parent, no matter how much he tried to.

“Will she be alright?” The noble’s voice pulled him out of his thoughts, a trace of concern in his words. “This tournament, I mean. It’s filled with all these other tough noble kids. I may have a title myself, but even I know not to send my own children here. I’m sending my own Lena to the school in the capital once she ages a bit more.”

Henry chuckled softly, his tone a little lighter now, masking the tension that briefly surfaced. “Berry? She’ll be fine. She’s tougher than she looks. Always has been.”

The noble beside him seemed to buy it, taking another sip from his glass, distracted by the match below. “Well, if she’s anything like her father, she’ll do just fine. You’ve made a name for yourself in this city, Henry. People trust you. You’ve built quite the reputation.”

Henry smiled again, but this time, the warmth didn’t quite reach his eyes. “I’ve made a living, at least. That’s all any man can ask for.”

The noble didn’t seem to notice the subtle shift in Henry’s mood, and continued talking about the city’s growth and the new ventures they were planning. Henry let him. It was easier that way. Easier than acknowledging what lay beneath the surface, the things that his daughter kept hidden behind that ever-present smile. So, instead, he turned his attention back to the arena, focusing on Berry as she cracked her knuckles, her eyes locked on her upcoming opponent, ready for whatever came next.
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                “Berry?” Enya muttered, her gaze fixed on the second arena.

“Huh?” Risha blinked, looking over. “Berry? Oh, do you want some blueberry pie? There’s still some left on the table.”

“N-no,” Enya said, shaking her head. “That girl up there. Berry. She’s fighting on the second stage.”

Risha followed her gaze, her eyes landing on the energetic teen with a bright red scarf. “Ohhh. My bad—I wasn’t really listening when they announced the names. Do you know her? She’s got a nice scarf.”

“Yes…” Enya answered, though her voice lacked certainty.

Risha frowned slightly. “What’s wrong?”

Enya’s eyes lingered on the display panel, where Berry Merrick bounced from side to side, stretching her legs in preparation for the match. A bundle of energy, carefree and full of life, as if nothing in the world could shake her confidence.

Back at the guardhouse, Berry and Manny had mentioned they were heading home, but they also said they’d wait for her at the tournament check-in. There was something odd about the way they left, but Enya couldn’t quite place a finger on it. And when she arrived at the check-in, there had been no sign of them. Maybe their timing was just off. Maybe they had entered before or after her. Or maybe…

Before she could finish the thought, the announcer’s voice cut through the visual panel.

“Alright, ladies and gentlemen! It is time to start the matches! Contestants, ready?!”

Berry stopped bouncing, crossing her arms and rolling her shoulders one last time before turning to face her opponent—Ashley Greaves.

Ashley was slightly shorter than Berry, dressed in practical leather armor that looked like it belonged to a seasoned hunter. With her stance and build, she could have easily been mistaken for a ranger—if not for the sword in her hands.

It didn’t seem like any regular sword an adventurer would have. To those that were culturally inclined, they could recognize the design. The engravings on the hilt twisted in the elegant, ornamental style of Yennemel craftsmanship. Though it appeared to be an ordinary iron blade at first glance, subtle traces of another metal lined its edges, strengthening and sharpening it beyond that of common steel. More notably, the blade itself was thinner than a standard longsword, made for precision rather than brute force.

Berry cracked her knuckles and adjusted her stance—left shoulder forward, right foot back—her body shifting into the hardened, stoic form of a fist-fighting brawler. Across from her, Ashley gripped her sword with both hands, the blade upright in front of her, dividing her form into two symmetrical halves.

The announcer raised his hand.

“Let the matches begin!”

At that moment, all three arenas erupted into motion.

Berry’s carefree grin vanished in an instant. Her expression tightened, her eyes sharp and focused. Though she was naturally lean, her muscles tensed, revealing the definition that was hidden beneath.

She launched forward, pushing off the ground with an explosive kick. One powerful stride covered half the distance between them; another sent her straight into striking range.

Ashley, however, remained still. Unshaken. Watching her opponent approach.

Berry reeled back her fist, her entire body coiling like a drawn bow, before unleashing a devastating punch aimed straight at Ashley’s right shoulder.

But the moment Berry entered her reach, Ashley moved.

Her hands twisted, shifting the base of her sword left while keeping the tip stationary—a sharp, calculated movement that redirected force rather than meeting it head-on.

A chittering impact echoed through the air as Berry’s punch connected with the blade. Metal vibrated under the force of the blow, yet the sword held firm and steady.

Berry’s expression twisted, eyes wide with disbelief that such a thin blade could handle her strike. Past that split second of hesitation, she pulled back her left fist for another blow—this time, with even greater force.

But Ashley was already moving.

“First step!” Ashley muttered, the words coming out sharp, as if ingrained through years of discipline.

Using the tip of her blade as a pivot, she spun like a falling petal in the wind, her entire body shifting with the motion. In a single fluid movement, she slid past Berry’s second strike, the edge of her blade barely grazing above the brawler’s knuckles and trailing along her entire arm as she repositioned herself at Berry’s left flank.

“Second step!” she followed immediately. Her wrists jerked momentarily and split away from her blade, letting the momentum rotate it upward. With a sharp clasp back on the handle, she swung her rising sword into a downward strike, aimed cleanly at Berry’s exposed shoulder.

Before the blade could descend, a deep crimson light flared around Berry’s body.

A large, powerful force of mana surged, thick and raw, distorting the air around her like a heat mirage. Immediately, a shock wave of power erupted from Berry’s body.

The sheer force cracked the stone beneath Berry’s feet, sending a burst of pressure slamming into Ashley. The swordswoman was thrown backward, skidding several dozen feet across the ground. Even so, she managed to hold her sword upright, other hand trailing on the ground, stabilizing herself before she could lose balance.

Berry exhaled, breath misting in the air. Her skin had darkened to a deeper red, and for a moment, she resembled an Oni—one of the ogre-like warriors of Yennemel’s tribal lands, known for their monstrous strength and endurance.

“What explosive action we have on the second stage!” the announcer roared. “A match of fists versus blade! Keep your eyes locked, folks—you won’t want to miss a second of this!”

Berry launched herself forward again, closing the distance in an instant.

Berry’s punch shot forward like a lightning bolt. Ashley reacted just as before, shifting her stance to sidestep—only this time, she moved right instead of left.

That was when the pulse hit.

A wave of invisible force radiated from Berry’s body, distorting the air around her like a sudden drop in pressure. For a split second, Ashley’s entire body faltered—her senses thrown into chaos, as though her own movements had disconnected from her will.

Berry’s first strike barely missed, grazing past Ashley’s face—but the real attack came an instant later. Her second fist crashed into Ashley’s left shoulder just as the swordswoman’s body locked up in that split second.

The impact sent Ashley tumbling across the white stone arena, her form rolling with controlled precision. Her grip on her sword however, still never faltered; ironclad in nature.

Even as she slid, her movements snapped back into place, and within seconds, she was already back on her feet, blade raised, centering herself once more.

“Amazing! Folks, did you just see that?!” the announcer bellowed.

Up in the stands, Henry Merrick’s companion turned to him, eyes wide.

“Oy, what was that skill your daughter just used?” the noble asked, intrigued. “I ain’t much for watching fights, but I swear that Ashley girl just froze up for a second.”

Henry let out a soft chuckle. “That’s one of her class skills,” he explained. “She’s a mana berserker. Her body fuels itself by driving her own mana into a frenzy—makes her stronger, faster, more resistant to pain. But she can also project it outward, disrupting the mana of others. She sent Ashley’s mana into disarray for a brief moment—just long enough to throw off her footing.”

Back on the stage, Ashley wasn’t about to let Berry control the pace of the fight any longer.

“Fifth step!” she shouted.

This time, it was Ashley who took the offensive, closing the gap between them in a flash.

Berry stood her ground, ready to intercept—her focus locked onto Ashley’s approach. She was confident she could counter the first strike. The problem was the others.

Midway through her charge, Ashley’s form split into three.

Three separate figures—identical, flickering wildly like distorted reflections on water. The mirage pulsed erratically, each copy shifting position in chaotic bursts, as though they were caught in a constant, unstable teleportation loop.

All three Ashleys raised their swords in unison.

Berry’s muscles tensed. A lesser fighter might have hesitated, unsure which was real—but Berry didn’t need to guess. She had a different way of dealing with tricks like this.

Mana berserkers were creatures of pure, untamed power. Their mana boiled with their emotions, unlike most mages, whose magic remained a steady, serene pool of energy. And when a berserker's magic flared, it didn’t just empower them—it disrupted everything around them.

If Ashley’s illusion was created through mana-based trickery, then Berry’s skill would tear right through it.

With a sharp breath, Berry let her power explode outward.

A second pulse of invisible force surged from her body, rippling through the air like an expanding shockwave. The moment it collided with the three flickering Ashleys, their forms distorted violently—then vanished.

Berry bared her teeth, her stance lowering as her eyes darted around.

“Where—?”

“Seventh step!”

The words echoed out from behind Berry. Her ears twitched, instincts screaming at her as she twisted around—just in time to see Ashley behind her, body angled and leaning, as though she had run a full circle in a sprint around her.

Ashley dug her foot into the ground, completely stopping and shifting her momentum into her sword. The sword that was already raised high, poised to strike.

In a swift, decisive motion, Ashley snapped her wrists, sending her blade hurtling down in a perfect vertical slash—aimed straight at Berry’s open, unguarded shoulder. A mirage of three blades; an attack creating its own after images in a single swing, struck its mark.

Berry’s badge flared bright white, absorbing the strike’s force before it could cause real damage, while simultaneously slamming Berry down to one knee.

Ashley wasted no time. The instant her blade finished its motion, she kicked off the ground, leaping back several paces, resetting the flow of the fight after a clean hit.

Ashley resumed her starting stance, feet sliding against the stone as she came to a controlled stop. Her breath remained steady, but her eyes were locked onto Berry, filled with determination and focus. That last strike had connected, but it wasn’t enough to stop her opponent. Not yet.

Berry rolled her shoulder, cracking the joint as if shaking off the strike like an afterthought. Her grin returned, wider this time, though there was something different about it now. Something wilder.

Her muscles tensed, and then—

Boom.

A violent surge of mana erupted from her body. The air rippled, distorting like heat waves in a desert, and the red aura that had flickered around her before now roared to life, consuming her entire form in a burning crimson glow.

The crowd gasped as the energy surrounding Berry shifted—it was no longer just raw power spilling from her body.

It had form.

Behind Berry, the aura twisted and coalesced, warping into the shape of a beast—its outline jagged, unfinished, like a flickering shadow in a storm. A pair of glowing eyes emerged, sharp and narrow, burning with the same violent red as Berry’s mana.

It was small, barely taller than her, its back hunched like a predator ready to pounce. Its limbs were indistinct, sometimes appearing clawed, sometimes forming massive, muscular fists. But the one thing that remained constant was its rage. A primal, barely contained fury pulsed within its glowing form, mirroring the fire in Berry’s own eyes. Sometimes it resembled a tiger, a lion, a dragon, a hawk, or a chimera of multiple beasts.

Berry stood, then, she attacked.

She vanished—no; she exploded forward.

Ashley barely had time to react before Berry was already in front of her, fist cocked back.

She slashed instinctively, but something stopped her.

The beast behind Berry moved with her, its massive spectral claw swinging forward in tandem with Berry’s real fist. It was like fighting two opponents in one.

The moment Ashley’s blade met Berry’s fist, another shockwave blasted outward, sending dust and debris flying. The sword shook violently in her grasp, forcing her to plant her feet or risk being thrown backward.

But Berry wasn’t done.

Her second fist was already in motion, and this time, the beast’s other limb swung with her. The blow connected.

Ashley barely managed to brace before she was launched backward, her body rolling across the arena floor.

The audience erupted into cheers, gasps, and stunned silence.

Up in the stands, Henry Merrick remained calm, but the noble beside him whistled. “That… wow,” the man muttered. “I’ve seen different berserkers before, but your daughter… that is something else.”

Henry chuckled, but his eyes never left Berry.

“That’s her Avatar,” he said simply. “It’s not just her mana going berserk—it’s her soul. That’s not just energy. That’s her fury. Her emotions. Her will, given form from her mana.”

The noble exhaled. “Damn. I wouldn’t want to be on the receiving end of that.”

Henry didn’t reply. He simply watched. Because he knew Berry. He knew that right now, in this moment, she wasn’t just fighting her opponent.

She was fighting herself.

Back on the arena, Ashley coughed as she steadied herself, shaking off the hit. Her body ached, but she wasn’t ready to surrender. She rose her sword again.

Across the arena, Berry stood at the ready, her red aura still burning wildly around her, the beast behind her flickering in and out of existence like an unstable anomaly.

The crimson aura surrounding Berry pulsed violently, her spectral beast flickering with each ragged breath she took. The longer the fight dragged on, the more erratic her movements became.

They clashed once more, each side landing a hit, but also getting hit themselves. However, it was evident that Ashley was on the losing side of the exchange.

Ashley tightened her grip on her sword, sweat trickling down her brow. Berry’s movements were growing wilder, her strikes more relentless. The blows didn’t stop. Every time Ashley tried to reposition, Berry was already there, her fist swinging, her aura-clawed specter mimicking every motion.

Another strike. Another. Another.

Ashley barely managed to block, her entire body trembling under the force of each impact. Her arms burned, her legs felt like lead, and the more she tried to push back, the more she realized—

Berry wasn’t slowing down.

If anything, she was getting faster.

Ashley grit her teeth. If she let this continue, she’d be torn apart before she could counterattack. To avoid being overwhelmed by her opponent’s ferocious fighting spirit, she had to stop the fight.

She took a deep breath, her stance shifting.

Her sword glowed, mana cascading down the length of the blade like flowing water. The engravings along the hilt pulsed, and the thin, deceptively sharp metal shimmered with a new intensity.

“Ninth Form—Dividing Slash!”

Ashley planted her feet, her muscles coiling like a tightened spring. Then—she attacked.

Her entire body blurred as she slashed diagonally, a brilliant arc of silver light streaking across the arena. The cut was perfect—sharp, precise. A strike meant to end things, to split what needed to be split.

But Berry didn’t stop.

She didn’t even try to dodge.

The red glow around her exploded outward, the bestial figure behind her roaring in tandem. She barreled straight through the attack, the dividing light breaking apart as her sheer presence shattered the momentum of the slash.

Ashley’s eyes widened.

Then—

BOOM.

Berry slammed into her with the force of what felt like a falling miniature mountain.

Ashley’s body was flung across the stage like a ragdoll, her sword finally slipping from her fingers as she tumbled. Her badge flickered—then shattered into glowing fragments. She flew until she finally stopped near the edge of the arena, now unconscious.

The crowd erupted into cheers.

The announcer’s voice bellowed across the tournament grounds.

“And that’s it! The match is over! Berry Merrick is the winner!”

But Berry wasn’t stopping. Her chest rose and fell in rapid, shallow breaths. Her fingers twitched. The beast behind her still pulsed, its eyes wild and unblinking.

And then she took a step forward.

Ashley lay sprawled on the ground, dazed and unmoving, but Berry kept walking.

Another step. Then another. Her aura flared, her breath ragged, her body still trembling with the lingering embers of rage.

She wasn’t done.

The announcer hesitated. The crowd, moments ago roaring with excitement, now murmured uncertainly.

And then—

“BERRY!” A voice ripped through the noise. Loud. Commanding. Unyielding.

Berry froze.

Henry’s voice had cut through the haze and mumbles of the stadium.

The words were firm and absolute, reverberating deep in her chest. It drowned out the noise from everything else.

Her hands clenched. Her vision swam.

For the first time since she entered this state, her limbs shook—not with rage, but with something else. Something that felt too close.

Her breath stopped. She staggered, her hands pressing against her temples as if trying to ground herself. The beast behind her flickered, its form breaking apart, its furious glow dimming.

The rage subsided.

Slowly, she exhaled. The red aura faded, the pressure in the air lifting. Berry blinked, her eyes hazed and her body suddenly weak.

Then, without a word, she turned away.

Her steps were slow—controlled now, but still unsteady. She stepped off the stage, her expression unreadable, and disappeared into the waiting area.

The crowd didn’t know what to say.

Henry let out a quiet breath, his eyes following Berry as she returned to the fighter’s hallway.

After a few moments, past the eerie silence that followed, the tournament carried on, as more explosive action happened in the other arenas, reinvigorating the crowd and the announcer casting the matches once more.
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                “Now, ladies and gentlemen, it’s time for the next set of matches in the Youngling Division! Fighters 19 and 20, 21 and 22, and 23 and 24—please take your positions!”

Risha made her way to the middle stage, walking to her side of the arena. On the stage, Risha’s opponent was already waiting.

“On stage two, we have Risha Lapernt versus Edrig Hamsworth! Let’s give them a round of applause!”

The crowd cheered, their enthusiasm undiminished as Risha and Edrig exchanged polite nods.

Edrig carried himself with the disciplined poise of a scholar. He was clad in well-fitted red robes, the fabric decorated with minor runic sigils near the sleeves. A polished wooden staff rested in his grip, its top adorned with a gleaming crystal that faintly pulsed with mana. His short brown hair was neatly kept, and his glasses gave him an air of calculated precision.

Risha, in contrast, was dressed far more fittingly for combat. The brown cloak she usually wore had been pulled back, revealing a fine close-fitted white leather tunic with various straps securing it to her frame. Thin metal plates were strategically placed for protection, including one large plate over her chest. The outfit was practical, designed for mobility rather than showmanship.

She noticed Edrig’s eyes scan her attire briefly before meeting her gaze. He gave a respectful nod.

"Best of luck," he said, his voice calm and measured.

Risha smirked slightly, rolling her shoulders. "You too."

The two took their positions at opposite ends of the stage, settling into their stances.

The announcer’s voice cut through all of the noise in the stadium. “Fighters, prepare yourselves! The match begins in three… two… one!”

As the countdown ended, Risha’s grin turned fierce. She raised her hand, and in a flash of mana, a massive claymore sword materialized in her grip. The blade was nearly as tall as she was, its surface shimmering with raw energy before settling.

Edrig adjusted his grip on his staff, the crystal at its tip glowing faintly as he channeled his mana.

The announcer raised his hand.

“Let the match begin!”

The moment the announcer’s voice rang out, Risha was already moving.

She sprinted off to the side, her steps light against the smooth white stone of the arena. Instead of rushing in head-on, she curved her path, circling around Edrig in a wide arc.

Without breaking stride, Risha swung her sword in a controlled motion.

Slash—

An arc of pure energy sliced through the air, cutting straight toward Edrig.

The noble reacted instantly. His grip tightened around his staff, and with a quick, practiced movement, he conjured a translucent blue barrier—but not a full dome. Instead, the shield formed only where the energy wave was about to hit, matching its shape precisely. The attack struck the condensed mana barrier with a sharp crack, before fizzling out.

Risha didn’t let this slow her down, though.

She pivoted, kicking off the ground to shift directions, unleashing another energy wave. Then another. And another.

Each strike sent a gleaming arc of mana hurtling toward Edrig, but every time, he countered with another calculated, shaped barrier. Unlike most mages who relied on simple spherical defenses, his control was sharper—more refined.

Instead of wasting mana on a full-body shield, he only reinforced the areas under attack. A focused defense.

He’s good, Risha admitted inwardly.

Risha skidded to a stop, her grin still in full effect. “Not bad,” she called out, her voice carrying over the noise of the crowd. “But let’s see how you handle this!”

As she skidded to a stop, she planted her feet and tightened her grip on the claymore. Her mana surged into the blade, causing the entire weapon to glow. The hum of power intensified, its edges sharpening with a burning radiance.

Then—she swung.

This time, the energy wave wasn’t just a simple arc. It was larger, heavier, the sheer force behind it making the air shudder as it raced forward, carving a shallow groove into the stage beneath it.

But Edrig had been watching her carefully.

Instead of summoning another barrier, his mana flared around his legs, wrapping them in wisps of wind.

With a single step, he was gone, the gust of his movement rippling outward as he was propelled by his magic.

The massive energy wave slammed into the arena wall behind him, sending cracks splintering across its surface. Dust and debris billowed into the air, and a few members of the crowd gasped at the sheer force behind the attack.

Risha barely had time to react before Edrig countered.

“Your turn, huh?” Risha muttered, her sharp eyes catching the subtle shift in Edrig’s posture.

He raised his staff—

A pulse of something shot forward.

There was no light. No sound. No visible indication of an attack. However, the fact that his staff was aimed at her, signaled something was amiss.

Risha’s instincts screamed at her.

Her body tensed. Without hesitating, she lifted her claymore and angled it diagonally across herself, bracing with both hands—one gripping the hilt, the other pressing against the flat of the blade.

An instant later, an invisible force slammed into her.

The sheer impact sent her skidding backward, her boots scraping against the arena floor as she absorbed the hit.

An invisible attack.

"Alright then—" she grinned, shifting her stance low before exploding forward. "Let’s go!"

She shot toward him like an arrow, her claymore humming with power.

Edrig responded immediately. Another pulse of mana flared at the tip of his staff, and more invisible force blasts hurtled toward her.

Risha felt them before they hit. The way the air subtly shifted, the faint ripple in the mana around her—it was enough to give her a sense of their trajectory. She adjusted her blade instinctively.

Clang! The first impact met the broad side of her claymore, dispersing in a harmless wave of force.

The second blast came from a lower angle—she adjusted her grip, lowering her sword just in time to deflect it away. She couldn’t feel them precisely, and although she blocked the hits, a portion of their force still hit her, as she was clumsily relying on pure instinct.

Then came the third.

She raised her blade to intercept, expecting the hit—

Nothing.

Her sword cut through empty air. For a split second, confusion flickered across her face—

Then crash!

The force hit her a moment later, striking right into her stomach and knocking her back a step. She let out a sharp breath, forced to steady herself.

He delayed it, she realized. Her grin widened. "Hah, smart move!"

Instead of hesitating, she lunged forward again, closing the gap between them.

Edrig's expression remained composed as he swung his staff in a slow, deliberate arc.

Risha narrowed her eyes. What’s he doing?

There was no immediate attack. No burst of force like before. But she wasn’t about to walk blindly into whatever trap he was setting. She activated one of her own skills.

An invisible field expanded outward from her, the radius being an amplified field the same range of her strike zone. The moment anything disturbed the space around her, her body would move on its own, reacting instinctively to counter or evade.

She surged toward Edrig, her claymore by her side, angled at the ground, poised to strike.

As she was about to reach him, a jolt ran through her senses. Her instincts screamed and her skill was causing her body to move.

Six disturbances.

All around her, six different points of pressure intruded within her skill’s range. All evenly spaced apart, coming from all different directions.

Her body responded automatically.

Clang! Clang! Clang!

She twirled, spinning on her heel, her claymore whirling in a rapid arc. With every strike, she snapped to and countered each blow, dispersing them harmlessly.

Once she finished and both feet landed steadily back on the ground, she turned her gaze back to Edrig—

Boom! Boom! Boom!

Before she could react, more invisible force blasts struck the ground around her. These weren’t directed at her, but beneath her feet.

The white stone cracked beneath her feet.

Her footing was caught, and her balance wavered. She tried to stabilize herself, but she wasn’t able to adjust in time. She stumbled, falling face-first into the ground.

The crowd gasped at the sudden shift.

Up in the stands, a few nobles murmured.

A man, keenly watching the fight, exclaimed, “He tricked her!”

"Smart—he forced her to move, then disrupted her footing afterward."

Edrig stood tall, adjusting his glasses. His staff was already glowing again, preparing for his next move.

Risha, face pressed against the arena floor, let out a muffled groan.

Then, she chuckled.

Risha pressed her hands against the cracked stone and pushed herself up, shaking dust from her cloak. She exhaled sharply, her grin still wide, excitement gleaming in her eyes.

"Alright, alright," she muttered under her breath. "That was a good one."

Edrig had already leaped away, enchanting his legs with wind magic. He landed with grace, adjusting his grip on his staff, eyes still focused and composed.

Risha exploded forward once again.

This time, her claymore pulsed with a soft blue glow. Mana coursed through the blade, making it hum faintly, resonating with her will. The energy condensed—controlled, rather than wild—refining itself into something sharper. She was using a different skill this time, her trump card.

Another slash would be too predictable. But she wasn’t going to just swing.

Edrig moved first, his staff shifting into an unusual motion—this time swinging from up top to down, as if he was trying to bonk her on the head.

Risha didn’t have time to think about it. It was most likely another unorthodox attack. But as long as she had her counter field, she could deal with it. She just had to be careful of her footing now.

The moment she reached halfway to him, she unleashed a powerful wave slash—a heavy, sweeping arc of pure energy, cutting through the air between them. This arc had a soft blue glow, the same as the one lingering on her blade.

At the same time—

BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

Risha’s instincts flared. Six more distinct disruptions, this time, from above. She moved, twisting her body mid-motion, her claymore flashing as she countered the unseen barrage, parrying the force strikes one by one.

Clang! Clang!

The impacts rang out as she repelled each one, her blade dancing between the gaps in the unseen attacks before they could hit.

Edrig however, also wasn’t just waiting around. The moment her wave slash reached him, a perfectly sized barrier formed in front of him—molded precisely to absorb the exact shape and force of the attack. Her wave slash vanished the moment it made contact, sparkles of energy dissipating in the air.

Risha barely had a moment to register it before she noticed something else—Edrig’s staff was glowing. Brighter than before. Edrig pointed his staff directly at her.

She tried to move and dodge whatever was coming, but the blasts above had her locked down; she couldn’t escape. Luckily, she still had her skill—

BOOM!

The explosion rang out—not from above, not from the side, not from anywhere she could predict—

It just hit her.

A powerful, invisible blast struck her dead center. There was no projectile. No trajectory. No warning. Just raw, condensed force.

Risha’s body launched across the arena, the impact ripping her from her stance and sending her flying backward.

She barely had time to twist midair before she crashed off the edge of the tournament stage, slamming onto the ground below.

The moment her boots left the arena, the announcer’s voice rang out.

“And that’s it! Contestant #22, Risha Lapernt, is out of bounds! The victor is—!”

But before he could finish—

A sudden screech of high-pitched sound emanated from the air.

A lingering arc of energy—thin, nearly invisible, but fast—tore itself into reality a few feet in front of Edrig—exactly where he had blocked Risha’s last wave slash.

The arc of mana rushed at him with blinding speed, too fast for him to react. His eyes widened in that instant, the realization that he couldn’t stop it dawning on him. It crashed directly into his body, center-mass. The blow launched him backwards, uplifting him into the air.

And then, just like Risha, he went sailing right off the edge.

The crowd gasped.

A moment of silence followed before the announcer, stunned, cleared his throat and spoke again.

“A—a delayed counterattack from Contestant #22! However, because she was the first to fall off the stage, her loss still stands!”

The crowd murmured in excitement, some cheering for Edrig’s victory, others buzzing about Risha’s last-second counterstrike.

Risha lay sprawled out on the stone ground, staring at the sky. She let out a sigh, and pounded the ground next to her with a fist.

Then, she laughed.

“Well. That almost worked. If only he waited like… one more second, haha…”

On the opposite side, Edrig coughed, pushing himself up, one hand clutching his chest where the attack had struck. He adjusted his glasses—though slightly askew now—and exhaled.

Both of them recovered and met again at the center of the stage.

“…Impressive,” Edrig admitted.

Risha grinned up at him, rolling her shoulder. “You too. But just saying—you got lucky this time. One more second, and I would’ve had you.”

Edrig nodded. “I do not doubt that. Your last attack caught me off guard,” he said. “You are very good with that sword. I’ve never fought anyone my age who could react to my attacks that easily before.”

“Hah, well, I am pretty awesome,” Risha said, scratching the back of her head. “You’re not bad yourself, either.”

Edrig studied her for a moment, then adjusted his glasses. “Indeed. I would love to fight with you again. I think we would make a good pair, Risha.”

Something about the way he said her name—so earnest, so direct—made her stomach flip.

“E-eh?” She blinked, momentarily thrown off, before hastily scratching the side of her cheek. “P-pair?” Her face turned red at the sudden confession.

Nodding once more, Edrig continued, oblivious. “Yes. Becoming sparring partners would greatly benefit our skills. I still need more practice against close-range fighters, and I believe you could improve your reactions to being hit with multiple attacks at once.”

“Sparring partners?” Risha echoed, before the full meaning of his words sank in. Oh.

Her cheeks puffed out. “Oh, geez! I thought you meant something else!” she blurted, spinning on her heel and stomping toward the arena steps, practically fleeing from the conversation.

Her entire face was burning.

Edrig tilted his head, watching her go with mild confusion. “Did I say something wrong?”

Behind him, the crowd cheered as the tournament staff began preparing for the next match.
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The door to the fighter’s hall creaked open.

“Risha…” Enya’s voice was soft and cautious.

Risha shook her head before she could say anything else. “You don’t have to say anything. It’s fine,” she muttered, though there was a faint hint of disappointment in her voice.

She trudged over and plopped down next to Enya, letting out a long, exaggerated sigh. “Welp, there goes my first match. That really sucks.”

Enya studied her. “Are you okay?”

Risha gave a half-hearted shrug. “I’m fine. Just… frustrating, y’know? I was one second away from winning that fight. If Edrig had hesitated just a little longer, bam, I would’ve had him.” She crossed her arms, scowling. “But nooo, he had to go and have stupid invisible attacks. Seriously, how do you even dodge something you can’t see?”

Enya leaned forward, tilting her head slightly as she tried to get a better look at Risha’s face. “Does… this mean you’re out of the tournament?”

Risha glanced at her and shook her head. “Nah. Do you remember what Headmaster Laventis said about that rogue girl—Marybelle—after she tried to attack you? He mentioned that she was banned from redemption matches.”

Enya tapped a finger to her lip. “Hm… yeah, I remember that. I didn’t really think much of it at the time.” She frowned slightly. “Why?”

“It’s basically like… a loser’s bracket,” Risha explained. “People who lost their fights still get a chance to prove themselves in a backup tournament. It’s for cases where there were fluke wins, or if someone got matched with an opponent way too strong for them right at the start. It’s not ideal, but at least it gives me another shot.”

Enya nodded slowly, absorbing the information.

“But there’s another way in,” Risha continued, stretching her arms behind her head. “If one of the instructors watching the match thinks you’re worth it, they can recommend you. Or if the Headmaster himself notices something special about you, you might get a direct pass into the academy. That’s super rare, though.”

Enya’s fingers curled slightly against her lap as an idea formed in her mind.

“Does… that include the city lord too? I think he was sitting up there with the Headmaster,” Enya asked.

Risha shrugged. “Probably. He is the ruler of Talo. The headmaster would probably accept a recommendation by him.”

Enya went quiet as she thought about it. A special pass… from an instructor, headmaster, or… the city lord?

A slow, devious smile crept onto her face.

Risha was special. She had clearly proven herself in that fight. Just one second—one measly second—stood between her and her win. She deserved to be in the academy. That was undeniable.

She could tell Lord Calzone to grant Risha a special pass. It wasn’t cheating—Risha had already earned her place obviously. This was simply… making sure things were fair.

Right?

She folded her hands together in thought, eyes twinkling with mischief. She was going to make sure her friend was going to get into the academy.

“Enya?” Risha nudged her, pulling her out of her scheming. “You’re staring at me kinda weird.”

“Hm? Oh.” Enya smiled, pressing her hands together in her lap with feigned innocence. “No reason.”

Risha narrowed her eyes suspiciously. “Uh-huh. You sure about that?”

Enya gave her best angelic smile. “Of course.”

She stared at her with a skeptical look, but gave up after a few moments. “Well… the redemption matches won’t start until the tournament is finished. I’ll stay here and watch your fights, though.”

Enya beamed. “You’ll get to watch me win, then!”

A defeated sigh escaped Risha’s lips before a smile replaced her expression. “You’re way too positive, you know that?”


            

    
        B2 - Chapter 30: The Preliminaries are over!

    
    
    
    
                “Here you go,” said a female tournament staff member. “This is a private room you can use for your break, Miss Celeste.”

Footsteps approached from behind.

“Thank you,” Celeste replied curtly.

The staff member gave a polite nod before returning to her post.

The room was modest—nothing more than a small conference space with a plain desk, a few chairs, and bare walls. Simple, yet functional.

She opted to remain standing, reaching into her coat pocket and pulling out a small white artifact. Within its center was a polished crystal, etched with a circular insignia bearing an intricate emblem.

Celeste tapped the crystal lightly. It flickered to life, pulsing in slow, rhythmic intervals.

Seconds passed. Then half a minute.

Finally, the glow steadied, signifying a successful link.

A voice filtered through the connection, rich and composed. “Miss Celeste. It is not often that you contact us directly.”

Celeste’s fingers curled slightly around the device. “Grand Inquisitor Gale. I assume you have time to hear my report.”

A quiet chuckle came from the other end. “A report? Since when did you do reports?

Celeste’s expression remained impassive. “I do them when needed.”

Gale sighed, the amusement still lingering in his tone. “Go on, then. What is it that demands my attention?”

“A necromancer.”

The word hung heavy in the air.

There was a beat of silence before Gale spoke again, still sounding unbothered. “Mm. A bit vague, don’t you think? We’ve known of necromancers operating in secret for centuries. If you’re calling me, then I assume this isn’t just some hedge mage playing with bones in an alleyway.”

“It’s a child.”

That gave him pause. “...A child?”

“A girl, no older than maybe ten. She is participating in Talo’s tournament.” Celeste’s voice sharpened, crisp and unwavering. “And from what I have seen, she is not merely dabbling in the dark arts. She is actively practicing necromancy in live combat. Possibly even as her main class.”

Silence.

Gale hummed in vague amusement. “A child? Hah. That is certainly a problem… but hardly one that requires my direct intervention.”

“Do you not find it unusual that a child is practicing necromancy, alone, of all things? I don’t even see a chaperon with her. She even dresses like she is from a house of nobility.”

“That is unusual,” Gale admitted, though his tone lacked urgency. “But tell me, Celeste—what would you have me do? You act as though this child is already summoning hordes of undead and burning villages to the ground,” Gale said, amused. “She’s one girl. Meanwhile, the demons on the Third Layer are expanding their territory as we speak. That is what I am dealing with. That is a priority.”

Celeste inhaled sharply. “You and I both know nothing good comes from allowing necromancy to take root. No matter the age of its wielder, it always leads to ruin. Always.”

