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            Tailor Tinker

          

        

      

    

    
      Sylver’s new body was nearly impossible to poison.

      For starters, anything that entered his mouth and traveled down his throat was essentially incinerated. To be specific, it was magically disassembled into its base components that were then used to heal or build his flesh and muscle.

      And aside from a small handful of poisons, that for reasons even Sylver didn’t understand affected undead, Sylver had purposely retained his liver’s functionality in the nameless organ he replaced it with.

      It was roughly the size of Sylver’s fist, and handled everything blood-related, from oxygenating and filtering it, to producing the various hormones and chemicals he needed to maintain his body’s current appearance. Teeth, hair, fingernails, even scabs and scars were handled by this little ball of condensed flesh.

      This meant that when Sylver opened his eyes and should have felt as if someone had bashed his head in because of how terrible his hangover was, he instead woke up feeling refreshed, and not even a little thirsty.

      “So you learned how to heal,” Sylver said.

      Sylver straightened out his body and rose to his feet the way someone would push a tipped-over statue upright. He opened his eyes just to make things easier for the people who needed to use their eyes to see to have something to focus on when talking to him.

      Yeva was standing near the couch in the corner and was very gently healing Ciege’s and Salgok’s hangover away. Murdok was nowhere to be seen.

      “You barely got a word in last night. How’s life been treating you, Yeva?” Sylver asked as he walked over to the couch Spring was laying on.

      Sylver grabbed the back of the passed-out shade’s head and purged the alcohol sloshing around inside of his shadowy body. Spring burped out a small cloud of steam before he sat up and made enough room for Sylver to sit down next to him.

      “Other than Ben making everything around him float, I genuinely have nothing to complain about. The monster outbreak was terrifying and devastating, but Salgok and Murdok kept us safe,” Yeva said.

      Sylver solidified his shadow in front of him and kicked his legs onto it. He then widened it, so Spring could do the same.

      “Lola mentioned that, yeah. From the way she described it, it was very fortunate Murdok was here,” Sylver said.

      Murdok, Salgok’s elder brother, had coincidentally decided to visit the ex-innkeeper, and just so happened to be helping the dwarf in the smithy when the first wave of monsters broke through the walls and barrier and laid waste to the city.

      There were a lot of such coincidences.

      That all seemed to coincidentally occur to the people Sylver cared about.

      Sylver had left out a couple of details when he was telling his tale last night, primarily how he found a way into another realm, and how he managed to return. He also refrained from explaining that he’d gone into the other realm with a purpose, and made it sound as if he had simply slipped and miraculously fell into a functional portal.

      He told them he was heading to the city near the Schlagen Mountains but skipped out on telling them why. Murdok was the only one in the group that didn’t immediately grasp the unspoken rule to not try and force information out of Sylver, but he caught on quickly enough.

      Apart from his accent being so thick when speaking Eirish that Sylver had to concentrate to understand him, Sylver liked the dwarf.

      “From what I’ve been told, the monster outbreak occurred at the best time possible. If it was a week earlier, or later, there would have been casualties. Arda got lucky in the fact that there were five S rank parties inside the city at the same time, they alone wiped out half the invading monsters,” Yeva said, and even though her back was to Sylver, he could hear the raised eyebrow in her voice.

      “Did you find a tutor for Benjamin yet? The sooner he starts the better,” Sylver asked.

      Yeva turned her head to look at him, and she had an expression that Sylver chose to ignore.

      “I would offer to teach him, but my magic isn’t exactly compatible. Seeing that you’re able to animate golems and whatever that keycard thing enchantment was, you’ve perfected the exercises I gave you?” Sylver asked, doubling down on changing the subject.

      Yeva just stared at him, and waited, while she continued to heal the two passed-out men.

      Soul magic was not exactly something the Ibis considered to be “magic.” Which in Sylver’s opinion was wrong, and the fact that he would have been considered the arch-soulmancer if they changed their classification, had nothing to do with it.

      But, in the Ibis’ defense, soul magic was just a bit too “unique” to be considered magic.

      Sylver’s method of controlling and casting with his soul couldn’t be more different from Aether’s, Oska’s, or Helca’s.

      Oska couldn’t beat Sylver in a soul fight even if he was blindfolded and had both hands tied behind his back. Even with Sylver’s soul being significantly larger and stronger than Helca’s, she could outmaneuver him and hit him in a blind spot he didn’t even know about.

      It was hard to explain, but the way a person wields a sword is different from the way they wield a warhammer or a shield.

      Sylver had seen it mentioned in a grimoire he once found, that souls could be broken down into categories. And using a series of tests a soulmancer’s soul could be categorized as a sword, shield, battering ram, polearm, lance, spear, bow, hammer, and so on and so forth.

      If the tests Sylver had performed on himself were to be believed, and assuming he hadn’t fucked them up, then his soul was a small blade, either a dagger or more fittingly, a scalpel. Nyx on the other hand was a two-handed battle ax. Oska was an arrow, and Aether was an “unknown.”

      To be more accurate, Aether failed three tests, and by the grimoire’s definition couldn’t be considered a mage capable of manipulating his soul.

      Going by the way Sylver could feel Yeva had shaped her soul to heal her husband and Salgok, hers was some kind of armor piece, but he couldn’t remember that section of the grimoire to be any more specific than that.

      Certain types of death magic, those that targeted the soul directly, wouldn’t work on Yeva. If Sylver wanted to kill her, he would need to rely on physical attacks, crushing her heart, freezing her blood, heating her brainstem, that kind of thing.

      “What were we talking about?” Sylver asked.

      Yeva hadn’t said a word during Sylver’s silent trip down memory lane.

      “You asked if she was done with the soul training exercises you left her,” Spring reminded.

      “You said to stop if they started to hurt,” Yeva answered, as she stopped looking over her shoulder and returned her focus to Ciege.

      “Did they start to hurt?” Sylver asked.

      “I couldn’t walk for a few minutes, lost all feeling in my legs. I gave Ms. Lola the book for safekeeping, and have been focusing on figuring out how to do it myself since then,” Yeva explained, as she finished healing the two, and stood up

      “You’ve done well. Those golems outside, marvelous work. I think even I would struggle against them. Who built them?” Sylver asked.

      “Murdok… Kind of. He’s a [War Smith], he designed two empty suits of armor, and I managed to stuff enough monster souls inside to bring them to life. One of Ms. Lola’s enchanters helped modify them. They both have a strength equivalent to a level 300 warrior. And with Salgok’s rune enchanted weapons, they’re quite formidable, even against higher leveled foes,” Yeva explained.

      Sylver stood up and went over to where Salgok and Ciege were sleeping. He placed a hand on both men’s foreheads and clicked his tongue. Yeva had done a great job healing their hangover, but they weren’t going to be waking up any time soon.

      “I need to get going, but I’ll be back again, I need Salgok to build something for me. What about Ciege, everything all right with him?” Sylver asked, and Yeva made a very strange face.

      Not quite a frown, but not quite a smile either.

      “Ms. Lola has been pressuring him into accepting a title of nobility. But even though we’ve explained to her that we’re very comfortable where we are, she keeps coming over to talk about all the ways it would benefit Ben, or how much safer we would be if we weren’t living in a house surrounded by people,” Yeva explained, and Sylver vaguely remembered Lola mentioning this.

      Ciege too, last night, now that he thought about it.

      “What are you doing for Ben’s higher education? I don’t mean to offend, but if he’s already formed a stable enough mana core for unconscious levitation, then it would be a waste to⁠—”

      “We’re very comfortable where we are,” Yeva said, politely, but at the same time, somewhat viciously.

      “I see…” Sylver said.

      During the resulting silence, Yeva sat down near Ciege’s head and started to run her hand through his hair.

      “I know you both mean well. But all we’ve ever wanted was a small and simple life. All of—” Yeva gestured around the large office, “—this, isn’t us. Don’t get me wrong, I’m happy and grateful for everything you’ve done for us, but I want Ben to grow up to be a silversmith, maybe a scholar. Shera thought her son was dead for two years, I don’t want to sit around worried that my son died on some adventure, or worse, got kidnapped for ransom because his parents are nobles.”

      “In my personal opinion, you’re making a mistake,” Sylver offered.

      Yeva didn’t outright tell him to fuck off, but her polite smile said as much.

      “But I understand where you’re coming from, so I’ll talk to Lola,” Sylver said, as he walked over to Spring and helped the shade remove his left foot’s shoe.

      “There’s nothing wrong with not wanting to have to spend every waking moment afraid of some grand conspiracy coming after you and your child,” Yeva said.

      “I didn’t say there was… Look, Lola is an elf, their mannerism and expressions don’t translate well to humans like you. And given the fact that she’s using something to guard her soul, you tried to use the fact that you could read her to your advantage, right?” Sylver asked.

      “No, but I nearly did. I gave it to her as a gift, so I didn’t feel tempted,” Yeva corrected.

      Sylver couldn’t help but smile. He’d been worried Lola had gotten the thing because of him.

      “Either way, I know she can sound callous and uncaring, especially if you don’t know to look for the subtle signs. As far as elves go, Lola is quite emotive. Their faces aren’t as expressive as you’re used to, dwarves just straight up can’t even tell if they’re happy or sad unless they’re actively laughing or crying. Anyway, you made a decision, I don’t like it, but it’s your decision to make…” Sylver said and tried not to sound defensive.

      He took Spring’s sock off and summoned a small scalpel into his hand from his [Bound Bones] storage.

      “I didn’t mean⁠—”

      “Everything is fine, Yeva, I know what you meant. While I’m here, could I ask for a favor?” Sylver asked as he remembered an idea he thought of last night and had nearly completely forgotten.

      “As long as it doesn’t involve becoming nobility or moving house, anything,” Yeva said.

      “There’s a girl living in my house. Chrysanthemum, Chrys for short. She’s… what’s a polite way of putting it… I’d like it if you went to check up on her every now and then so that if she ever has… womanly questions, she can ask you. Misha and Masha aren’t exactly standard human women, and while Maul and the other female rabbits are there, I’d like it if she had someone of her own race to talk to,” Sylver explained.

      There was a pause. During which Sylver made a tiny incision underneath the toenail on Spring’s left foot’s big toe.

      “She’s the one you rescued from that laboratory, and then somehow gave her a brand new body, right? I thought she was an elf?” Yeva asked.

      “No, they called themselves elves, but they weren’t. She’s human, at least physically. With her being a clairvoyant, I can’t exactly speak to her mental state. She might not even need any advice, but I would feel better if she had that option,” Sylver said.

      Yeva looked at Spring, who made a noise as he deflated, and left behind a loose pile of skin and clothing.

      “I uh… Yes. Of course, I’ll take Ciege with me, we’ll introduce her to Ben. I’ve been meaning to ask Maul for her carrot bread recipe anyway,” Yeva said, as Sylver stored Spring’s skin suit away, and stood up from his crouch.

      “Great, thank you. I’m going to take care of some business, and I’ll likely spend the rest of the day and night at Bruno’s in case anyone needs me,” Sylver explained as he ran his hand down the edge of his robe to straighten it out, and then held out his hand for Yeva to teleport him out of the office.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you sure, you’re sure?” Sylver silently tapped out, as Spring’s half returned from scouting, and merged with the half in Sylver’s shadow.

      “I don’t know if the tattoos are painted on, but they have the same necklace as Sophia, and the robes look identical. You could always ask them,” Spring offered, as Sylver sent a tendril of fog down into the rain gutters.

      Which for some reason were now connected to one another, to the point Sylver could travel from one end of the city to the other without once having to be out in the open.

      Almost as if some sort of rich and powerful high-elf “suggested” that the architect guild do this while they were rebuilding Arda from the monster outbreak damage.

      Sylver materialized in one of the few dark and grimy alleyways left in this rebuilt city. Apparently, the architect guild wasn’t all too fond of dark alleyways, on account of how often people were robbed in areas such as these. And in their defense, fair enough, even if it was a little annoying for Sylver.