“Hah,” Gale exhaled, bemused. “Well, I can see why that would bother you.”

Celeste’s brow twitched, though she kept her composure. “This is a serious matter.”

“To you, certainly.” Gale’s tone was still unreadable. “But unless this child has somehow defied the natural order or poses an immediate danger, I fail to see why we should prioritize a single necromancer over, say… the ongoing demonic expansion on the Third Layer. I wonder who we have managing that task… Oh—right. Me.”

Celeste’s jaw tightened. “Necromancers need to either be permanently removed, or purified. This girl will become a problem—if not now, then in the future.”

“And yet,” Gale said smoothly, “I suspect you are more concerned with the practice than the practitioner.”

After a slight pause, Gale exhaled through his nose, a weary sound. “Celeste. You have always been sharp, but you are letting your hatred of necromancy cloud your judgment. Not every dark practice leads to calamity.”

“No,” she said firmly. “But calamity always follows necromancy. Necromancers, vampires, demons, infernals, thralls, and the corrupt-touched—these, among a small list of others, always cause calamitous situations to arise. Do not tell me you are not privy to how dangerous these beings are. Aside from the Ascended holders, there is no bigger threat to humanity.”

The weight in her words carried an undeniable conviction.

A soft sigh came from the small device. “We all know that, Celeste. But one child summoning a skeleton to give herself a shoulder massage, versus an army of demons conquering the lands in the third layer? At most, I can send an inquisitor to get some answers. Perhaps see if she’s being led astray. But I am not mobilizing resources over a single child.”

Celeste’s lips curled in distaste, her hands tightening behind her back. “One inquisitor? That’s all? She’s obviously learned her skills from someone. I want her dealt with promptly, before she causes trouble in the city.”

“Well then,” Gale continued, his voice turning ever so slightly amused. “If this troubles you so much, I will offer you an alternative: Exercise your right as a member of the Order of Sanctity.”

He paused.

“Kill her yourself. Problem solved.”
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“We are now halfway through the preliminary elimination matches! Let’s take a short 30-minute intermission, folks! If you need to use the restroom, grab some refreshments, or meet up with your children for some last-minute support, now’s the time!” the announcer boomed across the stadium.

The crowd stirred with movement, spectators standing to stretch their legs, chatting amongst themselves as they dispersed.

Among them, a man in his mid-twenties rose from his seat, rolling his shoulders. Just a common laborer, taking the day off to enjoy the tournament. With a tired sigh, he made his way down the stands, stepping outside the stadium gates. His goal? A quick stop at the merchant stalls for a fresh pack of smokes.

Purchase in hand, he wandered to a nearby alleyway, slipping into its shade to light one up. The academy grounds had a strict no-smoking policy, forcing him to take his indulgence elsewhere.

The first inhale barely settled in his lungs before he heard footsteps.

Soft, measured, and drawing closer.

He ignored them at first—until he realized they were approaching him directly.

Turning, he saw a woman draped in a black cloak, her presence barely making a ripple in the midday bustle. Her face was mostly hidden, but what little he could see—pale skin, delicate features, a stillness that was almost unnatural—caught his attention.

He exhaled a plume of smoke and raised a brow. “Need something, miss?”

She tilted her head slightly. “Can… you come over here?” Her voice was flat, eerily devoid of inflection. “I’m… a bit hard of hearing.”

His eyes narrowed in mild suspicion.

Something about her felt off.

But she didn’t look dangerous. Frail, even. And besides, crime in the city was rare—locks ensured that. Everyone, from nobles to commoners, bore them. The only real threats were mundane crimes, like theft or the occasional kidnapping.

Not that she looked capable of either.

After a pause, he let out a small chuckle and stepped toward her. “Alright, sure. What’s the problem?”

She stood still, waiting until he was close enough before she spoke again. “Do you have a ticket to the tournament?”

“Ticket?” He blinked, patting his pocket before pulling out the small parchment stub—his entry pass to the stands. “Yeah, why?”

The woman didn’t react at first. Then, her lips parted slightly.

“One… chance.”

A strange urgency colored her voice now, a whisper of something almost… pleading. “Give me the ticket. Please.”

He scoffed. “Hah, no way, lady. What, you lured me into this alley to mug me? Think—”

His words never finished.

A moment later, the alley was silent.

The cloaked woman emerged alone, stepping back into the city’s light.

There was no sign of the man. No body. No struggle. Nothing.

In her pale hand, she held his ticket. A faint smear of red lingered on her fingertips, but the blood… vanished. It seeped into her skin as though the flesh itself drank it.

Her cloak shifted as she tucked her hands back into its depths.

No lock adorned her wrist.

And with quiet steps, Zerus walked toward the stadium entrance.
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The intermission ended, and the tournament resumed. Inside the waiting room, Enya and Risha remained. Risha was one of the few who had returned to watch the matches. Most of the competitors who lost had left; some choose to enter the stands and watch the matches with their families.

For many, however, that wasn’t an option. Their families’ disappointment weighed too heavily, forcing them to leave rather than endure the rest of the tournament—unless, of course, they had another child still competing.

“Hey, Risha,” Enya called.

“Mmmph?” she mumbled around a spoonful of ice cream cheesecake.

“Why are you in here and not with your family?”

She swallowed, setting down her fork. “My family’s not here.”

Enya tilted her head. “Huh? Where are they?”

“They’re in the First Layer. They sent me up to the Second Layer alone, hoping I could enroll somewhere and build a better life.”

“So… you’re alone? In Talo?”

Risha shook her head. “No. I’m staying with a friend of my parents. She lives here, lets me stay, but she’s not interested in the tournament. Not a big fan of violence.” She shrugged. “I’m not her kid, so she doesn’t really care what I do. But she won’t be watching, that’s for sure.”

Enya frowned, thinking.

“I’ll come watch your redemption matches,” she said, voice firm. “I’ll be there.”

Risha grinned. “Thanks.”

Enya turned her attention back to the visual panel.

She’d be there for her friend. If Risha fought well and made it back in, great. If she didn’t—Enya still had her backup plan. Lord Cement could grant her a pass.

The tournament continued, match after match unfolding. Some fights were brutal, others strategic, but all were worth studying. Enya watched closely, analyzing techniques, memorizing spells, picking apart patterns.

People had some unusual tricks up their sleeves.

She intended to learn from all of them.

“Trinity Hiridale is unable to continue! Varton Mines has won on Stage Two!”

Enya leaned forward slightly. An interesting match.

Trinity specialized in illusions—copies of herself flickering across the stage, weapons materializing out of thin air, some real, some not. Her entire strategy revolved around deception. Varton, however, had no interest in playing along.

His magic? Light. Spears of it. Explosive bursts. Cages made of glowing energy. When trickery failed to give Trinity an opening, Varton simply attacked everything at once.

A bad match-up, Enya concluded. If you couldn't tell what was real, you just had to hit everything. Varton had figured that out, and put it to the test. And it had worked in his favor.

As the fights continued and people swapped out, so did the divisions.

“On Stage Three! Yuna Freymeister versus Manny Merrick!”

After seeing Berry fight, it wasn’t a surprise to see Manny appear in the tournament soon after.

His match was over in seconds.

Yuna was a summoner—the first one Enya had seen besides herself. But unlike Enya, her summons weren’t undead. Instead, she conjured a massive, furry beast. A lion, maybe? Enya wasn’t sure what a lion was supposed to look like, but she was fairly certain they didn’t have two tails and two heads.

The creature lunged, claws digging into the ground as it sprinted toward Manny. He didn’t meet it head-on. Instead, he shot into the air, wind magic suspending him above the arena. It wasn’t true flight, just compressed air beneath his feet keeping him steady. He hovered in place, conserving energy while he gathered power for an attack—the same one he’d demonstrated at the academy, the wind blast that had cracked the barrier in training room.

Below, the lion pawed at the air, confused. It reared up, swiping uselessly toward its target, but there was nothing to reach. Watching the giant beast flail at nothing was a little sad. But mostly, it was funny.

Once his attack was charged, Manny hurled it down. A blast of condensed wind erupted in the center of the stage, blowing both Yuna and her summon clear off the platform.

The match lasted less than twenty seconds.

It was a terrible match-up for her—and probably for Enya too.

She had no way of dealing with someone in the sky. If she’d been in Yuna’s place, the same thing would’ve happened; a single powerful gust, and she’d be airborne in the worst way possible. Fortunately, she wasn’t in the Advanced division, so she wouldn’t be facing Manny anytime soon. She could only hope there wasn’t anyone else in the Youngling division that could do the same.

I wonder if I can make a bird skeleton… she thought. Would it even be able to fly?

Another rotation of fighters came and went.

One name was called, and he walked his way past the fighter’s hall and soon entered the tournament stage.

“That’s the boy you know, right?” Enya asked.

“Yep. Jamie,” Risha replied, staring up at the monitor. She then gave Enya a subtle sideways glance. “You gonna root for him? I’m sure he’d love that.”

“Of course! He warned me about Marybelle’s fighting style before my match. That really helped me,” Enya said. “I hope he wins.”

“Lucky guy,” Risha muttered, smirking. “His crush gets to root for him.”

Enya turned from the monitor. “Huh? What’d you say?”

“Nothing~” Risha whistled innocently.

“Alright, ladies and gentlemen! On stage one, we have Jamie Ormere versus Lucian Keltermine!”

Enya leaned forward, eyes locked on the screen. This was a match she wanted to watch closely. Jamie had helped her with his tip, and the least she could do was pay attention to his fight.

Onstage, it was clear that Jamie and Lucian were friends. She’d seen them chatting earlier, and even now, they exchanged a few words before the match. There was an odd mix of tension and excitement between them—both aware that only one could win, but equally eager for the fight.

Enya glanced at Risha, who lounged in her seat, sipping from a bottle of something blue and fizzy. Cobalt-Cola? She was just sitting absentmindedly, staring at the screen but showing no real interest.

I wonder what would’ve happened if I fought Risha… Would I want to beat her? Enya thought.

Shaking the thought, Enya turned back to the screen.

Lucian was a lanky boy with messy, spiky black hair. He wore a simple shirt and pants—no armor, no visible weapons. That alone made her curious. How did he plan to fight? Jamie, on the other hand, was dressed more appropriately: a full tunic reinforced with leather padding.

“—And begin!” the announcer shouted.

The moment the match started, they rushed each other. Their hands locked, bodies straining in a contest of pure strength.

Then, Jamie’s body began to glow.

A faint purple aura shimmered around him, energy flowing from his core like mist. The glow coiled upward, forming two flickering ears on top of his head—shaped like a cat’s. A spectral tail materialized behind him, and the rest of the energy funneled into his hands, solidifying into sharp, glowing claws.

Jamie’s strength surged. He shoved Lucian back effortlessly, sending him skidding across the stage. Without hesitation, he dropped to all fours and lunged, moving with an unnatural grace. His glowing claws flashed—a blur of violet arcs slashing toward his opponent.

Lucian raised an arm.

The attack hit.

Nothing happened.

Enya’s brow furrowed. No wound. No impact. It didn’t make sense—Jamie’s attack should have left something. But Lucian stood there, unharmed, as if Jamie had struck air.

She kept watching, eyes narrowing. Jamie’s movements—fluid, feline, precise—matched everything she’d read about cats in books. Technically, the way he moved on all fours was also similar to a rat, but she was pretty sure he was taking on the form of a cat. Though, she had never actually seen a real cat before. But she wanted to. Badly. They were always described as cute.

Meanwhile, the fight remained dead even the entire way through.

Lucian still hadn’t revealed his class, yet somehow, he kept up with Jamie blow for blow. No armor. No noticeable spells or skills. Just raw physical ability.

The battle turned into pure close-quarters combat. Punches. Kicks. Claws. Blocks. A relentless exchange, neither gaining a decisive edge.

Minutes passed. Then ten. Then twenty.

Most fights had long since ended, but they were still going, breathing hard, drenched in sweat, pushing forward despite their exhaustion.

Finally, they both swung at the same time.

Two fists connected, clocking one another straight on the cheek.

Two bodies dropped.

The arena went silent.

“Double knockout!” the announcer declared. “This match ends in a tie!”

The crowd erupted.

Enya blinked. The first tie of the tournament. She hadn’t expected that.

Jamie had fought well, that much was clear. Cloaked in his purple aura, moving with the agility of something between Stupidface and Uglyface, he had been interesting to watch. But Enya found herself more drawn to Lucian—not because he won, but because she still couldn’t figure him out.

No spells. No skills. No obvious class.

Had there been some kind of passive ability at play? Maybe. But without confirmation, she could only guess.

On stage, the announcer launched into an explanation about tiebreaker rules. Since both contestants had fought with their full effort—and there was no sign of collusion—Laventis had ruled that, in this match, both competitors would advance.

Enya exhaled through her nose. If she and Risha had fought, maybe the same thing could’ve happened. Not that it mattered—they wouldn’t have known about this ruling beforehand.

Another rotation of fights took place, swapping between Advanced and Youngling. Then another. Then another.

Midway through, Enya began jotting down her thoughts inside of the Grim Pullet, thinking it would be better to record it there than memorize everything. She ignored the abilities of those in the Advanced division, opting to only jot down notes about the other contestants in the Youngling Division.

“Folks! On the third stage—Pamela Pelanko has knocked her opponent unconscious!” the announcer boomed. “She is officially the final winner of the Advanced Division, and final participant for the elimination matches!”

The crowd roared again as healers rushed in, carrying off Pamela’s opponent. The girl stood in the center of the stage for a few moments, soaking in the cheers before stepping aside.

Then, the tournament crew began clearing the main stages.

“Alright! Everybody, listen up!” the announcer’s voice rang out. “With that match concluded, we have officially finished all preliminary rounds! Every fighter in both the Advanced and Youngling Divisions has now fought once! That means—it’s time for Stage Two!”

The audience erupted in cheers and applause, the excitement in the air reaching a new peak. The tournament was going into full-force now.
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                “Alright, everyone! It’s time for Stage Two of the tournament!”

The announcer’s voice boomed across the stadium, cutting through the murmurs of anticipation. Fighters in both divisions sat in their respective waiting areas, watching the displays with unwavering focus.

“As tradition dictates, Stage Two is a wildcard event!” the announcer continued. “Every year, the format is decided at random—courtesy of our esteemed Lord Clament!”

At his cue, the displays above the tournament changed. Above, in their reserved special section, a tournament official stepped forward to Lord Clament, who was sitting next to Headmaster Laventis. The official was carrying an ornate wooden box embossed with the city’s crest. Inside were sealed scrolls, each containing a different challenge for this stage of the competition.

The crowd murmured with excitement. There were considerably more people in the stands now, as most people knew that people held back in the preliminary rounds. It was obvious whether you had the prowess to at least pass that round, making half the matches boring to watch. Now, however, was when the stragglers were mostly weeded out.

“For those unfamiliar with our tradition, let’s review last year’s selection.” The announcer gestured to one of the display panels, which flashed to life with an image of last year's Monster Gauntlet. “Last tournament, participants faced increasingly powerful monsters. Each victory earned points, and consecutive wins granted bonus streak multipliers.”

A wave of nostalgia—or dread—washed over some returning fighters. The Monster Gauntlet had been a brutal test of endurance, rewarding those who pushed themselves but punishing those who overextended. Each fighter was given one single break to recoup and recover—at the cost of ending their current streak. It tested whether or not one knew their own limits. If you happened to continue fighting, but lost to a monster, half of their points would be lost. People had to know when to quit.

“But this is a new year, and that means a new challenge!” the announcer boomed.

The official stopped in front of Lord Clament himself. The crowd hushed as the City Lord reached in, fingers brushing over several scrolls before pulling one free. With a flick of his wrist, he broke the seal and unrolled it. His eyes scanned the contents.

Then, with a small, amused smile, he leaned forward.

“The King’s Game.”

A wave of noise erupted from the stadium.

The announcer grinned. “You heard it, folks! This year’s Stage Two is the King’s Game!”

The screens shifted, displaying an animated diagram of the game’s mechanics.

“All fighters, listen carefully! The King’s Game is a 2v2 format, designed to test both offensive and defensive ability!”

On the displays, the mock battle played out—two teams facing off, each with one fighter wearing a golden crown.

“Each team will have a designated King, marked by their crown. The objective? Steal the enemy King’s crown and return it to your own King!”

The animation showed a fighter tearing the crown from the opponent’s head before sprinting back to hand it to their own King.

“A team wins when their King possesses both crowns!”

Enya exhaled, absorbing the rules. This was going to be completely different from the first round.

“Strategy will be key!” the announcer continued, his voice rising with enthusiasm. “Do you protect your King? Go on the offensive? Balance both? Only those who can work together will survive this stage!”

Excited whispers filled the waiting room. Some fighters looked eager, others wary. Enya, however, only had one thought.

Who’s going to be my partner?

The announcer raised his hand, waiting for the crowd’s murmurs to settle before continuing.

“Now, because this is a 2v2 format, we need exactly four fighters per match.” His voice carried across the stadium, commanding attention. “However, there’s an issue—”

The visual panels flickered, displaying a chart of the remaining participants in both divisions.

“In the Advanced Division, we are missing two participants to form a full set of teams. In the Youngling Division, we are also missing two. We were very fortunate this year to have an even amount of participants for the elimination matches, but with the king’s game, we need multiples of four!”

A ripple of confusion spread through the waiting rooms.

“To fix this, we will be allowing some individuals who have previously lost to re-enter the tournament and compete!”

The room stirred with hushed whispers. Enya’s eyes widened slightly.

“For those who step up, here’s the deal!” The announcer gestured broadly. “If you compete in this round and win, you will be allowed to bypass Stage Two in the redemption tournament!”

A few of the fighters shifted at that, suddenly paying close attention.

“But that’s not all!” The announcer’s grin widened. “If you win in Stage Three after this, you can bypass the entire redemption bracket altogether! That means—straight to the main tournament rankings!”

That got real reactions. Some fighters bolted upright in their seats, while others muttered under their breath. Basically, this meant that those who had lost in the first round, could immediately get back in, as if they had won their matches originally.

“These slots are first come, first serve. Those who wish to rejoin—your chance is now. In each waiting room, there is a rune embedded in the wall. The first to tap their tournament badge against it will claim the slot.”

For a split second, there was silence.

Then—

A chair scraped violently against the floor as Risha exploded out of her seat.

“Risha—?!” Enya barely had time to react before her friend bolted forward, badge already in hand.

Risha didn’t hesitate. She sprinted across the waiting room, arms pumping, eyes locked on the rune at the far side of the wall.

Enya blinked. Then it clicked—most of the fighters who lost their matches had already left.

Some had gone to the stands to sit with their families, while others had simply exited the tournament altogether.

As for Risha? She was the only one in the room who had come back. Not to reclaim her spot. Not for redemption. But just to watch Enya’s matches right next to her. And now, that loyalty gave her a guaranteed lead.

The rune, previously invisible and dormant, flared to life the moment the announcer spoke of its existence.

Risha dashed forward, weaving past Jamie and Lucian so fast that their heads turned in confusion. She neared the opposite end of the room. A soft hum filled the air as arcane symbols spread across the stone wall, forming a glowing sigil.

She slammed her badge against it.

The rune flashed, responding to her touch, and her badge pulsed with the same glow. She stared at it for a few beats. Then—realization hit her.

“I MADE IT!” she shouted, throwing her arms into the air.

A few seconds of victorious celebration was all she got before an ominous rumbling echoed from the fighter’s hall beyond the waiting room.

The noise was getting closer.

Enya, back in her seat, looked up at the visual panel. From among the stands, there were images of people that quickly flashed by, young kids and older teens. They all ran in a singular direction, all headed towards the fighter hall.

The walls trembled slightly, and before anyone could properly react, the doors to the waiting room burst open with a stampede of bodies.

A rush of people flooded inside.

At least ten fighters—all participants who had lost in the first stage—spilled into the room, scrambling over one another in a frantic sprint toward the rune. Some had been positioned further away in the stands when the announcement was made, while others had burst in from side corridors, trying to gain ground.

The moment they spotted Risha—already standing next to the glowing rune—all of them zeroed in on her.

Risha’s heart skipped.

A dozen pairs of eyes locked onto her position, and the rush turned into an all-out charge.

“Eep!” With an undignified squeal, Risha dodged out of the way, barely avoiding getting trampled. The crowd collided with the wall, elbows and shoulders smashing against each other as they all tried to slam their badges into the rune at once.

For a moment, it was pure chaos.

But as soon as the chaos started, it was over in an instant.

A single badge had made contact first. Everyone that rushed in stared at the sigil, darting their head from it to their own badges.

The sigil pulsed again, its glow stabilizing. The rest of the participants that were further away skidded to a stop, groaning in frustration as they realized they had lost their chance.

Among the conglomeration of people, about six people had touched their badge to the sigil. However; the first one to make it—was Kennan.

A boy with a fighter’s build, toned but lean. His stance was always steady, legs positioned just right—because his entire fighting style revolved around his kicks. A martial artist who specialized in powerful, precise leg strikes.

He had lost in the first stage of the tournament against Rose, a girl whose plant magic had restricted his movements, wrapping around his legs and tossing him off the arena before he could really get into his rhythm.

Kennan exhaled, running a hand through his sweat-damp hair, then grinned. He looked down at his badge, which was now glowing with a slight shine; it was dim, but still much brighter and active than the dead badges of those around him.

“That was close.”

The others who had lost out groaned, most frustrated, some chuckling in defeat. But the rules were clear—first come, first serve. And Kennan was in.

Risha let out a huge breath of relief, clutching her own, now glowing badge.
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“Alright, fighters! You have five minutes to choose your partner for the King’s Game!”

The announcer’s voice rang loud and clear over the stadium, cutting through the lingering murmurs of the audience and participants alike.

Inside the Youngling Division waiting room, some fighters immediately turned to those they knew, already making their selections. Others hesitated, casting wary glances around the room, weighing their options.

“For those who do not have a partner by the end of the time limit, a random teammate will be assigned.”

That got a few groans. Fighting alongside an unknown teammate in a 2v2 match could spell disaster—especially in a game where teamwork was key.

“However—” The announcer’s tone shifted, drawing attention back to the screens. “Choosing a random partner instead of picking one yourself will grant a special enchantment during combat.”

All muttering voices went silent.

“Your team’s crown will be enchanted with a special effect.” The visual panels displayed a demonstration—one fighter losing their crown, only for it to glow and vanish from the enemy’s hands, reappearing back on their head a moment later.

“If your crown is stolen, it will automatically teleport back to your head if it remains out of your control for over a minute!”

That changed things.

“So choose wisely! Do you form a team with someone you’re confident in winning with? Or do you take the risk with a random ally and gain an advantage?”

The waiting room stirred with newfound urgency. Fighters broke into conversations, some strategizing, some moving quickly to secure a solid partner.

Risha turned to Enya, grinning wide.

“No way I’m leaving this to chance,” she said, already holding out a hand. “Partners?”

Enya glanced at her, unsurprised. It felt natural for Risha to ask—after all, they’d been watching the matches together, analyzing every fight side by side. They sat in the same room and had conversed a lot with each other, and now, this moment was just another step forward.

Still, she tilted her head.

“What makes you think I wasn’t already considering someone else?” Enya asked, voice casual.

Risha’s grin froze for a split second, then faltered. Her hand wavered, hesitating, before she lowered it.

“Oh… uhm…” She glanced away, rubbing her arm. “Yeah… you’d probably want to choose someone really strong, right? Sorry for assuming…”

The brightness in her voice dimmed, and for the first time, she actually looked uncertain.

Enya stared at her for a moment, then let out a small sigh.

Without hesitation, she reached forward and grabbed Risha’s hand, clasping it firmly.

“I wasn’t considering anyone else,” she said, her tone steady. “You stayed. So of course, I’d choose you.”

Risha blinked, eyes widening. Then, in an instant, she brightened—beaming—before throwing herself forward and wrapping her arms around Enya in a tight hug.

“Eee! You’re the best, Enya!” she squeezed tightly, practically bouncing on her feet.

After one strong hug, Risha pulled away, grinning. “With your minions, there’s no way we’ll lose! I’ll be the attacker, and you keep the crown safe while your minions guard you!”

Enya considered it. It made sense. She could summon her minions instantly if needed, forming a protective barrier while Risha handled offense. Enya could still contribute at a distance, directing half her minions forward while keeping the rest as a defensive line.

It was a solid strategy.

As the five-minute deadline approached, a tournament official stepped into the waiting room, clipboard in hand.

"Time’s up!" he called. "Pairings are locked in."

He began recording the finalized teams, assigning them official team numbers for the match-ups.

“Enya and Risha, Team Three.”

Enya watched as the rest of the fighters received their placements. In total, there were 14 teams—28 participants competing in this stage.

As expected, Jamie and Lucian had paired up. Other teams had also formed based on pre-existing friendships or strategic alliances.

Enya frowned slightly. If she and Risha got lucky, they’d face a randomly assigned team, one that might have weaker synergy. But at the same time, maybe it was better not to—those teams had an advantage with the crown enchantment.

There was no point in worrying about it now. Everything was just up to fate and luck from this point forward.

Before the next announcement could begin, the tournament staff returned, this time carrying small wooden trays stacked with glass bottles and candy pouches.

“Before we continue—a reward for all fighters who made it to Stage Two.”

The trays were set down on a nearby table, and Enya immediately recognized what they contained.

Health potions.

And something even more valuable.

Mana-infused candy.

Small, chewable pieces of fruit-flavored candy that, despite their appearance, were known to restore an astonishing amount of mana. Apparently, these things were also expensive, given the awe and murmurs from the other fighters.

Risha grabbed a piece and popped it into her mouth without hesitation. “Mmm! Tastes like orange.”

Enya examined hers before taking a slow bite. A faint burst of cool energy spread through her body, her mana pool feeling noticeably replenished.

It was a generous gift—but not a complete reset.

As Enya rolled the candy over her tongue, a thought struck her.

They’re topping up our mana and health—but skills with cooldowns… those are still gone.

No potion, no candy, nothing here could reset a long cooldown ability. If someone had burned a powerful skill in the elimination matches, they wouldn’t have access to it now.

Frowning, she stepped aside and summoned her Grim Pullet, flipping through its worn pages.

She scanned through the recorded necromantic artifacts, searching for anything that could reset abilities. There were items that reduced cooldowns, trinkets that accelerated skill recovery, but nothing that could fully reset a used ability.

That meant every fighter who had spent their trump card in Stage One would have to fight without it here.

She turned to Risha, voicing her thoughts.

Risha, already popping another piece of candy into her mouth, simply grinned. “Lucky for me, all my skills are up and ready,” she said confidently. Then, with a pointed glance toward one of the other fighters, she continued. “Sucks for those that wasted their trump cards in the first round, though.”

Enya followed her gaze toward Edrig, the competitor who had used an undetectable, unavoidable spell in his last match. For Risha’s sake, she could only hope that the attack he used, was a skill, and had a year-long cooldown.

“I’m fine too,” Enya replied. “I don’t use anything with a long cooldown.”

Then, something clicked in her mind. I haven’t progressed my quest in a while.

She had almost forgotten about her task—analyzing 100 different things with her Insight skill. It was probably better to start late then never.

Without hesitation, she activated it, focusing on Risha.


Skill: Insight has been activated.
Target: Risha Lapernt
Revealed Information: A young girl whose class is ‘Valiance”. She specializes in wielding a claymore and opts to use long-ranged wave slashes. Her strength increases according to how many strikes she launches without breaking rhythm. Her power significantly weakens in close-range, when she can not generate enough force for wave slashes.


Enya’s eyes flickered with interest at the system message.

This was the first time she had used Insight on a living person instead of a Crystal Spiderling, and the results were more detailed than she expected. It didn’t just reveal Risha’s class, but it outlined her entire fighting style—her strengths, her mechanics, even her weaknesses.

Against the Crystal Spiderling Queen, it had only told her about how the Queen was controlling the hive, how the crystals from all around it were feeding it energy. But this? This was so much more detailed than she had expected.

And the best part? It only had a one-minute cooldown.

Enya grinned. As long as she had this, she could predict and plan according to her opponent’s moves. Getting to know their strengths and weaknesses.
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The tournament revved up again, the sound of the crowd swelling as the screens shifted, displaying the first match-ups.

“Teams One and Two, proceed to the stage!”

The first competitors rose from their seats, stretching their limbs, mentally preparing as they strode toward the arena doors.

Then—

“Teams Three and Four!”

Enya felt Risha bump her shoulder, flashing her a confident grin.

“That’s us,” Risha said. “Lets go.”

Enya exhaled, flexing her fingers before rolling her wrist.

Time for another win.
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                Two sets of boots echoed against the stone steps, ascending onto the pristine white stage. Enya and Risha walked in tandem, both prepared to win this next fight.

There were far more people in the stands now, their cheers swelling as the tournament’s second stage officially kicked off. The participants that held back would now reveal even more of their hand.

Even Enya hadn’t used everything at her disposal. And although Risha had technically lost her first match, there was no doubt that she, too, had more to show. She hadn’t lost because she was weak—she had been caught off guard by an unforeseen attack.

That wouldn’t happen again.

A sudden burst of amplified sound shook the arena, drawing all attention to the announcer.

“LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, WELCOME TO THE SECOND STAGE OF THE BEACON TOURNAMENT!”

The crowd erupted in response, their cheers filling the stadium.

Spreading his arms wide, he continued. “The time for hesitation is OVER! The King’s Game begins now! Our fighters have chosen their partners, and each battle will test their strength, wit, and ability to work as one!”

The massive display screens flickered to life, showing an overhead bracket system, with team names beginning to populate the tournament ladder.

“Now, let’s introduce our first teams!”

The crowd leaned forward, the anticipation rippling through the stands. Excitement buzzed in the air as the display screens flickered, preparing to reveal the matchups.

“On the first arena, we have—”

Golden letters flashed across the screen as the announcer’s voice boomed.

“Team One—Harold Strebern and Marcus Heiser!”

The two fighters strode onto the battlefield, their names glowing brightly above them on the monitor.

“Facing them in the battle for glory—Team Two, Lucia Vale and Seraphine Foster!”

A thunderous wave of cheers followed, shaking the arena as the fighters took their places. The announcer let the applause roll for a few beats before continuing, his voice cutting through the noise with practiced ease.

“And now, on the second arena—four fierce competitors ready to clash!”

The screens shifted, revealing the next lineup.

“Team Three—Enya Meltere and Risha Lapernt!”

Risha grinned, rolling her shoulders as their names shone on the display. A round of cheers followed, though noticeably less intense than for the previous teams. Neither of them had supporters in the stands—no noble family, no sponsors—but the tournament itself had its own audience, and that was enough.

“And their opponents—Rose Allener and Elias Ferris!”

The reaction was immediate. A roar of approval surged through the stands, the name Elias Ferris drawing the loudest ovation.

Enya tensed, her eyes locking onto her opponents. She had already seen them fight in the first round, had studied their abilities, and knew exactly what they were capable of.

Rose Allener was tall—a head taller than both her and Risha. She wore a leather tunic and black shorts, her long brown hair shifting as she moved. She had showed plant-based magic in her first match, using roots and vines to trap Kennan—the boy who specialized in kicks, before knocking him straight out of the arena.

Then there was Elias.

Draped in deep blue and gold robes, he was the perfect image of a noble heir. His posture was straight, his movements composed, every step carrying an air of quiet confidence. Unlike Rose, who had a clear specialty, Elias was an all-rounder, a mage who wielded multiple elements with seamless precision.

Enya narrowed her eyes. Rose uses plant magic, but Elias…

Elias was the real threat.

She had seen his technique firsthand—layered casting, an ability that allowed him to stack two overlapping spell circles and fire them in unison. The actual function of the technique was still a mystery to her. Perhaps it reduced mana consumption? Doubled the effectiveness of spells? Or perhaps it just increased his casting speed—she didn’t know.

Wind, fire, barriers—even small tremors that had disrupted the grid beneath his last opponent. His versatility made him unpredictable.

As Enya analyzed them, the third match was announced in the background, but she barely registered it.

Right now, the world had narrowed down to just her and Risha, standing across from Rose and Elias.

The announcer’s voice rang out once more.

“All fighters—step forward!”

Every participant readied themselves. Enya focused on Elias—the one who wore their team’s crown. Elias also did the same, focused on Enya’s own head, where her own crown sat. After a nod from each fighter, they all stepped back to their side of the arena.

“The official start for King’s game, in the Youngling Division, begins in three… two… one…”

The announcer left a long silence, urging the arena to settle down until everything was still. Then—

“BEGIN!”

In an instant, all four fighters in the second arena reacted.

Rose extended her hands forward, and a rumble came from beneath the arena’s white tiles. The creases between them cracked, before entire tiles lifted, giant plant-like vines ripping up through the ground, snaking their way towards Enya and Risha.

Kicking off her feet, Risha dashed forward several steps, materializing her claymore as she did so. With one powerful swing, she sent a wave slash slicing through the air, straight at one section of approaching vine and roots. Without missing a beat, she tightened her grip on the handle and swung back once more, sending another slash at the second stream of overgrowth.

Elias raised his own hand, a double-layered magic circle appearing before him in an instant.

Enya didn’t let this stun her, and she moved in unison. The space in front of her distorted, before three skeletal constructs appeared.

“—you talking about? I’m not a particip—”

DUCK!

A nonverbal command shot through Enya’s bond.

The middle skeleton—Pell—dropped instinctively, confusion flashing across his bony features. Enya followed the same motion just as a searing fireball ripped through the air, roaring past them. The heat brushed her skin, the temperature around her spiking before dropping back just as fast.

“WHAT THE HELL IS GOING ON?!”

Pell’s yell came as he pushed himself up, twisting his skull to take in the battlefield. He saw two kids—one summoning a damn forest, the other throwing fireballs—

His empty sockets widened in bone-chilling horror.

A second fireball barreled straight toward him.

“Oh no you don’t!” Risha’s voice cut through the chaos. Elias found a gap between her attacks to launch that fire spell, but Risha wouldn’t let it happen again.

She raised her claymore high, then brought it down in a crushing vertical strike. A wave slash erupted from the blade, tearing through the surface of the arena’s white tiles before meeting the fireball head-on. The fire exploded and split in half, dissipating harmlessly to the sides as the slash continued forward, racing straight for Elias.

Rose stepped in front of him.

Massive tree-thick roots burst upward, twisting into a defensive barricade. The wave slash slammed into the wooden shield but failed to pierce through.

Elias scoffed, eyes narrowing as he tilted his head slightly. “What are you doing? I can handle such a puny attack.”

“Bite me, you idiot. We’re supposed to work together,” Rose shot back.

Meanwhile, on the other side of the arena, Risha pressed forward, each step matching the rhythm of her relentless slashes.

“Enya! You ready to rush them?!”

Her voice barely broke through the utter confusion happening beside her.

“Hey! Where the hell am I?! What is going on?!” Pell’s frantic yelling drowned out Risha’s words as he scrambled to stand up. Beside him, Fred and Uglyface stood as regular sentinels, neither showing emotion.

Enya turned, staring at Pell, and suddenly realized something. She had unsummoned him at the reception area of the tournament sign ups. He happened to still be in mid-sentence as she did so. From that point on, she never re-summoned him. He was completely unaware of everything that had happened.

He knew nothing about the tournament. The fights. The participants. The announcer. The arenas, Headmaster Laventis, Lord Caramel—

Absolutely none of it.

Enya’s brows furrowed, and without hesitation, she sent a series of mental commands and information straight through their bond.

Pell stiffened, skeletal fingers twitching as a rush of foreign jumbled-up mixed sensations invaded his mind—battle strategies, tournament rules, names of his opponents, fighting techniques, and somehow, in the mix of all of it, the taste of chocolate cheesecake.

He groaned, gripping his skull.

“Agh… what the hell?”

“Sorry, Pell, short-story-short—you’re fighting with me in the tournament!” Enya shot back. “It’s us versus those two over there!”

Pell looked up slowly, finally processing what she was saying.

His jaw dropped.

Then, he screamed.

*****

Five Minutes Ago - Tournament Waiting Area

Before their match was announced, before the arena’s roaring crowd, Enya and Risha had stood in the waiting area, scanning the match-ups as they were finalized.

A tournament official had come in earlier, recording all the team pairings and assigning numbers.

“Enya Meltere and Risha Lapernt—Team Three.”

Enya barely reacted to their designation. She was already focused on the next detail.

If we’re Team Three, we’ll be fighting Team Four.

Her golden eyes flickered over to the display board. The name next to theirs?

Team Four – Rose Allener & Elias Ferris.

Risha let out a low whistle, arms crossed. “Well, at least we won’t be going in blind. We saw both of them fight earlier.”

Without a word, Enya grabbed Risha’s wrist and pulled her to the side, away from the others.

“Hey—?” Risha started but quieted when she saw Enya’s serious expression.

“There’s something I need to tell you,” Enya said, lowering her voice. “I have a skill called Insight. It lets me analyze people and creatures, showing me their class, strengths, and weaknesses.”

Risha blinked. “Wait, that’s a thing?”

“Apparently,” Enya said. “I’m going to use it on Rose and Elias.”

She activated Insight, her eyes flickering with magic as she focused on the two kids across the room. She read what she saw out loud to Risha.


Skill: Insight has been activated.Target: Rose Allener
Revealed Information: A young girl whose class is ‘Grove Keeper’. She specializes in manipulating nature, calling forth plant-life for various purposes. She gains benefits for being around nature and excels at slowing and trapping opponents. Highly susceptible to close-range attacks, fire-based, and death-based magic. Highly irritable.


Enya’s brow lifted slightly.

Not only was fire a direct counter to her abilities, but necromantic magic also seemed effective. That meant Rose would struggle against Enya’s undead minions. Or… maybe not? Did death-based magic just mean, anything? Would a punch from Fred hurt more? Or did it specifically mean something similar to a decay spell, which would slowly kill her plants?

A few thoughts fluttered to her mind, but given their time constraint, she used insight once more, this time targeting Elias.


Skill: Insight has been activated.Target: Elias Ferris
Revealed Information: A young boy whose class is ‘Elementalist.’ He holds supreme affinity over all natural elements, a balance in all defensive and offensive options. His spells suffer from high mana usage when using spells of the same element consecutively. Reacts poorly when under intense-situations; unable to focus on multiple things at once.


Enya let out a breath.

So Elias was an Elementalist—a mage with complete elemental versatility. That explained why he had used wind, fire, barriers, and even minor earth spells in his first match. But his weakness stood out.

“He burns through mana fast if he sticks to one element,” she muttered. “And it seem like he is bad under pressure.”

Risha tapped her chin. “Which means if we can control the flow of battle, we can try to control the types of spells he uses. I doubt he has a shield spell that can be created from each element. And if I get into a tempo, I can launch a lot of wave slashes to try and overwhelm him.”

Enya nodded. “And Rose struggles against fire and close combat.”

The pieces were falling into place. They wouldn’t be able to form a rigid strategy—battles were too unpredictable for that. But they had an understanding of their enemies. They knew what to watch for.

“I don’t really have a plan,” Enya said. “But we can try our best to control the flow of battle. I’ll handle Rose with my minions, and you can focus on keeping Elias engaged.”

Risha smirked. “Keep him busy and burn through his mana? Sounds fun.”

Enya’s eyes settled on her opponents, who were also giving them the occasional glances from across the room.

They weren’t just going into this match blind.

They were going in prepared.

*****

Present Time - The Arena

Pell’s skeletal jaw dropped.

Then, he screamed.

“Get up, Pell! I’ll explain later! We’re in the middle of a fight!” Enya shouted, cutting through Pell’s haze of information overload.

With a sharp mental command, she sent Fred and Uglyface charging forward.

“Risha, go for the crown!”

Both of her skeletal minions moved in sync—Uglyface deliberately slowing his pace so Fred could keep up.

“Got it!” Risha called back.

She swung her claymore, another wave slash cleaving through a massive root barreling toward them. The severed halves crashed onto the arena floor, their impact shaking the white tiles.

The moment the path cleared, she kicked off and sprinted forward, matching her stride with Enya’s minions as they surged ahead.

“Pell! Stay here and protect me!”

Pell’s skull flicked wildly between Enya, Risha, and their opponents. “I STILL DON’T KNOW WHAT THE HELL IS GOING ON!”

He wasn’t just panicking because of the fight. What alarmed him more was the massive stadium surrounding them, an overwhelming sea of thousands upon thousands of eyes locked onto the battlefield. It was unnatural—the scrutiny, the sheer weight of their collective gaze. Their gazes felt heavy, suffocating, as if he were a spectacle to watch.

It made his bones itch.

It was one thing to be under a trade deal with another merchant or noble, their scrutinizing gaze prying into you. But performing in front of a stadium of thousands scrutinizing your every action was another matter entirely. It also didn’t help that he was also a skeleton; a spectacle in a freak monster-circus.

Grunting, Pell backed up, placing himself a few feet ahead of Enya. His sockets never left the two fighters standing across from them—Rose and Elias, if the glowing names on the arena’s monitors were any indicator.

“Brat. Tell me why the hell I’m here with you,” he grumbled, still on edge. “I already told you—I ain’t a fighter.”

Enya didn’t look at him, her focus locked on Elias. A flicker of mana surged through her fingertips as she prepped a five-mana Bone Spear spell circuit.

“You’re taking up one of my minion slots,” she said, the magic in her palm humming to life. “I wasn’t about to fight in this tournament a minion down, so—”

She released her spell.

The white tiles beneath Elias trembled, fractures webbing outward before a sharp bone spear burst from the ground, aiming straight for him. Rose wasn’t the only one here who could summon attacks from below.

Elias’ eyes widened. Instinct took over.

A barrier flared around him in an instant—a translucent wall of force shimmering with defensive magic. The bone spear struck it dead-on, the impact sending a dull reverberation through the air. But the spear shattered on contact, its sharpened tip crumbling to dust, the remaining extending spear turning into shards and grinding uselessly against the barrier’s surface.

Enya’s attack had forced him back a few steps, his robes fluttering in the aftershock, but nothing more.

The barrier was simply too strong for her to break.

Meanwhile, Risha, Fred, and Uglyface were already on the move, weaving through a tangle of emerging vines and roots. Risha leaped over an encroaching mass of greenery, her claymore already poised to strike.

She reached the midpoint of the stage and, without breaking stride, swung her sword in a powerful arc, unleashing a wave slash—this time, aimed directly at Rose.

For the first time since the match had started, Rose did something different than just manipulate roots.

Enya felt the shift before she saw it. The pattern of mana fluctuated, diverging from the familiar link between vines and roots. A separate bundle of magic was forming—something new.

Beneath the stage, something burrowed up through the cracks breaking through and bursting into the open air. A different plant, something more massive.

It was wide, its concave surface resembling a massive, porous seedpod. Small, scattered holes lined its structure, and as it fully emerged, something began to release from within.

Tiny spores. A fine, pale dust lifted into the air.

Rose’s voice rang out. “Now!”

Elias moved instantly. A spell circuit snapped into formation in front of his palm, and a moment later—

A powerful gust of wind roared through the arena.

It wasn’t enough to knock anyone off the stage, but the force disrupted movement, forcing Risha and Enya to steady themselves against the unrelenting current. But that wasn’t the true purpose of the attack.

The spores scattered. The wind carried them forward, blanketing the stage, coating everything in their path.

Risha’s body stiffened immediately. Her sprint slowed to a halt, her limbs suddenly numb and sluggish. She tried to move, but it felt like her body was falling asleep, her muscles losing coordination.

Enya felt it too. She had no way to block the spores. The wind spread them too fast, and her barrier gloves were too small to cover her entire body. Even Pell, who stood defensively in front of her, was useless as cover against it—his ribcage had too many openings for the spores to slip through.

The effect was immediate. A heavy drowsiness washed over her, seeping into her limbs. Her body felt like lead, her breathing slowing.

“Hey, kid—what’s happening?” Pell’s voice cut in, sharp with concern. He turned toward her, his soul flames flickering, recognizing the semblance of drowsiness in her eyes. He noticed her breath slowing, struggling to even stand straight.

He didn’t need to breathe, didn’t have blood or muscles to weaken—whatever was affecting her wasn’t reaching him.

His skull swiveled back toward the other side of the stage. The noble brat in the obnoxious robes was already casting again, a spell circle forming in the air.

At that same moment, Uglyface changed course. No longer keeping pace with Risha and Fred, he broke into a full sprint, the sharp clatter of skeletal feet pounding the arena tiles as he lunged straight for Elias. His speed was blinding, a blur of motion as he closed the gap.

Elias instinctively formed a barrier around him, just in case Uglyface somehow increased in speed once more. A second passed, and just before the skeletal rat could barrel into Elias, his spell circuit flashed.

A torrent of fire erupted, a sideways volcanic inferno bursting forth. Flames roared outward, engulfing Uglyface entirely, swallowing him in a hellish blaze. The wave of fire surged onward, consuming the vines and roots that littered the battlefield, reducing them to cinders.

Risha barely had time to react before the flames rushed toward her. She struck her sword in front of her, piercing the ground; a dim glow of white energy illuminated the blade, spreading out into the air and forming a dome-like shield around her.

Fred also moved instantly, shifting course to throw himself onto Risha, his skeletal frame wrapping around her as best he could. He was nothing but bones, full of openings, but even a thin layer of protection was better than nothing against the oncoming inferno.

The flames surged, licking at the edges of the arena, but the blaze didn’t reach the far side. Enya remained untouched from the attack—for now.

Across the field, Rose let out a shriek of outrage. She was staring at Elias with balled fists. “HEY! YOU’RE KILLING ALL MY PLANTS!”

But Elias wasn’t listening.

Through the fire and smoke, Uglyface emerged—or what was left of him.

A burning specter of bone, his entire form wreathed in embers, blackened but still moving. The skeletal minion lurched forward, its burning tail whipping behind him, its hollow sockets locked onto the noble mage. It looked like a demon that had ripped its way into the world—a form of rat and human, burning with the embers of hatred and wrath. A monster—jaw wide, its skull burning with an infernal afterglow from his spell, prepped and ready to snap down on him.

Elias enchanted his feet, wind swirling beneath him as he propelled himself sideways, narrowly avoiding the incoming charred horror.

Enya, still struggling against the drowsiness, focused as hard as she could from across the arena. Her eyes flickered yellow as Absolute Focus activated half-heartedly—but it was enough. She saw through the smoke and lingering embers, sending a command to her minion.

Uglyface tried to skid to a halt, twisting mid-movement, preparing to whip its burning bony tail at Elias.

For the first time, a hint of hesitation washed over Elias’ face. Another spell circuit was forming in his free hand. Seeing the tail about to slam into him, he had no other choice and went ahead with what he planned.

Two spells of the same element in succession.

A sudden gust from behind Uglyface surged with precise force, propelling the skeletal minion forward.

Enya’s eyes widened.

Uglyface was sent straight off the arena. Its body was hurtled through the air, a streak of burning bone before crashing into the tournament walls with the force of a powerful cannon.

A hush fell over the stadium as they saw the massive bright torrent of flames from the second stage, alongside a monstrosity cracking the tournament walls.

Enya gritted her teeth, still trying to fight off the sluggish pull of the spores.

One minion down.
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                “Explosive action in the first round, folks!” the announcer’s voice boomed across the stadium. “Over in Arena One, Marcus Heiser has fallen! That leaves only Harold Strebern, crown still on his head, holding his own against Lucia and Seraphine!”

The crowd was a sea of shifting attention, heads snapping between the three simultaneous battles. It was overwhelming—twelve fighters unleashing spells and skills all at once, a chaotic storm of movement that demanded focus from every spectator.

“And in Arena Two—look at that! The monstrous skeletal rat has been launched straight off the stage!” the announcer continued. “Its bones are now embedded in the tournament walls! Elias and Rose’s combined assault has put their opponents on the ropes—this fight is looking heavily one-sided!”

The massive screen hovering above the arena shifted, switching to the third battleground.

“Meanwhile, in Arena Three, Lamine has just broken free from Hector’s binding spell! Now both teams are scrambling for the fallen crown at the center!”

The crowd roared, each development announced igniting fresh waves of cheers and shouts. But while the common spectators reacted purely for the spectacle, the nobility among the stands had more than just entertainment at stake. Their attention was sharp, their gazes locked onto their own bloodline’s battles—not just for pride, but for the gold they had wagered.

Lord Ferris and Lady Ferris sat rigidly, their eyes locked onto Arena Two, where their son Elias fought.

“Your son’s victory seems inevitable,” Lord Harland mused, swirling a glass of fine wine between his fingers.

“Indeed,” Lady Ferris replied smoothly. “It does seem that way.”

“I’ll admit, I was wary at first,” Lord Ferris remarked, eyes narrowing. “That necromancer had me concerned—but it turns out she’s far too inexperienced for something like this. Her victory against that make-believe assassin? Pure fluke. Honestly, neither of them should have made it past the first round.”

Lord Harland leaned back, fingers steepled over his lap. His gaze flickered toward the battlefield with a trace of amusement.

“That Rose girl certainly has a temper,” he mused. “Half the match, she’s been yelling at Elias.”

Lady Ferris exhaled disapprovingly, her sharp gaze flicking toward the young girl in question. “So unrefined. Elias won’t stoop to her level.”

“Unrefined or not, she just turned the entire battle in their favor,” Lord Ferris noted, watching as Rose’s latest attack coated the battlefield in a thick cloud of spores. “A clever strategy—spreading those spores across the arena while Elias manipulated the airflow. Sleeping spores, perhaps?” He tapped his chin. “It must have been our son’s plan.”

On stage, Enya’s brows furrowed as she forced herself upright, yellow eyes flickering. Her body screamed in protest, her limbs sluggish and unresponsive, but as long as she focused, she could still stand.

Across from her, Elias formed another spell circuit. Rose stood beside him, her breathing uneven, shoulders rising and falling with exhaustion. She had stopped summoning plantlife.

Enya narrowed her eyes as she analyzed the situation. That last attack must have completely drained Rose. The plant she summoned that unleashed the spores must have been a powerful spell with a high mana cost. That, and combined with all the roots conjured from around the arena must have caused her to hit her limit.

That was until Rose’s hand darted behind her to her belt, and Enya’s eyes went wide.

She pulled out a small vial of blue liquid, popped the cork, and downed it in a single gulp.

Enya’s stomach dropped.

You can use mana potions in the tournament?!

Her fingers clenched into fists. That changed everything. If Rose could just replenish herself, it meant she could keep summoning. Worse—Elias wasn’t even slowing down, with or without mana potions. With absolute focus on, she could still sense more mana radiating from Elias, and from the spell circuit he was conjuring.

How does he still have so much mana?!

Enya shook her head. She didn’t have time to dwell on it. She shoved a hand into her pocket and pulled out a badge, turning to Pell.

“Take this,” Enya said, tossing the badge over.

Pell caught it, blinking down at the small emblem in his skeletal hand. He recognized it. It was the same badge they bought from the trinket seller; one with the capability of summoning a blinding light. His soul-flames flickered as he glanced back at her.

“Why are you giving this to me?”

Enya sucked in a breath, forcing herself to ignore how her legs shook beneath her.

“I need you to run forward as far as you can and use it. Try not to blind Risha. In the confusion, I’ll summon Numbskull.”

Pell’s posture shifted. He understood the plan. Create chaos. Distract them. Summon the big guy.

His flames thinned, a sign of reluctant acknowledgment. With a sigh, he rolled his shoulders, adjusting his grip on the badge.

“Fine.” His tone was dry. “But I’m still not gonna hit a kid. This is all on you.” With that, Pell bolted forward, badge in hand.

Elias then made his move.

He swept a hand through the air, his spell circuit flashing in unison. A lined disturbance appeared in the air before him, before a massive wave of water exploded across the battlefield.

It wasn’t an attack, but more of a flood. A cascading torrent splashed down and swept over the stage, soaking everything in its path. Water sank into the tiles’ cracks as it surged over them, drenching the remnants of burned plant-life and roots, while also pooling at the feet of Fred and Risha.

The moment the icy shock of wetness hit her, Risha’s face twisted in annoyance. She flicked her soaked hair out of her face, glaring across the battlefield.

“Way to ruin my clothes…” she muttered, shifting her claymore back into position.

“Risha! Pell’s rushing them! Get ready to move and don’t look back!”

Enya’s voice carried over the stage, sharp and urgent.

Risha almost turned to respond—almost. But she caught herself, her instincts snapping into focus. Instead, she gritted her teeth, keeping her gaze locked on the enemy.

“Alright!” she manage to shout. Her body was still sluggish, the lingering effects of the spores making every movement feel like she was dragging herself through a pit of tar. But she had energy left—and she wasn’t about to waste it.

She forced herself forward, her claymore glinting under the sunlight and reflection from its now wet surface.

A sudden rumble shook the arena.

Rose slammed both hands onto the ground, her body lurching forward as she poured everything she had into her next spell. The tiles in front of her split apart, a deep tremor splitting the battlefield as two enormous roots erupted from the ground.

But these weren’t like her previous summons.

The vines twisted together, coiling and thickening, forming towering plant structures with jagged, spiral-shaped heads. Large, curling petals unfurled from their tops, revealing rows of jagged, thorn-like protrusions.

The arena fell silent for a fraction of a second. Then—the plants twitched. A rapid series of cracks echoed through the air as massive, sharpened thorns launched from their open mouths. Each thorn was the size of a grown man’s arm, flying in a brutal arc.

Fred and Risha saw the first volley strike the ground in front of them, breaking tiles and sending debris airborne. Following it, the next round adjusted, aiming directly for them.

The thorns weren’t fast—but they didn’t need to be. Their sheer power was clear in the craters they left behind, each impact gouging deep holes into the arena.

One hit—and it was over.

Fred lunged forward, his erratic movements in an attempt of drawing fire away from Risha. The massive plant turrets relentlessly launched their thorns, each one slamming into the arena floor with thunderous force.

He dodged left. Then right. But he wasn’t fast enough.

A thick, jagged thorn pierced through his left arm, cracking the bone with a sickening snap. The impact sent him staggering, but before he could recover—

Another thorn struck.

It tore through his ribs, splitting two apart, his skeletal frame shuddering as cracks spread like a web through his form.

Fred barely had time to react. The relentless barrage continued, each impact breaking him apart bit by bit. But he was accomplishing his goal—attracting the focus of their attacks away from the stunned Risha.

Pell sprinted forward, clutching the flashbadge in his bony grip. He ran as fast as his frame allowed, but distance was a problem. It was daylight—the badge’s range would be weaker under the harsh sun. He had to get closer to make a difference.

Honestly, he found the entire situation to be dangerous and ridiculous. The fact sheer children were capable of such destruction and lethality was mind-boggling. Being only a merchant, he had never experienced such dangerous combat. Though, maybe the surrounding children were different—considering they were most likely training to become War Paragons since they were young.

Risha struggled to sprint, her body still reeling from the lingering effects of Rose’s spores. Her vision blurred, but she forced herself to focus. Her grip tightened around her claymore, its weight familiar, grounding her senses.

“Come on,” she growled, forcing one foot forward, then another. The blade scraped against the ground as she staggered, but she kept moving. A few more steps. Then a half-measured sprint.

Fred, still barely holding himself together, continued to run away, now missing several ribs and both arms.

Beside Rose, Elias raised his hand, his fingers forming another double-layered spell circuit.

The air shifted, thickening with tension. A sharp, crackling hum echoed through the battlefield as arcs of electricity snapped to life above him.

The moment he began casting, the entire arena knew what was coming. Every fighter on stage, every noble in the stands, even the announcer paused, watching with bated breath.

In the VIP section, Lord Harland’s eyes glinted with intrigue. “This will be interesting,” he mused, reclining in his seat. “If that girl can’t defend against this… it’s over.”

The Ferrises said nothing, their gazes locked onto their son, watching with unwavering intensity.

Risha’s breath hitched as a sharp chill ran down her spine. In that instant, her senses snapped back, overriding the sluggish haze of the spores. She saw what was happening in front of her. What spell Elias was about to use.

Lightning. He was about to call down lightning.

Her pulse pounded against her ears as her gaze flicked toward the water pooling across the battlefield. Pell and Enya were safe. But she and Fred? If that bolt hit, the electricity would rip through the flooded stage, surging through every surface it touched. There would be no escape, no second chances—only instant defeat. Her badge would shatter. Fred would be obliterated.

There was no time to hesitate.

Risha moved.

She pushed forward with all her strength and grounded herself, her claymore swinging around her body in one fluid motion. Her grip tightened, both hands locking onto the hilt as she coiled her muscles, shifting her stance. The flat of her blade rested against her back, arms drawn to the upper left—a poised execution of raw force.

She couldn’t keep up with launching any of her wave-slashes. Getting within striking distance of Rose or Elias was also impossible for her. Risha cursed inwardly for letting such a stupid attack by Rose completely incapacitate her—but there was still one thing she could do in this situation.

“Valiant Riposte!”

Brilliant white energy burst from her claymore, a radiant aura exploding outward. The light consumed her, its intensity so blinding that her actual form vanished beneath the glow, her armor and skin flickering like distant shadows within the brilliance.

Elias’s spell circuit burst.

A crackle of raw power tore through the sky. Energy coalesced, electricity writhing into form as the air itself seemed to tremble beneath the force of the incoming spell. The sky flashed white—then twin bolts of lightning screamed downward.

Several dozens of meters away, Fred was still running, his skeletal form darting left and right, drawing the attention of the massive plant turrets. But the moment Risha became the focus of Elias’ spell, the turrets fired one last volley before adjusting their target.

Two enormous thorns shot out at once.

The first struck dead center, slamming through Fred’s sternum with devastating force. Cracks raced across his entire frame, the impact shattering his skeleton into pieces. Bone fragments scattered as his broken form collapsed to the ground. The second thorn didn’t even hit—instead, it pierced through the air, past his shattered form and lodging itself into the tiles behind.

The turrets, however; didn’t stop firing.

Now locked onto Risha, they fired another volley—two massive thorns, each the size of a spear, arcing straight for her.

And between them? The lightning strike from Elias. It streaked right past the thorns, reaching her first.

The attack ripped through the air, a blinding cascade of destruction, tearing toward Risha with the force of a finishing blow. Everything in its path would be annihilated, the sheer energy surging through every waterlogged inch of the battlefield.

Yet Risha stood her ground.

Unmoving. Blade poised. The glow of her Valiant Riposte skill burning her image into the monitors above.

“Enya… it’s up to you,” Risha gritted out, muscles tensing as the incoming flash of light bore down on her. Her fingers clenched tighter around her claymore. She had only one shot. “I’ll at least take one down with me!” she shouted, right as the twin bolts of lightning struck.

The air detonated.

A blinding explosion of blue-white light erupted from Risha’s body, electricity crackling like a raging storm, tendrils of raw energy snapping across the battlefield.

The moment the spell hit, Risha’s body reacted.

She twisted, her claymore swinging in a wide arc as pure electricity surged through her. The energy, rather than destroying her outright, was absorbed into the blade, crackling violently along the steel. The raw power fueled her, amplifying her next attack.

With a grunt, she released it.

A single wave-slash, infused with blinding electricity, carved through the air—a reflection of Elias’ own attack, now redirected at full force.

The instant the slash left her blade, Risha’s badge erupted.

A deafening pop split the air as the fragile emblem shattered, signaling her elimination. Her body convulsed, the aftershock of the attack locking her muscles in place. She barely held herself up, sinking to one knee, her breath ragged.

The electrified wave-slash surged forward, its edges snapping and crackling with energy. The two incoming thorn volleys—still mid-flight—disintegrated the moment they touched its path.

But Risha barely noticed. Her entire body felt like it was burning from the inside out, her nerves overloaded, and her breath shallow.

But she still managed a weak grin.

Across the battlefield, Rose barely had time to react. The moment she saw the counterattack coming, she stumbled back, her body sluggish from mana depletion.

Desperation flickered across her face. She threw up her arms—and the ground responded.

A massive wall of thorned vines erupted in front of her, thick and gnarled, moisture still clinging to their surfaces. It was the last defense she could muster.

But it wasn’t enough.

The lightning-infused wave-slash struck.

The entire plant-based barrier exploded.

Electricity ripped through the vines, supercharging the moisture, sending shocks rippling through every fiber of the plant’s structure. The moment the energy detonated, a shockwave erupted outward, tearing through the battlefield.

Rose was launched backward.

She soared through the air, crashing straight into the tournament walls with a sickening crack. The stone behind her splintered from the sheer impact, sending debris cascading onto the stage.

A second later, her badge shattered.

The announcer’s voice exploded across the stadium.

“A double knock-out on stage two! What a match, folks!”

The crowd erupted, cheers and gasps blending into a chaotic roar.

Smoke curled from the remnants of the battlefield, the acrid scent of scorched plant-life and burned ozone lingering in the air. The massive plant turrets, their caster eliminated, wilted instantly. Their roots crumbled, their towering frames collapsing into heaps of withered vines.

Risha remained kneeling, her body trembling as faint arcs of electricity snapped across her tunic and skin. Her muscles refused to obey, locked in place by the lingering charge still pulsing through her.

She didn’t care.

Through the numbness, through the burning, she still grinned.

“Got… er…” she managed, her voice ragged but triumphant.

She was eliminated, but it didn’t matter. The damage was done.

In a brutal, final trade, she had taken Rose down with her—using Elias’ own power against him.

Now, only two remained.

Elias and Enya.

Elias' smirk was gone. His spell should have ended the match, yet here he stood, without a teammate. Still, it wasn’t a complete loss. Risha was out, and so was his annoying teammate. That meant no more counters, no more interruptions. Rose had proved her worth, and now, it was just him versus one weakened opponent.

No distractions. No liabilities.

Before his spell was cast, he had clearly seen it—how the necromancer wavered. The spores were still affecting her, her stance sluggish, her focus strained. His remaining opponent was on her last legs, while he still had mana to spare. The advantage was still his.

Then something unexpected happened.

Through the dissipating haze, as the smoke curled away from the battlefield, a small, brown object came spinning through the air—flipping end over end, aimed straight at him. A faint light flickered from its center, pulsing brighter by the second.

From somewhere down the stage, a gruff, hollowed voice rang out. It didn’t belong to any of the girls. It wasn’t Risha. It wasn’t Enya. Nor was it his teammate who was now lodged into a wall.

It was a man’s voice—no, a decrepit, middle-aged man’s voice.

“Surprise!” Pell’s tone was mockingly cheerful.

Elias' head snapped toward the sound.

Pell was too slow to get close enough for the badge to work effectively—but he didn’t need to.

He had thrown it.

“Wha—” Elias barely managed to utter before his eyes flicked back to the spinning object.

The glow intensified. Then, in an instant, the badge erupted—a blinding, all-consuming burst of light, akin to staring directly into the sun.

Across the stage, Enya’s eyes remained shut, her spell circuit primed and ready.

She wasn’t just going to summon Numbskull.

She could feel the overwhelming flood of mana still pouring from Elias, an endless reservoir of power. In her weakened state, she knew one thing for certain—she couldn’t defend herself or put up much of a fight, even with Pell assisting her.

One extra minion wouldn’t be enough.

She needed two.

Faint yellow streaks flickered from beneath her closed eyelids, the glow of her absolute focus state still active. But this time, her senses weren’t on the battlefield. Instead, she sent her will outward—beyond the arena, beyond the tournament grounds.

She reached back to the inn.

Back to the dungeon core.
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                “Agh—that was bright,” the announcer muttered, rubbing his own eyes. Even from his personal stage, far removed from the battlefield, the sheer intensity of the flash had reached him. He shook his head, blinking rapidly. “Ladies and gentlemen… a counterattack from the little necromancer on the second stage—a brilliant flash—will it be enough to turn the tides?!”

Elias' eyelids clamped shut, a sharp pressure locking his vision in darkness. A searing numbness and burning sensation fought for dominance behind his eyes, pain flaring as he instinctively rubbed at them. He shook his head, trying to force his sight back, but every attempt to pry them open sent another wave of agony through his skull.

Twice, he tried.

Twice, he failed.

On the third attempt, his eyes finally cracked open, but all he could see was a haze of speckled dots swimming in his vision. A moment more, he saw something through the confusion.

A large, white tile hurling through the air straight at him.

His eyes widened instantly, and he threw himself to the side, landing with a thud and rolling over once. His eyes readjusted and saw the white arena tile blast past him, hitting the tournament ground and shattering into large pieces.

A ripple of gasps surged through the crowd a few seconds later. Elias’ ears pricked at the sound of something large. A heavy impact echoed through the stage. Despite his blurred vision, he managed to see the silhouette.

“Wha—” he sputtered, his words caught between shock and disbelief.

Through the haze of rising smoke, past the electricity still crackling atop the water pooling in the cracks of the arena, a new opponent emerged.

It was massive.

A towering skeleton, easily over twice his size, its hulking form crashing forward with slow, deliberate steps. Its limbs were thick, each trudge heavy enough to send tremors rippling through the tiles below.

This was Numbskull. The largest and physically strongest summon in Enya’s repertoire.

Last time, it had been called Bonehead—a towering brutish ogre-skeleton, a creature so powerful that even the noble skeletal knight had been forced to relent beneath its blows. And now, it was reinforced with Soul-Energy.

As Numbskull thundered forward, its skeletal body creaking intensely, it lurched down, grabbing hold of another loose white stone tile.

It was large and heavy—easily fifty pounds, but to the towering skeleton, it might as well have been a throwing stone, or in this case, a throwing tile.

With a snap of its arm, Numbskull hurled the tile forward.

Elias reacted quickly. He brought his hand up and blasted a small condensed fireball at the tile. The tile exploded and shattered, the pieces harmlessly tumbling on the ground past Elias’ feet.

With gritted teeth, he launched another spell. A bright spark of light flickered in front of him, intensifying as energy coalesced into a single point.

A sharp, high-frequency whine split the air.

Then the spell fired.

The projectile blitzed forward, streaking across the arena with blinding speed. A heartbeat later, it collided with the massive skeleton, detonating on impact.

An explosion rocked the stage, smoke and dust billowing outward in a conical blast.

Elias’ jaw tightened, his vision still muddled by flickering specks of light from the flash. He squinted through the haze, straining to see if the attack had done any damage.

Thump. Thump.

His body tensed. The sound of heavy footfalls echoed through the arena, steady and unshaken.

Through the clearing smoke, the skeletal behemoth kept moving. Its bones were marred with darkened stains where the blast had landed, but that was all. No cracks. No missing pieces. It had shrugged off the attack completely.

Elias clicked his tongue. More mana. More power, he thought.

He thrust out his hands, this time forming a double-layered spell circuit. Mana trickled between his fingertips, the air around him thickening with the charge of something much stronger.
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Time stretched thin.

Enya’s body shook and her fingers were trembling.

Her sensory field was being pushed to its absolute limit; the tension like a thread about to snap. It wound through the academy’s hallways, out into the alleys, streets, twisting through the city as it reached out for a single, distant point.

The inn.

C’mon… c’mon…!

Her summon limit had already been reached—Pell, Fred, Uglyface, Numbskull. But she had more. More minions. More undead creatures to do her bidding. But she didn’t have access to any of them. Not here.

They were all locked away within the dungeon’s core.

But the inn was far. Much farther than she expected. The last time she had strained herself this much was back in Sable’s dungeon, when she had split her focus between tracking the demon rat and scouting for a singular bone for her spell.

Her mind continued to push forward, recognizing streets, buildings, landmarks as they passed in a blur. She bit down, forcing herself to continue. From her temple, she vaguely sensed sweat tracing a path down her face.

Finally—the inn came into view.

C’mon… even Risha took one down… I… can… too!

Enya had always been stubborn, never the one to give up.

Back in the dungeon, she had wasted countless hours engraving a spell circuit onto Dummy D.’s skull. It wasn’t even for anything important. It was simply her headstrong determination to complete the task at hand. Being unable to do something, just left a sour, defeated feeling in her stomach.

Only by sheer accident had her unrelenting try at spell circuit engraving led her to a class advance.

Continuing forward, she reached the inn’s door and slipped beneath. She saw the vague image of Sheryl, but ignored her, and climbed the stairs. As her senses blurred, she only made it halfway up the stairs, nowhere near her room, before—

Her connection snapped.

A terrible, crushing disconnect ripped through her. Her entire being felt as if it had been yanked from reality, like she had overextended a limb until it dislocated. Sensation vanished. For a moment, she wasn’t in the arena, nor in the inn—she was nowhere. Floating. Untethered.

A sound echoed from the void.

Ding.