      Sylver had a myriad of plans to force the two followers out of hiding, but he went for something he hadn’t done for a long time.

      He spun the umbrella hooked on his wrist around and lost his grip. It flew forward, and bounced off the wall on the left, and landed with a splash in a puddle on the ground.

      With a hand clutching at his heart, or where a human would normally have a heart, Sylver fell down to his knees and started to mutely gasp repeatedly, as if he was trying to breathe but couldn’t.

      He did this for exactly thirty seconds before he allowed himself to fall face-first onto the oddly clean, rocky floor. He lay still on the ground, with the blunt pebbles pressing into his face, and after a couple of seconds, turned the liquid in his mouth to froth, and used [Advanced Water Manipulation] to make it ooze out.

      The fuckers waited an entire two minutes and fifty seconds, Spring counted, before they teleported right above his possibly dead body.

      “Sweet Ra have mercy, I can’t believe⁠—”

      “Are you two following me?” Sylver asked.

      He turned over onto his back and stared up at the two priests standing over him.

      Sylver tried to use [Arcane Insight]. All the skill told him was that they both had a lower level than him, nothing else.

      “I told you! I told⁠—”

      Both of the priests’ magics limply crackled, as the umbrella and shade crouching in the puddle behind Sylver canceled out their attempts at teleportation. The two priests couldn’t focus their eyes, trying again, and again, and again, to teleport away.

      Sylver used his shadow to throw himself upward and managed to grab the two by the throat with either hand. He lifted them off their feet and pressed them up against the wall, with two daggers floating eye level with each man’s eyes.

      “Were you two following me?” Sylver asked, calmly and politely.

      The priest on the left gathered mana into his hands, and Sylver just short of crushed his throat in warning.

      “Don’t make me ask a third time,” Sylver said, as the four daggers floated an inch closer to the eye they were pointed at.

      “The head priest—” Sylver pulled the man who had spoken away from the wall, close enough that the daggers touched his eyelashes, and slammed him back against it, so hard that the stone wall cracked from the force.

      “Yes! We were following you, we were ordered⁠—”

      It happened so fast that Sylver could tell by their souls they didn’t even feel it until he let go of their throats.

      Twin blades of [Necrotic Mutilation] slithered out of Sylver’s sleeves, and with the speed and force of a whip, cut through the left man’s right arm, and the right man’s left arm.

      Before they fell, or so much as started to bleed, [Necrotic Mutilation] caught the two severed limbs, and made them disappear, as Sylver forced [Bound Bones] to accept the holy magic saturated arms into itself.

      “I don’t care who you are, don’t ever follow me,” Sylver said as he let go of their throats and let the two short, compared to Sylver, men, drop to the ground.

      Sylver coated his hands in [Necrotic Mutilation] and formed a blunt ridge around where his knuckles were. As the two priests realized one of their arms was missing, they tried to lift their remaining hands to the wound to heal them, and Sylver spoke while they focused on healing.

      “Talk to Ging if you want to organize a meeting,” Sylver explained. The priests’ eyes were panicked and wild, but they were so focused on healing that they seemed to be moments away from entering a tranquil zone of calmness.

      Sylver punched the one on the left so hard his lower jaw tore away from his mouth, and flew into one of the dirty puddles. The priest started to scream with the kind of unsettling gurgling noise only a man with his tongue hanging out of his mouth and slapping against his throat could manage.

      The other priest lost his concentration, gaze initially fixated on the unintelligible priest splattering blood all over his nice white and red robe.

      “Next time I find anyone following me, I won’t be as gentle,” Sylver explained to the priest that still had a lower jaw.

      He had pressed himself up against the wall as if he was about to start crawling upward to get away from the situation.

      Sylver snapped his fingers in front of the priest’s face, and when that didn’t do anything, grabbed him by the jaw, and turned his head until he finally looked Sylver in the eye.

      “Do you understand me?” Sylver asked. The priest attempted a nod, and he let go of his jaw.

      As he turned to stare at the screaming jawless priest, Sylver punched the other man so hard that his lower jaw followed the fist’s and tore away, landing in the dirty puddle in the distance.

      Sylver shoved the very recently un-jawed man toward the ground, and as he walked away from the two blood-covered, jawless, gargling priests, stepped on both of their jaws with a sickening, tooth splattering, crunch.
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        * * *

      

      As Sylver materialized outside the dungeon entrance, he heard himself making a clicking noise with each footstep. Upon inspection, he found that he had a molar stuck to the bottom of his shoe. Sylver used [Dead Dominion] to pull it out, and then floated it to one of the garbage bins.

      Sylver handed the guard his adventure’s badge, and the man gave Sylver a very odd look.

      “You’ll need to have this updated,” the guard said, as he waved Sylver along.

      Sylver nodded that he would and entered the dungeon.

      Lola had mentioned a “path.” Sylver thought she was being rhetorical, but there it was…

      A path made of threads, that were glowing bright enough that it was impossible to miss.

      As Sylver walked down the path, he lost count of the number of dormant barriers he passed through. Every single one felt powerful enough to keep Sylver at bay for days, and there were at least fifty layers of them.

      And that’s not mentioning the thousands of tiny souls Sylver could feel following his every move above him. He felt as if he could make a perfect three-dimensional model of the ceiling from how many there were.

      Sylver did his best to ignore the ones hiding in holes underneath the thread path he was walking on, and took extra care to make sure he didn’t step on any of them. Sylver followed the thread path lower and lower into the dungeon. Someone had dug a tunnel, but it didn’t have the feeling of someone using earth magic.

      The last hurdle to pass through was a serpent that was coiled in such a way that it blocked the only tunnel forward. The serpent’s body began to slowly move, opening a gap just big enough for the head to push through.

      It’s face was covered in scars, its left eye white and blind, and its slightly open mouth demonstrated shark-like daggers for teeth.

      
        
        [Royal Guardian – Venom Lord – 392]

        [Hp: 444,710 – 72%]

        [MP: 0 – 0%]

        [Stamina: 61,654 – 92%]

        [Corpse – Inferior]

        [Soul – None]

      

      

      As the skill name suggested, it left out the information that wasn’t relevant, all the blanks or vague classes were ignored and only the things Sylver needed to know remained.

      The serpent’s tongue flickered out of its mouth for a split second, while it unblinkingly stared at Sylver.

      It nodded at him, apparently satisfied, then pulled its head back into the folds of its most likely enormous body. Rays of light shone through the gaps it gradually created until it got to the point that Sylver had to block the light with his hand.

      With the tunnel open, Sylver pressed on and found himself standing on a path laid out in small white stones, with a field of bright green grass on his left, and a field of golden wheat on his right. He looked ahead and saw a familiar house in the distance, with a seemingly endless field stretched out behind it.

      Sylver looked upward and found the entire ceiling covered in multicolored hexagons. Sylver watched as a spider with a magical symbol carved into its carapace crawled out from one of these hexagons, then crawled along the ceiling, and disappeared into a different hexagon.

      A couple of these hexagons were glowing with a bright light, like the path inside the previous tunnel, and created the illusion of daylight.

      At Spring’s suggestion, Sylver looked down, and spotted a small girl wearing dark blue overalls staring at him. She had a very small spider sitting on top of her head, it was gold-colored, and the abdomen was spiky in such a way that it almost looked like a golden crown.

      “Is Bruno home by any chance?” Sylver asked the little girl.

      “He’s up in the hatchery. Wait inside the house, I’ll go get him,” the little girl ordered, and gestured toward the house in the distance.

      She looked upward and seemed to concentrate. Sylver managed not to flinch as a giant dark brown spider landed on her back, and then using its thread, lifted her high into the air. Sylver followed her with his eyes, where the spider pulled her into one of the hexagonal holes.

      “Syl? Is that you?” someone asked.

      Sylver looked toward the source of the sound and saw a small pudgy woman standing in the doorway of the house. She had a gold-colored spider on her head, but with a much bigger and spikier abdomen.

      “Tera?” Sylver asked. The woman’s face brightened up as if someone had just presented her with the best gift ever.

      “Why am I asking, of course it’s you! Slinky wouldn’t have let anyone else in without asking first,” Tera said, as her form shimmered, and she appeared a mere inch away from Sylver.

      Now that she was this close, Sylver realized she wasn’t fat, although she had gained weight, she was pregnant.

      “Bruno will be back in a bit, but come inside, have some tea, I’m dying to hear where you’ve been the last five years. Did anyone tell you about the farm?” Tera asked, as she practically dragged Sylver along with her.

      “Tragedy, but from the ashes, and all that. If you ask me, the ones we have now are even better, they’re not as fluffy as the originals, but the originals had this odd smell about them, the current variants all smell like fresh grass. I’ll leave it to Bruno to give you the tour. Did you get taller? Did you by any chance bump into Leke on your way back?” Tera spat out question after question as they passed the threshold of the house, and Sylver was sat down in a chair made of a shiny material he couldn’t identify.
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            Prepared for Trouble

          

        

      

    

    
      “Have you had a chance to speak to Faust?” Tera asked, and for the first time in half an hour stopped talking long enough for Sylver to answer her question.

      Aside from the fact that the house seemed to be made of what Sylver realized was solidified thread, it looked like your average house.

      As if someone had simply picked up the house Bruno had on his farm and brought it down underground into the dungeon. Although now that Sylver got a better look at the interior, it would be more right to call it a recreation.

      Everything from the cutlery, cups, plates, sink, windows, sofa, chairs, even Tera’s clothing, upon closer inspection turned out to be some form of woven thread.

      “I haven’t, the uhh… Chrys mentioned he was drinking himself to death, his fiancée broke things off,” Sylver said, as he returned his focus onto Tera.

      “I feel like there should be a word for what he’s been doing because just calling it ‘drinking’ isn’t enough. I’m pretty sure he died at one point, but apparently, his organs shutting down isn’t enough to kill him,” Tera said, as she stood up and began to pace around the room.

      “Yeah, once cultivators get past a certain point, their metabolism is powerful enough to render most poisons and toxins useless… I’ll talk to him,” Sylver promised, as he continued looking at the small golden creature sitting on top of Tera’s head.

      “Bruno found a species of crawfish that could detect predators by sensing intent. Took him two months’ worth of tinkering, but he figured out how exactly they were doing it, and he created these girls,” Tera said, as she lifted one hand toward the top of her head and pulled off the motionless creature.

      She placed it down in front of Sylver, and the spider-looking creature’s feet made a clicking noise as they touched the surface of the table. As Tera went back to pacing, the creature stared directly at her and constantly adjusted its position so that its body was always facing her.

      “I named mine Boni. Her abdomen used to be a lot flatter when she was younger, and the spikes were soft and kind of limp, she looked like a bonnet is what I’m trying to say. Are you going to tell me where you were for the last five years? And that huge group of dark elves, I take it they’re with you?” Tera asked.

      “If you need to go to the bathroom, just go,” Sylver offered as the small woman continued walking back and forth.

      “You know, you made the right choice disappearing for a bit. I struggle to imagine how you would have reacted if those pretentious bastards did what they did while you were around. The head priest of Ra would have backed you up. They’re not fans of the undead, but they’re far too prideful to let a foreign clergy manhandle people in their territory. It helped that everyone could say with total honesty that they had no idea where you were,” Tera said.

      Sylver very gently placed his cup on the table, and the small golden spider creature started to make a noise that sounded somewhere in the middle of a teapot’s whistle, and a child’s scream. Tera practically ran over and picked it up, and used her finger to stroke the flat space that Sylver assumed was its head.

      “Stop that, she can sense bloodlust, you’re scaring her,” Tera scolded, except she said it quietly and softly as if she was speaking to a child, so as not to further spook Boni. Sylver heard a barely audible hissing noise on his left and saw a somewhat familiar forked tongue flickering at the edge of one of the windows.

      “Great, you riled Slinky up, thanks for that. Now he’s not going to calm down until he’s patrolled the perimeter. I was hoping he would get some rest today,” Tera complained, as Sylver unclenched his jaw, and released whatever tension there was in his body.

      “As I said, it’s a good thing you weren’t here. Bruno at least had the sense to resolve things peacefully, albeit I very much doubt that would be his response if they came here now. It’s one thing when you’re up against a group of priests and there’s a family behind your back that can’t defend itself. If they tried to threaten him here, even with their level 400 paladins, Bruno would have murdered them,” Tera explained.

      She started pacing back and forth again but was now rocking the small golden spider and repeatedly rubbing the area where Sylver would have thought its fangs would be. It made a noise that sounded like purring, but the pitch was much higher somehow.

      “Are you saying there were priests in Arda looking for me, and that they were interrogating the people associated with me?” Sylver asked, just to be certain.

      “Not all of them were priests, there were mages, wizards, and sorcerers too, apparently the curse on Kitty’s family is somewhat famous. One woman, some kind of ‘curse expert,’ demanded a duel with you to prove she was the undisputed authority in all things dark magic. I think there was even a coven at one point, although I saw two men there, so is it still a coven?” Tera asked.

      Sylver struggled to keep up with Tera’s ever-changing topic of conversation.

      “What was it called…” Sylver asked as he pinched the bridge of his nose.

      “Summer solstice,” Spring answered.

      “The summer solstice, is that where they found out about me? Did no one try to keep that information under wraps? Why didn’t Lola tell me?” Sylver asked.

      “Because they were annoying, more than they were dangerous. For starters, not one of them actually knew who you were, all they knew is that you’ve accepted a quest from Arda’s adventurer’s guild⁠—”

      “Did anyone get hurt?” Sylver interrupted.

      Tera stopped her pacing and turned to look at Sylver.

      “No… Lola’s bodyguard was, but that’s his job, nothing permanent. They stopped coming after the monster outbreak. The only reason I told you about them is so that you’re not caught off guard if one tracks you down because of it,” Tera explained, as Sylver further relaxed.

      Bullshit was unavoidable. He didn’t expect Lola to prevent every single stubbed toe. He attempted to change the subject.

      “Do you know what you’re having?” Sylver asked, with a gesture at Tera’s stomach.

      “Bruno doesn’t trust any of the clerics capable of finding out, and his soul-sensing ability is apparently not good enough to tell anything other than that it’s alive…” Tera said. Her next sentence didn’t even start as she just stared at Sylver and seemed to realize something.

      Sylver heard a very odd noise outside, that wasn’t dissimilar to the sound the small gold spider had made.

      “Come outside, you’re going to want to see this,” Tera said, going to the front door and opening it. Sylver followed behind her, and it took him a couple of seconds to figure out where the whistling noise was coming from, due to how much it was bouncing around the cave walls.

      Although it felt wrong to call the area they were in a “cave.”

      A cave didn’t have an artificial sun, extremely fertile soil, several herb gardens, and a river.

      From Tera’s explanation, Sylver learned that Bruno had a major mental breakdown when his farm was destroyed and his cows were slaughtered. The friendly honey-flavored cheese maker buried the cows and used what little remained of the spider chimeras to start over, underground.

      After he created a few that were capable of fighting, Bruno went down into the dungeon and used his trained monsters to conquer and section off a portion of the dungeon for himself. From there he began a slow cycle of tinkering with their genetic code, while he slowly expanded his territory, and used the defeated monsters as fuel to feed and grow stronger monsters.

      Sylver looked up and saw a perfectly smooth creature attached to the ceiling. It had ten appendages sticking out of its sickly dark grey color body, with the two at the front being significantly larger than the other eight. He couldn’t put into words what he felt when it came into the range of his soul sense, but if he could, they wouldn’t be nice words.

      “Is that an actual crab?” Sylver asked quietly, as the crustacean’s top part that was facing Sylver since it was upside down, began to open up as if it was a beetle about to reveal its wings. There was a dark pink, bumpy mess inside, hidden under a layer of steam and seemed to be cooling down.

      “It’s more lobster than crab. We discovered that if they’re given enough Uprum during the gestation period, a very small portion are born with an overdeveloped cerebrum,” Tera said, as she gestured toward the small golden spider sitting on top of her head.

      “These girls are her kids. They’re weak physically, but we’ve engineered it so that they’re the queen bees, while the others are all drones who follow their orders. Magically enhanced pheromones, an intellect that puts them above dogs, a bit of training, and voila, an army of monsters,” Tera explained, as Sylver watched Bruno walk out of one of the hexagonal holes on the ceiling.

      The man released the magic that kept his feet glued to the ceiling, and then his descent was stopped by a string that hadn’t been there before. He was slowly lowered to the ground, and in the end, landed a couple of steps away from Sylver.

      There were some minor changes in Bruno’s appearance, he was a little fatter, his ears seemed a bit less pointy, he was taller, and hidden underneath his hair, Sylver could see three sets of eyes that had a dark green shine to them.

      “I’m going to leave you boys to talk,” Tera offered, as a spider fell down from the ceiling, attached to her back like some sort of backpack, and lifted her up and away into the ceiling.

      “I’ll show you the hatchery another time, there are a bit too many untrained spiderlings running around up there. If they get a taste for…” Bruno’s words trailed off as Sylver continued staring at the ceiling.

      Spring informed him of thousands upon thousands of large liquid-filled sacks, with hundreds of tiny spiderlike monsters floating around inside of them.

      “Did you know you’re a fictional character?” Bruno asked, and Sylver shifted his attention away from the ceiling, and the giant crab/lobster.

      “In what sense?” Sylver asked, as an enormous smile formed on Bruno’s face.

      “Do you remember a bard by the name of Lorn?” Bruno asked.

      “No,” Sylver said.

      Spring tapped out a description of the man. He was the bard who had followed Sylver around when he stopped the mini rebellion.

      “Yes,” Sylver said.

      “Do you remember teaching him a very, very catchy tune, that goes a little like—” Bruno hummed out three notes before the memory hit Sylver like a warhammer to the head.

      It was the extremely generic bullshit Sylver had provided the bard with, to make the story he told better.

      “His story is so famous, that there are fewer bars that don’t sing it. A necromancer being ‘good’ in a story is just short of being cliché at this point. It all but flipped the public opinion on the matter. They even teach classes about the books in the Silian academy,” Bruno explained, with a grin that made Sylver want to bury his head in sand.

      “I say all that, so you don’t try lecturing me on how having an army of spider-based monsters will set back people’s opinion on dark magic. I’ll tell you this, Lorn didn’t get lucky, a lot of money went into him becoming as successful and famous as he is,” Bruno explained, as Sylver covered his reddening face with his hands, and felt a level of embarrassment he hadn’t been aware was possible.

      “Aside from that, I’m glad to see you’re back. It hasn’t been an easy five years, but as far as I can remember, it’s been the best five years of any of my lives,” Bruno explained, as he attempted to embrace Sylver in a hug.

      Sylver’s chest was a bit too large for him to wrap his arms completely around him, but Sylver appreciated the attempt and hugged him back.

      He smelt strongly of metal.

      “You’re having twins,” Sylver whispered into the overly confident man’s ear.

      He could almost feel Bruno’s heart skip a beat.

      “Both boys, congratulations,” Sylver added, as Bruno pulled himself away from the hug and stared Sylver in the eye.

      “Are you sure?” Bruno asked.

      “Really strong too. They’ll be great when they grow older,” Sylver said.

      Bruno had to look away to wipe the tears that had formed in his eyes.

      All eight of them.

      “How was the weather in whichever realm it is you disappeared into?” Bruno asked, and almost caught Sylver off guard. Knowing him, he probably could sense the other realm on Sylver’s soul or something.

      “Kind of cold, and the locals were horrible. On the bright side I found out that death lords can be forced to hold a physical form, and I have a direct path to Edmund,” Sylver said.

      Bruno froze in place. “Death… lords? There were two, how did you⁠—”

      “Three.”

      Bruno practically choked on words that refused to come out.

      “Did I mention the dark elves I brought with me might be descendants of my master?” Sylver offered.

      Bruno just silently stared at him for a while.

      “You know what? I don’t need to know the details. I’m glad you’re back and safe, and if I’m reading your soul and mana channels right, sounder than you’ve ever been,” Bruno concluded.

      “Almost forgot about that, there was a skeleton, a golem, that called itself ‘Sylver,’ who was using a hand that belonged to my old body to cast death magic. And also⁠—”

      “I want to know the details. Follow me, I have a good spot where no one will be able to listen in,” Bruno said, as he gestured toward the area behind the house.
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        * * *

      

      Aside from the giant serpent that snuck up on them, and then pestered Bruno until he scratched the monster’s nose, Sylver’s retelling of events almost sounded like a report a subordinate would give to a superior.

      Bruno was the only person Sylver could genuinely consider an equal.

      He liked Lola, he trusted Lola, he relied on her, and as much as he hated himself for even thinking in those terms, Lola was far too young for him to see her as someone he could confide in.

      Bruno listened intently, interrupting only when Sylver hadn’t made a certain piece clear enough, and even though Sylver didn’t consider this wise, he told the ancient reincarnator about the “prophecy” the book had screamed at him.

      For a good ten minutes, they stood next to each other in silence. Sylver spent the time observing his surroundings, the inside of a small hole that had been carved into the wall. It contained a table, two chairs, and enough anti-scrying spells that Sylver felt physically sick for the first five minutes.

      There was also a bunch of blankets on the floor, that Bruno wordlessly kicked away into the corner.

      “Ignore it,” Bruno decided.

      “That’s the plan,” Sylver agreed.

      “If it’s a real prophecy, you won’t be able to stop it, not at the level you are now. And if it’s a fake just to mess with you, ignoring it will render it powerless,” Bruno explained.

      “It’s already messed with me… But I agree, trying to search for the names isn’t going to achieve a whole lot…” Sylver said.

      Another minute of silence passed.

      “How do you mean she isn’t affected by magic?” Bruno asked.

      “I’ll bring her over to show you, or come to my house, she’s currently acting as Chrys’ translator. Her soul is massive, and she has another function that I’m not at liberty to speak of,” Sylver said and felt a companionship he hadn’t realized just how much he would miss, up until he lost it.

      Being an ancient lich was a curse if you didn’t have an ancient healer to talk things over with, joke around with, someone to bounce your thoughts and ideas off, to make sure you haven’t gone insane.

      “You said Schlagen Mountains, right?” Bruno asked.

      “Hmm? Yeah, at least according to Lola’s notes, that is the most logical place to go to. I’ll be able to triangulate his position anyway, but I don’t know if he’s moving, or in one place,” Sylver said.

      “Raw mana though… How do you stain a sword with raw mana?” Bruno asked.

      In the distance, the slightly dark orange cows made a noise that Bruno described as a “moo” but to Sylver’s ears sounded more like someone’s first time playing the tuba.

      “In Edmund’s culture, a person’s weapon, specifically a sword, is a representation of them, but it’s also an extension of them, like a child. In his eyes a sword that has a chip, that’s scratched, that doesn’t have a polished handle, is like seeing a parent with a starved child. It’s indecent,” Sylver explained.

      It was a concept that he himself didn’t fully understand, though he understood enough to know to always keep his daggers and weapons clean and presentable.

      “Faust mentioned something like this. I’ve seen him pick fights with other swordsmen because their leather scabbard was tarnished,” Bruno said.

      “This part is hard to put into words… In his culture, you’re supposed to get one sword and use one sword. His people have a whole ceremony where the warrior enters a room full of blades and picks one out for himself. They have this thing, if you take a sword from that room, you have to bring it back.

      “A proper warrior doesn’t die in battle, he survives everything, returns to that backwater shithole of a city, and puts his sword back into that room, and spends what little days he has left passing on his wisdom to the next generation. Now, there is a sort of exception to this,” Sylver said.

      “When it’s broken, right?”