It was distant yet sharp, cutting through the timeless limbo. A heartbeat later, Enya gasped violently, her lungs dragging in air like she had been drowning. The world slammed back into place around her.

She was still in the arena.

The deafening roar of the crowd filled her ears. Sweat dripped down her forehead as her senses realigned, her hands still trembling from the strange ordeal.

Through the haze of dissipating smoke, she spotted Pell. Numbskull was also there, further along, and charging forward. Elias stood near the arena’s edge, arm outstretched. Judging by the black marks and pluming smoke billowing off of Numbskull, it was clear Elias had cast some spell, but to little effect.

The echo of a resounding ding crept up from the back of her mind. She didn’t know what it was, but she had an innate understanding of what had just happened. Especially since her senses were now enveloping her again, but there was a flickering ethereal sensation of being detached; a feeling that she could do it again.

Quickly, she pulled up her system menu.


Skill: Absolute Focus [Active] has been enhanced.
Description: Truth is the pinnacle of power, and the lifeblood of a true Visionary. Absolute Focus is only the first step of true omniscience.
Additional Effect: By splitting your senses apart while fully concentrated, you may gain true-sight of a familiar target. Distance varies based on mental strength.


As she read the newly found upgrade to her ability, a sudden shift in mana across the battlefield shook her attention.

Elias was casting again.

A double-layered spell circuit swirled at his palm, energy coiling into something dangerous. If this was anything like the twin lightning bolts he had hurled out before, she was in trouble.

Without further hesitation, she activated her skill.

Her eyes burned, glowing with an intense, almost unnatural yellow. The air prickled against her skin. Time slowed. The roaring crowd faded, their voices melting into a muffled, indistinct hum.

Rose’s spores had lost their effectiveness on her. Her mind was now sharp as a razor’s edge. The strain that she felt before, the mental fatigue—all of it had vanished.

And just like the skill description had said, she took hold of her senses—and split them apart.

Her focus fractured, half remaining locked onto the battlefield, the other ripping free, surging outward through the city at an impossible speed. She imagined the inn, her mind conjuring the image of her room. There, she envisioned the dungeon core, sitting perfectly still atop a cloth, resting on the counter.

To outsiders, it may have looked like Enya was lost in thought, or had spaced out. However, Enya knew the truth. Because right now, she wasn’t in the arena. She was inside the inn’s room—and she could see everything.

The messy bed she had forgotten to make.

The chair that Pell liked to sit on opposite the room.

The open drawer that was next to the core. The one she put the Crystal Spiderling Queen… into, to prevent it from escaping.

Uh-oh.

She would deal with that possibly fatal mistake later—but right now, her attention was locked onto the dungeon core. Even from this distance, she could feel it. She could interface with it.

A slow, creeping grin spread across her face—both in the inn and back in the arena.
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“A clever counterattack by Elias Ferris!” the announcer’s voice boomed, riding the roar of the crowd. “His spell has caused the monstrous beast to falter and—Oh my—Ladies and gentlemen! Harold Strebern has incapacitated Seraphine Foster and has thrown her body off the stage! Can we get a playback—”

As always, the announcer’s enthusiasm bounced between all three arenas, his sentences cutting off mid-thought as he jumped to another match.

On stage two, Elias activated a new spell and fractured the ground beneath Numbskull’s feet, breaking apart the tiles and forcing open a small crater beneath the skeletal giant. Stone caved inward, and the hulking summon lurched forward, its bony hands clawing for stability as the floor beneath it collapsed.

Just as it reached out, fingers digging into loose earth, Elias’ second spell ignited.

Two enormous slabs of earth erupted vertically from either side before leaning and slamming inward like dominoes.

The slabs broke in direct contact with the skeleton’s back, cracking the shards of earth and sending dirt, stone, and broken arena tiles to pile around its legs; a pit filled with debris, trapping its movements.

But even buried, even pinned—it still moved.

The skeleton pressed forward, its sheer size and durability letting it push against the weight, climbing free inch by inch with each claw of its hands at the mound.

Elias let out a sharp breath, his fingers already tracing the shape of another spell circuit.

Suddenly, a faint red glow pulsed from a small band on his wrist. His stomach tightened. “Already down to the last quarter…? Are you serious?” he muttered.

His gaze snapped away from the trapped skeleton, moving across the stage to the necromancer girl who stood absentmindedly, her yellow-hued eyes locked in a trance-like state.

Elias scrutinized her. The girl’s body was still. Her focus seemingly elsewhere.

Maybe… she’s controlling them indirectly, he thought. Big mistake, leaving yourself defenseless.

Mana poured into his spell circuit, flames flickering to life at his fingertips. With a swift movement, a burst of fire roared forward, the scorching arc racing toward his unguarded opponent.

On the sidelines, Pell’s soul-flames flickered sharply. He had been watching, tracking every shift in the battle, but the instant Elias turned his aim, he knew.

Pell body jerked as he spun around. But there was no way he could outrun a fireball. No way he could shield her with his own body, not when he was riddled with gaps and holes.

Still—he ran.

“Kid! Watch out!” Pell shouted, his bony frame thundering forward as fast as it could go.

“Here’s an extra boost…” Enya muttered. The Gravecaller’s Band on her finger began to rattle, an eerie glimmer pulsing from it.

Just as the condensed fireball streaked through the arena—it suddenly detonated several meters in front of Enya, like it had hit an obstacle.

“The crown on stage three has been—Wait, what is that on stage two?!” the announcer’s voice boomed, full of excitement. “Just when the battle seemed one-sided, the tides have begun shifting again! A new summon by the little necromancer takes the stage—and it’s cool!”

A few in the crowd groaned at the pun, but most were too stunned to react.

Both Lord Ferris and Lady Ferris focused more intently on the match, leaning forward in their seats. Harland on the other hand, grinned, enjoying the new spectacle.

The fireball’s flames billowed outward in a cylindrical cone, its heat licking the air past Enya but stopping just short of reaching her.

“What—” Elias sputtered.

Through the flickering embers, another massive figure appeared, already rushing forward with reckless abandon. This one wasn’t as large as Numbskull, but it was different, and much more threatening-looking.

It stood several heads taller than an average adult male, its frame thicker, its bones reinforced with calcified armor, layered like a knight’s plate mail. Its stance radiated discipline and authority, a figure that exuded a noble presence—valiant and holy.

Yet, holy was the farthest thing from the truth. This was an undead construct, forged from necromantic magic. And unlike any skeleton Enya had summoned before—this one was enchanted with ice magic.

Loose stone became pulverized beneath its steps as it charged.

In its left hand, a massive shield of solid ice glistened under the stadium lights. In its right hand, a greatsword, forged from pure frozen mana, radiated an unnatural chill. It stood tall and intimidating, like the final boss of a dungeon.

From the sidelines, Pell stood frozen—both figuratively and literally.

“Holy shit—” he muttered, watching Kidirge—Mr. Bones’ real name—emerge before Enya.

Then he noticed something even stranger. He looked down at his own skeletal frame. A slow chill crawled up his limbs. Thin layers of frost coated his bony hands, creeping up to his forearms, forming something akin to bracers or gauntlets—crafted entirely from ice.

He flexed his fingers, feeling the solid weight of them, the frost melding into his form as if it belonged there.

Mr. Bones ran with his shield raised in front of him. Unlike Numbskull, Mr. Bones was fast—not as fast as Uglyface, but its speed was far greater compared to what his frame would have suggested. He would cross the arena and reach Elias in a little over ten seconds.

“Go get him, Mr. Bones! Break… break his bones into pieces!” Enya yelled, her voice ringing across the battlefield with fierce determination.

Pell shot her a side glance, waiting for someone—anyone—to react to that outright declaration of violence. But no one seemed to notice. The announcer was too caught up in the excitement of the match, the crowd too absorbed in the spectacle. If anything, they were cheering even louder.

Pell sighed.

Across the stage, Elias’ jaw tightened as he took in the escalating disaster before him.

Not one, but two massive skeletons were closing in.

Numbskull, the initial colossus, had finally clawed its way out of the pit, its frame encased in thick layers of ice, each jagged, crystalline surface catching the sunlight and gleaming like frozen steel. Its makeshift ice claws, formed over its skeletal hands, had driven deep into the ground, acting as stabilizing ice picks that let it haul itself upright with the extra leverage.

“Argh… this is so annoying!” Elias shouted, frustration boiling over as he thrust out his palm.

Mana coiled tightly into a double-layered spell circuit, the band on his wrist flaring crimson—brighter than before.

From her position, Enya caught the shift.

Pell! Can you… I don’t know, stop him from casting? I’m completely out of mana, and I’m using the last of my Soul-Energy on my ring!

The thought snapped through their bond, sharp and immediate.

Pell turned to her, arms crossed, the weight of the ice-formed gauntlets encasing his skeletal hands still settling over him.

“Stop him? Kidirge is probably faster than me, there’s no way I can reach him in time,” Pell responded. Though he was far from Enya, his words still reached her through their bond, even if he didn’t say them mentally.

He had his cloak he could use, but using such a thing in a children’s tournament, and possibly damaging it, would ruin its sell value. And even with it—he wasn’t sure he could reach the brat in time. Moreover, he had nothing in it for him. He was dragged into the tournament arena by Enya without his permission; and though his face was always grumpy, he really was grumpy this time.

Can you… throw ice at him or something? Or throw him a bone?

Pell’s soul flames rolled over at the unintentional pun. He looked down at his hands, the ice now forming thick gauntlets over his forearms. The ice had a strange familiarity, like the shock of a waking limb. Stretching his fingers, Pell tried to change the formation of the ice.

He flexed his fingers.

The ice responded. It shifted, morphed, reshaping itself along his hands.

Pell’s jaw clicked in thought. If Kidirge was too slow, then he needed to act faster. He couldn’t reach Elias in time—but a projectile could.

He needed to make more ice.

Experimenting mid-fight wasn’t ideal, but he had no choice. Truth be told, he was being caught up in the theatrics of everything. He’d rather have just watched the fight in the stands, but now that he was here—might as well. He was subtly influenced by Enya’s determination to try, at the very least.

He clenched his hands and willed the frost to change—to take on a new shape. The gauntlets pulsed, and suddenly, the ice splintered outward, jagged shards breaking free from his hands. A cluster of sharp icicles formed in his palms, the weight unfamiliar yet somehow right.

He lifted his arm, wound back his throw—and hurled the icicle straight across the arena.

It veered wildly off course. Pell frowned. “Alright, so my aim’s garbage.”

While he could throw them far, and hard with his soul-forged body, he wasn’t exactly the best marksman. He wasn’t some trained knight, and the weight of the ice felt too different from throwing a blade or a rock. But he could fix that. If his aim was bad, he’d just have to make up for it in quantity.

He braced himself, both arms snapping forward, ice forming and launching in rapid succession.

One icicle. Then another. Then another.

A barrage of icicles rained sideways at the mage.
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                A flurry of icicles came shooting straight at him. Elias canceled his spell and focused on dodging them.

Normally, he’d have put up his barrier or even blown the spells away—but not this time. He had to conserve mana. He was running low, and he couldn’t waste it on useless, poorly aimed attacks.

His gaze snapped up after dodging seven different shards of ice, just in time to see the armored skeleton barreling toward him. His moved his hand up, fingers already weaving through a spell circuit. Sparks snapped through the air, twin arcs of electricity coiling like serpents around his palm.

This wasn’t going to be precise. It wasn’t going to be perfect.

But he didn’t have time for either.

His mana surged violently, the circuit flaring too quickly, unstable but potent. Then—release.

A double bolt of lightning exploded forward, spiraling in a violent helix of raw power. The arena flashed white, the sheer force sending a deafening crack through the air. It struck Mr. Bones’ ice shield dead center. For a single, suspended moment—the skeleton’s momentum completely stopped; its joints locking up to resist the blow-back of force from the attack.

The charge spread violently, amplifying as it hit the lingering pools of water on the battlefield. Shards of ice broke apart from the shield, instantly cackling into miniature explosions. The entire arena hummed, the air thick with static, and for an instant, vibrating with uncertainty.

Then came the detonation.

Lightning burst outward, a violent shockwave rippling across the tiles. The ice-forged shield cracked—then shattered completely, its fractured chunks scattering like broken glass.

Mr. Bones was flung backward.

His massive frame hit the ground hard, sliding across the stage before coming to a heavy thud. Smoke curled from blackened cracks now lining his ribcage. His gauntleted arm had taken the worst of it, the ice energy being blown apart, leaving his armored forearm partially exposed through the sleek ice.

The arena fell silent.

Then, with an unnatural fluidity, the skeleton moved again.

A heavy clang echoed as Mr. Bones planted his sword into the ground. Sparks still crawled along his frame, the residual charge lingering, but he stood—unfettered.

Elias’ face drained of color. “What is this thing?! That is not a normal summon! Don’t tell me that’s the body of a resurrected War Paragon! It’s as strong as—”

A dungeon boss, Enya thought, finishing his sentence for him.

Having Mr. Bones was practically cheating.

He wasn’t just a summon. He was a full-fledged dungeon boss, and this was without her even Soul-Forging his bones. That made a terrifying difference.

Still, Elias’ magic wasn’t something to scoff at. The layered spell circuit, the double lightning bolt—it had been devastating. Without the Gravecaller’s Band enchanting and reinforcing Mr. Bones’ body, that attack might have completely incapacitated him.

If Elias had been in Enya’s place back in the dungeon, she had little doubt—he could have cleared it. Maybe even defeated Mr. Bones outright. When she fought him, she had only managed to chip his bones and force him to kneel.

She had never actually injured him.

The moment Mr. Bones hauled himself back up, Pell launched another barrage of icicles. Although he could forge them quickly, it still took time, and he didn’t have an infinite supply of power.

With each creation, he could feel the drain—the magic thinning, growing weaker the more he pushed it.

The first few icicles missed, shattering against the arena tiles in bursts of crystalline frost. But the next few found their mark.

A jagged icicle clipped Elias’ side, a sharp sting of cold lashing through his ribs. Another slammed into his forearm, throwing off his balance, forcing him to stumble mid-dodge. He barely managed to raise a hasty mana barrier in time to deflect the last two.

Elias’ expression soured. He hated wasting mana, and the fact that Pell was forcing him to burn through it defensively was beginning to seriously irritate him.

Then his entire demeanor shifted. His annoyance snapped into focus as the arena trembled beneath him.

The skeletal titans moved in tandem.

Numbskull was upright now, closing the gap, each thundering step shaking the ground. In its bony grip, it clutched another massive slab of stone, pried straight from the arena floor.

It hurled the slab forward without breaking stride.

Elias dove to the side, rolling just as the stone crashed down, obliterating the space where he had stood moments before. But he had no time to recover. Because Mr. Bones was already upon him.

The armored skeleton surged forward, greatsword now coated in frost, the lingering remnants of his shattered shield seeping into the blade.

The sword came down in a powerful arc, the swing disciplined, heavy, and perfectly aimed for Elias’ center.

Elias barely had a second to react—

He threw up a mana barrier.

It shattered on impact.

The sheer force of the blow sent him skidding backward, his boots dragging across the cracked tiles. Though he had avoided the full brunt of the blade, the impact had still blasted through his defenses, his arms trembling from the force.

His badge flashed again. Even though he blocked the attack, the shockwave and backlash from it still counted as damage.

The fight was spiraling out of his control.

The crowd erupted, voices blending into a deafening roar as the announcer’s voice boomed across the stadium.

“Ladies and gentlemen, this match has taken a shocking turn! Elias Ferris is being pushed to the limit by the little necromancer’s unstoppable summons!”

Elias’ teeth gritted so hard his jaw ached. This wasn’t how it was supposed to go.

He was a noble. A prodigy. The one expected to dominate this round, to crush his opponents with raw talent.

Although the girl he fought against wore clothes befitting of a noble—her class and magic use were lackluster. Her style of fighting was so undisciplined that it upset him. Her coordination with her summons was awful. He was only being pushed back by their sheer individual power.

He knew about summoner classes—that they were always wildly unpredictable. Their power didn’t depend on their own strength, but on whatever they commanded. A weak peasant could rival a high-level noble if they got lucky and controlled a divine beast.

And this?

This wasn’t luck.

Whatever these skeletal monsters were, they weren’t normal summons. They were too powerful. Too resilient.

Elias didn’t know much about necromancers, but he could only assume—she had found and resurrected the corpse of some long-dead War Paragon.

Despicable.

His family was watching. His tutors—some of the finest money could buy—were watching. He had been trained in layered casting, high-tier elemental manipulation, battlefield strategy. And yet, here he was, losing to some hack who wasn’t even using her own power.

His breath came in sharp, ragged gasps, his arms shaking from the last impact. His mana reserves were dangerously low. His body ached from dodging and deflecting attacks that should never have landed on him.

He had planned to save it.

His trump card.

It was supposed to be used in the final stage—to secure an overwhelming victory, to make his win undeniable.

But now? He had no choice. If he could make it into the academy, he’d receive a monthly allowance of half a platinum coin, anyway, making up for its cost. He could only hope he could win in the third round of the tournament without this artifact.

His hand shot to his belt, fingers curling around a small, unassuming pendant. The engraved metal was cool to the touch, the shimmering mana crystals embedded within worth more than most fighters in this tournament would ever see in their lifetimes.

An artifact worth four platinum coins.

The effect was immediate. The instant his fingers pressed into the core, a surge of raw mana blasted through his body like a dam breaking open. His mana veins ignited, pulsing with pure arcane power.

Ten percent of his maximum mana restored per second.

For twenty full seconds.

The rush was intoxicating. The sheer density of his restored mana swelled within him, suffocating everything else. His body thrummed with energy, his fatigue washing away, replaced by an overwhelming sense of invincibility.

He stood, eyes flashing with renewed confidence, then ignited his feet with wind magic.

The next blow from the armored skeleton came fast, but Elias was faster.

He dodged cleanly, vanishing in a streak of blurred motion as the massive ice blade slammed into the ground. The impact ruptured the tiles, sending shards of stone flying in all directions.

He had already repositioned, a dozen meters away, his hands forming another spell circuit. This time, he wouldn’t hold back.

A barrage of flying icicles shot past in front of him—Pell had already adjusted his aim, tracking Elias’ movement, forcing him to stay on the defensive.

But it wouldn’t work. Not this time.

With his pendant active, Elias conjured a full omni-directional barrier. The shards slammed into the shield, their sharp edges shattering on impact, falling uselessly to the ground.

The fight wasn’t over.

And although he preferred to keep far out of reach, Elias was done playing defense.

Numbskull lumbered forward, but Elias kept his distance, forcing it to resort to hurling more tiles—attacks that had become trivial to block or dodge. Its size was imposing, but its sluggishness was downright pathetic. So much so that Elias felt irritation creeping in. What a useless summon.

Mr. Bones charged again, but Elias wasn’t about to let it reach him. Another spell, another counter.

Wind erupted, whipping through the second arena in spiraling currents. The gusts funneled into a single vortex around the armored skeleton. Elias no longer cared about overusing his element—his pendant would absorb whatever excess mana he wasted.

The skeletal fighter’s movements faltered. Its heavy footfalls grew lighter, the force of the wind lifting its massive body. It still touched the ground every few steps, but only briefly. This wasn’t just wind—it was a contained storm, a twisting cyclone strong enough to make even heavy armor weightless.

Elias spotted another tile sailing toward him. Without hesitation, he flicked his wrist and sent Mr. Bones hurtling. A burst of force launched the armored skeleton straight at the larger one.

Mr. Bones didn’t so much fly as he tumbled, rolling and skidding across the ground before colliding with Numbskull in a cacophony of clattering bones and scraping metal. The two became a tangled mess, limbs locking together in an awkward heap.

Mr. Bones scrambled to regain its footing, but Elias was already gone.

Pell’s eyes locked onto the young boy. Oh, no, you don’t!

Elias was dashing straight for Enya, moving like a gust of wind. Pell lunged to intercept, his ice-coated gauntlets reaching for him, but Elias spun left in a blur, slipping just past his grasp.

In the same motion, Elias flared a spell circuit in his palm and unleashed a point-blank burst of fire.

Flames erupted around Pell, melting the ice encasing him and momentarily obscuring his vision. He gritted his teeth, thrashing his arms to swat away the lingering embers. “You little—”

By the time he cleared his sight, Elias was already gone, sprinting past him, closing the distance toward Enya.

She caught the shift in tactics immediately and reacted. Her boots, enhanced with agility, propelled her into motion. She was no longer sluggish from Rose’s spores. Time stretched in her perception, every detail sharp.

She ran.

Weaving along the perimeter of the arena, she tried to circle back toward her entangled skeletons, hoping to use them as cover. Her mana reserves were nearly empty, and her Soul-Energy was dwindling—bone spears were no longer an option. Whatever she had left had to be conserved to maintain the Gravecaller’s Band’s reinforcement on her minions.

But Elias wasn’t done.

He reached into his robe and tore open a talisman.

Enya’s senses flared.

A brief scan revealed the truth—his robes concealed dozens of talismans, each marked with a different design. The one he had just activated took effect immediately.

For a heartbeat, nothing seemed to change.

Then, his speed doubled.

Even with Absolute Focus active, even with time stretched and slowed—she couldn’t make herself move faster.

The ground trembled beneath Enya’s feet. Then, it caved.

Another pit, just like the one he had used on Numbskull. The moment she felt herself sinking, she kicked off with everything she had, launching herself upward.

She barely landed before Elias slammed his hands against the tiles.

A dome of earth rose around him, thick and impenetrable, swallowing him from sight. In an instant, he vanished within.

A sharp, crackling laugh rang across the arena—then a shattering force cut through the air.

A sword of ice streaked forward, aimed directly at the dome. Mr. Bones’ signature attack, moving with immense force.

The impact was explosive.

A massive detonation ripped through the arena, carving out a cone-shaped blast of destruction. The frozen blade shattered upon impact, rupturing the tiles, sending debris flying in all directions like ripples from a stone striking water.

Enya kept running, extending her senses, even though the explosion rattled her balance. Where—

She reached the other side of the dome and stopped.

Elias was gone.

No mana. No presence. The rubble where he had been standing was empty. What? A wave of confusion hit her like a crashing tide.

He had simply vanished.

Pell and her minions felt her uncertainty ripple through the link. All three turned, scanning the arena, searching.

Enya gritted her teeth and squinted, focusing deeper. Her sensory field wasn’t picking him up—but that didn’t mean she couldn’t find him. She searched for his mana signature, scanning the battlefield in careful sweeps.

Nothing.

Nowhere.

A flicker—just on the edge of her awareness. She turned—or tried to.

A hand settled on top of her head.

Enya froze.

A chill—not from ice, not from magic, but from sheer, paralyzing realization—crept down her spine.

Elias was behind her.

Her mind raced. How?! She had been tracking him, sweeping for his mana, searching everywhere. He wasn’t there. He wasn’t there!

Her golden eyes darted upward, just in time to catch the faint, glowing blue hue of a spell activating.

Then—

A cold sensation trickled over her scalp, down her shoulders, soaking through her robes.

A shower of water.

Droplets rolled down her arms, her clothes clinging to her frame as the spell took hold. A smug voice came from behind.

“That’s checkmate.”

“H—Hey!” she whined, huffing as she wiped her dripping bangs out of her eyes. Her pout deepened into a full-on scowl as she stomped in place, lips twisting into an exaggerated frown. “I already took a bath!”

Elias grinned, fingers still resting lightly on her head. He could just pull her crown off and take it, but he wanted to enjoy the victory a little while longer. He pressed down slightly, just enough to mock her height. Another spell, half-formed, was about ready for him to cast.

“How’d you even get behind me?!” she demanded, frustration boiling over as she shook her head like a wet cat.

Elias scoffed. He pulled out a talisman from his robe.

“Presence-Erasing Talisman.” His tone dripped with pure arrogance. “Prevents anyone from detecting me unless they have a powerful enough sensory skill.”

He tilted his head, feigning deep thought.

“And since your eyes were glowing the whole fight, I’m guessing that’s your detection ability?”

A pause. Then, a slow smirk.

“Guess it wasn’t strong enough.”

Enya’s cheeks puffed out. “That’s cheating!” she huffed, arms crossing in stubborn defiance. This was her mistake. Though she had Absolute Focus active, she wasn't actively focusing on Elias' presence. She had become distracted with avoiding his spells, and momentarily relied on her preconception that he was still inside the dome. Simply put, she had lost sight of the true target.

Elias only smirked. “Items are allowed. You even used one yourself, so why complain?” He leaned in slightly, his voice taking on a teasing tone. “So… are you going to give up? I’d rather not fry you.”

A sharp crackle of energy danced between his fingertips. He wanted her to surrender, instead of winning by means of crown retrieval.

Enya didn’t need to turn to know what that meant—he was prepping lightning.

Her pout deepened, shoulders hunching. She stomped her foot again—for emphasis—then let out an exaggerated, theatrical sigh.

“Fine.” Her voice dropped to a sulky mutter. “I gi—”

Before the word could even fully leave her lips, a violet light ignited before her.

The Grim Pullet activated. The pages flipped open on their own, glowing with prepared magic.

Elias’ fingers tensed—his spell circuit flickered, milliseconds from release.

Then—

A hand shot out from Enya’s body.

Not her real hand.

A second Enya—a ghostly, ethereal apparition, pale white and translucent—emerged from within her like a specter peeling away from flesh.

The moment it materialized, Elias’ hand—still resting on her head—went numb. The ghostly girl’s head brushed past his hand.

His concentration shattered.

Enya tried to sprint forward, but her boots were caught on the slippery wet ground pooled with water. Instead of getting away, she fell forward onto the ground instead with a small shriek.

The ghostly Enya grabbed Elias’ arm. A cold, creeping numbness flooded his veins. Before he could react, the apparition reared back and slammed its fist straight into his gut.

The impact ripped the air from his lungs. His body folded inward, stomach twisting from the sheer force. Vision blurred. Breath gone.

Before he could even recover, the phantom reeled back again, its fist rising toward his face for a second strike.

At the last possible second, Elias managed to pull up a barrier.

The ghost’s fist struck. A ripple of force shimmered across the magical wall, distorting the air around it. But no cracks formed. No damage. Just an eerie silence as the apparition’s glowing eyes locked onto his.

Elias grimaced, one hand gripping his stomach while the other crackled with unstable lightning. His spell was already primed, mana surging, ready to ignite.

Across from him was Enya, lying sprawled in a pool of water, barely moving, her own head slightly turned to stare at what was happening.

The flared mana in Elias’ hand, caused Enya to flinch. She could sense it—the impending doom about to strike in under a second.

The ghostly apparition wasted no time. It launched another punch straight for Elias’ face.

He didn’t flinch. His barrier was still active. Whatever this spell of hers was, it clearly wasn’t as strong as her skeletons.

His confidence, however, was poorly misplaced.

The apparition’s fist phased through the barrier—and clocked him right in the face. Elias’ head snapped back. His badge flashed in warning.

But the damage was already done.

The instant the punch connected, the lightning spell in his palm detonated—wild, uncontrolled, a raw surge of energy bursting outward in all directions.

Electricity ripped through the arena in an indiscriminate arc of chaos.

And Enya?

She felt every bit of it. Still drenched from his earlier spell, the current hit her full force, sending sharp, biting jolts across her entire body.

“ow—Ow—OW—OW!” she squeaked, her body seizing as the electricity danced through her limbs. Her badge flickered wildly, pulsing with rapid bursts of light.

Elias wasn’t spared either—his own lightning snapped back at him, running over his skin in jagged sparks. “Argh—” he shrieked, trying to bite down his own pained cries.

And then—

A rush of movement. Pell, Mr. Bones, and even Numbskull, as slow as he was, charged forward at the sight of the chaotic discharge.

“Nine hells, kid.” Pell muttered as he reached Enya, watching her twitch on the ground like a stunned frog. She barely moved, just lay there, her body limp as she muttered tiny, miserable ‘ow’s under her breath.

Elias, still staggering, prepped another spell. His gaze locked onto the ghostly apparition, which flickered, translucent and white—an odd contrast to its ominous presence.

Then Pell’s voice cut through the moment. “Enough already, kid.”

Elias’ jaw tightened. “What?” His eyes darted to the skeleton, cautious. “You think I’m gonna quit?” His fingers twitched, mana still gathering. “I still have plenty—”

“No, you idiot. You already won.”

Elias hesitated. “—what?” His stance relaxed slightly, confusion creeping in.

Pell only gave him a look, then glanced down at Enya. There. Beneath her, the unmistakable glint of shattered plastic.

Her badge.

It lay beneath her, broken into useless fragments.

Pell sighed, stepping forward. He reached down and gently lifted Enya off the ground.

“Owwww… I can’t… move…” Enya mumbled weakly, her voice soft and pouty. She tried to bury her head into Pell’s arms—even though he wasn’t exactly as comfortable as a pillow.

As Pell straightened with her in his arms, Elias’ eyes finally caught sight of the fractured badge. His spell fizzled out and he stood tall with bated breath.

The announcer’s voice boomed across the coliseum:

“VICTORY on Arena Two! The winners are—Elias Ferris and Rose Allener!”

The crowd erupted, cheers and scattered applause rippling through the stands.

Enya, barely coherent, mumbled something under her breath.

Pell glanced down. “What?”

She pouted, her lips puffing out in a grumble. “Big… fat… noble meanie…”

Pell gave a single chuckle, carrying her toward the oncoming healers who were already climbing the arena steps, stretcher in tow. He glanced over at the other Enya, who was now skipping along with him.

She was completely translucent white, like a congealed mist taken form. He remembered back in the magic association, the shown an example of the spell should’ve been an apparition made of profound darkness. Inner Darkness Apparition, if he recalled correctly.

So why was this one—translucent, white—and pure?

“How the hell did you get even… more creepy?” Pell muttered, though his words were probably too silent for the stunned Enya to hear.

Meanwhile, the announcer continued, shifting the crowd’s attention. “With that explosive match decided, and Elias Ferris and Rose Allener moving onto the third stage, we now turn to Arena Three—our last ongoing battle for the Youngling Division’s rotation!”

The crowd roared, excitement building once more as all eyes turned toward the final fight still raging on.
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                “Please, excuse me, Laventis,” Lord Clament said, standing up from his chair.

“Taking a little break, Clament?”

“You could say that. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

Lord Clament turned and left through the back of their VIP balcony spot.

The sound of the tournament rumblings and enthusiastic announcer quieted down the further he moved. With a flick of his mana, a small ring on his index finger reacted and glowed slightly.

Lord Clament preferred being proactive in moments like these. Being the city lord, he knew of the many factions and viewpoints of particularly influential figures in his city. This included those with a disdain against necromancy and the like.

The Sanctity of Order, was one such faction.

“Relieve Lady Celeste of all healing duties for the five hours. Do not, under any circumstances, allow her near the medical rooms,” he said. The ring on his finger reacted with a flash before dimming.
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“Apologies, Lady Celeste.”

The voice came from Sir Menevere, Vice Principal of Lightway Academy. He was a short man—part human, part dwarf—with neatly combed black hair and a well-tailored suit of white. Though not an imposing figure by stature, he carried himself with firmness, as if sheer presence could make up for the many heads of height Celeste had on him.

Celeste sat behind a polished mahogany desk, legs crossed, fingers resting idly along the armrest of her chair. Unsmiling. Unmoving. Her head tilted ever so slightly, scrutinizing the man before her with a gaze that could slice through bone.

She was waiting in an office, on the opposite side of the academy, the place furthest from the medical rooms.

Menevere continued, his tone respectful but unwavering.

“I have been instructed to inform you that you are relieved of all healing duties for the next five hours. Furthermore, you are not permitted to enter the medical rooms during this time.”

Silence settled in the office like a creeping fog.

Celeste did not react at first. She simply blinked, once, her gaze sharp and dissecting. Then, finally, she spoke.

“Who gave you this order, Menevere?” Her voice was cold, devoid of inflection.

She did not sound curious.

She sounded insulted.

“I am the Head Healer of Talo. The Beacon Tournament is a time when my expertise is needed most. If you are so bold as to bar me from my doing what I’m recognized in Talo for, then I expect an answer.”

The weight of her stare was palpable, but Menevere held his ground.

“I am sorry,” he replied, inclining his head slightly, “but I was instructed not to say.”

Celeste’s eyes narrowed ever so slightly.

“However,” Menevere continued, voice measured, “I can assure you that the command came from someone whose authority is no less than yours in Talo.”

The light in the room flickered against the smooth white fabric of Celeste’s attire as she remained utterly motionless.

She was thinking.

Menevere, unwilling to linger in her presence for longer than necessary, broke the silence first.

“With that said,” he exhaled, shifting his posture slightly, “I shall take my leave. I would like to see how the remainder of the tournament plays out. Would you care to join me in the stands?”

Celeste did not respond.

She simply watched him, her eyes still dissecting every movement, every breath, as though considering whether or not he was worth responding to at all.

After a beat, Menevere sighed. “Very well.” He turned, walking to the door, but just before stepping through, he glanced back one last time.

“I bid you a good day, then. Lady Celeste.”

The door shut behind him.

And she was alone.

A full minute passed in complete silence. Celeste sat there, unmoving, her gaze still lingering on the door.

Then, slowly, she reached into her pocket and pulled out a white artifact inlaid with a small, glimmering crystal at its center. The artifact pulsed softly. A voice emerged; a young woman in her mid-twenties spoke from the other line.

“Hello? Lady Celeste?”

Celeste’s lips curved ever so slightly. “Hello, Teressa. I have a favor to ask of you.” Her voice was smooth and calm. She leaned back in her chair, fingers idly tracing the surface of her artifact as she spoke.

“The next few patients from the tournament,” she said, pausing, letting the words settle, a soft half-smile forming on her lips, “should receive these directions on their way back to the stands. I will be conducting some evaluations on my healers' work.”

It wasn’t so much a request but more as a veiled order that Celeste expected to be obeyed.

“I am currently handling paperwork in an office on the other side of the academy, so I won’t be able to visit the medical rooms myself,” she continued.

A brief silence.

Then Teressa’s voice returned, eager and unquestioning. “Very well, Lady Celeste. I’ll send them your way once they’re done.”

“Good. And…” Celeste paused, just long enough to let the weight carry over in the next words she spoke. “Tell no one of this.”

Her fingers traced over the edge of the artifact, her voice dipping into something softer—a whisper of quiet authority—an expectation.

“I want to evaluate the healers in their most natural state. If they know they are being observed, their work will be affected,” Celeste added.