      “Exactly. If your sword breaks, that means your spirit wasn’t tough enough, the blade didn’t accept you. Long story short you can get a new one if you can bring them the broken blade. In the Ibis it’s customary for apprentices to be given to other masters to study under. One of Edmund’s was this hermit, lived inside the skull of a dead giant, super weird guy, made tea from elephant turds,” Sylver said.

      Even now he could remember the feeling of that slimy liquid disappearing down his throat as that old fuck told him what he’d just drunk. The fact that it actually tasted quite nice, didn’t matter.

      “Very rare that a ‘master of the sword’ actually does something. They love hiding in the middle of nowhere though, to ‘train’ their mind,” Bruno nodded along.

      “Anyway, he taught Edmund this one neat trick. You know how archers can adjust the path of their arrow by heating or cooling the metal tip to make it bend a bit so it will go in a certain direction?” Sylver asked.

      “Sure.”

      “Well, Edmund being a pyromancer, he figured out a way to do that to his sword. Not just a little, but enough that his blade was liquid. Ignoring that it’s considered a ‘form’ when he does it, but ‘cheating,’ when I do something similar, it really is a good strategy. The power of a sword, with the unpredictability and flexibility of a whip,” Sylver reminisced.

      “I think I can see it. He uses the same spell to bend the sword of his opponent to render it unusable. But because it isn’t ‘broken’ the warrior is required to break his own sword, if he plans to continue being a warrior,” Bruno said.

      “Yep. Although he only used it three times that I’m aware of. To him doing that to an opponent’s blade is the ultimate sign of disrespect. Because in his eyes, what he’s doing is crippling his opponent’s child, and thus forcing them to kill it with their own hands. It’s a pointless act, the people he did it to just got a new sword… Well, I mean they died, but if he hadn’t killed them, they would have just gotten a new sword,” Sylver tried to explain.

      He never fully grasped the idea of “dishonoring” someone before their death.

      If Sylver wanted someone dead, he killed them, torturing them achieved nothing and was a waste of time since they would be dead all the same.

      Now, if he needed information out of them, or needed them to suffer for a ritual, that was an entirely different matter, Sylver could torture if the pain the victim went through served a purpose. Or if he needed to do it to send a message, but the way Edmund did it was completely pointless in Sylver’s mind.

      “So you think he fought with the [Hero] and left his mana in the sword? To mark it, or was this a failed attempt to dishonor the [Hero],” Bruno asked.

      “I don’t know. I mean, I honestly don’t know. It might not even be his mana.”

      “But the woman in white, Rose, she⁠—”

      “She said Lola would know where he is. She doesn’t know where he is. I find it hard to believe that it’s a coincidence that a spell only five people were aware of, and had the power to utilize, was the spell used to mess with the [Hero]s sword. But, once again, I don’t know,” Sylver explained.

      He reached up to his mouth and wiped away some kind of dirt that had fallen onto his lip from the dirt ceiling.

      “So what’s the plan for all of this?” Sylver asked as he gestured out to the large field. “End goal, where do you see yourself in ten years?”

      A serious look appeared in all eight of Bruno’s eyes.

      “World domination,” he said as he stared toward the fuzzy orange cows.

      Sylver slapped the man on the back and started laughing.

      “No, come one, be serious,” Sylver said, as he continued to laugh.

      “I am serious,” Bruno said and turned to face Sylver.

      His top right eye twitched.

      “Fuck!” Bruno swore as the smile he’d been holding back was released and allowed to spread into a giant grin. “Admit it, half a second, you believed me for half a second,” Bruno said as he started to giggle, and then laugh along with Sylver.

      Sylver wrapped his arm around the ancient reincarnator and the two continued laughing like children.

      “Alright, not half a second, maybe a quarter, a third at best, you’re too smart to try to do something that stupid. World domination, I can’t remember the last time I heard those two words together,” Sylver said.

      “I think I’ve tried it more than once in my past lives. But you’re right, guess the world can continue being the way it is for the time being,” Bruno said.

      “So what’s the plan? Ten years from now, twenty years, a hundred,” Sylver questioned.

      “I think I can conquer this whole dungeon in the next ten years. It runs deep, I’ve never seen anything like it. After that… I don’t know… I started this when I was furious, and then I blinked, and a year passed without me noticing,” Bruno said.

      It was a feeling Sylver understood all too well.

      “I couldn’t have done it without Tera, I was a husk for a good month after the outbreak. She helped me get back on my feet, and then provided constructive criticism when I started spawning chimeras, and then acquired all the illegal ingredients I could ever want,” Bruno reminisced, as he remembered the early days, where every second egg was a dud.

      “I noticed most of the kids are missing,” Sylver said, as he let go of Bruno, and the two sat down on the ledge of the hole carved into the wall.

      “Silian academy. Nadin, Karina, Oliver, Lukas, and Isaac all left to study. Only Mary, Corina, and Isabell are left… Did Tera tell you about the present?” Bruno asked.

      “For who?”

      “For you… She didn’t say anything? I thought for certain it would be the first thing out of her mouth,” Bruno said.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      Bruno stood up and dusted himself off, and Sylver did the same shortly after.

      “It will be easier to show you than it is to explain it. Have you got enough space in your shadow for a couple of chimeras? I bred them specifically for you to convert into shades. The bodies are perfectly preserved, and their souls haven’t moved an inch since the day they died,” Bruno said.

      Sylver placed his hand over where he’d gotten used to his heart being.

      “I’m touched, Bruno, really, thank you,” Sylver answered, and the two men hugged again.

      “You’re going to love the horse chimera. It is insanely fast. And with just a small amount of mana, it can effectively fly… It’s only got seven legs, the eighth had to be removed, but I’m not lying when I say that it made it even better when I got rid of it,” Bruno promised, as he and Sylver jumped out of the cave and Sylver caught Bruno with his shadow so he didn’t break anything as they landed.

      “I can’t wait to see it,” Sylver said.
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      It had seven legs, as advertised, but instead of having them in a line, like a centipede, they were side by side. Only the front left leg was alone, with the other three doubled up.

      Even if the general shape was right, calling it a “horse,” felt disingenuous.

      For starters, it didn’t exactly have hooves. They were currently folded up, and Sylver could see that it had something that looked closer to the feet of a cat. Claws as thin as razor blades peaked out from within the folds near the bit where the flesh ended, since describing the stubby appendages as “toes” didn’t feel right.

      Going up the legs, the creature had four points where the limbs bent, as far as Sylver could tell at least. And unlike a regular horse or any animal with hooves, the joints didn’t appear to be hinge joints. Meaning the creature likely wouldn’t have any trouble using its back legs to scratch its own ass.

      But its lower half was likely the least interesting thing about it. From his attempt at a mana-based inspection, Sylver discovered that its inside were a cacophony of illogical chaos.

      Lungs so small they appeared to have been crushed since the moment it tried to breathe, a stomach that had seemingly digested itself, no heart, no kidneys, liver, pancreas, spleen, or intestines; the whole thing was mostly muscle and bone.

      Or at least it appeared that way.

      It was completely hairless, with a tail that looked like it belonged to a rat. Similarly, it was skinny and starved-looking, enough so that Sylver could easily count its ribs and vertebrate, even without having to inspect it with his mana.

      And then there was the head!

      It had antlers, of all things. There were two pairs, ones that curled protectively around the side of its head, and a second pair that was straight and pointed upward, perfect for impaling someone.

      Similar to Bruno, it had four sets of eyes, two exactly where you expected a horse to have eyes, and the remaining six were about half as big and located between the area of its eyes and muzzle.

      Sylver stood up from the unconscious creature and wiped his hands clean on his robe.

      “How is it still alive?” Sylver asked, as he approached Bruno.

      “Regular fresh blood injections from several donor monsters. The others died of natural causes, but this thing managed to survive somehow. There was something off about it’s soul, so I decided it would be better to keep it alive until you arrived,” Bruno explained, as the unconscious horse creature shifted on the hay covered floor.

      “What is it anyway?” Sylver asked.
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      “Before you left, do you remember how I mentioned I needed to get a functional base working?” Bruno asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “I found that certain monsters share a link, and a certain type of base works great for one monster, but produces a stillborn for another. There are currently twenty-four types of monster bases, mammal, insect, arachnid, bird, slime, you get the gist,” Bruno explained.

      Sylver nodded along.

      “Normally I create my chimeras by using one of the bases, typically in the form of an egg, and combine it with sample material from a monster with the desired feature. From there it’s a simple case of adjusting its development while it grows, to remove the unwanted characteristics, and leave only the beneficial ones,” Bruno explained.

      “And what exactly did you combine to produce this?” Sylver asked as he gestured at the horse-ish monster.

      “I was getting to it. Creating chimeras used to be more art than science. I would do the magical equivalent of banging two rocks together while hoping something good happened. It’s a lot less chaotic now, I can reliably gauge the chance of success within the first two weeks of growth. What you’re looking at here, is an amalgamation of my failures,” Bruno said.

      “It doesn’t look or feel stitched together, so I’m assuming this is a classical chimera made out of failed chimeras?” Sylver said.

      Bruno was right, the soul did feel weird, but he was certain he could only feel one. Chimeras were famously difficult to create because ninety-nine times out of a hundred the various mixed creatures’ souls would fight for dominance, and the winner would usually be too damaged to survive for more than a handful of minutes.

      “Initially I just, and don’t judge me for this, I just fed the failures to whatever was nearest to me. After we had a minor viral outbreak that nearly killed half the chimeras, I tossed the dead failures into a giant locked up hole, and incinerated them every other week,” Bruno said with an odd smile.

      Sylver shrugged and waited for the old man to continue.

      “It was the best thing I’ve ever done. See… What ended up happening is that the hundreds of thousands of failures ended up effectively competing against each other. And every now and then something very, very interesting would crawl out of it,” Bruno explained and gestured at the horse-like monster laying in front of them.

      “You do know this is essentially how you make a demon vessel, right?” Sylver asked.

      A bit of color drained from Bruno’s face but didn’t seem to affect his smile all that much.

      “That certainly explains why some of the sigils I used appeared demonic in origin… Would you mind giving it a look over before you leave, to make sure I don’t accidentally summon a demon?” Bruno asked.

      Sylver rolled his eyes and then tried to shift the conversation back to the creature on the ground.

      Instead, he felt as if something slapped his right hand’s fingers. Sylver looked down at his hand and could see the tiny piece of wood wrapped around his middle finger flickering with pale white energy.

      Sylver shifted his gaze from the ring to the creature lying on the ground a few steps away from him, and then returned it to the ring.

      “I think I’ll have to, because that right there, seems to be a dormant demon vessel…” Sylver said as he took a step toward the monster.

      “Are you going to kill it or…” Bruno asked.

      Sylver wordlessly took another step. The ring on his finger was practically humming with power.

      He turned around and walked away from the creature until the ring stopped reacting.

      “I’m about ninety-nine percent certain I’m right, but I’m going to check the framework you used, just in case,” Sylver said and followed Bruno.
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        * * *

      

      “Well, I was right,” Sylver said, as he finished going through the framework carved into the metal plate that surrounded the hole filled with dark red sludge.

      “I was trying to summon a demon?” Bruno asked.

      The room they were in was a sphere, and the lowest point Bruno had access to. Small holes lined the walls that were connected to chutes that Bruno used to dump whatever chimera failed to come to life. In the middle was a very large, and very deep, cylindrical hole lined with metal. The ceiling was covered in black soot.

      Sylver peered into the hole again and could feel the various souls leaving their respective corpses, and could also feel a couple trying to force their corpses to merge with something near them.

      “Not quite. How familiar are you with demons?” Sylver asked.

      “I think I could summon one if I really wanted to, but the specifics elude me,” Bruno said.

      “Right, well… You know how when a demon enters a host, the host is sometimes driven insane almost immediately? And how the demon will typically start altering the person’s physiology before it’s even finished taking over?” Sylver asked, and Bruno nodded.

      “Sure,” Bruno said. Sylver thought about the next part for a while before he carried on.

      “Look, just between us, a very uncomfortable amount of dark magic tends to rub shoulders with demons. Necromancy and chimera magic included. I choose to believe that this is because demons believed that the people desperate enough to learn necromancy were easy targets.

      “By which I mean the crazies that want to bring their dead spouse back to life, and the corpse fuckers, would be the easiest to convince to summon a demon. Sort of like… like a parent knowing that their child will be obedient if they give them their favorite candy, and as a result, the parent has a large stockpile of that candy. It’s why demon magic can sometimes feel similar to necromancy,” Sylver explained, as he and Bruno shared a look of mutual understanding.

      “Sounds like a solid theory. I mean, if a demon offered to solve my problem, I can’t say I wouldn’t be tempted,” Bruno said. “But I know better, I’m not stupid,” Bruno added before Sylver could speak.

      “Fair enough, you won’t mind if I ask you to scrap this whole framework in that case?” Sylver asked with a gesture toward the metal ring that surrounded the hole.

      He could see Bruno was thinking it over.

      “Or I could adjust it to remove the demonic elements,” Sylver offered.

      “Yes, yes, that would be better. Even now, the only alternative I can think of also feels kind of demonic… I’m going to have to start a couple of projects over,” Bruno said.

      Sylver gave Bruno a small lecture while he scrubbed out the demonic sigils and replaced them with a significantly less efficient alternative.

      “Demons, when they’re first born, are just a bunch of souls without a purpose, that just so happened to clump together. Over time, if the demon is lucky, the souls clump together in such a way that they manage to agree on a direction. Killing children, eating human flesh, you know, the regular stuff the people that don’t pray to a god allegedly all wish to do,” Sylver explained.

      He traced a section of metal with his finger and melted a hole in it. He pulled the metal fragment out and smoothed away the carvings before he flipped it around and left the space empty.

      “Without gods claiming souls, there would be demons everywhere. But thanks to those bastards, a very small percentage of souls remain unclaimed and end up in the demon realm. Naturally born undead are the leftovers of the leftovers, the souls the gods couldn’t claim, and the ones the demons either didn’t get to or didn’t want,” Sylver continued.

      With his nearly 360-degree vision Sylver could simultaneously focus on the sigils underneath him, and on the ever so slightly frightened Bruno watching him work from a safe distance.

      “It’s why just about every single religion despises the undead. We’re unclaimed souls, the sooner they kill us, the sooner their god can claim us, and grow stronger. Demons too, we’re easy targets for them, ‘oh I’ll do anything to become alive again, open a portal to a demon realm, sure, why not, I’ll do it.’ The worst are the undead that used to be mages. Those fuckers know better, but don’t care, because being undead is apparently so terrible,” Sylver said, as he put a little too much pressure on the metal and pierced his glowing finger right through.

      He waited for a couple of seconds until he calmed down.

      “Maybe four out of five demons are summoned by desperate undead. It’s just that they’re too weak to host the demon, and they end up dying without anyone finding out about them. The living, on the other hand, demons drool over the thought of getting a living host.

      “Undead bodies are usually incapable of feeling anything. What’s the point of ripping a toddler apart and rubbing its warm blood over your face if you can’t feel it properly?” Sylver asked rhetorically, as he calmly continued down the framework and made it less and less efficient with each edited sigil.

      He punched the next piece, and his fist went through the four-inch-thick metal and sent a spray of stone dust into the churning liquid inside the hole.

      “At least you did it by accident, but you wouldn’t believe how many times I caught my ‘friends’ trying to summon a demon. I used to think the demonologist in the Ibis was a paranoid lunatic, but if you ask me, he should have been twice as paranoid as he was. Poor bastard disappeared into the demon realm and never came back…” Sylver said, surprised when he was finished with the framework.

      “What was I saying?” Sylver asked, as he stood up, and flicked the metal pieces stuck to his knees.

      “You were going to explain what exactly a demon vessel was, and why what Bruno was doing is dangerous, but you went off track almost immediately to complain about gods,” Spring said from within Sylver’s shadow.

      “Are demons really that big of a problem? I mean, I know they are, but I don’t know how exactly,” Bruno asked, and Sylver stared at him.

      “I’ll put it like this… If, and I mean if, I knew for certain that there was a demon in Arda, not just a demon inside a host, but a tier 1 demon, fully materialized, I would leave and not look back. I would take everyone I care for with me, and if they didn’t want to go, I would force them. A demon isn’t something you can joke around with, you need extremely specialized knowledge to so much as speak to one, let alone try to fight it,” Sylver explained, and hoped the slight shaking in his voice made it clear he was being serious.

      “I know you just took the time to edit that for me, but I think I’m going to scrap it…” Bruno said and gestured at the metal ring around the hole full of discarded monsters.

      “Have you never fought a demon before?” Sylver asked cautiously.

      “I think I did, but it’s all very hazy. So what’s a demon vessel?” Bruno answered in a way to steer the conversation away from the uncomfortable topic of his memory.

      “It’s uh… So demons are a big bundle of souls, right? Now, the accepted theory is that they somehow merge into one soul, I say theory because no one knows for sure. Demons weren’t exactly cooperative when we tried to catch them to study. Anyway, the problem with their soul consisting of a bunch of souls, is that it doesn’t have an agreed-upon physical form,” Sylver explained.

      Well, he tried to, given the confused look on Bruno’s face.

      “That doesn’t sound right. I was always told souls can’t⁠—”

      “Demons don’t play by the same rules we do. At all. Their magic can do shit the Ibis wrote off as impossible millennia ago. If they weren’t so impossibly dangerous to deal with, they would have been a very valuable resource for us.

      “But as it stands, they are significantly more trouble than they are worth, not to mention you’ll get the attention of the gods if you mess around with demons too much, and that always ends in tragedy,” Sylver interrupted, and could see Bruno was about to disagree, but apparently the defeated look on Sylver’s face changed his mind.

      “I’ll write out all the frameworks I’ve built so you can have a look over them,” Bruno said.

      “Don’t. Anyone else, I would ask them to stop. Now that you know, I can trust that you’ll go through everything with a fine-tooth comb and get rid of anything potentially demonic… Look, a bit of demon shit is alright, but this is literally a framework for a demonic vessel that you repurposed,” Sylver said.

      “Is that horse a demonic vessel?” Bruno asked and succeeded in pulling Sylver back on track.

      “In essence, yes… If a demon manages to successfully possess a host, one of its goals will usually be to get the host pregnant or impregnate someone else. The reason for this is that, while the host itself isn’t good enough, the demon has enough influence to ever so slightly nudge the created child’s body in the direction it desires,” Sylver said.

      “I remember now. You’ve talked about this before… It’s why a priest always comes over whenever a child is born, and sometimes has to force their way inside to see the newborn,” Bruno said.

      “Demons aren’t stupid… well… the ones smart enough to figure out that impregnating someone is their best bet to materializing in this realm aren’t stupid. They never make it obvious, no horns, no bright red eyes, no second head, the changes they make are subtle, barely noticeable. But, because priests are priests, they are very rarely able to find the piece of extra bone inside the child’s neck, or a small clump of flesh in the back of their eye socket,” Sylver counted out.

      “Yes, yes, you said they kill the ones with deformities that aren’t demons, just to be safe, while in reality, it’s so that they can pretend to be useful,” Bruno reminded, and Sylver regretfully had to correct him.

      “I might have been exaggerating on that front, you do have to remember that I am a little biased when it comes to priests, or anything holy. Anyway, the point of it is, a demonic vessel is a person or creature with the potential to be a perfect host for the demon that helped conceive it. More often than not, the child dies very early in its life, but every now and then…” Sylver’s voice trailed off as he tried to think of a better way to explain everything.

      “I think I get it. Why are you interested in the horse though?” Bruno asked.

      “You’ve heard of soul mates, right?” Sylver countered.

      “One true love and all that. People that were destined from the moment they were born to be together,” Bruno answered.

      “I always really liked that as a concept. That for all the horrible shit that exists, there’s also this one perfect person that was born just for you… That horse-thing is my soul mate,” Sylver said and maintained a perfect calm and serious expression on his face for a whole five seconds before Bruno burst out laughing and that caused Sylver to break into a grin.

      Sylver spoke after he wiped the tears that had formed in his eyes.

      “No, but in all seriousness, soul mates are real. Not in the destiny sense, but there is such a thing as compatible souls. Spring, for example, is a compatible soul. So is Ciege, although he’s a different kind of compatible, the overall concept is the same,” Sylver explained.

      He toyed around with the ring on his finger, and with a wet-sounding crunch, managed to rip it off.

      “So now what?” Bruno asked, as Sylver pinched the oozing wound on his hand, and forced it to seal itself shut.

      He tossed his finger into the air, which was starting to glow a very pale white light, and caught it.

      “Now I need you to go wake that horse up as much as you can. Fresh blood, healing magic, whatever you can do to make it as alive as possible. It doesn’t need to be permanent, but I’ll need at least five minutes,” Sylver said.

      Bruno nodded and went back to the area where the horse creature was kept, while Sylver focused on making sure the demonic elements in the framework carved into the ring were all gone.
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      Sylver could feel it from the moment he left the protective barrier that surrounded the reject hole. A sort of… calling, but at the same time, a warning.

      As he floated using [Fog Form] he mentally prepared himself for what was to come.

      On a certain level, he was glad for it. The fact that the creature knew what he wanted without him having to say it, meant it was already on a certain level connected to him.

      On the other hand, that thing looked tough, and Sylver would be handicapped by the fact that he couldn’t kill it. An advantage the horse-thing would very likely abuse to no end.

      Sylver cracked his neck out of habit, or tried to, and discovered there weren’t any bubbles inside his neck to pop. The same happened with his fingers, and his legs, but Sylver warmed himself up as much as possible either way.

      Sylver materialized a few meters away from the thing and stared it right in the eye.

      It towered over Bruno, its seven legs extended, and the angle at which they protruded from its body had changed, making them look almost like spider legs. Each and every foot had daggers for claws, and Sylver now noticed they weren’t even fully extended.

      Its torso remained largely the same if you ignored the jagged ridges that formed on its spine, and that its skin had a strange glossy look, that in Sylver’s mind meant it was using magic to protect its body.

      “I don’t know what happened!” Bruno shouted as he continued his attempt to get the animal to calm down, but it never so much as glanced down at him.

      Sylver produced a small wooden bowl out of his pocket and placed his ring-wearing finger into it. He lifted it up to his mouth and whispered a single word in a language that was older than the Ibis itself.

      The finger and ring liquefied in an instant and crackled with a weak, pale white light. Sylver held the glowing bowl out to the creature. The horse-like creature gradually moved its eyes away from Sylver, and focused on the bowl.

      It shook its head, just the smallest amount before its gaze returned to Sylver’s head.

      “Are you really about to get into a dick measuring contest with a horse?” Bruno asked, as he reached up into the air and was lifted up and away by a small spider string.

      Part of the reason Sylver liked Bruno so much is that he could read the room and knew when to leave.

      “It seems to consider me too weak to be its partner. And I have a near-perfect track record when it comes to dick measuring contests! Not to mention it’s a mare, I win by default!” Sylver shouted after him.

      He gently floated the small wooden bowl with the pale glowing liquid off to the side and summoned a shade to hold it for him.

      “Bruno, I can’t thank you enough, this is one of the best gifts I’ve ever gotten!” Sylver shouted as Bruno gave him a weak smile and a wave, as he disappeared into the hexagonal ceiling to watch from the sidelines.

      The horse-like creature stood perfectly still, as did Sylver.

      One thing that worried Sylver was that he didn’t know what exactly this beast was capable of. It was made from a pile of discarded failures, and Bruno admitted to the fact that he had never actually seen it fight. It would run away into the dungeon and would return a week later having gained 10 levels.

      Sylver quietly summoned his ax into his hand, and he shifted his grip so that he could hit with the blunt side. Once it drank his liquefied [Gnarled Staff Fragment of Igri], any damage the horse sustained would be healed.