“Of course. I’ll make sure to keep this a secret.” A short pause, then a polite, almost reverent, “Thank you so much for the work that you do, Lady Celeste.”

A pulse of light shimmered through the crystal before the connection cut off. Celeste set the artifact on top of the table. She swung one leg over the other. For the next several minutes, she sat there; her fingers tapped idly on the device as she waited.

If she couldn’t go to them.

Then she would make them come to her.

[image: image]

“Ow…"

A long, drawn-out mumble filled the quiet medical room.

Enya lay face down on a large white bed, her cheek squished against a soft pillow. The back of her robe was pulled down, exposing her shoulders as a gentle, practiced touch moved across her skin.

The healer—an older woman with soft eyes and experienced hands—worked in slow, smoothing circles over her tense muscles. Warmth pulsed from her fingertips, a gentle, soothing magic seeping into Enya’s body.

It felt like heaven.

And yet, it was everything but.

“Ow…” she mumbled again, voice muffled against the pillow.

“It hurts…” she murmured. “But it also feels… really good…”

The healer gave a quiet chuckle. “That’s because your muscles are still in shock from the lightning. Tension like this makes everything feel exaggerated.” She pressed slightly harder into a knotted spot on Enya’s shoulder.

“Owwww—okay, okay, I get it!” Enya whined, her body twitching under the pressure. But even as she pouted, she couldn’t deny the relief settling into her limbs.

Next to her, Risha let out a similar groan.

She was lying on the bed beside Enya, undergoing the same treatment—though hers had started much earlier. Unlike Enya, she had taken a full-force twin lightning strike straight to the body during the match, and the lingering effects had locked her muscles tight until she was fully rigid.

“That bully…” Risha groaned, her voice weak but irritated. Her arms dangled off the bed, barely able to lift them from exhaustion. “I swear, if I ever learn magic, I’m gonna shove a lightning bolt down his throat.”

Enya turned her head slightly, enough to peek at her friend. “Mmm… I’d help, but I can’t… move…” she muttered, entirely limp under the healer’s touch.

Another healer—younger than the first but equally skilled—was working on Risha. Her tunic was pulled aside while the healer was working on her back with steady, rhythmic motions. Magic pulsed under her fingers, easing the tension, though Risha still winced every few seconds.

Pell had been sent elsewhere to the stands, forced to wait outside near the stands, since, although he was a skeleton; he was still male, and the girls needed their privacy. Numbskull and Mr. Bones however, were unsummoned, and sent back to the dungeon core respectively. As for the inner darkness apparition—that one was an odd case.

The apparition, instead of being unsummoned, instead just… vanished back into Enya’s body. It had walked up to Enya when she was placed on the stretcher, touched her shoulder, and slowly just melded back into her like a ghost taking possession.

"Alright, dear. I’ll be working on your back next,” said Enya’s healer, pulling her robe down more. Enya could sense the healer’s magic flaring higher, two large sources of mana pooling in her hands as they pressed against her back.

Risha gave a chuckle upon hearing the statement.

Enya noticed her friend’s ominous laugh. “Is… is it going to hurt more…?” she asked, uncertain.

The healer didn’t answer and just smiled.

“Good… luck,” Risha said with a grin. “My body is so numb I’ve barely felt it so far.”

The second healer addressed Risha as well. “Oh, I’ve been going easy on you, actually. I needed to let your body get used to some surface-level tension. You will now undergo the full massage also—please bear with it.”

“Oh no…” Risha said, now suddenly scared.

Both women adjusted their positions, pressing their hands gently at the base of the girls’ spines. Magic flared softly between their palms.

Enya’s ears twitched slightly.

Risha gritted her teeth.

Then—the pressure deepened.

“—Owwww!”

A simultaneous groan of protest filled the room.

The healers simply continued their work, unfazed by the girls' suffering.

After an hour and a half of massages, rehabilitation spells, and a mixture of creams, powders, and enchanted remedies, Risha and Enya were finally back on their feet.

That wasn’t to say they were completely fine—just fine enough to walk without wobbling like newborn fawns.

Risha, rubbing at her sore arm, grimaced as she pulled up her status screen.

“My health is only at seventy.” She scowled. “I’m surprised it’s still that low, even with the tournament badge protecting me, and after all that ‘treatment’ from those evil healers.”

She shuddered slightly. Healing magic was supposed to make you feel better—not feel like you were being reconstructed from scratch.

Enya took a peek at her own screen.


Health: 90/100


“Mine says 90,” she remarked, blinking. She was in much better condition than Risha, though her muscles still ached faintly with every step.

Risha glared at her. “Why do you get to be fine while I still feel like I got stepped on?”

“Because you got hit with twice the lightning I did,” Enya reminded her, stretching out her arms. “And you still tried to swing a sword after. That was dumb.”

Risha muttered something under her breath and rolled her eyes.

The two continued down the sprawling halls of the academy, following the directions they had been given. The path led directly back to the tournament grounds, where they could either watch the remaining matches or leave altogether.

Lightway Academy was even more magnificent within than it had seemed from the outside.

Towering pillars of polished stone lined the corridors, etched with faintly glowing inscriptions and subtle magics woven into the very foundation of the building. Expansive archways stretched high above, adorned with hanging banners bearing the academy’s insignia.

Massive stained-glass windows lined the walls, depicting legendary figures—Paragons of old, instructors who had once trained generations of elite warriors, and the founding headmasters who built the school from the ground up.

It was exactly the kind of place Enya had imagined when she first dreamed of attending an academy.

She exhaled slowly, fingers tightening around the strap of her bag. “So… what happens now?”

Risha glanced at her, sensing the shift in her tone.

“We both lost,” Enya continued. “That means… our only way in is through the redemption tournament, right?”

Risha nodded. “Yeah.”

Enya pursed her lips, staring ahead as they walked. The weight of losing still sat heavy in her chest. She had given it everything. Used every trick, every spell, every ounce of strategy she had. And it still wasn’t enough.

Even after all that—she lost.

Risha was quiet for a moment, before sighing. “I know how you feel.”

Her voice was lower, not quite bitter, but tinged with frustration.

“I didn’t even make it past the first round,” she admitted. “I got a second chance; the opportunity to enter the second stage was given to me… and I still lost again.”

Enya glanced at her. There was a vulnerability in her tone that Enya couldn’t help but notice.

Risha gave a small, tired chuckle. “I took out Rose, at least.”

She could still feel the moment—the way she had channeled everything into her stance, let Elias’ double lightning bolt crash into her, and then redirected all of it into a single, devastating sword wave that sent Rose flying off the stage.

But that had been her only real moment.

“I should have been able to ramp up more,” Risha admitted, frustration lacing her tone. “But I got knocked out so early. I was taken off the stage, and then you were stuck fighting that boy alone.”

“At least you were able to take one out,” Enya said softly. If anything, Enya was the reason to blame for their loss in the second stage. Risha had managed to take out her opponent, yet Enya struggled against hers.

“Oh, please,” Risha interjected. “Although I was undergoing torture in the medical room, I was able to see the later half of your fight. I know how strong he was, and how spectacular you were. I just… I know I wouldn’t haven’t been able to do anything against him.”

They continued walking along the halls. Although Enya was upset at her own inability to take down Elias, Risha had taken the loss much harder.

“Maybe I’m just… too weak to enroll in a school like this,” Risha said after a moment of silence. “I mean… two losses should mean something, right? I might just embarrass myself at the redemption tournament if I lose for a third time.

Enya stayed silent. She wasn’t exactly sure how to console Risha. After all, encouragement wouldn’t exactly make her stronger. There was also a lingering feeling inside Enya that made her uncertain about cheating Risha into the academy by using her prestige.

Would she even accept or be happy at such an offer?

As they continued walking, they spotted the figure of a woman in white. Unlike some of the other academy officials walking around, this woman was approaching them.

A tall, willowy figure, dressed in pristine white, stepped into their path without hesitation, blocking their way like a wall that would not be moved.

She was flawless, almost eerily so—her pale hair was neatly tied back, not a strand out of place, and her medical uniform bore no wrinkles or signs of wear. Everything about her was precise, rigid, controlled.

But it was her eyes that made Enya’s stomach tighten. Cold. Calculating. Like scalpels dissecting flesh. She wasn’t looking at her. She was examining her.

“You are Enya Meltere?”

The question wasn’t a question. It was a statement—a confirmation that she already knew the answer.

Enya and Risha exchanged an uneasy glance before Enya hesitantly answered.

“Uh… yeah?”

Celeste’s smile stretched slowly across her lips.

It was too perfect, too smooth—like the painted-on grin of a porcelain doll.

“Good.”

Before Enya could react, Celeste’s gloved hand came down on her shoulder.

“I need you to come with me.”

The touch wasn’t harsh—but it was unyielding. Heavy. She didn’t want Enya to resist.

Enya, however, instinctively took a step back. Or rather—she tried to. Celeste’s fingers dug in, keeping her rooted in place.

“Wait, what? Why?,” Enya asked, looking to and from the lady’s hand on her shoulder.

“There’s nothing to worry about,” Celeste’s voice was smooth, even soothing, like a mother talking to a particularly slow child. “I am Lady Celeste, the head healer of Talo. I simply need to conduct a final check-up on you.”

Celeste gestured to a badge located on the upper left of her chest. Sure enough, it represented some type of official for the city of Talo, even if Enya couldn’t recognize the exact meaning of said symbol.

“The healers already said we’re fine,” Risha cut in, arms crossing. “Enya’s even at 90 health. We don’t need—”

Celeste’s head shifted slightly, just enough to acknowledge Risha had spoken, but she didn’t actually look at her. She turned right back to Enya, as if Risha had ceased to exist.

“The healers do not have the final say,” she said, the soft finality in her tone making it clear there would be no debate or arguments. “I do.”

Enya frowned. Something felt wrong. “I don’t know… I—”

Celeste’s fingers pinched tighter.

A sharp, stinging pressure bored into Enya’s shoulder. She winced and her body shook—but she forced her expression to remain neutral, refusing to show even the slightest sign of pain with Risha standing nearby.

Celeste’s smile did not waver.

“Young lady,” her voice dropped lower, the pleasant edge sharpening into something steely, unforgiving. “My time is very valuable. Do not waste it.”

Celeste leaned in—too close. Her breath ghosted against Enya’s ear, and her next words froze the air in her lungs.

“I know about Elara.”

Enya’s body went rigid. Elara was Pell’s friend that he was looking for. She was the reason that Pell kept living—and why he endured being in a dungeon for four years.

Celeste continued, her voice still soft, almost gentle—but every syllable carried a quiet, creeping malice. “That skeleton of yours… so desperately searching for someone named Elara, isn’t he?”

Enya’s stomach dropped. How did she know? What was this unknown lady trying to get at?

“He even went to the Information Guild, didn’t he? Paid them to look into her whereabouts, down in the First Layer.” Celeste’s fingers tightened again, pressing deep into Enya’s skin, making it impossible to ignore the pain.

Enya’s face furrowed. She stared straight into Celeste’s eyes.

“It becomes quite easy to find out information when you have a skeleton walking around in the city, visiting every official branch there is in Talo, you know,” Celeste said. “It would be quite a shame if you refused me here.”

Her voice was barely above a whisper now, a soft breath curling around Enya’s ear like a poisoned lullaby.

“A shame… if I were to send people off to… take care of Elara. A shame if your skeleton companion would never see her alive, ever again.”

A pause.

Then, the final blow—delivered with casual, cutting precision:

“How much would that poor fool grow to hate you, little girl?”

A violent chill raced through Enya’s veins. She wanted to pull away. She wanted to speak, to demand why Celeste was telling her this, to do something—but her mouth wouldn’t move.

Her body wouldn’t move. Instead, she stopped resisting.

Celeste’s grip lightened—but the damage was done.

Without another word, Celeste turned and walked forward, her hand still resting firmly on Enya’s shoulder, guiding her along like a lamb being led away.

“There’s a good girl.”

Enya’s legs moved before her brain could even catch up.

“H-hey, this doesn’t seem—” Risha tried to speak, but Celeste simply glanced back, her own deep voice cutting her off before she could continue.

“You.”

Risha flinched mid sentence.

Celeste didn’t stop walking, didn’t even look at her directly, yet somehow, her presence was suffocating.

“You will return to the stands. Or find your family. I don’t care which.”

A pause.

Then, Celeste blinked slowly, her tone dropping into something quieter, heavier, colder. “And you will not speak a word of this to anybody.”

Risha’s spine stiffened. Risha was about to speak again, ready to move and protest, but then—

Celeste finally turned her head and stopped moving, just enough to let Risha see the sharp, dissecting gaze that pinned her in place.

“I can tell,” Celeste murmured, tilting her head ever so slightly, “you’re a troublemaker. The type to shout, to push back, to run off to the nearest official and make a scene.”

The air grew thin. She tightened her grip on Enya’s shoulder; both of them turned and walked back over to Risha. Enya’s face was void of emotion, while Celeste simply crouched down so that her face was inches away from Risha’s, blocking her line of sight to her friend.

Celeste’s voice dropped to something almost amused, but the edge beneath it was razor-sharp.

“You must think you’re about to do something heroic, don’t you?” She gave a small sigh, shaking her head in mock disappointment. “Running off, accusing a healer of wrongdoing, disrupting the tournament over a simple medical confirmation.”

Her fingers pressed in slightly against Enya’s shoulder, her grip just sharp enough to sting.

Her eyes bore into Risha. “How old are you, little girl?”

“I—I—I’m… I’m nine…” Risha sputtered.

“Then you’re old enough to understand what would happen, don’t you?” Celeste mused, voice deceptively gentle.

Risha hesitated. “...W-what?”

Celeste leaned in just slightly, her smile unchanged.

“The tournament runs smoothly because of my healers,” she said, her voice almost bored, like she was explaining something obvious to a child. “I oversee every case. Every injury. Every patient.”

She let the weight of that settle.

“Now imagine,” she continued, “if I were to be removed from my position because of some ridiculous, unfounded complaint.”

Risha’s lips parted slightly, but Celeste didn’t give her a chance to speak.

“No more overseen healings. No safety checks. No authority ensuring that every fighter makes it through the tournament unscathed.” She hummed softly, tapping a finger lightly against Enya’s shoulder.

“And what if,” she mused, “one of those injuries causes a kid to die?”

The color drained from Risha’s face.

Celeste’s smile widened just a fraction.

“Would you still feel like the hero, Risha?” she asked lightly. “Or would you be the reason a child died in the tournament because the healers weren’t fast enough, or were too preoccupied with a child’s ramblings?”

Risha stared at her, unable to look away.

Celeste turned back ahead as if bored with the conversation. Before she left, she added one last thing.

“It would be a shame if your actions led to Enya being hurt while I oversaw her.”

She didn’t wait for a response.

Didn’t wait for an argument.

Didn’t even acknowledge Risha again.

She simply began walking, leading Enya down the hall without another word.

Enya said nothing.

Risha stood frozen, watching the tall woman in white disappear—taking her friend with her, unsure of what to do.


            

    
        B2 - Chapter 37: Assimilation

    
    
    
    
                “Sit.”

Lady Celeste gestured toward the chair in front of the mahogany desk.

Enya hesitated. Every instinct told her to run, leave, don’t obey, but she forced herself to move. She climbed into the chair, her little legs dangling over the edge, too short to reach the floor.

Celeste, meanwhile, took her time. She circled the desk at an unhurried pace, every step purposely taken, like she had all the time in the world. She lowered herself into the chair across from Enya, folding her hands neatly on the desk.

Her gaze was patient. Too patient. Like she was studying something trapped in a cage.

The silence in the room stretched, heavy and suffocating. A buzzing fly would have sounded like a cannon blast.

“You.”

One word. Cold, and sharp.

Enya gulped. Her throat felt tight, dry. She remembered the threat. The cold, whispered words about Elara. The terrible idea that Pell, could one day hate her.

She didn’t want that. She couldn’t let that happen. Her fingers gripped the fabric of her robe. “Y-yes?”

“What class are you?”

Enya swallowed and slightly shrank in her chair. “U-um… it-it’s necro…mancer…” The word came out small, uncertain.

Celeste’s gaze sharpened. If eyes could be daggers, Enya would be bleeding.

“I know Meltere is the last name of that rotten skeleton and not yours,” Celeste said smoothly. “Under whose noble family are you affiliated?”

The words barely registered. “W-what?”

Celeste’s fingers tapped once against the desk. “Under. Whose. Noble. Family.”

Enya tensed. “I—I—I don’t…”

“Give me an answer, child.” The words struck like a whip. “Stop stuttering. Or did your tampering with the undead melt your brain into sludge?”

Enya flinched. She shrank under the weight of the woman’s voice, her small frame curling inward. “I—I—my family is…” she was unsure of her own answer, but she knew what answer the Celeste wanted. “E-Empyria.”

Celeste’s gaze didn’t waver.

“Are you a noble?”

Enya twisted uncomfortably in the chair. “Y-yes…”

Celeste barely blinked before pressing forward.

“Where is your family? Who are they?”

Enya’s gaze had been glued to the polished wood of the desk, refusing to meet Celeste’s eyes since she walked in. But now—briefly—her eyes flickered up.

Big mistake.

Her stomach twisted as her gaze locked with Celeste’s—cold, dissecting, unrelenting. Something about it felt like sinking.

She immediately dropped her eyes back down.

“I… I don’t know.”

Silence.

The weight in the room was unbearable, like a thousand unspoken words were pressing down on her.

Celeste’s stare didn’t soften. “What do you mean, you don’t know?”

Enya found her own throat constricting, afraid of speaking her mind. “I don’t… remember them.”

Another silence.

Enya’s hands balled into fists in her lap, pressing against her robes. She stared at the floor, unblinking. Waiting. Enduring the interrogation. Time became an enemy, prickling against her skin like she was being boiled over a melting pot.

Celeste watched her. “All right, Enya Empyria.”

The way she said her name felt like a collar snapping around her throat.

Celeste leaned forward, her voice turning almost casual. “Do you know about Class Assimilation?”

Enya hesitated, confusion flickering across her face. Class what?

She made the mistake of looking up again.

Celeste’s gaze pinned her in place.

Enya’s spine went rigid, and she stifled an breath. She quickly jerked her eyes back down.

“N-no…” Her voice was barely above a whisper. “I don’t know what that is.”

Celeste sat back slightly, her fingers tracing slow, idle patterns along the surface of the mahogany desk. “You are uneducated. How unsurprising.” Her gaze refocused and sharpened again. “Listen carefully, girl. I will only explain this once.”

Enya’s eyes shifted around the tiny grain patterns on the floor; Celeste studied her for a moment. “Look at me when I speak to you,” she said firmly.

Enya stiffened. Against her best wishes, she slowly raised her head, until her eyes were staring into the two dark abysses staring back.

With their gazes locked upon one another, Celeste continued.

“Class Assimilation is the process by which a wielder—you—begins to adapt, align, and ultimately become one with their class. Some classes leave little mark on their wielders. A merchant remains a merchant. A swordsman, a swordsman. Their skills refine, their abilities grow, but their minds remain largely unchanged. However…”

Celeste’s voice slowed, each word deliberate, emphasizing her next statement. “There are some classes that do not simply shape what you can do. They shape who you are.”

She let the words settle, heavy and unshakable, an undoubted truth.

“A berserker does not merely wield rage. They become it. Their emotions sharpen, their tempers shorten. Their mind aligns with their class until anger is no longer just an impulse, but becomes who they are. They grow to love battle, to seek destruction, to crave the chaos of combat. It is not a side effect. It is the natural progression of their path.”

Enya swallowed, her nerves getting to her. Celeste was getting somewhere with this explanation. The way her eyes tore into Enya’s very visage made it clear that this explanation was vital; this was the very topic she had probably led her here for.

Celeste’s fingers stilled on the desk. “And a necromancer?”

Enya tensed, her back stiffening against the chair. Celeste’s lips curled into the faintest of frowns.

“A necromancer attunes to death.”

The words settled like an unspoken curse, one that Enya was bearing and witness to.

“They grow familiar with it. Comfortable with it. And in time…” Celeste’s voice was quiet, but there was no warmth in it. Only certainty. “They begin to seek it out.”

The room felt colder.

“Murder becomes a passing exchange. A life taken is nothing more than a shifting of states. The sight of a corpse—no different from that of a sleeping man. Death is no longer feared. It is understood. Embraced. Valued.”

Her next words were softer, but they struck like a dagger.

“The very drive to stay alive becomes reversed. To necromancers, death is better than living.”

Enya sat frozen. Every breath she took felt shallow, slow. The words were sinking in, pressing against her like the walls had begun closing in.

Celeste studied her carefully, gaze like a dissecting tool. Then, voice dipping lower, she asked, “Tell me, child. Have you felt it yet?”

Enya’s breathing stopped. Seconds stretched before she found the courage to force out words. “…Felt what?”

Celeste exhaled, almost idly.

“The shift.”

Enya’s fingers twitched.

“The creeping realization that death is not an ending, but a transition. That the line between the living and the dead is thinner than you once thought.” Celeste tilted her head, her voice impossibly soft. “Where murder and death are as pleasant as roses.”

Enya’s fingers curled into the fabric of her robe.

“You will attune to it, eventually,” Celeste murmured. “The only question is how long it will take.”

The certainty in her tone made Enya’s chest feel tight—like a noose was being drawn around her throat.

Celeste leaned back slightly, watching. Waiting.

“One day, you’ll kill someone,” she continued, her voice even, as if stating a simple fact. “Perhaps it starts with a bandit. Or some pitiful peasant who tried to wrong you. Maybe an assassin or a kidnapper seeking ransom for your nobility.” Her fingers tapped lightly against the desk.

“But whatever the case…”

Celeste’s eyes locked onto hers.

“You will become immune to recoil.”

The words sent an icy chill down Enya’s spine.

“Killing will no longer fuel regret. No longer will it impede your mind, but instead…” Celeste’s voice dropped to something almost reverent. “It will strengthen it.”

Enya didn’t move.

Didn’t breathe.

Her lungs seemed to forget how.

Her mind turned over the things Celeste was saying. The things she had implied.

And the worst part?

There was merit in them.

The bandits.

They were the first. She had killed one. And she had felt nothing. Absolutely nothing. After all, what was exactly wrong with murder? She was a necromancer. That should be natural for her, was it not? A class that works with death; killing things was just natural.

Celeste sighed, straightening in her chair, and spreading her steepled fingers. “That is why I brought you here alone.” Her words caused something in the room shifted. The air felt heavier. The main point of the topic—it was coming.

Celeste’s voice remained casual—too casual. “I wanted to see how far gone you are. So that I may settle the problem myself.”

The words hit like a hammer. Enya’s pulse thundered in her ears.

Celeste’s posture was too relaxed, her fingers resting too lightly on the desk, like a woman waiting for the right moment to strike. She had been too patient, too meticulous in bringing Enya here alone. A trap had been set, and Enya was already inside it.

Celeste smiled again, slow and controlled. “It would be irresponsible,” she said smoothly, “to let a child like you—so young, so impressionable—fall into something beyond your control.” She raised her left hand, pointing a finger at Enya as she spoke. “After all… I know exactly what necromancers become. Seven years ago was the last necromancy-related catastrophe. I will prevent another.”

She had planned this. She had no intention of letting her go. And for the first time since stepping into the room, Enya realized it.

A quick pulse of mana flickered throughout the healer’s body. The mana funneled straight to her hand, a minuscule spell circle appearing just before her fingertip. Enya was still too stunned, too scared, too unsure of what to do, that she couldn’t react.

It was too late.

The spell circuit popped. In that exact instant, Enya felt her body become numb. Her eyes became boulders, her body losing all feeling like she had stepped into the void once again. The world twisted and turned, before her eyes shut completely, and her body toppled over to the floor, landing with a reckless thud.

Standing up, Celeste made her way around the desk with a slow, deliberate pace. She stared down at the little girl, crumpled and unconscious.

“Such a pity,” she said. She reached down and grabbed Enya’s arm, hoisting her up and dragging her across the office. At a nearby drawer, she popped open the first compartment, and sound a spindle of thick bandage. She simply pointed her finger at the bundle, and weaved her finger in the air, directing it towards Enya. The bandage moved with her magic, tying up Enya’s arms behind her back.

Once done, Lady Celeste knelt and picked Enya up in both arms, and made her way to the door.

“The Sanctity of Order will never allow your kind to manifest again,” she said. The words were probably made out to the unconscious Enya, however, her tone didn’t seem to suggest that. It was more like a statement, addressed to all beings not currently in her presence; words to no one in particular.

Perhaps it was to Enya.

Perhaps it was to herself.

[image: image]

Pell stood alone in the stands, leaning against the wall, arms crossed. He watched the ongoing fights of the Advanced Division, eyes following the brutal exchanges.

After Enya’s match, the tournament had cycled through divisions—Advanced, Youngling, then back again. Now, it was Advanced once more.

The announcer had been swapped out. Not surprising. The last one had spent the entire time shouting through every move, probably worn his voice raw.

The fights here were different. The kids in the Youngling Division were impressive, but the older teens? They weren’t just skilled—they were deadly.

Paragons of War in the making.

A weight settled in Pell’s cold, undead chest.

Regret.

Had he hired one of these teens, or even an adult War Paragon candidate, maybe he could have conquered Sable’s Sanctum. But that wasn’t his way. Pell always went for the cheapest, most available means. No War Paragons—just adventurers. His request, after all, had been one perfect for adventurers, while for War Paragons, it would have been overkill.

Not that it mattered, though. The price difference in their services was too steep.

War Paragons were powerhouses, trained to fight and win against overwhelming odds. Adventurers, though skilled, specialized in dungeons, quests, and survival—scouting, mapping, trap analysis, monster knowledge, and teamwork.

There was overlap, sure. Some high-tier adventurers became War Paragons themselves, but their roles were still distinct.

F-rank adventurers handled gathering work—herbs, materials, simple fetch quests.

E-rank adventurers could fight basic monsters, sometimes joining stronger teams to gain dungeon experience.

The ones Pell had hired? D-rank.

By that level, those adventurers would have had completed low-tier dungeons and learned to handle traps, mapping, and navigation. They weren’t helpless.

But compared to a War Paragon in fighting prowess? Not even close.

A copper-tier War Paragon could take down wild animals—wolves, boars, maybe a few low-level monsters like slimes or horned rabbits comfortably.

A bronze-tier could fight actual monsters—goblins, skeletons, kobolds, multiple waves of them at a time.

Most of the tournament participants? High bronze to low silver is what Pell assumed.

Jakk, that bandit who had fought Kidirge outside the dungeon—if he had truly matched the armored skeleton, then he had been on the same level as these kids. Though, Pell wasn’t actually there to see the two fight; he had only heard about what happened through Enya’s description.

But children being at the same fighting rank as a bandit leader, one who could go toe-to-toe with a low-tier dungeon boss? It was absurd.

Then again, half of the the kids were nobles. They had years of training, raised from childhood to become Paragons of War. The same could be said for the commoners—just to a less extent, as their resources are more limited. All the participants here were outliers. In a city filled with mages or other combat-capable classes, these were the strong ones.

Even so, when Pell reflected on his past, he couldn’t help but acknowledge the truth of the matter and what he could have changed.

Adventuring was a job.

Being a Paragon of War?

That was an achievement, a certificate of prowess.

Hiring adventurers wasn’t the wrong option for him to do; dungeons required more than just fighting ability. Being able to detect traps, map dungeons, prepare food and rations, organize inventory, things pure War Paragons had no experience with. He and his party even made it quite far, down five floors, stopping just short of the boss room. The demon rat had just simply proved to be too monstrous compared to the other skeletons, catching them off guard. 

This wasn't even to mention when they had first entered the dungeon, every floor was filled with a dreadful amount of monsters. Every few meters you walked was another zombie or skeleton pair, sometimes even a horde. After four years, the population in the fifth floor had finally dwindled to mere dregs due to the demon rat eating everything. 

Constant fighting and fatigue wasn't just all either. It was that, and the actual cooperation between the members of his party, wasn’t the best. All separate members, none familiar with one another. Maybe he should have just hired an actual party, and not a band of misfit solos.

The sound of approaching footsteps pulled Pell from his thoughts.

Pell turned, expecting to see Enya stomping back, probably sulking.

She had lost. He knew it before she even walked out of their inn. Even after pulling off that ridiculous trump spell she received from the magic association, even after somehow summoning Kidirge—which Pell still did not know how she managed that—she still lost in the end.

No surprises there.

She was green. No real combat experience, no training, no years of refining her craft like these other brats had. She barely had a few months’ worth of memories. That alone told him everything.

But… making it to the second stage? Holding her own as long as she did?

That was impressive.

His soul flames flickered as he focused on the approaching figure.

Not Enya.

The other one. Her partner. Risha, if he recalled correctly.

Pell straightened, uncrossing his arms. “Where’s the kid?”

Risha hesitated mid-step. Just for a fraction of a second. Most wouldn’t have caught it. Pell did.

“Enya is…” Risha’s voice wavered—barely noticeable, but still there. “A healer took her for a final check-up.”

Pell tilted his head. “A healer? I thought your treatments were done.”

Risha’s gaze flickered downward, and there it was. A small shift in posture. Foot sliding back. The subtle tuck of her hands near the hem of her brown cloak. A nervous habit.

“We are,” she said, voice soft. Too soft. “She just… said she wanted to confirm the work the healer did. To see if it was good enough.”

“Confirm the work,” Pell repeated, his flames narrowing. “Who was this person?”

“A-ah, I—I think she said her name was C-Celeste?”

Pell didn’t move.

Risha’s fingers twitched near the hem of her sleeve again. “She said she was the Head Healer in Talo…”

Something was wrong.

“Why didn’t she take you too?” Pell asked flatly.

Risha froze. A second too long before answering. A heartbeat of hesitation that told him everything. “…She just needed Enya,” Risha muttered. “I don’t know. I just—” She cut herself off. Shook her head.

Pell let the silence stretch.

“Risha,” he said, voice calm, steady.

She swallowed hard.

“Did Enya look okay when she left?”

Risha’s shoulders twitched. “Y-yeah.” Her foot tapped once against the floor.

A tell.

Pell didn’t react. Didn’t move. He just let the weight of her own words sink in as he stared at her. Reading people was his specialty, and there wasn’t a chance in hell that he would miss such obvious clues.

Risha clenched her jaw, blinking rapidly, shifting her feet. “...I didn’t want to leave her,” she suddenly blurted out.

Pell’s soul flames flickered.

“She told me not to tell anyone.” Her voice cracked.

Pell still didn’t move. “Who told you not to tell? Celeste?”

A stiff nod was Risha’s reply.

“And what did she say would happen if you did?”

Risha’s eyes darted to his, wide and full of chaotic conflict, but then she quickly looked away. A few moments passed as Pell’s gaze continue to bear down on her, Risha’s thoughts warring inside her mind, her body fidgeting around, wanting to say more.

Then—she broke.

“She—she said that if I said anything, she’d take away the healers,” Risha’s voice rushed out, words tumbling over themselves. “That no one would get treated. That the tournament would have to be canceled. And if people got hurt—it’d be my fault.”

Her fingers gripped her sleeves, trembling slightly. “I didn’t—I didn’t know what to do,” she muttered, her voice smaller now.

Pell exhaled, long and slow.

Risha rubbed at her eyes, trying to hide the tears that were already slipping through.

Pell rolled his shoulders and pushed off the wall.

“Alright,” he said, voice flat, firm, and final.

“Let’s go get the kid.”

            

    
        B2 - Chapter 38: Three-Way Deadlock

    
    
    
    
                People milled about the streets and open commons. Talo was always lively; merchants shouting wares, carriages rumbling along cobbled roads and crowds drifting between shops and stalls. But today was different.

The Beacon Tournament was underway.

It wasn’t just a city event—it was a spectacle. A festival of combat known even in the capital. For most, it was the highlight of the year.

Nearly every citizen and outsider had purchased a ticket. Even those with no love for fighting came to watch. There was something thrilling about it all—the cheers, the skill, the sheer spectacle of children performing magic most adults could only dream of.

After all, getting into Lightway Academy wasn’t just about prestige. It was proof. Proof that you had the potential to become a War Paragon—one of the elite. One of the few who could hold their heads high, knowing they had earned their place through blood, sweat, and brilliance.

Naturally, even city officials had cleared their schedules to attend. Who would pass up the chance to watch the best of the younger generation battle it out for a future in glory?

Pity the fools who couldn’t attend.

Pity the ones who had been told to sit this one out. Who were forced into duty elsewhere, chasing “more important tasks” when they’d rather be anywhere but here.

Pity Trevar and Hiltemer.

Two city guards with the terrible misfortune of being assigned outside the academy grounds.

Worse still? Their assignment was to keep an eye on one girl—Enya.

They weren’t even stationed inside the arena. Just close enough to hear the crowd. Close enough to imagine what they were missing.

Trevar grumbled something under his breath and shifted where he crouched. “Did you hear that explosion just now?” he muttered, eyes locked on the academy rooftops. “Bet you anything it’s the Advanced Division.”

He looked the part of a field officer—early thirties, sharp green eyes, and a short-trimmed beard that clung to his jaw like he’d shaved just two days ago and gave up since. His black uniform—different from Talo’s typical white—was tailored for stealth rather than ceremony. On days like this, blending into shadow was more important than looking official.

His messy black hair, however, was especially wild today. His helmet lay forgotten at his side.

Hiltemer, perched beside him with the calm of someone resigned to boredom, gave a noncommittal shrug. “Maybe.”

He was built differently—slimmer, neater. His brown hair was combed with precision, not a strand out of place. Clean-shaven, polished, and composed. He looked more like a low-ranking noble than a city guard, despite being a commoner.

But that was the elf in him. Long, pointed ears, high cheekbones, and a body that favored agility and magical training over brute strength.

Unlike his human partner, Hiltemer was a mage. And mages didn’t care for heavy armor or strict toned physiques. They trained their minds—not their biceps.

“But there was that boy from the last tournament,” Hiltemer continued idly, “who almost blew up the entire arena. Remember him? He was only ten years old.”

Both men were still perched on the rooftops, lazily watching the wide streets below. Their attention lingered especially on the academy’s entrances—each doorway was repeatedly checked with practiced boredom.

“You say that as if the kid didn’t swallow a hundred different alchemical pills to boost his power,” Trevar retorted, tilting his head back slightly to glance at the clouds. “Hell, the brat was probably power-leveled by his family. Little bastard had connections to over half a dozen merchant houses and companies. He got every resource spoon-fed to him on a golden platter.”