      All Sylver needed to do was show this giant spider/horse/whatever monster that he was stronger than it, without actually killing it in the process…

      How hard could it be?
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      “Are you waiting for me to go first?” Sylver asked the horse creature.

      There was something unnaturally grotesque about it. Every “living” creature had a certain pattern to it, a theme, a style.

      One of Nyx’s theories was that the reason living creatures appeared to be ugly was because undead didn’t perceive the world in the same way the living did. They were therefore unable to see the pattern that determined whether something alive was beautiful or disgusting.

      In Sylver’s case, it was a matter of getting used to the living appearing a certain way. In the same manner, a person will eventually get used to someone’s accent and after a certain point stop noticing, Sylver usually managed to do the same for most people’s appearances.

      But this horse creature?

      It somehow managed to hit that perfect sweet spot of not quite alive, and not quite dead.

      It was beautiful, in the way a powerful creature was beautiful to look at. The sharp claws of a drake, the shiny scales of a serpent, the rough fur of a wolf, and in this particular case, the ice-cold and focused eyes of a predator staring Sylver down.

      At the same time, it was disgusting. Living tissue mixed with dead limbs contoured in a way that defied nature, the uneven breathing of a creature with no lungs, and the odd motionless stance as its body was suspended in the air by its seven spiderlike legs.

      If this thing had been a necromancer’s creation, Sylver would have destroyed it out of principle. Then he would have had “a word” with whoever had the audacity to let something like this see the light of day.

      But since it was born, Sylver couldn’t hate it, especially since it had a soul that was compatible with his.

      Which, among other things, meant it had a personality and mindset that was similar to Sylver’s. Granted, the horse creature hadn’t had the multiple centuries of experiences that Sylver has had. If it went through the same things he did, it would develop into the same kind of person he was right now.

      Probably…

      Soul “compatibility” wasn’t a subject Sylver had a lot of chances to study properly. Primarily because it wasn’t something of great interest to him. He knew enough about it to recognize it when he saw it, but everything else was purely theoretical.

      Information he gathered from ancient grimoires, unreliable witches, and a talkative demigod that had a nasty habit of making shit up just to make himself sound impressive.

      Sylver was caught off guard by the fact that he only noticed it when he shifted his weight. He just stared at it, a tiny droplet of water slowly floating closer and closer toward him, despite the fact that he wasn’t doing it.

      As Sylver simultaneously attempted to use [Advanced Water Manipulation] and [Advanced Earth Manipulation] he discovered two interesting things.

      He could still feel the water covering the strings, and he could feel them slowly cutting their way through the earth below his feet, but he couldn’t control either.

      As Sylver produced a tiny spark at the end of his fingertip, the horse creature caught on that he caught on, and sprung the trap it’d been preparing for him.

      Sylver’s ability to see nearly 360 degrees around him came in handy since he had a perfect view of the various strings flying toward his neck, hands, and feet.

      It was also the only reason he spotted the flaw in the horse’s attack.

      As the strings came out of the grassy ground beneath Sylver’s feet, they brought with them an explosion of dirt. His form disappeared in the cloud of dust as the strings wrapped around his body and tightened to the point they should have sliced his head clean off.

      The horse creature made a barking noise, and its body shook with something akin to laughter, as it felt its target trapped and unable to so much as lift a finger to defend itself.

      The sound of palm striking palm brought it out of its moment of celebration, as it flicked its head to the left, and saw Sylver clapping.

      “I genuinely hope you simply don’t know how to enchant the strings individually. Because if that was you underestimating me, you should know I won’t fall for the same trick twice,” Sylver warned, as the horse’s various spiderlike legs twitched and removed the bindings from the body still covered by the cloud of dust.

      It very briefly saw a pale-faced corpse covered in its own blood from the various cuts all over its neck and face, as well as the small holes that seemed to have something hanging out of them. It stopped bothering with untangling the strings, and simply sliced them clean through the corpse, as it tried to wrap them around the Sylver standing on its left.

      If not for the fact that the blood running in its veins was almost painfully hot right now, it would have turned into ice, as it felt a weight appear on its back. In the very edge of its peripheral vision, the horse creature saw Sylver sitting on the spikes protruding out of its spine.

      Sylver tapped the shocked horse on the side of its neck.

      “Good girl, never wait for the fight to start, always⁠—”

      Sylver disappeared and the tiny cloud of Sylver-shaped fog was sliced into pieces as the strings passed through it.

      “Good reaction, don’t worry about the how, always focus on⁠—”

      The horse creature slammed its body down into the ground, and a barely visible puff of cloudy air whooshed out from beneath it. Its breath caught in its throat as it felt a stinging pain, and as it curled its head down to check, it saw a small dart sticking out of the underside of its stomach.

      The strings made a creaking sound as the horse wrapped them around itself and forced the dart to remain where it was.

      “Smart, you know how not to bleed to death, but what about poison?” Sylver offered, off on the horse’s right, and just as before, disappeared a fraction of a second before the strings managed to get him.

      He materialized directly on top of his old body’s clone, and with a flick of his hand, Sylver turned the cubed meat into more [Necrotic Mutilation]. It disappeared along with him as the strings tried to get him, only to pass through cloudy fog.

      A puff of red-tinged steam came out of the horse’s nose as it moved its head around with a speed that a dog would wag its tail, and finally had the sense to look up. It saw Sylver standing upside down on the ceiling, with a dagger made out of condensed [Necrotic Mutilation].

      The string was angled perfectly, and even when it missed, it didn’t so much as graze the hexagonal ceiling.

      Sylver reappeared on the horse’s back and tapped the back of its head with the pommel of his dagger. It made a rapping sound as Sylver hit it on the skull hard enough that it felt it, but not hard enough to actually hurt it.

      “Dead,” Sylver said and disappeared again, appearing right in front of the horse’s head and tapped it on the tip of its nose.

      “Dead,” Sylver said. He vanished and appeared almost fifty steps away.

      “Unless you learn how to simultaneously use two spells at once, you’re not going to win,” Sylver offered. The horse seemed to be uninterested in his analysis and tried to cut through him once again.

      The strings wrapped around Sylver’s armored body, and squeezed and slithered their way through the gaps in his helmet, and⁠—

      “You’re not getting those back!” Sylver shouted from directly behind the horse.

      Its head whipped around, and the strings that had been wrapped around the empty suit of [Necrotic Mutilation] armor tried to pull themselves away. Instead, they got stuck in the gelatinous goop that kept swirling the strings attached to it around and tied them into tangled knots.

      Sylver appeared on the horse’s back again, and due to the lack of armor, came very close to having something vital pierced by the spikes on its spine. He didn’t even say anything as he slapped the horse on the side of the head with his open palm and disappeared before it had a chance to react.

      As Sylver’s robe yanked the spike out of his thigh, he discovered they were barbed.

      And going by the way his left leg was going numb, very poisonous.

      “What else can you do?” Sylver asked.

      His lips didn’t finish closing on the O in “do,” as the horse’s horns appeared right in front of his face, and Sylver just barely managed to use [Fog Form] in time to dodge out of the way.

      His fog was sucked up into an impossibly powerful stream of hyper-condensed air and had no choice but to rematerialize prematurely. Sylver’s robe blocked one of the horse’s claws from slashing the back of his neck open and helped Sylver use the force of the blunted impact to push himself as far away from the creature as possible.

      Sylver was still mid-flight when the horse once again lunged. It was so fast that only the fact that he could feel the water droplets floating in the air around it become frozen from the high pressure, provided him with enough warning to lean out of the way.

      As the horse turned around midair and aimed the antlers at his face, Sylver realized what it was doing. His robe stopped the antlers from impaling his face, as Sylver ever so lightly interfered in the creature’s spell, by kicking it on the side of its hind legs.

      Sylver was left covered in a spray of blood, as the creature was flung away from him, and was now missing its two back left legs. They landed near Sylver and tore the grass apart as the spell finished unraveling.

      Sylver used [Dead Dominion] to float the conjoined legs closer to him, and then made them disappear into one of his bones.

      As Sylver made the blood that coated his body disappear, he found something that didn’t belong to him embedded deep into his stomach. He looked down and found the tip of the dart he’d stabbed the horse with sticking out from within the folds of his robe.

      He struggled to grab it, unable to get a proper grip due to the layer of strings wrapped around it.

      The horse creature managed to climb back onto its remaining five feet, by the time Sylver pulled the dart out.

      “Going by how smoothly you managed to cancel out your air resistance, your affinity for wind magic must be insane. But in the future, do keep in mind that you’re not the only one who can nullify magic, and maybe don’t surround yourself with that much pressure, you’d be surprised how flammable it is,” Sylver said.

      As he inspected the dart, Sylver felt a sense of pride at the fact that his soon-to-be partner was clever enough to trick him. Sylver’s best guess was that it was using their connection to predict what he was going to do, to move the dart through his blind spot.

      Sylver pulled the dart into his [Bound Bones] storage, and brushed invisible dust off his robe as he maintained eye contact with the horse.

      It shimmered in the air, but Sylver didn’t even bother waiting for it to attack, and simply raised his finger to point upward. He kept pointing as the horse zigzagged while it tried to stealthily float toward him.

      It stopped moving when it was about twenty meters away from him.

      “I can see the mana you’re using to bend light around yourself,” Sylver said as the horse just stood there.

      He continued pointing at it.

      “You’ve got talent. And you’re strong. All you’re missing is some training and experience. Both of which I will provide you with,” Sylver offered at the invisible monster.

      Sylver heard a thud and lowered his finger slightly. The field of air that made the horse invisible fizzled into nothing as it lost concentration. The grass it was laying on was bright red, on account of the blood leaking through the impromptu bandage the horse creature had created.

      “You need to tie the arteries up, otherwise you’re going to pass out,” Sylver explained, but could already see by the way the creature was gradually lowering its head that it wasn’t paying all that much attention to him.

      Sylver toward the ceiling where Bruno was peering down at them from one of the hexagonal spider-bee holes.

      “Do you have a healing potion for her or something?” Sylver shouted at the understandably upset man.

      He wordlessly reached into his sleeve and pulled out a tiny flask. He threw it at the horse, and Sylver caught it as he materialized next to it.

      Sylver was just about to lean down to pour the potion into the horse’s mouth when he disappeared and materialized a distance away from it.

      Sylver stood where he was for ten silent seconds, after which, the horse rolled onto its back and snorted with disappointment in his general direction.

      “My people invented playing dead. But I appreciate the effort,” Sylver said.

      If anyone else had tried playing dead when fighting him, he would have taken it quite personally. But it’s only fitting that a necromancer’s steed knew such a classic move.

      Sylver grinned a little as the monster tried to stand but couldn’t gather enough strength into its legs. All jokes aside, it had lost a lot of blood when Sylver blew its legs off.

      “Do you want to keep fighting, or is this enough? I’ve still got my shades that I haven’t used, I’ve got explosives, I can bury you in soil, I can throw ice at you, I can simply suck the life out of you. You’re physically stronger than me, but you need a lot more experience to know how to properly utilize all that strength,” Sylver said, and the monster finally gave up in its attempt to stand and just stared at him.

      Sylver straightened his back and walked toward the monster as he spoke.

      “My name is Sylver Sezari. As it stands, I am currently a creature I don’t feel comfortable describing as a half lich, but I am nonetheless very powerful. More than that, I have more knowledge and experience than you can possibly imagine.” Sylver explained to the untouched wooden bowl being held by a shade in the distance and made it bring it to him.

      Sylver sat down next to the horse’s head and placed the bowl a short distance away from it.

      “If you drink this, you will be bound to me. I’ll always know where you are, I’ll be able to summon you whenever I wish, and as long as I exist, so will you…” Sylver said to the horse.

      It was a bit like harmonic resonance, their souls were similar enough that Sylver could feel what the monster was feeling in his own soul. It was tired, hungry, in an incapacitating amount of pain, and something too crude for Sylver to comprehend.