Hiltemer sighed quietly. “Didn’t say he didn’t, did I? My point is simply that the Advanced Division might not be comparable to previous tournaments. Talented kids appear occasionally, even if we dislike how they got there.” He slowly swept his gaze across the academy again, repeating the same motion he’d made countless times since their shift began. “Not that I would know, of course, given that we aren’t allowed to watch it right now.”

A deep groan escaped Trevar. “That damned Lorrin. I swear, this is payback for me sleeping at my desk that one day. Just one damn day, and the man never lets me forget it.”

“Oh, please,” Hiltemer said dryly. “My daily records are pristine, my tasks perfectly accounted for, yet here I am—stuck out here with you. The more logical explanation is that the city’s resources are stretched thin.”

Trevar rolled his eyes dramatically. “Don’t remind me.” He scoffed again, irritation clear. “Most of the force, Isabelle and Tami included—they are all down in Marralow Pass. Isabelle’s been writing me letters. Says things are rough down there. We even lost one of the new recruits. Some bandit got him—some Silver-tier War Paragon from seven years ago, but the records weren’t updated. The guy might’ve reached Gold-tier for all we know. Specialized in… illusions or something. Poor bastard got taken out while going for a piss at night.”

Hiltemer sighed, shaking his head. “Must you be so vulgar, Trevar?” Though his friend’s coarse language grated on his nerves, Hiltemer had come to accept it as part of Trevar’s charm. Despite their differences—like oil and water—they trusted each other fully when it counted.

“But you’re right,” Hiltemer continued quietly. “We’re barely getting any new merchants from the south these days. I haven’t even seen Mr. Grentalam in months. Probably too scared to come here—and honestly, I don’t blame him. That monster flood could happen any day now, and it seems like Lorrin and the higher-ups still have no idea exactly where it’ll hit. Bad news for everyone involved, especially with half our forces still tied down south.”

“Exactly,” Trevar groaned. “We should be doing something useful about it—anything better than what we’re doing now—including watching the damned tournament. But nooooo, we’re stuck babysitting some VIP girl who walks around town with a skeleton. She hasn’t even done anything remotely interesting, and nobody’s approached her once since we started watching.”

Silence answered him. Normally, Hiltemer would have responded with a smart remark, a gentle jab, or some dry observation about Trevar’s impatience. But he said nothing. Trevar tilted his head, noticing his partner’s expression—intense, alert, suddenly very serious.

“What’s up?” Trevar asked, sitting up from the lazy position he’d been in all afternoon, his back pressed against the bricks of the apothecary rooftop.

“I think… I see our VIP,” Hiltemer replied softly.

That short reply was enough to make Trevar straighten immediately. He leaned forward, following Hiltemer’s line of sight.

There.

Emerging from one of the side exits of the academy, they spotted a tall woman, walking with deliberate steps, a small girl held in her arms.

“Is that…” Trevar began hesitantly.

“Lady Celeste,” Hiltemer confirmed in a low voice. “And in her arms… is Enya.”

Trevar’s face twisted into a complicated, uncertain expression before finally settling into mild confusion. He scratched the back of his head. “She probably got hurt in the tournament or something. Either way, it’s not really our problem, right? Our job’s just to keep an eye on her, watch out for troublemakers or kidnappers. If she gets hurt competing, that’s her own business.”

Hiltemer didn’t answer. Instead, he continued watching as Celeste carried Enya out through the rarely used exit. Her eyes carefully scanned the surroundings. The entrance she’d chosen was empty—most people had gathered near the main gates. The path she was taking would leave them isolated for some time.

“Something feels off,” Hiltemer finally said, voice edged with unease. “Let’s move.”

Trevar hesitated, glancing sideways at his elven companion. He wanted to protest, to remind him that stalking the city’s head healer wasn’t exactly their assignment. But after several tedious hours spent sprawled on the harsh rooftop, his muscles ached to be stretched.

“All right,” he sighed reluctantly, pushing himself up to stand. “Let’s go, then.”

Both guards rose silently. With practiced ease, they began gracefully hopping from one rooftop to another, quickly and quietly cutting across the city toward the alley where their VIP had vanished.
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The shadowed alleys were quiet and serene; only the gentle drip of water from a hidden pipe disturbed the silence.

Lady Celeste moved through the old alley with slow, methodical steps, the unconscious child held securely in her arms. She made no sound as she moved—each footfall placed carefully, each movement deliberate, almost ghost-like.

After years in the city, Celeste knew Talo intimately. She understood every street, every hidden passage, every forgotten corner. Each route she chose was selected from practiced knowledge, ensuring minimal chance of encountering others—even on a day as bustling as this one.

In her arms, Enya Empyria slept deeply, her breathing soft, rhythmic, peaceful. Whatever dreams the child was having, she wouldn’t awaken for several more hours, subdued by Celeste’s carefully executed skill. It was a spell perfected over years, one she often used on the injured and restless to ease their suffering. Yet, Enya was no patient—not in the ordinary sense, at least. Nor was this the first time Celeste had quietly used her talents this way.

The girl’s serene expression stirred a quiet, carefully restrained contempt in Celeste. Beneath the healer’s composed mask lingered anger, resentment, and disgust.

Truthfully, she hadn’t wanted matters to escalate this far. Yet no one would heed her warnings—not even the Sanctity had shown sufficient concern about such a vile menace appearing openly in Talo. Her options had narrowed dramatically, leaving her forced to intervene personally. Celeste’s specialty was healing, after all, not combat or subterfuge. She possessed no subtle skills for permanently silencing threats beyond medical malpractice—and though tempting, that carried far too much risk.

A necromancer child dying suspiciously in her care would raise countless questions. The best healer in the city failing to save a single, troublesome girl, one whose very nature stood in direct opposition to the Sanctity’s values? Celeste was neither foolish nor naïve enough to risk such ruin to her hard-earned reputation.

Her destination was now only a few blocks away: the Sanctity of Order’s church, nestled deep within a quieter, older district of the city. Beneath the polished white walls lay a secure underground chamber designed precisely for sensitive situations like this one. Once there, Enya would remain restrained, chained, and kept under careful observation until the Sanctity’s envoy arrived to settle the matter.

Celeste would no longer have to shoulder this burden herself. Whether it was to kill, or to put under observation in the Sanctity's hold, she did not need to decide. It would probably be for the best if she was simply restrained and put under watch by the Order, because even though she is a child now, she has not fully assimilated with her class yet. Death was unnecessary for the time being.

The envoy will handle this.

And no one, not a single soul, would suspect her involvement.

There was, however, one problem remaining.

Risha. That brown-haired child. She was the only one who knew part of the situation so far. Although Celeste had threatened her—made her tremble, shake, and visibly fear—there was no guarantee what the girl would actually do. Children were unpredictable variables, dangerous precisely because they couldn’t be reliably controlled.

Yet Celeste knew she could handle even that. In just a few hours, once her imposed restriction on healing duties ended, she’d quietly summon the girl under the pretense of a routine checkup. Then, a subtle poison could be administered. A swift, silent killer, and easily explained as a tragic error by subordinates. Officially, Celeste hadn’t been allowed to oversee either girl’s treatment. Blame would fall neatly on those who had already cared for Risha, leaving her own hands spotless.

In the end, those who defended evil were just as wicked.

The price of one, for the price of many.

Celeste continued forward, turning another corner, passing an empty street, and entering yet another quiet alley. She paused briefly, calmly glancing over her shoulder.

Empty. Quiet. Nothing stirring in the slightest.

Satisfied, she pressed onward, footsteps steady, breathing calm and even. The distant echoes of tournament spectators—the cheers, the spectacular explosions—had faded entirely, underscoring just how isolated this district was during festivities.

Another narrow corner. Another empty alleyway. The church was close now, its familiar spire faintly visible above nearby rooftops. With every step closer, her confidence in the plan grew stronger.

Then came the unmistakable thump of boots landing heavily on the cobblestones behind her.

Celeste halted immediately, irritation tightening her expression despite the carefully maintained mask she always wore. After taking a short breath to steady herself, she turned smoothly, her gaze sharp, controlled, and authoritative as she faced those who had been stalking her.

City guards. She recognized their dark uniforms immediately—black, not the typical ceremonial white. One was even completely veiled beneath a cloak. Someone had clearly assigned them to watch her movements; someone with enough influence to issue secret orders. Perhaps Lorrin. Possibly Lord Clament himself.

But why?

Certainly, it was well known that Celeste held open contempt for the evil and repulsive—for everything a necromancer stood for. Yet why would anyone assign guards specifically to monitor her now? Her eyes briefly flicked downward to the sleeping girl in her arms.

Enya’s clothing was elegant, the fabric feeling almost otherworldly as it brushed softly against Celeste’s fingers. Undoubtedly noble. Yet even noble children rarely received personal security details in Talo, let alone permission to wander freely without locks.

Something wasn’t adding up.

Why had she been specifically relieved of her healing duties today? Why had the head healer herself been restricted from overseeing treatments?

A fresh unease prickled at Celeste’s carefully guarded composure. Why was this girl important enough to warrant such unusual protection? Or… perhaps it wasn’t the girl, but instead, the target was her? Were the officials trying to keep tabs on her?

“Lady Celeste,” one of the guards began carefully, breaking the uneasy silence. “Would you mind explaining exactly what you’re doing out here?”

Celeste held their gazes calmly, her expression cool and composed despite the sudden interruption. For a moment, she simply stared back, analyzing them. Her fingers adjusted slightly around the sleeping girl, control still in her arms.

“What does it look like I’m doing?” she replied smoothly, voice even, yet carrying a faint edge of irritation. “My duties involve caring for patients. Clearly, I’m fulfilling them.”

The guards exchanged a brief glance, uncertain. After a short pause, the guard with pointed ears stepped forward cautiously. “We mean no offense, Lady Celeste, but this hardly seems like standard procedure. Why carry a noble child through such isolated alleys during an event?”

Celeste’s gaze sharpened, briefly piercing through their hesitation. Her voice, when she spoke again, was quietly commanding, gentle yet firmly putting them in their place. “I wasn’t aware that my medical methods required approval from the city watch.” She tilted her head slightly, raising one delicate eyebrow. “But perhaps you can first tell me who you are—and why city guards are following me around in secret?”

The guards shifted uneasily, hesitating for a moment longer. Finally, the first guard cleared his throat, meeting Celeste’s gaze. “We were ordered to watch over the girl you’re carrying, Lady Celeste. Our instructions were quite clear.”

A subtle twitch flickered from Celeste’s eyes.

Assigned to watch over the little girl? Why exactly was this child deemed important enough to warrant direct protection by the city? Noble children had died from injuries before, and no blame ever fell upon the city lord or academy headmaster. More importantly—why hadn’t she heard anything about it? Empyria was not a noble name she’d heard before; certainly not one she recognized from any known lineage.

Despite the confusion, outwardly, Celeste gave nothing away. Her expression quickly resumed its usual calm, intimidating authority.

The two guards in front noticed her momentary pause and pressed further. The other one stood more reserved, looming in the back. “Lady Celeste, with all due respect, can you please tell us exactly why you’re taking her away?”

“My healing methods are complicated, far beyond your ability to comprehend. Such complexity should hardly surprise you, considering my reputation as the best healer in Talo.” She paused, holding their gaze, allowing her authority and status to sink in. “I am currently moving the child to a safer, more private location where I can administer specialized treatment. A child of her… importance deserves nothing less.”

Again, the two guards hesitated visibly, glancing uncertainly among themselves, seemingly caught between their orders and Celeste’s commanding presence.

Celeste pressed further, her voice lowering into a quieter, sharper tone. “If you genuinely care for this child’s wellbeing, you’ll stop wasting my time. Or perhaps you’d rather explain to Lord Clament why you decided to obstruct the Head Healer of Talo while treating a patient of critical importance?”

She allowed the words to settle heavily in the silence, her eyes cold, confident, daring them to continue questioning her authority. The guards hesitated, visibly unsure, exchanging wary glances as they weighed the implications of pushing the issue further.

It appeared her bluff had succeeded. They lacked enough information to challenge her claims and seemed unwilling to risk the consequences of interfering. This momentary hesitation worked in her favor—but Celeste knew it had already complicated matters beyond recovery.

These three guards now had clear knowledge of her whereabouts and her interaction with the necromancer. She couldn’t safely take Enya to the Sanctity’s church to be restrained as planned. Too many eyes were on her now; suspicion had been cast. She would need to adapt quickly, briefly visiting the church before swiftly returning the child.

Another opportunity would eventually present itself. She would wait, plan, and isolate the girl again at a better moment. This, at a minimum, resolved the brown-haired child’s suspicion of her as well. There was nothing to be suspicious of, if she brought the noble girl back at perfect health.

With a subtle lift of her chin, Celeste delivered her final dismissal. “If that is all from you three, then kindly remove yourselves. This girl will be returned fully recovered within the hour.”

Trevar exchanged a brief, puzzled look with Hiltemer. His brow furrowed, confusion evident in his voice. “Three?”

Hiltemer echoed the uncertainty, shifting slightly. “Lady Celeste, there are only two of us here. What do you mean by ‘three guards’?”

Celeste raised one eyebrow slowly, her expression sharpening once more with a hint of impatience. Although momentary confusion showed on her normally calm face, her voice remained steady. “Are you telling me the one behind you isn’t also part of your city watch?”

Both guards stiffened immediately, turning sharply in unison. Standing silently in the shadows, barely outlined by the dim lighting, was a third figure. They were draped head-to-toe in a dark cloak. For a heartbeat, the mysterious figure remained motionless, observing them quietly.

The narrow alleyway was suddenly filled with a threatening presence, weighing down the air. Celeste felt a shiver travel down her spine—recognition dawning sharply in her mind as she caught sight of the eyes beneath the hood.

Slitted, crimson eyes gazed back at them from the darkness, shimmering faintly like polished rubies. From the cloak, a limb slowly appeared; a smooth hand, tipped with sharp, metal-embedded claws—a blend of flesh and machine tracing up the figure’s arm.

Celeste’s pulse quickened involuntarily, her carefully held composure beginning to fracture beneath the realization of danger now standing before her.

This was not a guard. It wasn’t even human.
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                Trevar took one careful step forward, eyes narrowing cautiously. His stance shifted, uneasy and alert. Something was wrong about this intruder. Neither he nor his partner had sensed their presence at all.

“Who are you?” Trevar called out sharply. “State your business.”

Silence filled the alleyway like a creeping mist. The cloaked figure didn’t move, didn’t respond, didn’t make even the slightest sound. Celeste, however, felt her pulse quicken, a cold shiver crawling up her spine. Her usually composed eyes grew narrow, tinged with undeniable caution. Every instinct screamed at her: danger. The shadow standing before her now wasn’t merely a potential threat—not an innocent child who might someday fall into darkness, but something far worse.

A calamity in waiting.

“We won’t ask again,” Hiltemer broke in quietly, stepping forward to match Trevar’s stance. “State your busi—”

He never finished that sentence.

Everything happened in an instant.

The cloaked figure surged forward, swift as a phantom. Trevar reacted just as fast, a sword materializing in his grasp. He swung sharply, intercepting the intruder’s strike—clawed fingers attached to a hand embedded in silvery metal. Her hood slipped, revealing eyes burning scarlet.

Zerus grasped his sword firmly, her strength monstrous and unyielding. She pushed harder, slowly forcing Trevar back, boots grinding loudly against the cobblestone street.

“Hand over that child,” she spoke softly. “I do not wish to—”

“Move!” Hiltemer shouted.

Trevar’s body reacted without thought, rolling swiftly to the side. As he moved, Hiltemer’s concentrated burst of mana tore through the air, shrieking violently. It slammed into the cloaked figure, exploding in a forceful blast. Walls rattled; dust and smoke surged upward.

Trevar rose quickly, sword ready. His eyes pierced the swirling smoke, searching for signs of life.

Seconds passed.

Then the haze cleared, and standing several meters away was the intruder, unfazed. She brushed away the lingering smoke as if batting off an insect, utterly indifferent to Hiltemer’s attack.

Finally, they saw her clearly.

Beneath that ragged cloak stood a woman in rough, worn clothing. Yet this was no ordinary woman—this was something different. Something inhuman.

Instead of fingernails, she bore wicked, sharpened claws. Where flesh should have covered her chest, there was instead a cavity—an unnatural, open wound displaying her heart behind glass. Dark, ethereal chains twisted inward, anchored deep within her organs. The skin around this bizarre installation appeared melted, carelessly patched together as if by an indifferent surgeon.

Across her shoulders, arms, and torso, mechanical parts intertwined with living tissue. Polished silver metals gleamed; tiny gears turned in rhythm, thin tubes and joints permitting smooth movement.

She was an abomination—part demon, part machine, fully monstrous.

Scarlet, slit-pupiled eyes glared at the guards. Her lips curled, briefly showing rows of small, dagger-like fangs.

“One… last… time,” Zerus snarled deeply, voice filled with quiet menace. “Hand over the child—or die.”

She dropped low, limbs spread wide, claws extended like a beast prepared to strike. In a heartbeat, she could leap forward with predatory speed; her presence radiated bloodlust, raw and violent.

Trevar and Hiltemer stiffened, muscles tensed to the brink, minds racing. Their VIP lay unconscious in the arms of a healer—a non-combatant. Worse yet, the enemy standing before them was anything but trivial. Hiltemer’s earlier attack hadn’t even scratched her; it merely stirred her anger.

“She doesn’t have a lock,” Trevar muttered, gaze locked onto the creature. “She either slipped into Talo somehow or broke her lock."

“I’ll alert Lorrin,” Hiltemer replied quickly. He channeled mana, preparing to activate the communication gem embedded in his bracer. Yet, just as his magic sparked—

Zerus moved.

She surged forward like lightning, claws aimed straight for Hiltemer’s throat. Trevar lunged to intercept, barely managing to raise his blade in time.

Their clash echoed loudly through the alleyway.

With a guttural roar, Zerus’ strength erupted. Trevar’s sword—and Trevar himself—flew backward through the air. His body hurtled past Hiltemer, crashing violently to the ground far behind Celeste. Tumbling uncontrollably, Trevar managed to jam his sword into the stone street, skidding to a rough halt.

A vibration surged along Trevar’s arm.

He glanced down. The crystal on his bracer glowed a vivid, urgent red. Hiltemer had succeeded—reinforcements had been called, the alert sent. Now, all they needed was to hold out long enough for the War Paragons to arrive.

Though both were middle Gold-tier fighters, Trevar realized they were outmatched. Even he would have struggled to withstand Hiltemer’s spell, yet this enemy had shrugged it off like a mild annoyance. 

“Good work, Hilt! Just stall her a bit more and—”

Trevar raised his eyes, voice trailing off instantly. All color drained from his face.

There was no way to stall now.

Behind Celeste, who was hurriedly retreating with Enya still limp in her arms, stood Hiltemer—caught directly in the demon’s grasp.

No, not standing. Floating.

Zerus held him aloft effortlessly, claws locked around his neck. Sharp tips slowly pierced the skin, blood dripping steadily from the shallow punctures. Hiltemer’s left arm was gone, lying on the alley floor in a pool of red.

A weak groan slipped through Hiltemer’s lips as he struggled in vain against her overwhelming strength. His eyes stared directly down into hers—those crimson slits burning back at him. But something was wrong. The demon’s face twitched; her eyelids quivered as if fighting an invisible force.

She could have crushed his throat at any moment, yet somehow she held back, fighting herself from delivering the killing blow.

“Hilt!” Trevar screamed desperately, forcing himself upright, sword shaking in his grip.

The demon’s eyes flickered toward Trevar—just for a fraction of a second.

But that split moment was enough.

Hiltemer’s mana exploded violently, patterns glowing along his remaining arm. The spell was complex, hastily constructed, but it was his only chance. A roughly-formed 8-pattern spell circuit. He screamed with effort, slamming his palm directly against Zerus’ forehead. The intricate spell crackled dangerously, barely stable—

—and detonated in a deafening explosion.

The blast swallowed the alleyway whole. A wall of white-hot energy surged outward, tearing bricks from walls and ripping stone from the ground. Both buildings shook violently, groaning as their foundations cracked, sending clouds of shattered debris skyward. A thunderous rumble echoed through the streets, and in the aftermath, the sound of tumbling debris filled the air.

Everyone in the alleyway was hit and blown back.

Slowly, and painfully, Trevar forced himself to his feet, head spinning and ears ringing. He coughed, lungs burning from the dust-filled air. Through blurred eyes, he scanned the chaos before him.

The alley was now a ruin. Crumbling walls sagged inward, bricks still tumbling from above, splashing loudly into a newly formed crater. He staggered, gripping his sword for support. A sense of panic quickly rose in his chest.

Hiltemer was nowhere to be seen.

“Dammit,” he spat bitterly, fighting dizziness. He stumbled forward, eyes darting desperately around the smoke-filled battlefield. “Hiltemer!”

No response.

Trevar's heart sank. His partner had vanished, either buried or—he refused to finish that thought. Anger flared, giving him strength, and he clenched his jaw, forcing himself forward step by trembling step.

Then he spotted Celeste.

She lay motionless beneath a pile of rubble, half-buried and clearly unconscious. Dust covered her face, blood trickling from a gash along her temple. Nearby, sprawled limply on the cracked stone, lay Enya, defenseless and utterly vulnerable.

His eyes snapped upward, ice-cold fear gripping his chest.

Above the child stood Zerus, battered yet eerily calm, staring down at Enya. Her tattered cloak hung loosely, and blood trickled from numerous wounds. Mechanical parts sparked erratically, dark chains around her heart shifting uneasily.

Yet she stood unfazed. The blood along her skin seemed to move, seeping into her pores and mechanical skin. Her injuries had disappeared, and aside from her clothing, was like they no longer existed, the evidence of such gone.

Her crimson eyes burned with primal intensity, fixated solely upon Enya—completely unaware or uncaring of Trevar's stumbling approach.

“Get away from her!” Trevar roared, voice cracking, desperate yet determined. He tightened his grip on the sword, muscles tense, as mana flared fiercely through his veins.

The ground shattered beneath him as he surged forward, blade sweeping out in a lethal arc. His sword blazed with power, poised perfectly at the demon’s exposed neck. In the fraction of a heartbeat, the edge was about to strike true—

—but Zerus moved impossibly fast.

Her body twisted like a puppet pulled by invisible strings, snapping from a casual stance into a predatory crouch. The black chains inside her pulsed briefly, then her body snapped into pose. Her clawed hand blurred forward, slicing downward in a ruthless, crimson streak.

One drop of blood fell.

Then another.

The third fell heavier, landing with a muted thud.

Trevar collapsed, a jagged slash carved deep across his chest. His shattered sword clattered uselessly, pieces scattering along the broken stone. Eyes once fierce and defiant now stared emptily into nothingness, his fiery adrenaline now extinguished. His fingers slowly uncurled from the broken hilt.

Time froze, stretched into an endless, silent eternity. Yet only Trevar was trapped within it—not the demon. Her task was unfinished.

With a quick and quiet movement, Zerus bent down, lifting Enya gently from the rubble. The girl’s skin bore faint bruises and shallow scratches from the debris, but her head and body were miraculously intact, free from serious wounds.

Zerus felt an unexpected flicker of relief. The child was safe—for now. Her sensitive ears twitched, picking up distant sounds.

More guards. Approaching rapidly. No time left.

Clutching Enya securely, Zerus broke into a run, swiftly disappearing down the alley toward the older districts—the very path Celeste had planned to take. She moved with fluid speed, blending into shadowed streets untouched by patrols, leaving chaos behind her.

Slowly, the echoing chaos faded. Dust settled quietly, smoke drifting into thin wisps. The broken alley returned to silence—except for one small detail.

Where Enya had lain moments before, a gentle glow appeared. Ethereal light seeped upward, emerging silently from beneath the cracked stone.

A figure rose gracefully from the ground—a ghostly silhouette, a perfect, spectral imitation of Enya herself.

The Inner Darkness Apparition.
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“What the hell happened here…?”

Lorrin Veyd, Overseer of Order, stood frozen at the scene before him. Chaos was an understatement; the destruction laid out in front of him was nearly unprecedented. Two entire buildings had collapsed. Fragments of twisted metal, shattered glass, and charred wood littered the cracked, blackened earth. Such destruction rarely happened ever since Talo implemented locks as part of their city’s security measures.

“Sir Lorrin!” a voice called sharply.

Adjusting his spectacles, Lorrin moved toward the call.

Josier knelt carefully, fingertips tracing faint patterns across the dusty rubble.

“What have you found, Josier?” Lorrin asked, eyes flicking briefly to the massive piles of broken, pale bricks.

Josier was a decorated member of the force. He was a Platinum-Tier War Paragon, though; he didn’t participate in combat often. His role was as a scout; swiftly relaying information was his forte, and his memory held an encyclopedic collection of details. He possessed a sharp, analytical mind, perfectly suited for the subtle art of espionage.

Assassination in particular, was his specialty.

“There are only two clear mana signatures,” Josier said, brow knitted thoughtfully. “Whatever destroyed this place—it was done by one, maybe two spells at most. I'd wager a ninety-percent likelihood it was a single powerful spell.”

“Any idea whose?” Lorrin pressed. “One of ours, or an enemy?”

Josier rose, slowly turning as he scanned the wreckage, eyes narrowed in careful thought.

“Hey, over here!” another voice shouted suddenly from deeper within the debris.

Both men quickly made their way toward it.

Shelmi crouched beside another guard, Eldan, both of them staring grimly downward. At their feet lay a battered body, sprawled limply across shattered stone.

Lorrin’s breath caught. “Nine hells…” he muttered, recognizing Trevar instantly.

This was one of the guards assigned to protect Enya—but why here, far from the academy? Trevar was brash, impulsive even, yet he never abandoned a duty, especially one given directly by the Overseer himself. And Hiltemer—Trevar’s steadfast partner—was nowhere to be seen.

Josier stepped closer, inspecting the fallen guard carefully. “What happened to him?”

Shelmi sighed heavily, glancing briefly at Lorrin. “Looks pretty bad, guys. His only visible injury is this nasty set of claw marks across his chest. His eyes have gone pale, but somehow the poor bastard is still breathing.”

She stood, brushing dust from her uniform.

“Probably activated a skill or an artifact to delay death. But he'll need urgent treatment. Might have to summon Celeste or another healer immediately.”

A heavy huff announced another arrival—a large figure with dark-red scales and a draconid’s broad frame.

“That won’t be happening,” Nakrin said gruffly.

Josier turned sharply toward him. “Why’s that?”

Nakrin jabbed a clawed thumb over his shoulder. “Celeste—the head healer—she was found unconscious near the rubble back there. Yvexis is already treating her. A few cuts and bruises, but nothing life-threatening.”

Shelmi folded her arms, eyes narrowing with suspicion. “What the hell happened here? Why are so many injured in some abandoned corner of the city? And why was mana unleashed at such catastrophic scale? Trevar and Hilt aren’t reckless enough to use high-tier spells unless desperate. Speaking of—where is Hilt?”

A tense silence settled among the group. Lorrin’s expression darkened, his jaw tightening as a single thought echoed endlessly in his mind:

What exactly happened here—and why was everything suddenly spiraling out of control?

A crowd had already begun to gather. Curious citizens—those who weren't attending the tournament—pressed toward the ruined street. Two collapsed buildings, smoldering rubble, and lingering clouds of smoke made it impossible to ignore. Chaos like this wasn't something Talo saw often, even during festivals.

“Shelmi, Eldan,” Lorrin commanded sharply, “secure the perimeter. Keep the civilians back until we understand what’s happened.”

Both War Paragons nodded, moving quickly to block the growing crowd. But before they could fully depart—

“Sir Lorrin,” Josier interrupted, voice unusually tense. “I think this might be bigger than we realized.”

Lorrin turned sharply, following Josier’s gaze toward something—someone—rapidly approaching.

Pell advanced swiftly, his steps heavy, Risha trailing anxiously beside him. Even from a distance, his irritation was clear in the burning glow of his soul flames.

“What the hell happened here?” Pell demanded, voice sharp and dangerously low.

“Mr. Pell,” Lorrin greeted cautiously, adjusting his spectacles. Beside him, Nakrin visibly stiffened at Pell’s arrival. After their previous confrontation at the guardhouse, Nakrin had no affection for Pell or Enya. Still, having faced severe discipline already, he wisely kept silent, crossing his arms with an irritated huff.

Pell ignored the draconid entirely, focusing solely on Lorrin. “Where is she?” he pressed, each word heavy with accusation.

A grim silence spread through the gathered War Paragons. Nakrin's eyes narrowed in realization, Shelmi exchanged a worried glance with Eldan, and Josier’s typically composed face tightened with unease. They'd suspected something terrible might involve Enya from the moment Pell appeared—but Pell's question confirmed it. After all, Trevar and Hiltemer were in charge of watching over her from the outside.

Lorrin drew a slow, strained breath. “We don't fully know yet. From what we've gathered, a powerful spell—or possibly two—destroyed this entire area. Trevar, one of the guards assigned to watch Enya, lies gravely wounded. Hiltemer, his partner, is missing—likely buried under the rubble somewhere.” He paused, his jaw tightening. “Celeste, our head healer, was found unconscious beneath the debris.”

Pell’s soul flames narrowed sharply. “I already know why Enya ended up out here. Celeste took her. But tell me this: where the hell was your precious security detail? Why was Enya left alone with a fanatic healer in some abandoned alley?”

Lorrin's expression darkened further. “Trevar and Hiltemer were the detail assigned today. They were tasked with monitoring Enya discreetly, watching for external threats. As you mentioned, they were to keep their distance for your peace of mind and privacy. But... as you can plainly see, something attacked them directly—and overwhelmed them.”

Pell’s jaw clicked irritably, frustration evident even without flesh. “Attacked by what exactly?”

“We don’t know yet,” Josier answered carefully. “But whatever it was, it was powerful enough to nearly kill Trevar outright and cause Hiltemer to vanish. We haven't had an accident like this happen in Talo for nearly ten years. And even then, no conflict caused this much destruction back then at this scale, to destroy even buildings and gravely wound our guards.”

“What do you mean by Celeste took Enya? Was she not in the academy participating in the tournament? As far as I know, Celeste was due for a break in duties a while ago,” Lorrin asked, cutting in.

Pell turned suddenly, placing a gentle but firm hand on Risha’s shoulder. “Tell them what you told me, Risha.”

She hesitated, voice trembling slightly as she spoke. “Lady Celeste approached Enya and me after our treatment. She said she wanted to personally confirm the healing, but something felt wrong. When Enya tried to refuse, Celeste threatened her—threatened both of us. She said if we spoke up, she’d pull the healers from the tournament. Kids could die, and it’d be my fault. And then she took Enya away.”

Lorrin’s eyes narrowed sharply, his frown deepening. He knew Celeste held extreme beliefs; her grudge against the so-called "evil" was well-known. Lord Clament himself had temporarily relieved her of healing duties to prevent exactly this kind of incident. Yet Lorrin hadn’t believed Celeste would actually dare something so drastic. Clament probably didn't expect this either. Members of the Sanctity of Order are against evil, demons, and other typical vile things, but to kidnap a child... that is far out of line with their general philosophy and conduct. Was Celeste truly that far gone already?

“So Celeste took the child,” Lorrin muttered darkly, frustration evident in his voice. “But that still leaves the bigger question unanswered: what exactly happened in this alley? Who—or what—did Trevar and Hiltemer end up fighting? It wasn't caused by Celeste.”

Silence fell again, heavier and more ominous. Josier glanced uneasily toward the rubble. Nakrin shifted with visible tension, understanding the weight of what this implied.

Pell stepped closer, voice dangerously low. “Then let me make this clear, Overseer. Your guards failed, your city’s head healer kidnapped Enya, and something powerful enough to cripple two whatever-tier War Paragons now has her and you haven’t the faintest clue at what happened.” His soul flames surged brightly, making his skull look ghastly. “I suggest you start figuring it out quickly. Because if anything happens to that child—Talo itself might not survive the consequences.”

Although it was a threat, something that Lorrin wouldn’t have tolerated—not with his position as head Overseer—there was little he could do. This skeleton was the attendant of such an influential figure. One misstep by him could cause the suffering of the nearly hundred thousands within Talo’s walls.

Lorrin was unsure. Perhaps it was his fault, that in the decade of peace within Talo, he had become complacent with continually protecting the peace, thinking the dangers only existed in the south. Yet there was something already lurking within their city's white walls.

As they stood around, thinking about what had happened, another figure walked out from the rubble. Pell was the first to notice.

“Is that…” he spoke. His soul flames tightened as he spotted the Inner Darkness Apparition, walking calmly towards them.

            

    
        B2 - Chapter 40: Crossed The Line

    
    
    
    
                “What are you pointing at?” Pell asked.

He stood beside the apparition—an echo drawn from Enya’s soul, shaped not by shadow, but by light. Misty, translucent, yet radiant. It drifted like fog, soft white light spilling off its form with a quiet pulse. A strange contrast to the thing it was supposed to be.

Shadow Enya seemed like an appropriate name, despite the lack of.

She raised an arm, pointing down the fractured alley toward the city’s old quarter—cracked stone, crooked rooftops, streets older than the rest of Talo.

Pell followed the gesture. “Is that where the attacker went,” he asked, “or where Enya went?”

The apparition nodded once.

Pell’s skull tilted. “That’s not helpful.”

“Maybe just ask one question at a time?” Josier offered, voice soft, almost amused.

Pell grumbled. “Right… fine. Did Enya go that way?”

Another nod.

Pell narrowed his soul flames. “And the attacker?”

A second nod.

“Did the attacker cause this?” He motioned to the surrounding wreckage—the collapsed buildings, the broken street, the blood.

Nod.

“Did they… take her?”

The nod came slower this time. But it came.

Silence fell over the gathered War Paragons. Heavy. Thick. Final. It was the same atmosphere of arriving at a person’s home, and announcing their loved one had died in war. Though, in this situation—Enya’s kidnapping could be seen as much, much worse.

It confirmed what they already feared—that this wasn’t a misunderstanding. This wasn’t an overreaction.

Someone had taken Enya. Someone strong enough to tear through two War Paragons without even being seen.

Lorrin exhaled through his nose. He pressed his fingers against the bridge of it, as if the pressure might stave off the headache blooming behind his eyes. “I’ll assign a squad to recover her,” he said. “Immediately. But… I can’t spare many. The tournament pulls in every noble family within reach. If we leave the city unguarded—”

“Unacceptable,” Pell cut in. His soul flames flared, brilliant and furious. “Your city is the reason she was taken.”

He turned to face Lorrin fully now, voice dropping low. “She was kidnapped right under your nose. By your own Head Healer.”

Lorrin didn’t flinch, but his silence said everything.

“I don’t care about your resource problem. You send your best. You know what she is. What her status means.”

Another heavy pause.

Lorrin exchanged a look with Josier. The kind of look reserved for unspoken truths. For things they couldn’t say aloud. Lorrin sighed. “Very well. Josier and Nakrin will go after her.”

Pell’s head snapped around. His gaze locked on Nakrin, standing just beyond the rubble. The draconid’s arms were crossed, expression unreadable. He didn’t speak—but his shoulders stiffened.

Lorrin noticed.

“I know there’s history between you,” he said quickly. “But Nakrin’s been reprimanded. He’s undergone reeducation. He will not inconvenience you again.”

Pell didn’t reply right away. He turned his gaze back to Lorrin, arms folded across his ribcage. “Will they be enough?” he asked. “Someone broke into your city. Crippled your guards. And no one even noticed.”

“You don’t need to worry,” Lorrin said firmly. “Josier’s Platinum-tier. Tracking and recon are what he was born to do. And Nakrin’s a Diamond-tier fighter. He could wipe out a squad of Platinum-Tiers by himself.”

Pell said nothing.

Then came the rapid footfalls of another guard—a white-clad figure weaving through the rubble, breathless as he skidded to a halt beside them.

“Sirs,” he said, panting. “Lady Celeste has woken up.”

They all turned, exchanged a glance, then moved.

Shelmi and Eldan broke off toward the perimeter to resume lockdown. More and more civilians were gathering now, murmuring behind the tapes, eyes locked on the crater and collapsed buildings.
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“Lady Celeste,” Yvexis said gently, crouching beside her. She was dressed in a white city-guard uniform marked by the silver-trimmed bands of a battlefield healer. Her tone was calm, professional. “Are you alright?”

Celeste sat up slowly on a slab of stone, eyes scrunched tight. Her hand drifted to her forehead, fingers pressing against a sharp, shallow gash. Warm blood met her touch—thick, viscous, already staining her gloves.

She exhaled sharply, frustrated. “Yes. I’m fine,” she said at last. “What exactly happened here?”

“We received a distress call,” Yvexis replied, calm and professional. “It pinged this spot—Bride District. Barely a minute later, two buildings collapsed from what appears to be a large-scale explosion.” She gestured toward the shattered structures around them. “When we arrived, you were found buried under rubble. Nakrin helped pull you out.”

Yvexis retrieved a roll of bandage from her pouch, rising to her feet. “We have one city guard in critical condition. Another missing—possibly under the debris. We’ve already called for Namu to lift the wreckage.”

She began wrapping Celeste’s head, careful and efficient. “And... done.” She knelt once more, eyes scanning Celeste’s posture. “Lady Celeste, aside from the head injury—any numbness? Tightness in your chest? Blurry vision, headache, mild or severe pain?”

Celeste opened her mouth—but before she could respond, both women looked up at the sound of approaching footsteps.

A group.

The revulsion hit her immediately. That skeleton. Pell. His bones clattered softly as he walked, his soul flames burning behind hollow sockets. The thing she loathed most stood among officials like it belonged.

Celeste’s lips curled. “Why,” she said, her voice sharp and rising, “is that abomination allowed to walk alongside the rest of you—”

But Pell didn’t stop.

The others held back, but the skeleton moved forward with unwavering purpose. His soul flames flared—deeper, darker, burning fully within his skull now.

Lorrin lifted a hand. “Pell—”

Pell ignored him.

In a single motion, he stepped forward, reached out, and grabbed Celeste by the collar of her bloodstained robes.

She gasped as her body was yanked upward—clean off the stone.

She dangled—light as parchment. Pell’s arm was rigid, fully extended, unmoving. His skeletal frame didn’t creak, didn’t buckle. His strength was soul-forged, anchored by wrath more than muscle. Celeste kicked wildly, arms flailing.

“Unhand me!” she shrieked. “Put me down, you vile—!”

Yvexis stumbled back, her training shattered by shock. “Put her down!” she shouted, eyes wide. “What do you think you’re doing?!”

But Pell didn’t answer.

Not yet.

Celeste twisted toward the nearest guards, her eyes wide, frantic. “Apprehend this abomination! Do something—he’s attacking me!”

But no one moved.

They stood in stiff silence, eyes fixed elsewhere, deliberately avoiding her gaze. Even Lorrin remained still. His expression darkened, yes—but his posture never changed.

Pell’s grip only tightened.

His skeletal hand, soul-forged and unyielding, clamped harder around her robe. The violet flames inside his skull burned brighter, casting flickering light across Celeste’s terrified face.

“You,” he said, voice low and laced with menace, “are going to explain exactly why Enya was taken. Now.”

Celeste clawed at his wrist, fingers straining against unmoving bone. She pulled, twisted—nothing. Pell didn’t so much as flinch. His grip might as well have been iron welded in place.

He leaned in closer.

The glow within his eyes dimmed to a cold, razor-thin gleam. “Answer me,” he said, quiet now. “Why did you take her? What exactly were you planning?”

Then, he spoke even softer. “And know this: if you lie, I’m going to personally break every bone in your body.”

Celeste writhed in his grasp, limbs jerking uselessly. Her gaze snapped to the guards again, her voice rising into a shrill, desperate edge.

“What are you waiting for?!” she cried. “Why aren’t you stopping this thing?! He’s threatening me—your city’s Head Healer!”

Still, none of them moved.

Josier’s face was unreadable. Nakrin looked away. Neither met her eyes.

It was Lorrin who finally answered.

“Lady Celeste,” he said evenly, adjusting his spectacles with measured care, “you should know that magical recording devices are stationed throughout the academy. Earlier today, we received a report that you were conducting unauthorized business during your suspension.”

Celeste froze. Her eyes widened. “W-what?” she stammered. “Who would dare accuse me of—”

Lorrin lifted a hand, silencing her with a single curt motion. “We have our methods,” he said, voice smooth, deliberately mysterious—protecting Risha without naming her. “The issue isn’t how you were reported. The issue is that you crossed a line.”

He paused, gaze sharpening.

“You interfered with someone you absolutely should not have.”

Pell’s soul flames narrowed to sharp points. He stared up at her, unmoving, jaw set with an unnatural calm.

“I’ll ask you again,” he said coldly. “What exactly were you planning to do with Enya?”

Celeste drew in a breath, shaky and sharp. Her lips trembled—but the fire in her eyes flared again.

“I was doing my duty,” she snapped. The words came fast, brittle with fear. “That girl is a necromancer—a blight on this city! You expect me to stand idle while evil takes root in Talo?”

Pell’s flames flared.

“And so you kidnapped her,” he said. His voice wasn’t angry anymore. It was quiet.

“What exactly was your end goal?”

Celeste’s jaw tightened. Her eyes flicked between Pell and the silent guards ringing the scene. No allies. No sympathy. Just judgment. She drew in a breath, steadying herself.

“I planned to restrain her,” she said flatly. “Until the Sanctity of Order could send an envoy. She needed to be contained before she became a threat.”

Pell’s free fist clenched at his side.

“A threat?” His voice shook with fury. “She’s a child, you damned fool.”

Celeste shook her head, bitterly. “Today, perhaps. But what about tomorrow?” Her eyes burned now, defiance rising. “She’ll grow into something monstrous. You think the fear of necromancers is unfounded? You think the world invented its hatred for the dark arts overnight?”

She spoke again, her voice gaining an edge. “Too many times, history has proven it—evil always starts small. Then it festers. And when it finally rises, we call it tragedy. The Sanctity of Order exists to stop that before it begins. What better way than to pluck it out by the roots?”

Silence fell. The kind that didn’t need thunder for the rain to feel heavy.

Pell stared into her, flames flickering with restrained rage.

Celeste met his gaze, unshaken.

Then—he spoke. Low, sharp, and bitter. “You know,” he muttered, “I ain’t a good man. Never claimed to be. Had a whole squad of adventurers die on a job once, and I was more pissed about the insurance than the bodies.”

His voice dropped further. “I’m scum. I’m cold. I’m the kind of twisted bastard you should be worried about.”

He let that sit before continuing.

“I grew up in the system. In and out of orphanages all my damn life. I know kids. Know how bratty, selfish, loud they can be. I don’t like ’em. Never did. Can barely stand being around them. But even though I despised most of those kids back then, plenty of them have actually done something with their lives. Even though they were little shits to me back then, even if they're good now; I'll continue to hate them regardless.”

His voice sharpened to a blade’s edge.

“But even so, the one thing I won’t tolerate—ever—is someone who wants to hurt a kid. If you think you can mess with children just because you think they're something they're not, then you got another thing coming.”

Pell’s hand tightened again. Celeste’s boots lifted higher off the stone.

“I skirted that line with Enya. Back when we were surviving, before Talo. We did what we had to. But even then—I never crossed it. I assured both of our survival.”

He leaned in close. “Neglect. Abuse. Malnutrition. Slavery. Embezzlement. I’ve seen it all. Lived through it. And no kid deserves it. Not one damned soul.”

Pell’s grip flexed again, voice rising like a curse.

“And you—you—think just because a child has a class you don’t like, you get to decide she’s evil? That she deserves to be locked up? You think you’re some kind of oracle, able to predict who turns villain?”

His flames flared, sharp and furious.

“All I see,” he growled, “is a coward. A hypocrite. Someone hurting a child to make herself feel righteous.”

And then—he let go.

Celeste dropped hard. Her body hit the stone slab with a thud, air bursting from her lungs. She gasped in pain, hands scrambling for support.

Pell didn’t look away.

“And now,” he said, voice cold, “because of you, someone far worse took her. You made her vulnerable. You gave them the opening. And if she’s hurt—if she’s gone—then you’ve doomed this city, Celeste. Every drop of blood will be on you. Because her backing isn’t something that any of you here can handle, and your little ploy just now might have just put this entire city on death row.”

Celeste froze. Her backing?

Her lips parted slightly, eyes wide. “Death?” she said, before shaking her head. “Took her…?” she breathed. “You mean—someone took her?” Her voice cracked. “That demon…” she whispered.

Lorrin turned sharply. “Demon?”

Celeste’s face paled, the last traces of color draining away. “The attacker,” she said, breathless. “Slitted eyes. Claws. And her body—half metal. Like some kind of arcane experiment.”

“The one who destroyed this district,” Lorrin cut in, motioning toward the broken street and shattered walls, “the one who nearly killed two War Paragons—you’re saying that was a demon?”

Celeste opened her mouth.

No words came out.

Pell’s soul flames flickered low, pulsing with restrained malice.

“You,” he said, turning toward the kneeling Yvexis. “You a healer? Can you mend bones?”

Yvexis blinked, startled. “Yes? I mean, yes—but… I don’t think I can mend monster bones,” she added, hesitant.

Pell shook his head. “Good. It’s not for me.” Without another word, he raised his foot—and stomped. The sound was muffled by Celeste’s boot, but the crack beneath it was unmistakable.

Celeste’s scream pierced the street, high and sharp, her body folding as she grabbed at her foot.

“Hey!” Yvexis cried. “What’re you doing to Lady Celeste!?”

She didn’t move forward—no one did. Every official stood still, silent, watching. Even Yvexis faltered, confusion washing over her face.

Pell leaned in, voice like frost brushing skin. “That’s for kidnapping,” he whispered. “Be lucky I went the merchant route. If I hadn’t, I’d definitely have killed you by now—laws be damned.”

Celeste’s pain twisted into fury. Her composure slammed back into place like a closing door. Eyes sharp. Jaw clenched. She clutched her ankle, but refused to cry further.

Lorrin cleared his throat, stepping forward with calm authority. “That’s enough. Pell, I suggest you let us handle things from here.”

Pell pulled back, his flames dimming, but not gone. Still smoldering.

Lorrin turned to Josier and Nakrin. “Get ready. You’re retrieving Enya.”

Josier gave a simple nod. Nakrin hesitated, shooting a wary glance at Pell, then followed suit with a quiet, reluctant agreement.

Celeste's shoulders slumped. Eyes low.

Pell stared at her one last time—then turned.

She exhaled. Finally able to breathe; she still clutched at her broken foot, letting Yvexis take a look at it.

"Just you wait, accursed monster. She'll prove you wrong. Just wait until she kills everything around you. Wait until she brings forth a calamity. It'll happen. Just wait until she learns that life is best preserved as an immortal undead. I wonder how you'll react when that time comes," Celeste said, one final time.

A few seconds of silence passed, though everyone seemed to have heard her words.

“How long will this take?” Pell asked, already facing Lorrin again.

Lorrin glanced down at his bracer. “The distress signal was sent fifteen minutes ago. They can’t have gotten far. But…”

His expression shifted. A shadow of unease settled in.

“We didn’t receive any entry or exit alerts from the city,” Nakrin rumbled, arms crossed tight.

“Exactly,” Lorrin nodded. “Talo’s barrier is active. Nothing gets in or out without our systems picking it up. If someone enters by force, we’re alerted. If someone leaves, same thing. But we’ve had no signal. At all.”

“That means they had a bypass method,” Josier added, voice calm. “Something that slips under the network.”

Lorrin nodded once more. “Regular skills or spells can’t teleport an individual inside of Talo due to the barrier. However, an artifact like a teleportation scroll or warpstones can easily bring you inside. Though, only extremely valuable teleportation scrolls can bypass a barrier as strong as Talo’s—something that would have to be high-diamond or even obsidian-tier,” Lorrin continued.

“Warpstones are teleportation artifacts,” Josier explained, stepping forward. “They let you blink directly to a registered landmark—so long as you're within range. All major cities issue them occasionally, but only the rich and powerful ever get their hands on them. Even the King only has a handful tied to Talo.”

Pell’s flames flickered. “So you’re telling me this demon—whoever they are—teleported into Talo, snatched Enya, and might already be halfway to another city?”

He sounded less like he was asking and more like he was daring someone to say yes.

Lorrin crossed his arms. “Possible. But unlikely. Teleporting into Talo requires something high-tier—obsidian-level, at least. But getting out? That’s easier. A gold-tier scroll or even a standard blink would do. And Warpstones—while powerful—have limits. You can’t warp from here to the capital just because you want to. You still need to be within proximity. Maybe a few days' journey, depending on the type.”

Pell groaned and waved a skeletal hand. “Enough with the lore dump. Just tell me what's happening next.”

Lorrin drew a steady breath. “Whoever the intruder was, he likely warped in with a stolen artifact. Took Enya. Bolted for the edge of the city. Then used a scroll or secondary artifact to slip past the barrier.”

“She,” Celeste interrupted, voice flat. They all turned slightly. Her gaze was distant, but her tone left no room for correction. “That demon was female.”

“Right…” Lorrin continued, adjusting slightly. “She ran for the outskirts and vanished. Depending on what she used, they could be twenty minutes out… or twenty hours. Even days. Josier and Nakrin are skilled—but they’re not built for speed. We’ll need transport if we’re going to track her down.”

That was when another voice broke in.

“Someone say something about transport?”

They all turned at once.

A man in his forties approached casually, hands tucked into the pockets of a worn brown coat, a half-smile tugging at his lips.

“Henry?” Lorrin blinked.
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                “Was taking the kids out for a bite to celebrate their win. Couldn’t help but overhear the yelling and rumbling buildings,” Henry said, slowing as he reached them. “Figured I’d stop by. And from the sounds of it, seems like you all need a ride.”

Josier frowned. “Didn’t Shelmi and Eldan secure the perimeter?”

“I went under the tape,” Henry replied, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.

Lorrin scratched the back of his head and sighed. “You heard right. We’ll most likely need some fast transport if we’re to undergo a rescue operation. Nakrin’s strong, but slow. Josier can track but his specialty is short range movement. Stamina isn’t his strong suit.”

Both Nakrin and Josier said nothing, though they weren’t overly thrilled by their evaluation from Lorrin.

Henry broke eye contact with Lorrin and turned toward the skeleton, locking eyes with the violet flames burning behind his sockets.

“You… you’re the skeleton companion of a girl named Enya, right?”

Pell’s eye flames narrowed. “Yeah? What of it?” He didn’t recognize the man—no uniform, no insignia, not one of the city’s.

A warm, easy smile curved across Henry’s face. “Name’s Henry Merrick. I run a caravan business—mercenaries and traders stationed here in Talo. Your daughter might know my kids. Berry and Manny.”

“She’s not my daughter,” Pell said quickly. “She’s my... it’s complicated.”

Henry chuckled at the stiff reply, clearly amused by the flustered defensiveness coming from a skeleton. “Well, complicated or not, my kids seem to think the world of her. Berry’s especially upset she hasn’t been able to see her the past few days—something happened recently, not my story to tell. But they’ve asked about her more than once.”

He turned back to Lorrin. “That aside, I couldn’t help overhearing that something happened to the girl... and that you’re in need of fast transport?”

Lorrin eyed him. “You offering?”

Henry’s smile didn’t falter. “Of course. Part of it’s to cheer up my daughter—but mostly, it sounds like you’ve got a serious situation on your hands. And a father always wants to protect his children, right?”

As he said it, Pell could’ve sworn Henry’s eyes flicked sideways. Just for a second. Just long enough.

Henry clapped his hands once. “That said... there might be one tiny condition.”

Pell leaned forward slightly. “What is it?”

Henry just smiled.
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Thirty minutes later, a caravan set off and was thundering through the forest trails.

Pell sat inside the main compartment, arms crossed, soul flames steady as trees blurred past the window in streaks of green. He’d ridden caravans before—but never one this fast. Nakrin was at the reins, surprisingly capable with the bicorns. The muscular beasts galloped in near silence, horns lowered, hooves barely grazing the dirt as the enchanted wheels pulsed with enchanted reinforcement magic.

Josier sat silently near the front of the caravan, eyes closed, in some meditative state. Tracking Enya’s position was Josier’s responsibility, and he was likely using a skill to do so.

Beside Pell, standing upright with uncanny stillness, was Shadow Enya. At first, everyone assumed this spell of Enya's could track her location, but it seemed Josier had the task handled. Aside from the two War Paragons, however, were a few more occupants riding along.

The ‘stipulation’ Henry mentioned had become very clear.

Berry and Manny. Henry’s kids. They sat across from him, their expressions complicated.

Apparently, their match in the tournament had already finished. They won; the crowd rejoiced; their future was bright and they were ready for whatever it was to come. But the moment word of a demon attack reached Lord Clament, the festivities had ended. The tournament was suspended. The city entered high alert, with only certain nobility learning of what truly had occurred.

Henry had seized the moment after overhearing what had happened. With Lorrin’s approval, he made one request in exchange for a fast transport: let his children come.

“For experience,” he’d said. “If they’re going to become War Paragons, they need to act like it. I can't exactly coddle them forever, even if I want to.”

Pell thought it was insane.

Bringing two kids on a rescue mission—one that might end in blood, facing down a demon that had nearly torn Gold-Tier War Paragons apart? Madness. Plain and simple.

But Henry hadn’t flinched. He’d spoken of autonomy. Of trust. Of letting his children grow. And he’d said it all with that same calm certainty that made it hard to argue.

Risha had come too.

She hadn’t said much at first, just that she had to come. That she let Enya get taken. That she’d stood there—frozen—while Celeste led her away. Now, she wanted to make it right. She wanted to fight for the friend she failed to protect. Pell protested, but even Henry stood up for the girl—someone he had met just minutes prior.

The man was practically sending children, one being a literal child, into a death trap. But he made the argument that War Paragons need to have a heart of obsidian to grow, to not cower in fear.

That is utter bullshit, Pell thought. Though, he wasn’t their parents. He could do nothing. After all, he wasn’t the one who owned the transport caravan.

As for Celeste…

She hadn’t been executed. Not yet.

For now, the city had locked her away—deep inside Talo’s prison hold, awaiting judgment. Her fate would be decided later. Maybe she’d walk free. Maybe she'd hang. It would all depend on what happened next. On whether Enya was found. On whether she was still alive.

Pell didn’t argue with any of it.

He wasn’t in charge or the guardian of any of them. Not Berry’s. Not Manny’s. Not even Risha’s.

They made their choices. They boarded this caravan knowing what it meant. And Celeste? Whatever punishment the city came up with would be their decision to make, not his.

Her actions hadn’t just affected him. She’d crossed a line she couldn’t uncross. But there were people more fitting to dish out the punishment than a grumpy merchant like him.

The only one he was the guardian of—was Enya. And he was doing a damn shit job at it.

Another half-hour passed in a blur as Josier conversed with Nakrin every so often. Josier’s tracking ability was quite helpful in a matter like this. Pell didn’t know how it worked, but as long as it did—it didn’t really matter the explanation. He had a faint lock on Enya’s general direction; he led the caravan in the most accurate path possible.

Pell let them do what was needed. There wasn’t much he could provide in the current situation. And so, he sat. Arms crossed. Head low. Watching the trees blur past like green smoke through glass. The coach bumped and rattled beneath him, but he barely felt it. His mind was somewhere else.

Then—he felt it.

A light tap against his knee.

Pell blinked and looked over.

Shadow Enya stood quietly at his side, her pale eyes looking up at him with no expression at all. “What is it?” he asked.

She didn’t answer. Instead, she lifted her hands.

And summoned the book.

The Grim Pullet—Enya’s soul-bound grimoire—formed in her hands, glowing faintly with that strange, internal light. This revelation shocked him. A clone, the Inner Darkness Apparition spell—it was capable of summoning soul-bound items?

She opened it, slowly. Then held it out in front of him.

Pell leaned in.

There, etched in quiet magic across the parchment, glowing without ink or pen; Pell’s face darkened the moment he read the words.

HELP.
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All she felt was motion. Unsteady, relentless. The world rocked beneath her, jolting and swaying, urging her to wake up—but her body resisted. Sleep clung to her like chains, thick and heavy, refusing to let go.

Still, something bled through. Sensations. Sounds. The blurred edge where dream and reality met. It all swirled together—half memory, half fleeting phantom.

Almost an hour passed before consciousness finally won.

Enya stirred with a weak groan, her eyelids fluttering as if pried open by force. Her vision blurred, then slowly adjusted to a sea of green—leaves, branches, towering trees swaying gently in the wind. The rustle filled her ears, quiet and constant, like the forest itself was breathing.

Then it hit her. The last thing she remembered—the room, the desk, Celeste. Her body tensed, a tremor rippling down her spine as the memory rose like bile.

She pushed herself upright, breath shallow, limbs aching from sleep. She turned.

Someone sat nearby, still as stone. Cloaked in shadow, dark fabric draped over their body like a curtain drawn tight.

Enya didn’t recognize them. Her brows knitted together, confusion laced with unease. “Wh-who are you…?” Her voice was faint, cracked with sleep. “W-where am I?”

The figure shifted, turning slowly toward her.

They raised a hand—gloved fingers brushed the edge of their hood.

And then the cloak fell away.

The sight left Enya breathless.

A woman. Pale beyond human. Her skin held no warmth, no color—an unnatural white that gleamed beneath the canopy light. Her eyes locked with Enya’s—slitted, glowing red, burning with something inhuman. Her hands… were wrong. The fingers tipped with sharpened claws, thick and unnatural, threaded through with gleaming metal. The same metal laced up her arms, meshed with skin in a grotesque harmony.

Dark markings crawled along her flesh, curling beneath her eyes like inked tears etched into bone.

The woman tilted her head slightly, crimson eyes unblinking. Then, with a voice low and sharp, like a blade held just beneath the skin, she spoke with small, sharp cuts.

“Do not scream,” she said. “Do not run. Do not call for help.”

The words weren’t loud, but they carved straight through the delicate atmosphere.

“I’ve been ordered to bring you back. Dead, or alive,” the woman continued. “As long as you don’t resist, I won’t harm you.”

There was no threat in her voice. Just certainty. As if it were not a choice, but a rule carved into her being, one she was warning her of, right now.

Enya swallowed hard, hands curling slightly into the grass. “W-why…? What’s going on?” Her voice wavered, as much from confusion as fear. “Who are you? Why—why am I here?”

The woman didn’t answer right away. Her eyes remained fixed on Enya’s face, as if analyzing every flicker of thought. The silence stretched uncomfortably, broken only by the soft whisper of the trees.

Then finally—without emotion, without warmth—she spoke again. “You were unconscious. Being carried through an alley. I attacked.”

She said nothing of the fight. Nothing of blood or spells or collapsing stone—no murder, no injury—nothing.

“I brought you here.”

Silence stretched out from the answer.

That was it. No elaboration, and no context. Just those simple truths, offered like puzzle pieces without a picture.

Enya turned her head slowly, finally taking in the world around her. Trees loomed high on all sides, dense and ancient. There were no paths beneath her, no tracks in the dirt. No city lights. No murmur of voices. Just wind and wilderness.

They were deep in the forest.

Far, far from home, or at least, the city she could have called a temporary home.

Then—something else. Faint. Almost hidden beneath the mossy, earthy scent of the woods.

Blood.

She knew the smell too well. It clung to her memories like rot. Sable’s dungeon had been drenched in it—walls, floors, the air with every breath. You didn’t forget a scent like that.

Her nose twitched. It was here. Coming from the woman.

She couldn’t see the wounds, but she could sense it—the way one might feel heat from a flame just out of reach. The blood wasn’t pouring anymore, but it was there. Beneath the metal. Beneath the skin.

Fresh. And if it was fresh, then something… had happened. Something violent.

Something recent.

Enya’s fingers released their tension, and she let go of the damp and cool grass. She sat upright now, legs bent, knees to her chin as she wrapped her arms around them.

“Why… was I taken?” she asked quietly. “Why would anyone tell you to do that?”

The woman said nothing. Her gaze didn’t waver. Her claws flexed once, slowly, then stilled.

Enya waited. The silence dragged on, as thick and unmoving as the trees around them.

No answer came.

So she tried again. A different question this time. “What’s your name?”

Stillness.

Then, after several seconds—the faintest twitch of the woman’s pale throat. A response that she was allowed to say.

“…Zerus.”

Enya exhaled slowly. It wasn’t much, but it was something.

“Who are you, Zerus?” she asked gently. “What are you?”

There was no hesitation this time. The answer came quiet, direct, and blunt.

“A slave. An experiment.”

Then, colder still, after a moment: “I am what you would know as a demon.”

Enya’s lips parted slightly. A demon? She had read about demons, how they were monsters that preyed on human lives, causing destruction everywhere they went—an enemy of humanity.

It was very similar to the apt description given to necromancers.

But given Zerus’ answers, maybe there was a bit more to see from her than just rumors from stories. And she learned something from the responses, a theory.

This… made sense. Not entirely. Not enough to understand everything, but enough to know where the boundaries were. Zerus could answer questions—as long as they didn’t touch whatever mission she was on. That part was locked away.

But the rest? She could speak. Probably.

Enya leaned forward just a little. Her voice was soft, uncertain. “Then… what happened back in the city?”

Zerus didn’t flinch or react.

“Where is… everyone?” Enya asked next, her tone tinged with guilt she didn’t fully understand. “Where’s Lady Celeste? She… she was with me before everything went dark.”

Zerus shifted slightly, her eyes narrowing—not out of malice, but as if recalling the exact moment.

“You were taken,” she said. “Unconscious. The woman had you. She was dragging you through an alley. Then, two guards appeared. They seemed to be interrogating her about something.”

A pause.

“She is no longer a problem. The guards either.”

The words were sharp and final, devoid of emotion, yet… there was something that lingered beneath her voice.

Enya focused on her. “Did you…?”

“No,” Zerus said flatly, before Enya could finish. “The damage was minimal. I did not kill her or the guards.”

There was something mechanical in the way she spoke. Clean and detached. A report, not a confession.

Enya stared down at the forest floor for a moment. Something twisted in her gut. This wasn’t a dream. She wasn’t safe. But… she wasn’t hurt. Not yet.

And as long as she kept her questions careful—maybe she could keep it that way.

“Where are you taking me?” Enya asked, voice quiet but steady. “I want to see Pell.”

A pause stretched, long enough for the trees to rustle, for the wind to slip between them like a whisper with a melody.

“I am taking you very far away,” Zerus said at last. “You will not be seeing anyone else for a long time.”

The words crawled out slowly, like spiderlings spilling from a cracked shell. Each syllable was wrapped in inevitability, and yet, it wasn’t what shook Enya the most.

What came next did.

“I am sorry,” Zerus murmured.

Her eyes dropped. Not out of calculation or deception, but something quieter. Shame. Embarrassment. Regret. Whatever it was, she didn’t meet Enya’s gaze when she said it.

Enya swallowed hard. She hadn’t expected that. Not from a demon. Not from someone who was supposed to be the villain in every story.

But there wasn’t time to dwell. She needed more. More information. More understanding. Where was Pell? Was he looking for her? Did he even know she was gone?

If Zerus truly was as dangerous as she seemed, Enya couldn’t afford to wait. She needed a plan—and fast.

Absolute Focus, she thought, the idea coming to her like en epiphany.

An evolved form of her original skill; an additional effect had been added that allowed her to hone in on a target from great distances with minimal strain. It proved to work considerably well back during the tournament. It simply mimicked what she had done before, but with much greater efficiency. The only issue was, was she close enough to Pell for it to work?

She opened her status screen.

Only one name—hers. Pell wasn’t within range.

Still, she had to try. With the reduced strain, surely her skill could still reach him. Surely they weren’t too far.

She closed her eyes. Focus.

Her eyes illuminated with yellow for a split second. But before the thought could fully form, her vision was filled with five sharp claws.

One tapped gently against her throat. A small, slight touch. It didn’t break the skin, but the pressure was unmistakable—like a reminder that breaking glass was only ever one tremble away.

Her breath stopped.

The yellow glow of her eyes flickered out. Extinguished.

She lifted her eyes slowly, shakily—meeting Zerus’ slitted crimson gaze.

There was no fury in them. No emotion at all. Just a terrifying, predatory stillness.

“Do not activate any skills or spells,” Zerus said, voice low and mechanical. “If you do… I will assume you are trying to escape.”

Her tone was flat. Not cruel. Not even angry. Just the detached weight of something repeating what it had been programmed to say. A warning born not of choice, but of command.

“I—I’m sorry,” Enya whispered, the words trembling from her lips.

She kept her gaze low, unmoving, waiting for the slightest twitch in those claws to decide her fate.

Zerus didn’t answer right away. For a moment, the silence between them felt like a held breath stretching into eternity.

Then the pressure eased.

The claws slowly retracted, leaving behind only the phantom sensation of danger. Enya’s shoulders sagged with quiet relief, though she didn’t dare move too fast.

Zerus leaned back. She resumed her seated posture, cloak drawn loosely around her like she hadn’t just threatened to tear someone’s throat out.

Enya sat in silence. Thinking. Listening to the wind hum between the branches. There were no voices here. No people. Only the mild ambiance of forest sounds to fill the uneasiness.

But then… she felt it.

A stirring.

Something inside her chest—not painful, not frightening, but familiar. A warmth. A pulse. Her eyes widened slightly.

The Grim Pullet.

It wasn’t visible, not summoned. But she could feel its presence awaken, tethered to her soul. Pages were turning. She could feel them. Ink was writing itself across parchment, though she hadn’t cast a single spell.

Something—or someone—was reaching out.

Custodian?

She didn’t know. But she hoped.

If it was him—then maybe she wasn’t as alone as she thought. Maybe, just maybe, she could still find a way out. But she couldn’t risk another warning from Zerus. No more sudden skills. No more reflexive magic.

She took a breath. Then looked up again, her voice quiet but clear. “Can I… summon a diary?”

Zerus didn’t respond. She only watched her, unmoving.

“It’s just a blank book,” Enya continued. “I write in it sometimes. When I’m scared. Or overwhelmed. It helps me calm down. That’s all.”

Her hands stayed on her lap, visible and still.

“It’s not a skill. It’s not a spell. It’s just… a personal thing. You can check it if you want, too.”

She wasn’t sure if the demon believed her. But it was what she needed. A chance to communicate. She just had to trick her into thinking it was a regular book.

She waited.

Zerus’s red eyes narrowed slightly, considering.

Then—just barely—she gave the faintest nod.

Enya gulped once more, and then summoned the Grim Pullet, pages sprawled out, Enya willing the contents to appear completely blank. Her previous diary entries were in there, minuscule in content, but at least some evidence of their existence was proven.

Zerus stared down at the book. It looked simple enough in common eyes; it was a book with blank pages, no traces of magic brewing about them.

Luckily, Enya had already used the Inner Darkness Apparition Spell—otherwise, if Zerus had the capability to sense magic, she might have caught on.

Seeing that Zerus had no further reaction, Enya continued her plan. “I—I also have a pen I use to write. It’s just a normal pen, okay?” Enya calmly opened her palm and summoned the Bonecarver’s Quill. Zerus twitched momentarily, but did nothing more. Seeing that the two items were extremely ordinary, she closed her eyes and looked away, like she was trying to regain energy and meditate.

Enya took this chance and pulled the book up close to her. The pages reverted back to normal, showing her what message had appeared—what had stirred her senses.

Enya. I am Enya. Where is Enya?

The message was cryptic, but something about the casual statement ‘I am Enya,’ made it clear who this was. After all, who else could claim to be her, besides her herself?

Immediately, Enya wrote back into the book with her quill. If this was who she thought it was, then perhaps she had a way to be saved after all.

She wrote one, simple entry. Just enough to test the waters.

HELP.
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                Zerus’ hand settled on Enya’s shoulder—not like Celeste’s grip, all righteous force and condescension. No, this was different. Firm, yes, but careful. Controlled, like someone cradling glassware during a storm.

An artifact appeared in Zerus’ free hand, too small for Enya to see clearly. With a sharp movement, she curled her fingers and crushed it within her palm.

The world around them blinked.

Nausea hit Enya hard, an unwelcome but familiar sensation.

Teleportation.

She remembered this queasy feeling from returning from the guild’s dungeon. Going there was smooth, but coming back, had twisted her stomach into knots.