      “But you’re going to die… Your body is unsuited for being alive. If you’re willing, I can resurrect you. Your soul is strong, you’ll retain all your memories, you’ll barely notice the difference… I will make some adjustments, to make you more comfortable and more powerful,” Sylver explained.

      The creature opened its mouth and superheated steam escaped and burned the nearby grass to cinders.

      A very thin and weirdly conical tongue fell out, and like a snake, began to slither through the grass toward the bowl filled with a pale white glowing liquid.

      “A proboscis? Why does… Never mind, the drinking is more symbolic than literal,” Sylver said.

      The thin straw of a tongue stopped just short of the bowl. Sylver felt a pang within his chest and followed the creature’s line of sight. It was staring upward, toward where Bruno was hiding in the ceiling.

      “Can you come down, I think she wants to say something!” Sylver shouted.

      Bruno was lowered to the ground, and Sylver watched as the walls were covered in spider-based chimera, who all crawled down and followed behind Bruno. They gathered around the horse monster in a tight circle but kept their distance.

      “Can you understand her?” Bruno asked Sylver.

      “Not verbatim, it’s more than simply reading body language, but less than telepathy. She’s happy. And proud. Also oddly anticipating something, but I don’t understand what exactly. Something to do with feathers,” Sylver said hesitantly, as he did his best to puzzle out the feelings being mirrored inside him.

      “Probably Aleri. He came out of the pit a couple of days before she did, but he died within the first month. I prepared his corpse for you to use, and whenever she was home, she normally slept next to him,” Bruno said.

      His guess was confirmed by the fact that Sylver felt a blip of joy when she heard Aleri’s name. The horse’s tongue moved another inch toward the bowl.

      “She’s a bit upset that she didn’t manage to kill me. But I’m also getting the feeling she understands how impressive it was that she damaged me,” Sylver said as he patted the almost completely sealed-up wound in his stomach.

      “What is this anyway? I know you said it used to be a piece of Igri’s staff, but I’ve never seen such a highly concentrated framework before. What does it do?” Bruno asked as the horse’s straw of a tongue was now touching the wooden bowl.

      Sylver couldn’t help it, it had to drink it by its own choice.

      “A very primitive enslavement curse. Or rather, that’s the base of the spell, I only left the parts that bind us together… Technically it’s a marriage spell. Till death do us part and all that. Although that takes on an entirely different meaning given that I only ever use this on undead,” Sylver explained, as he placed a hand on the horse’s head and brushed the small fin-like spikes backward.

      Bruno just stared at the horse, who seemed to be blinking less and less with every passing moment.

      “It’s afraid. Understandable, most are afraid of dying,” Sylver said.

      Bruno placed his hand on the horse’s head and Sylver felt the moment it dipped its tongue into the glowing liquid and took a metaphorical drink.

      The ring would act similar to a staff, although in a very indirect way. It would help Sylver get a grip on his and the horse’s connection to fortify it.

      “I usually put the ones that are like this down before they open their eyes. She couldn’t breathe when she was born, couldn’t properly eat food, was always starving, and her lower half wasn’t working. Felt less cruel that way. With the healthy ones, at least they die in a fight, or from natural causes, this thing was destined for a slow death from the moment it was born,” Bruno explained.

      “Still… She lived a good life. At least in her mind, it was a good life. You didn’t name her,” Sylver said.

      He didn’t need to ask, he felt it, in the vague way the horse was referring to itself.

      “She had a code I assigned her, but I assign everything a code. I only give the ones I know are going to live more than a month a name.Well, one of the kids does. This one was on death’s door every single day of its life. Every time it went out into the dungeon to hunt, I honestly didn’t expect to see it come back,” Bruno explained, as the horse’s tongue slithered back into its mouth, the tip glowing a little.

      “I see…” Sylver said.

      The horse made a sound as if it was about to throw up, but instead, its throat began to glow. The light spread into its veins, and Sylver could see an outline of its circulatory system, from all the vessels glowing underneath the creature’s pale skin.

      “How does Morana for a name sound?” Sylver asked.

      Bruno’s eyes widened a little.

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea? Won’t the Amphitrites have an issue with that?” Bruno asked.

      “There are no more Amphitrites. Edmund killed all of them, and then I helped him starve their god out. She’s going to bring me to Edmund, so I thought the name was fitting. It was the last thing we did together before we were promoted to arches,” Sylver said.

      “Morana, Morana… Winter, death, and wind… Oh, I get it. The story of Morana walking alongside the corpse, you’re the corpse, I see,” Bruno said with a very faint chuckle.

      “That too, but also their head priest used strings, and back then I must have died… eight times? Used to be all you needed to kill me was to cut my head off. But as Nyx always says, for all of its faults, necromancy has an inherent advantage that all the other magics don’t,” Sylver explained, as all four of the horse’s eyes that he could see were now closing.

      “What’s that?” Bruno asked.
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      It felt like someone plucked a string that had been connected to Sylver’s very essence. The string moved up and down and vibrated, playing a note that was impossible to describe.

      And with every shake and passing second, Sylver felt the string tighten and solidify until it was no longer a string, but rather a bridge.
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      “Death is not the end,” Sylver said, as the slit on the palm of his hand opened up and he started pouring his mana into Morana’s corpse.
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      Sylver backed away as Morana asked for space. He then watched as strings appeared from the tips of her hoof/claws. She then proceeded to send a string toward the ceiling, and in about ten seconds, disappeared inside a giant white cocoon hanging on a string.

      Sylver felt his hands going numb, and as he opened and closed his fists, he could feel that Morana was using their connection to suck his mana out of him. Sylver walked up to the cocoon.

      “I gave you the name Morana,” Sylver shouted at the sack of string and undead horse/spider creature.

      
        
        [N/A (Unique)] has received the name [Morana]

        [Evolution Available!]

      

      

      “Oh…”

      It was something Sylver had wanted to discuss with a [Necromancer] before using it.

      Because he worried that the “evolution” the system would provide him would overwrite his own magic, and even though the undead would “evolve,” it would be an overall downgrade.

      And with Spring specifically, he was terrified of the shade losing his personality.

      Bruno’s advice was not amazing, but it made sense.

      “Wait until you’re desperate, and then evolve the strongest shade you have. Pick one that you’re not going to feel too bad about if it ends up changing,” was what Bruno said.

      Sylver was powerful enough for the time being, and having an instant shade upgrade, felt like a fairly good trump card to have.

      His gut…

      Didn’t seem to have an opinion on the matter.

      Sylver had three evolutions, and if it really did make his shade more powerful, wouldn’t it be better to wait until the last possible second? The higher Sylver’s level was the stronger the shades became, and hypothetically, if the evolution increases their power by 10 levels, evolving them from level 300 to 310, would be better than evolving them from 130 to 140.

      Sylver patted the horse cocoon and did his best to get across the idea of him leaving to drink with Bruno, while Morana continued doing whatever it was she was doing.

      Going by the sound Sylver could hear inside the cocoon, and that he could feel Morana’s mana channels slowly moving, she wasn’t content with Sylver’s alterations and decided to implement some of her own.

      Given just how many potential creatures she was made out of, it was very likely she was simply bringing out their potential, like wings, armor, acid, that kind of thing. Sylver knew his steed well enough to trust it, and if she fucked something up, Sylver knew her body inside and out and would have little issue fixing her.
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        * * *

      

      “So, you married the horse?” Tera asked again, with the kind of innocent tone that Sylver couldn’t even get angry at.

      “For the last time, it’s just the spell some priests used to use when marrying a couple. I thought ‘hey, wouldn’t that be extremely useful for a creature I care deeply about and don’t want to be separated from?’ Even this far away I can basically tell she’s just gone to sleep. It’s all very vague, her mind isn’t that of a horse, or one single creature,” Sylver explained, as Tera sat back down and one of Sylver’s shades helped bring all the food onto the table.

      The small golden spiders were currently on the same table, and everyone was feeding their respective spider small slices of chicken meat. Bruno was the only one who wasn’t since he was partially gold pheromone spider and didn’t need one.

      “Why is your hair white?” one of the children, Corina, asked.

      “Training accident. I turned out to be a lot less smart than I thought I was. The nails are just a side effect of using my specific brand of magic,” Sylver said as he raised both of his hands and showed off his pitch-black fingernails.

      Which, considering that he took good care of them, looked painted and manicured more than anything.

      “Why are your eyes black?” a different child, Isabell, asked.

      “Syl, I’m so sorry—” Bruno started to apologize.

      “They’re curious, it’s a good thing. And to answer your question, I don’t know. I just woke up like this one day,” Sylver answered honestly.

      The two children seemed somewhat satisfied with his answer, but that might have had something to do with the way Tera was politely smiling at them.

      The news of Tera being pregnant with twins was received about as well as expected.

      She fainted.

      And when she woke up, she screamed so loudly with joy that all the various chimeras spread throughout the underground farm joined in to celebrate, and scared the living shit out of the adventurers trying to make their way through the dungeon.
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            Lessons for the Learned

          

        

      

    

    
      With Tera and the children asleep, the only people left awake were Sylver and Bruno. They both sat on the roof of the house, watching the various chimeras going about their day. Or rather, night, since the bioluminescent hexagons in the ceiling had somewhat dimmed.

      Sylver swirled the cold drink in his hand and made the ice spheres floating around in it clink as they hit the metal rim. In the distance he could see where Morana hung from her string. Her bone-white cocoon had turned an off-color yellow.

      “Tell me about the priests that came looking for me,” Sylver said.

      He didn’t need to look to see the grimace that formed on Bruno’s face, he could hear it in his voice. He also saw that the snake chimera, Slinky, had perked up, and was now silently slithering toward the house.

      “In regards to what they will do outside of Arda, I cannot say. But I promise you, no one who is looking for you because of the curse on Kitty’s family, will ever set foot here again. Lola can be very persuasive when she wants to be,” Bruno answered.

      Sylver waited for the old man to carry on.

      Slinky arrived at the house and coiled himself. He lifted his head toward the roof, and after flickering his tongue at the two men, returned to guarding the main entrance.

      “It’s handled, Syl. I would prefer not to talk about it any further,” Bruno said.

      Sylver shrugged and took a sip from his mug.

      “If it’s handled, it’s handled. How much does Tera know?” Sylver asked.

      With his near 360 degrees vision, he could see the way Bruno’s face contorted at the question.

      “I slipped up a couple of times around her. Mentioned countries that no longer exist, referred to some ingredients using a name that hasn’t been used for centuries, my choice of framework is allegedly outdated, and she assumed there was something strange about me from the get-go because I am associated with you,” Bruno explained.

      Sylver could only nod.

      “I’d like to tell her everything. About me, I mean. Probably Faust too, we’re kind of a package deal,” Bruno said.

      “Do you think it’s a good idea?” Sylver asked after a few moments of thinking it over.

      “She’s under my protection. If someone wants to get to her, they would have to go through me first,” Bruno said.

      “I know, but that wasn’t what I asked,” Sylver said calmly.

      Bruno’s hand tightened around his mug for a moment, his knuckles turning slightly white.

      “No. I don’t think it’s a good idea. She might decide that she doesn’t want to be married to a man who, even if you ignore my past lives, is a monster. I know you said you don’t want to know, but I’ve done things, Syl. If I tell her and she doesn’t accept it, what do I… What if she decides to take it out on the babies? Their father is a monster among monsters, Tera is an alchemist, she could probably whip up a potion to get rid of them before I finished talking,” Bruno explained, and Sylver suddenly regretted the fact that he chose this topic.

      “If I don’t tell her, and the children are born… I thought she was… I assumed, I never thought to actually ask. I do realize this is all something I should have considered before marrying her, but she just sort of wedged herself into my life, and then five years passed, and now I’m here,” Bruno added.

      He and Sylver sat there in silence and continued to watch the light orange cows lazily move within their pasture.

      “Tell her everything,” Sylver said.

      “What?” Bruno asked.