The new location emerged slowly as Enya's eyes fluttered open, dizziness still blurring her vision. It didn't seem too intense, certainly nothing she'd need to—

Nope. Two hands slapped around her mouth. She tore away from Zerus and stumbled toward the nearest tree, heaving. A symphony of sparkles, rainbows, and sick hit the roots.

She misjudged exactly how nauseous she was from the teleport.

Zerus meanwhile, didn’t move. She just stood there, eyes locked on Enya as she emptied her rainbow-colored guts.

A few minutes later, Enya sat cross-legged in the grass, head low, dignity slightly bruised. They had wandered to a pond nearby—long enough for her to rinse her mouth and splash cold water on her face—then returned to a clearing that looked just different enough to feel disorienting.

The trees here were thinner, fewer. The forest less dense. Different from where they had been before. Not wildly different, but enough to confuse her.

Why bring her here? Why teleport just to sit and wait? Was this a pickup point? Was she about to be handed off? Or was it something else?

The question hung in the air until Enya broke the silence. “Are we waiting for someone?”

“I cannot move for long,” Zerus said without looking at her. “Too much, too quickly—this body wasn’t meant to carry me far. Your body too—it can't handle teleports too quickly.”

Enya was stunned she even answered.

Why tell her that? Why speak at all?

They were supposed to be enemies—kidnapper and captive. But something about Zerus didn’t fit into that mold. The way she moved. The weight in her voice. There was something behind it. Something that didn’t quite match the role she was playing. The way she acted, the way she talked; there was something deeper behind it all.

“We’ll mostly teleport,” Zerus said softly. “Until we reach a hidden outpost with a prepared warp circle. From there, it will take us to my… my master.”

The hesitation in her voice felt strange. She spoke as if her master was taboo—something feared, kept at arm’s length.

Still, at least the woman didn't seem outright hostile. As long as Enya didn’t attempt anything resembling escape, she would probably be fine.

“Why are you doing this?” she asked carefully. “Why did you take me?”

Zerus sat across from her, settling onto the grassy dirt. Her hood remained drawn, features shadowed. One leg stretched out, the other bent with her hand resting lightly atop her knee. She lingered in silence, a dangerous enigma—threatening, yes, but intriguing too.

“I must obey orders,” Zerus finally replied.

“Why?”

Questions seemed safe enough. If Zerus couldn’t or wouldn’t answer, she just remained silent. At the very least, Enya could gain some understanding of her captor.

“I am a slave. I must obey all orders.”

“Why?”

“Because she forced my body to.”

She. So Zerus’s master was a woman?

“What do you mean?” Enya asked. She knew what slaves were—at least vaguely, from Pell’s novels. Usually, they served a master because of poverty or coercion, threats, debts, or desperation. But “forced her body” sounded… strange.

Another long pause settled between them. Perhaps harder questions needed careful answers, carefully woven replies to avoid breaking orders or giving too much away.

“She tampered with my body,” Zerus eventually answered. “I told you already—I’m an experiment. My body no longer belongs to me. I’m just a doll. A puppet under my master’s control.”

Zerus shifted slightly, turning toward Enya, her eyes faintly visible beneath her hood. With deliberate movements, she pulled aside her cloak and the worn clothing underneath, revealing her bare chest.

Where smooth skin should’ve been, twisted flesh now formed around a glass chamber—a box embedded within her torso, visible beneath her skin. Black chains wrapped tightly around a beating heart encased inside. Dark, sinister runes and sigils sprawled across her flesh, etched deeply into her body, marking even the rhythmically pulsing heart itself.

Enya couldn’t tear her eyes away from Zerus’ mangled body. Though her knowledge of demons was sparse, she felt certain none were born looking this way. Zerus quickly covered herself again, her movements small, almost ashamed.

“Whatever she did to me,” Zerus whispered, “I can't disobey her orders. A… curse was placed upon my body. If she disapproves of my actions, then...” Her voice trailed away, caught in a hesitant, fearful silence.

She trembled faintly, the memory—or perhaps the mere thought—enough to disturb her.

“My master is far away right now,” she continued softly, eyes cast aside. “Her influence isn’t as strong here. That’s why I’m even able to speak. Otherwise, I’d be silent—a mindless creature, existing only to carry out her whims.”

Enya swallowed, sensing the depth of Zerus’ torment. Her captor's openness felt wrong, misplaced somehow, yet she found herself desperate to understand.

“Why…why would someone do this?” Enya asked carefully. “Who is she? Why you?”

Zerus remained quiet at first, gaze distant, almost lost. But slowly, something inside her seemed to break—just enough for words to slip through the cracks.

“My master is human. A scholarly inventor from your realm,” she explained bitterly. “She bought me after I was captured. Humans attacked my home on the Third Layer. I fought to protect my people… my family. But I was defeated, captured, and sold off.”

Enya felt her heart twist uncomfortably. She knew little of the Third Layer, only that it was home to demons—creatures she'd read about mostly as villains or monsters in Pell's books. Zerus didn't seem monstrous, though. She seemed hurt, broken.

“What did she want with you?” Enya whispered, cautious but unable to hide her curiosity.

“Experiments,” Zerus murmured. Her voice shook with raw pain, bitter and heavy. “Excruciating, never-ending experiments. Torture beyond imagination. She reshaped my body, fused unnatural parts into me… She said I was special, that demons like me made perfect tools.”

Silence fell, thick and oppressive, yet Enya needed to ask one last question. “Do you… ever think about escaping? About going back?”

A small, heartbreaking laugh escaped Zerus, dry and humorless. “Every single day. Freedom is all I dream about. Seeing my family again. But… even if I did, would they recognize me anymore?” Her voice cracked slightly, a vulnerability that made Enya ache inside.

An hour had passed since their conversation began, and in that short span, Enya learned more than she ever expected about her captor. Zerus sat quietly, staring at the ground. Enya couldn't help but feel pity—and confusion. Zerus was supposed to be the enemy, the kidnapper. Yet now, she seemed more prisoner than captor herself.

“Does your family know you're still alive?” Enya asked quietly, breaking the long silence.

“I doubt it,” Zerus replied softly. “It's been so long… I'm nothing but a ghost to them now. Perhaps that's for the best. I'm no longer recognizable like this. Not as a monster.”

Enya hesitated, then said gently, “If you ever did escape, maybe they’d still accept you. No matter what you look like.”

Zerus glanced at her, startled by the child’s innocent sincerity. “Maybe. But would you welcome home a monster?”

“Yes. I have a friend that is a monster. His name is Pell,” Enya replied plainly.

Zerus stayed silent.

Enya frowned thoughtfully, then answered honestly, “If they loved you before, wouldn't they love you still?”

Zerus said nothing more, but Enya noticed a subtle softening in the demon’s guarded eyes—a fleeting spark of something close to hope.

“What about you, then? If you were taken from your family and returned a monster, unrecognizable even to them… Would they still see you as who you once were? Could they still love you?”

“I—” Enya's voice faltered almost immediately, her fingertips trembling in the grass. She stared downward, searching for answers she wasn't sure existed.

Would my family even recognize me? Did they ever truly love me at all?

“I don’t know,” Enya finally whispered, her voice fragile as glass. “I’m not even sure my family loved me to begin with.”

Zerus turned slightly, her shadowed eyes lingering on Enya, listening silently.

“I woke up somewhere abandoned—a dungeon, alone. Pell and Mr. Bones were the only ones there, trapped inside for years. Months passed, and nobody else ever came for me. I don’t think I was kidnapped or lost. It felt more like… someone had simply left me behind. I don’t remember much else about myself, though.”

A raven settled atop a branch nearby, its dark gaze fixed on them, letting out a low, mournful caw.

“Pell told me that I have a chance to find my family. To reach out to them, but…” She hesitated, her voice thinning as her words fell away. “I’m scared. I’m afraid of discovering that they never wanted me at all. Because if they did—why haven’t they come looking yet? Everyone keeps telling me I’m special, that I matter. But if I do, shouldn’t someone have come for me by now? You... you were sent after me, but I don't think my family sent you... right? You... you aren't here to... save me.”

She drew a shaky breath before continuing. “Maybe I’ve read too many books. There was one Pell had, a story about a princess abandoned because she wasn’t truly royal—born from someone… lesser. A concubine, I think. Born not from the king’s wife. She was cast aside because someone else, her sibling, true-blood, was better, more important. She was unwanted. And sometimes… sometimes I think that’s me.”

Zerus watched Enya closely. “Why would you think that? Because of a story?”

Enya shrugged helplessly. “Pell said things like that were common among royalty. He said unwanted children aren’t given the same care. They’re hidden away, discarded.”

Zerus exhaled slowly, thoughtful. “It's not unheard of. Even demons have royal lines. Those considered mistakes often suffer neglect. Outright abandonment seems extreme, but… certainly not impossible.”

Enya’s heart sank deeper. Even Zerus, whose life was so vastly different, couldn’t deny that the stories she’d read held some truth. Pell’s books were her only source of information about the world, some filled with wild fantasies, others unsettlingly realistic. But the more she compared those tales to her own reality, the more plausible her fears felt.

If a High-Noble held enough power to erase a city like Talo with just a word, why hadn’t anyone come looking for her? Wouldn’t news have spread quickly if someone important had disappeared? If she’d been kidnapped, someone would’ve noticed by now. Pell had told her the dungeon had been empty for years, devoid of living souls—apart from her sudden appearance.

Even Zerus’s master had resources enough to hunt Enya down. Why, then, had her own family not bothered?

A noble’s death by poison or violence would draw suspicion; heavy scrutiny among the family, she realized bitterly. But a quiet disappearance? Simple, discreet. A convenient way to erase someone unwanted from the family’s story, swept away under the rug without a second thought.

It was no secret that Zerus’ master wanted to harm her. Someone was out to kill her, not save her. Just another reason for Enya to lose hope.

Enya closed her eyes, heart aching with uncertainty. “I don’t even know if I want to learn the truth,” she admitted quietly. “Right now, I have Pell and the friends I've made here. Even if my fears are wrong, even if they’ve been searching for me—I’m afraid of losing what I already have.”

Zerus, silent and understanding, offered no judgment. She merely nodded, the gesture small yet somehow comforting.

“Sometimes,” Zerus murmured gently, “the truth is more painful than ignorance. But it’s always there, waiting, whether we’re ready or not.”

Enya said nothing more, letting the quiet linger. The raven flapped its wings and rose into the sky, leaving them beneath the heavy, thoughtful silence.

“Get up,” Zerus said quietly, rising from the grass. “We need to keep moving.”

Enya obeyed without protest. Zerus might be her captor, but something deeper bound them now—a shared feeling of helplessness, chained by circumstances they couldn't control. Both of them waiting, yearning for something that might never come.

Another crystal appeared in Zerus’ palm, glittering faintly. But as she moved to crush it, a deep, resonant thrum shook the forest. Trees cracked and splintered, birds scattered into the sky, screeching in alarm.

Enya spun around just in time to see a blazing projectile streaking toward them, tearing through the trees. Zerus reacted instantly, turning sharply, crushing the crystal in her fist. Reality rippled around them as teleportation began, but not fast enough. The flaming missile—a spear or arrow made entirely of searing energy—pierced straight through Zerus' shoulder. Her pained gasp echoed in Enya’s ears, swallowed by a flash of blinding light.

They both vanished from the forest before Enya could even cry out.

The fiery attack continued and streaked onward, burying itself deep into the soil beyond, sizzling in silence as smoke rose from the deep but small crater it left behind.

High above the scene, the same raven from earlier hovered silently, its black eyes coldly assessing the empty clearing. Satisfied, it flapped its wings once, drifting back into shadow before disappearing entirely.

Moments later, the bird reappeared, settling calmly onto a man's shoulder.

“Well?” growled Nakrin impatiently, landing heavily beside Josier, draconic wings folding neatly against his back. “Did I hit them?”

The raven cawed twice, softly.

“Yes and no,” Josier replied thoughtfully, gently stroking the raven's feathers. “You landed a blow, but it wasn't fatal. She’s probably still alive, though it was hard to tell. The teleport happened the instant you struck her.”

The caravan surged forward at maximum speed, bicorns galloping in a relentless rhythm. Josier glanced ahead thoughtfully. “Lorrin’s hunch was correct—they’re using teleportation crystals to stay ahead of us. Now that she knows we’re following them; they’ll be cautious. But it seems like you did manage to wound her. That might slow their pace, perhaps limit their ability to fight. If we keep pressing forward, we’ll catch up soon before they can escape again.”

“But…” Risha interrupted nervously, leaning forward. “If they know we’re here now, won't they just teleport away again? We’ll never catch them like that.”

Nakrin gave a dismissive grunt, shaking his head. “Teleportation artifacts aren’t all-powerful. They have cooldown periods because frequent teleportation tears at your body. They just warped; if they teleport again too soon, the strain might as well shred their bodies into pieces. That’s why some people get violently ill from teleportation. Everybody’s resistance to warping has their limits. Even I wouldn’t be able to handle two teleports in 15 minutes.”

“Damn it,” Pell cursed bitterly. “We were so damn close.” He eyed Josier and the unsettling raven perched atop his shoulder. “So, was the kid hurt at all? What exactly did you see?”

The raven cawed softly, its dark eyes glinting.

Josier stroked the bird’s feathers absently. “It seems she was unharmed. She was sitting calmly, talking with the demon.”

Talking? Pell thought incredulously, shaking his head in frustration. “That kid really has no sense of danger at all,” he muttered. “Leave her alone long enough, and she'd probably try befriending the demon king himself.”

Berry leaned forward anxiously. “How long until we catch up to them?”

“At our current pace, we’ll reach their next teleportation point in about fifteen minutes,” Josier said calmly. “Assuming their jumps remain consistent.”

Pell sank down onto the bench inside the rattling caravan, rubbing his skull. Questions gnawed at his mind. Why Enya? And why send a demon after her, of all things?

Half of Talo now knew Enya’s name, but her true status as a high-noble remained hidden from most. Celeste knew her identity, yet still dared kidnap her—either she hadn't fully understood Enya’s importance, or her devotion to the Order of Sanctity had overridden any reason. Kidnapping a child was despicable enough; kidnapping a noble's child bordered on insanity.

But even if Celeste's actions could be explained away by zealotry, this new threat—this demon—couldn't. Someone else was involved, someone powerful enough to command a demon from another layer. But who?

“Pell,” Manny spoke up softly, breaking through Pell’s troubled thoughts, “do you have any idea who might want Enya? Who’d go so far as to use a demon?”

The boy’s voice carried quiet worry. He'd sat quietly with Berry for most of the journey, both siblings tense despite their recent tournament victory. This wasn't the kind of mission their father had planned for their training. Demons were on a different level entirely from simple caravan expeditions. But perhaps their anxiousness came from something else entirely.

“No clue,” Pell admitted grimly, leaning his head back against the wooden wall of the wagon. “Enya hasn’t been around long enough for many people to even know her name—I think. If someone does know her real identity, their intentions certainly aren't good. Sending a demon assassin after a child... there’s no positive outcome here.”

“That reminds me…” Manny began, hesitantly. “We didn’t really ask before, but… things were always a little strange when we were with Enya. What family is she from, exactly? We’ve met nobles before—our father’s dealt with dozens through his business. But Enya felt… different.”

His eyes flicked toward Pell, searching for a reaction. He even glanced at Josier, who was lazily feeding a cracker to his raven, seemingly unbothered.

Where did he get the cracker from?

Pell let out a long sigh, voice flat. “Kid’s a high-noble.”

“What?” Berry’s head snapped up, blinking rapidly. “Enya’s a high-noble?”

Pell nodded, slow and heavy, like he was finally dropping a weight he’d been carrying too long.

Berry blinked, stunned into silence. Her mouth opened slightly, words halfway formed and forgotten.

“That actually… explains a lot,” Manny said, fingers reaching to his jaw. “Like at the tournament sign-in. We noticed she was a noble, but just in case she couldn’t get in, we would have vouched for her. But the guy practically panicked when he saw her name. Like he’d just been handed a declaration from royalty.”

“What’s a high-noble?” Risha asked, brows furrowed. “I thought nobles were just... nobles.”

“High-nobles are the real deal,” Manny explained. “They’re above standard nobility. It’s like… being nobility twice over. Their families hold the kind of power that rivals kings and queens in the Four Layers. Especially in the upper layer; they control things like inter-realm travel, diplomacy, and territory disputes.”

“So… Enya’s royalty?” Risha asked, her voice a bit too small for the weight of the question.

“You can think of it like that,” Pell said, shrugging lightly.

Risha’s mouth dropped open, a perfect mirror of Berry’s earlier shock.

Then, without warning, Shadow Enya stirred.

She’d been sitting quietly, more transparent than usual, a soft shimmer in the air beside them. But now she twitched, her form shuddering slightly, and she rose to her feet. Her gaze locked on Pell—sharp, accusatory—and she marched over to him with purposeful steps.

In a single motion, she summoned the Grim Pullet, the spectral book hovering in her hands.

Pell stared at it, eyebrows raised. “Uh…”

PELL! WHY DID YOU DO THAT?!

The words slammed into his mind like a brick to the temple. He winced, rubbing his skull. “What? What did I do now?!”
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                The world slammed back into place.

Enya hit the ground hard, catching herself with her palms just in time to avoid faceplanting. Her thoughts tumbled like loose marbles in her head. Blurred vision—triple—double; every clone merged back into one, painting a picture of the forest once more, now located in a small clearing.

Before she could even process the landing, her hands flew to her mouth, cheeks puffed like a balloon ready to burst.

She staggered forward a step—two at most—before vomiting again.

A second rainbow for the day. Less majestic, more miserable. If forest fairies existed, they’d probably recoil in horror at the glittery mess she left behind.

Still dazed, Enya backed away from the mess she’d created; there was little time to move and find a pond to wash up, as a low, rumbling sound came from behind her.

She froze momentarily before turning, finally seeing what had transpired.

Zerus was on one knee, her form slouched, one arm limp at her side.

Blood.

The cloak around her shoulder was blackened and torn, half-burned away to reveal the damage beneath. What remained of her shoulder was raw and open—flesh charred, the wound still smoldering like the dying embers of a fire. The bone beneath was visible in places, scorched red, the edges glowing faintly.

A growing pool of blood spread beneath her, thick, steady and endless.

“Z-Zerus?” Enya’s voice barely left her throat.

No answer. Just a rough, strained grunt as Zerus clutched at her ruined shoulder with her good hand, hovering above the wound, unsure whether to press down or not. Her chest rose and fell in sharp, shallow bursts. Her fangs—two longer than the rest—were bared as she grit her teeth, trembling.

Doubt filled Enya’s mind.

There was no chance she could put up a fight; her Soul-Energy reserves were in the single digits, and her mana a measly twenty points. Just from the speed that Zerus displayed—her claws to her neck earlier; there was no way she could cast fast enough to beat that speed, even with that injury.

Why…

Enya couldn’t finish the thought. Something gnawed at her.

This should have been a relief, shouldn’t it? Her captor was, wounded, weakened, and bleeding out. The demon who’d whisked her away from the city, from her friends, to some unknown fate under the orders of a mysterious, likely cruel master.

And yet…

She wasn’t happy. Not even close.

She should’ve been cheering internally, overjoyed that Pell and the others were closing in, and that Zerus was down, vulnerable. That the attack—whatever that projectile of fire had been—had landed and done significant damage.

But the only thing Enya felt was a heavy, complicated ache twisting in her chest. She watched Zerus bleed, struggling to endure the pain of a torn shoulder, and all she could think was:

Why do I feel sorry for her?

A kidnapper like this should have been ruthless; they were supposed to be mean and cold. But Zerus wasn't exhibiting these characteristics. Almost the opposite, in fact. From what Enya had learned about how kidnappers acted: Zerus did not feel like one.

Enya approached slowly, each step measured. She kept her distance, mindful of the demon’s claws—even if Zerus was barely upright.

“A-are you… okay?” she asked, voice uncertain.

A low groan rumbled from Zerus’ throat. “Fine,” she growled. “Just a wound. Hurts. But I’ll…” She clenched her teeth mid-sentence, her pupils wide and unfocused as her body trembled. A guttural snarl followed, strained and animalistic, as if the act of staying conscious was a battle in itself.

Enya watched, wide-eyed, as the muscle around the demon’s shoulder began to shift—slow, uneven pulses of flesh twitching back into place. It was regeneration, yes, but not the fast kind. It was slow. Brutal. Painful.

“I…” Enya hesitated, her voice catching. “I think I can help. With the pain, I mean.”

A shimmer of violet light answered her thought. The Grim Pullet materialized in the air, drifting down like a falling feather, pages fluttering open on their own—directly to the first recipe she had ever learned: Gravemoss Poultice.

Soul-Energy infused-moss, bone powder, and a plant or herb of any type. The effects included repairing the undead, healing broken bones or possibly rotten flesh from a zombie. However, it held another effect, one that didn’t require an undead patient: pain numbing.

“I’ll be back,” Enya said quickly. She stood, turned, and took three brisk steps before—

“Stop. You will not escape,” Zerus growled.

The voice wasn’t strained this time. It came from above her—not from the ground, where Zerus had been kneeling, but from behind, towering.

Enya froze, not from the voice, but from her body being caught.

A hand clamped around the back of her neck. Not squeezing, just holding. A very steady, stoic hold. Her throat remained untouched, but five claws hovered barely close enough to tickle her skin. One twitch, and they could slice straight through.

Enya clutched the Grim Pullet to her chest, heart pounding. She drew in a deep breath, then slowly turned around.

Zerus’ grip loosened slightly as the child moved. They came face to face.

The demon’s eyes were bloodshot, unfocused yet sharp, her body trembling from effort. She was barely holding herself together. Her mouth was clenched in pain, but her gaze never wavered.

Enya didn’t flinch.

She met those dark, pained eyes with a fierce stare of her own. Not of defiance—but determination.

“I’m not running away,” she said quietly. “If I did, I know you could hurt me before I can do anything back.”

She clutched her book tighter, fingers pressed into the leather. “You haven't hurt me. I want to help you. That’s all. I can make the pain go away.”

A war unfolded behind Zerus’ eyes. One not spoken. One not visible. Torn between suspicion and survival instinct. Between acting on fear… or believing the girl.

A long silence passed, both woman and child standing; stillness leading silent whispers of communication.

Then, without a word, Zerus lowered her claws. Her hand fell to her side.

She stared at Enya a moment longer, chest rising and falling unsteadily—then slowly slumped back to the ground. Her gaze dropped, burning holes into the forest floor, ants be damned if they crossed her sight.

Enya swallowed hard. “I—I’ll be right back.”

When Zerus didn’t move or reply, she took it as permission. Without another word, Enya turned and jogged deeper into the trees, the soft hum of her steps quietly disappearing.

Leaves, brush, trees, and vines—the forest stretched endlessly, a wild, tangled kingdom ruled by green. Stray leaves brushed her arms. Thorny twigs and creeping undergrowth clawed at her sleeves, tugging like fingers that didn’t want to let go. Still, Enya pressed forward, eyes scanning the undergrowth with growing urgency.

She needed moss. Any kind would do.

Back in the dungeon, she’d been lucky. Gravemoss had stood out like a sore zombie in a skeleton army—easy to spot against cold stone and bone-white tile.

But this wasn’t a dungeon. This was chaos in every shade of green and brown. Nature wasn’t a backdrop here—it was the entire stage. And everything blended together.

Enya flipped open the Grim Pullet with a thought. The pages turned themselves, landing on the familiar ingredient:


Gravemoss (Bronze)


	Moss that has been infused with Soul-Energy. Moss can be found in moist, shady areas, most commonly spotted around rocks, trees, bogs, moors, and marshland. Gravemoss will continually spread at a slow rate if left unchecked.




She closed the book and let it vanish in a flicker of soul-light.

Her eyes narrowed, scanning again. She could use Absolute Focus to refine and expand her search, but it wouldn’t have made the search any faster. There was just simply too much detail, an army of greenery everywhere, that it may slow her down instead.

Even though she did want to use it—she hesitated—and for good reason too.

Zerus's threat.

If the demon was truly bound by commands, forced commandments by her master, then who knew what might trigger her? Enya still remembered how Zerus had reacted when she tried to glimpse Pell through Truesight. She had reacted quickly, with violence, but luckily, she didn't follow through. Not to mention what happened just now, either.

Absolute Focus didn’t cost mana, and it was technically passive. But Zerus didn’t seemed bothered by that earlier. Could she detects skills or mana usage? Or did using Absolute Focus just give herself away that quickly with the glowing eyes? Enya wasn’t sure, but she certainly didn’t want to take that gamble.

Maybe she'd need to look in a mirror once with her skill on, if she made it out of this situation safely.

Enya continued walking, eyes sharp, and unaided.

Eventually, she came upon a break in the brush—a small clearing, the ground uneven with roots and vine. A fallen log sat near the center, half-decayed and and entangled.

She crouched beside it, brushing her fingers along the bark. As she lifted part of the log, insects scattered in every direction. Her gaze caught on a patch of darker green tucked near the underside.

Moss.

"Gotcha."

She scooped it up gently, cupping it in both hands. She focused, channeling a soft stream of her remaining Soul-Energy through her fingertips. The moss twitched beneath her touch—shivered once, twice—then began to shift.

It wiggled, condensed, and darkened, its color deepening into a rich, violet-laced hue that shimmered faintly in her palms.

Gravemoss.

One ingredient down; the hardest to find and obtain crossed off her list. The remaining two would be easy.

She moved a few steps to the right and grabbed the first green thing that looked vaguely herbal—a scrappy plant with jagged leaves. Size didn’t matter. Rarity didn’t matter. It just had to be a plant.

Two down.

Enya could probably summon a bone—maybe a rib or a femur—if she modified her summon skeleton spell. After all, she could now use it to repair bones—a modification that wasn’t originally intended, all by just shifting the spell patterns around.

Once summoned though; how would she crush it into dust? She didn’t have the strength for that. Not in her current state. Zerus would have to do it.

With the ingredients gathered, Enya turned, ready to head back.

Then she froze.

A rustle, loud and quick, cut through the air from a bush over a dozen meters away.

Her heart stuttered.

Something was moving.

The rustle came again—louder this time. Thicker brush cracking. Something heavy was moving through it, slow but deliberate. Enya didn’t breathe, keeping completely still.

Then it stepped into view.

A hulking beast, low to the ground and wide like a boulder. Its skin shimmered like metal; thick, dull-gray scales wrapped its body in jagged plates. It walked like a lizard, claws dragging against the dirt, but its snout was boar-like, flat and broad, with tusks curling outward like daggers. Its tail, thick and barbed, swayed behind it like a slow-moving mace.

It hadn’t seen her yet. Not fully. Enya tried to crouch lower behind the tree. As she moved however, a single branch snapped under her foot.

The beast stopped. Its head turned. Their eyes met.

For a split second, time froze—then it roared, loud and sharp and terrible, the sound ripping through the trees and scattering birds in every direction. Wings flapped in panic as a whole cloud of them shot up into the sky, their screeches echoing in the canopy.

Enya stood frozen, her body completely still. Her mind was blank.

She couldn't think of what to do. Run? Hide?

Her legs didn’t move; her thoughts jumbled as she frantically tried to think of a plan. Was it going to attack? How would it attack? Could she outrun it?

The beast dropped into a charging stance. Its claws dug into the ground, powerful muscles shifting beneath its plated hide—and then it launched forward, barreling toward her with a ground-shaking sprint.

Enya clutched the Gravemoss and the strange forest plant tightly to her chest, her heart pounding so hard it made her ribs ache.

She didn’t want to use magic. Zerus had made that clear—one wrong move, and she might tear Enya in half.

But that didn’t matter now.

If she didn’t act, she’d die.

Mana bubbled wildly into her palm, her fingers trembling as she tried to force a coherent spell into shape. She began prepping for a full-powered Bone Spear, burning through the small pitiful pool of mana that she had. In her other hand, she began to prep a follow-up spell—her summon spell. If a bone spear wouldn’t do it, then maybe Numbskull could. He was her last summon available; Uglyface and Fred had fallen back in the tournament, while Mr. Bones was still in the dungeon core.

Her mana channeled but rapidly, but the beast was closing in too fast.

Fifteen meters.

Ten.

She wouldn’t have time to refine the bone spear completely.

She grit her teeth, preparing to fire off a sloppy, half-formed spell. It wouldn't be perfect—not the full-powered spear she’d wanted, but a half-powered one; it wasn’t much, but it didn’t have to be. She just needed to do anything.

Enya raised her hand, spell patterns formed with half-assed mana, and as she prepared to launch it—

The world blurred in a slash.

Suddenly, the beast that stared her down, running straight at her, was gone.

No—not gone. Headless.

Its skull bounced once—twice—before rolling a dozen meters away, trailing a river of blood behind it. The body slumped, twitching, then fell still in a growing red pool.

To her left stood Zerus.

Her right arm extended, claws dripping with fresh blood. Her left shoulder remained ruined, muscle still torn and exposed, skin scorched raw. She didn’t look at the beast. She looked only at Enya.

A low growl rumbled from her throat as she approached.

“We move. Now. No more waiting.”

Enya’s breath hitched. The mana in her palm dispersed, the half-formed spell unraveling into the wind—completely wasted.

Zerus advanced quickly, ready to grab her. She wasn’t going to risk another delay. Whoever had attacked—whoever had landed that flaming strike to her shoulder—was catching up. Even with teleportation crystals, they were closing the distance.

She needed to keep moving. Now.

“I—I—wait!” Enya stumbled over her words, heart racing. “I have the final ingredient! I just need to summon a bone—just one! And I need you to crush it into powder. That’s it. Then I can help you… with the pain.”

Zerus halted, blood still dripping from both arms—one hers, the other from the beast. She eyed the girl, face tense, shoulder still trying to pull itself back together.

“…Fine,” she growled. “Do it. Ten seconds.”

Enya gawked. Ten seconds?! That’s too short! But she nodded quickly, already kneeling.

She set the Gravemoss and plant down in the grass and extended her hand, palm up, carefully channeling her mana. A small pulse sparked—harmless, deliberately slow.

A single humerus formed, ghostly-white, hovering for a moment before it clattered gently onto the ground.

Enya picked it up and passed it to Zerus.

Without hesitation, Zerus gripped the bone, tucked it beneath her armpit, and snapped it in half. Then she grabbed the pieces and crushed the middle section with a single motion—her fingers pulverizing the bone to powder as if it were dry chalk.

Enya blinked. She’d expected splinters, maybe another pass of crushing the pieces. But Zerus’ strength left no trace of hardened struggle. She opened her bloodied hand, letting the bone powder spill onto the earth.

Enya scooted forward, gathering the ingredients. She placed the Gravemoss, the plant, and the powdered bone in a neat little pile, then pressed her hands together and summoned a steady stream of Soul-Energy.

It glowed from her fingertips—soft, cool, and purple. It wove through the ingredients, pulling them together, coaxing them into union.

The moss twitched, the powder shimmered. The plant darkened, curling slightly.

And then—like breathing life into something dead—the ingredients folded into one another.

All that was left of the ingredients, was a small pulsing bundle of purple moss: The Gravemoss Poultice.

Enya held the completed poultice carefully in her palms, watching the faint glow fade into a steady, dull sheen.

“It’s done,” she said quietly. “It won’t heal it… but it’ll numb the pain.”

Zerus looked down at her, silent.

Enya swallowed and glanced at the demon’s shoulder—still torn, still sizzling faintly with embedded heat. “You just… have to press it onto the wound.”

A long pause passed between them. Then Zerus knelt slowly, the movement strained and deliberate. Her eyes flicked to Enya’s hands, to the salve she cradled like a delicate offering.

After a breath of hesitation, Zerus reached out.

Her fingers curled around the poultice, claws careful not to dig in. She stared at it a second longer than necessary, then shifted her cloak and laid the salve gently against the gaping flesh of her shoulder.

The effect was near-instant.

Zerus flinched first, teeth clenched, muscles twitching from the contact—but within moments, her breathing slowed. The pain evaporated. Her body relaxed ever so slightly, the constant tension in her jaw and brow softening as the numbing took hold.

She exhaled, a sound that might’ve been relief… or just surprise.

Then she sat there, unmoving.

Her expression shifted—subtle, but telling. Brows drawn together, mouth tightened, something unreadable flickering in her eyes. She didn’t speak, didn’t thank her. But something inside her cracked.

Zerus looked at the young girl, her capture target. This girl… this hostage—wasn’t supposed to help her.

Zerus was the one meant to drag her across realms. The one meant to keep her contained until the master called. The one ferrying her toward whatever cruel fate awaited on the other end. Another experiment perhaps, maybe another thing to be broken. She didn’t know. She couldn’t, know.

But even knowing that, even after witnessing what Zerus truly was—Enya had still tried to help.

She still looked at her like a person.

“Thank you,” Zerus said quietly.

It wasn’t gratitude she deserved, especially not with what she was doing right now.

And worse yet—she couldn’t give anything back.

“I… can’t stop,” she said, voice low and frayed. She didn’t meet Enya’s eyes. “Orders are orders. I can’t… disobey.”

It was almost a whisper. Not anger. Not regret. Just the truth.

Enya didn’t respond. She just sat in the dirt beside her, the last traces of Soul-Energy still fading from her fingertips, casting a soft glow across her hands.

She already knew.

Zerus was a prisoner, too.

Just one wearing a different kind of chain.

Without warning, Zerus moved. She reached forward, grabbing Enya’s arm—not rough, but firm—and pulled her to her feet. In one motion, she lifted her up, wrapping her good arm around her and pressing her close, securing her against her side like precious cargo.

Then she ran.

Fast.

Branches whipped past, trees blurred into streaks, the world becoming a smear of green and wind. Enya’s head was tucked beside Zerus' neck, facing backward, the forest vanishing behind her one heartbeat at a time.

She didn’t struggle. She just watched.

And then—a sound. A faint chime echoed from within Zerus’ cloak, metallic and clear.

Zerus halted instantly, her body seizing with tension. Her feet skidded to a stop against the dirt.

She trembled.

Slowly, she set Enya down, her movements stiff. One hand dipped into her cloak. From within, she pulled out a circular device, one with an embedded crystal—small, white, veined with faint silver lines.

It pulsed with light.

Then, a voice, young, and childlike, rang out from within. “Zerus. Give me a status update. What of Lia Empyria?”


            
OEBPS/images/5f9cc661-5d68-458b-b262-e562860d5e2c.png
i
e
\\





OEBPS/images/6f5a5ac8-6ecd-482c-ad56-d2e1a8fb5c57.png