      “Tell her everything. Sit her down, start where you think is best, and answer any questions she may have. Whatever you do, don’t lie. Because if she catches you in a lie, no matter how small it is, you’re done. If you lied about this, maybe you lied about something else? You say you did so and so, but you’re a liar, you probably did something worse,” Sylver said matter of factly.

      Bruno took a drink from his mug while he thought it over, and his hesitation pissed Sylver off a little.

      “Why are you like this? You’ve had wives in your past lives, did you really not tell them anything? I’m fairly certain I remember you mentioning children too, what’s going on?” Sylver asked.

      “What’s going on is that this is the first time anything’s felt real. I always had this feeling, even when I thought I was a normal person, that whatever it is I’m doing, whoever it is I’m with, it’s temporary. Just something to pass the time, like a snack after you had lunch but it isn’t time for dinner,” Bruno explained, and despite how crude the metaphor was, Sylver understood exactly what he was trying to say.

      “And you feel differently now?”

      “I don’t know how else to say it, everything just feels so much more real. The food tastes like something, I talk to people and I can remember what they said, I can picture their faces, I wake up and I’m excited for what I’m going to be doing during the day. Tera nearly got eaten by one of the new chimeras once, and I can’t describe the speed at which I felt everything inside me turn hollow,” Bruno explained.

      “Your soul might have been stabilized by being put into a simple body… Or, the more likely answer, is that you imprinted yourself onto Tera, or this house, or Arda, either of which would theoretically be enough to function as an anchor,” Sylver guessed, although without cracking Bruno’s soul open, which was deep down in a dungeon far, far away, he couldn’t say for sure.

      “Can I be honest with you?” Bruno asked.

      “I’m almost insulted that you have to ask.”

      “It’s Faust.”

      “What about him?”

      “He’s just… I’ve killed him before, tortured him, and who knows what else… I’ve seen him lose his family, his wife, children, parents, I’ve even taken some of them away from him, but he had this look that night. When Mira broke off the engagement, he came to see me. And it wasn’t anything he said, but he had this sadness within him, I could almost touch it,” Bruno said.

      “I get it, and now you’re worried you’re going to feel the same if you tell Tera the truth, and she decides to leave you,” Sylver said, as Bruno sullenly nodded along.

      There was another silence.

      “Tell her anyway,” Sylver doubled down.

      “What if⁠—”

      “My advice, as an ancient lich, and more importantly, as a man that has been in a very similar situation, tell her. Everything. If you at any point feel like something isn’t worth mentioning, mention it,” Sylver offered.

      Bruno brought his hand up to his face and rubbed his eyes, and then took a deep breath to calm himself down.

      “The sooner you tell her, the better. Because if it ends poorly, and it might, you’re going to feel a million times worse if you tell her in a day, a month, a year, ten years, that I promise you,” Sylver said.

      He did his best not to sound bitter, but too many bad memories had been stirred up. They were as uncomfortable as getting a mouthful of fine ash.

      “You love her, right?” Sylver asked.

      Bruno almost stood up from the sheer amount of insult he felt.

      “What kind of question is that, of course I love her!” Bruno snapped.

      “Then if she rejects you, it’s going to hurt you so much you’re not going to believe it. It’ll be like finding an arrow sticking out of your chest, you look down but can’t even feel it. Then slowly, gradually, you will feel death breathing down the back of your neck, you will die before your heart has even stopped beating,” Sylver explained casually.

      “I forget, are you trying to persuade me to tell her, or not tell her?” Bruno asked.

      “I’m not trying to persuade you to do anything, the choice is ultimately yours. I’m just warning you how much it will suck if the woman you married and are in the process of having two children with, decided to reject you, for being a god cursed monster,” Sylver said, and heard something not too far away from a nervous giggle from Bruno.

      “You’re still alive, so I’m assuming it was bad, but you lived?” Bruno asked.

      “Why did you marry her before you told her? Did Faust tell his fiancé, is that why they broke up?” Sylver asked.

      “He didn’t tell her anything, I don’t know why they broke things off. As for Tera… I don’t know. I honestly don’t have an explanation. I felt at ease when I was with her, and she said she wanted to get married, and I liked seeing her happy. It sounds so stupid when I say it out loud, but that’s what it is,” Bruno explained, without actually explaining.

      Sylver stood and stretched out of habit, even though there was no point to it now.

      “I’m going to go. But personally, from what I know about Tera, I think everything is going to work out well,” Sylver said to the old immortal.

      He spread his arms out and they hugged and patted each other on the back.

      “Now that you’ve said it, I think I’ve got a good feeling about this,” Bruno offered with a wry smile.

      “You know what? Me too,” Sylver said.
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        * * *

      

      With Morana still siphoning Sylver’s mana to finish adjusting her new body, he decided to wait until she was done before turning the chimeras Bruno had prepared into shades.

      As Sylver meandered his way through the morning streets he consulted his mental to-do list.

      Create a staff for Ria to use to cast magic through “Sylver’s” ribs.

      Get Faust and Bruno into one room to check to see if the framework Sylver had carved into their bodies was triggered.

      Other than that, Sylver was just waiting for Lola to finish preparing everything for him. The Schlagen Mountains weren’t the friendliest to outsiders, but Sylver would be entering under the guise of a traveling merchant. And with Bravo teleporting him to just outside their border, Sylver was saving weeks’ worth of travel.

      He just had to wait for the teleportation mage’s skill to finish cooling down. The man could apparently teleport anywhere where he had already been, but he was limited to doing it once every twenty days.

      Oh, right, I need to update my adventurer’s badge. Sylver remembered as a trio of adventurers passed him by.

      I also need to talk to Faust. Sylver remembered as he spotted a man swaying on his feet, so red in the face that it almost looked like makeup.

      And convince Ciege to talk Yeva out of burying her head in the sand…

      Sylver struggled to remember what exactly Ciege’s opinion on the matter was. It was probably the same as Yeva’s, but it wouldn’t hurt to ask…

      On the other hand, he understood exactly what Yeva was afraid of… Not to mention it wasn’t like he had a say in how they raised their child. He could force the issue, but to what end?

      Force Ben to study under a powerful mage? Force him to attend the Silian academy?

      Then what?

      It wasn’t as if Sylver could take him with him, regardless of how powerful or competent he became.

      Right, talk to Lola about pressuring Ciege into becoming a noble…

      The or try convincing him myself, and if he says no, then talk to Lola…

      I should have asked Bruno about the Krists, how did I forget? And I need to find a golem that Ria would be able to control…

      Might as well start with her, so she has time to train while I’m doing other things.

      Sylver shot a pulse of fog through one of the drainpipes embedded into the floor and materialized barely ten seconds later right outside his house.
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        * * *

      

      Sylver walked around the workshop and gradually sealed it up so they wouldn’t be disturbed, and so that Ria wouldn’t accidentally shoot a lightning bolt through the ceiling and kill one of the rabbits.

      Sylver adjusted his robe and gestured at the blackboard. A piece of chalk floated up into the air and started writing on it.

      “Sigils can be broken down into one of six categories. At the very top is light, and directly underneath it, gas, and plasma. In old texts it is also referred to as wind, fire, and push, and some even go as far as to distinguish lightning as a seventh category, even though that’s just plasma,” Sylver explained, as the floating chalk drew a triangle around the three words.

      It took Ria an entire half hour to learn to read Eirish using some of the books the rabbits had laying around.

      Sylver gestured at the chalk piece, and it drew an upside-down triangle underneath the gas and plasma triangle.

      “And as you might have guessed, down here we have solid, liquid, and dark. Also known as earth, water, and pull,” Sylver said.

      He gestured at the blackboard and the two triangles joined together and formed a rhombus. He gestured at the board again, and the rhombus became wider and formed into a hexagon.

      “Here is the part that’s important to you. Going clockwise, starting from the very top, the order is light, plasma, liquid, darkness, solid, and gas. The top left line is gas, the top right line is plasma, the bottom left line is solid, the bottom right line is liquid, the top line is light, the bottom line is dark,” Sylver repeated, and could almost hear Ria making mental notes.

      “Now, this isn’t the only way to break down magic. There are as many interpretations as there are languages. The dwarves prefer runes, the elves prefer vine script, and humans prefer sigils. Each style of framework comes with its own strengths and weaknesses, which is irrelevant to you, given that there are only sigils within that rib,” Sylver explained.

      He wiped the board away with a wave of his hand, and the chalk began to draw again.

      “The very first thing to consider when trying to cast a spell is whether or not you are moving. The framework for a spell while you are standing perfectly still, and while you are running, flying, or falling, is different. With solid and liquid, casting while standing still is usually more efficient, whereas, with gas and plasma, the moving variant will usually be more efficient, and therefore, more powerful.

      “You’ll notice it when we fight a mage, when they’re casting a spell to move earth, they will stand still, and move as little as possible. Whereas the ones trying to cast lightning or air-related spells will wave their hand in an arc, or they will attempt a summersault,” Sylver explained.

      “What about light and dark?” Ria asked.

      “I’ll explain those later; they’re technically speaking not a category of magic. They are what my people sometimes referred to as ‘complementary’ magic. Just focus on the other four for now,” Sylver said as he flicked his wrist and summoned a blue ball of fire into his hand.

      Sylver gestured with his other hand at the blackboard and the chalk drew a circle. On the outside of the circle were sigils, and on the inside, a single symbol that looked like a scribble.

      While still holding the flame, Sylver walked over to the blackboard and pointed at the top left portion of the circle.

      “Notice how dense the sigils are here. This section of the framework is responsible for gas-related magic. In this case, I’m using it to gather the gaseous moisture in the air.” Sylver moved his finger down to the bottom right. “Then I separated the condensed liquid into hydrogen and oxygen.” Sylver moved his finger back to the top left. “Then I shape and mix the two gasses,” Sylver moved his hand to the top right, “and ignite them.”

      He snuffed out the flame and slowly recast the spell. Top left, bottom right, top left, top right.

      As he did this one more time, Ria noticed that the squiggle in the middle of the circle looked exactly like the movements he had done with his finger.

      He tapped the squiggle line.

      “This is what we refer to as the circuit of a framework. The outside of it, where the sigils are, is the frame. The two combined are a framework. This next part will be very important later,” Sylver explained.

      He nudged the squiggly line inside the circle until one part of it was pointing to the top right.

      Sylver moved his other hand away from him, and it made a soft whistling sound before it exploded with bright blue light, but no ball of fire remained.

      “What do you think happened there?” Sylver asked.

      For a fraction of a second the absurdity of the situation settled in, and he just stared at the liquid gold creature he was currently attempting to teach magic.

      “You changed the order of operation, and ignited the gasses before they were mixed together, and before you manipulated them into a safe shape,” Ria answered.

      Sylver flicked his hand again, as the line he had moved on the blackboard returned to how it was.

      “Exactly! Now, look at this,” Sylver said, as he kept the ball of fire in his hand, and used his free hand to extend one line, to the point it touched the edge of the circle. As he did so, the flame became longer but weaker.

      “You increased the amount of power you used when controlling the gasses, but because the amount of moisture being converted into hydrogen and oxygen remained the same, the volume of the flame increased, but the energy was spread out over a larger volume and became less dense!” Ria answered excitedly.

      She actually made the table she was sitting on shake a little.

      “Perfect. Simple, right? A spell like this is what we refer to as a tier 1 spell. The lower end of tier 1, the higher end can have up to five frames. Then there are dual circuits, quad circuits, and a theoretical limit of hecta, or a hundred, circuits.

      “Although then you get into the question of whether combining two separate frameworks into one means that tier 10 spell used two hundred circuits, but according to—” Sylver caught himself as the blackboard was now barely visible as all the extremely tight and illegible circles, lines, and sigils were no longer on the board, and were instead floating over the edge of it.

      “Sorry about that. Look for sigils that have this shape,” Sylver said, as the blackboard was wiped clean, and only a single sigil remained. It had a flat base, with small lines and dots sticking upward from it.

      “I found eleven,” Ria said after a moment.

      A piece of paper floated over to her, and she quickly used the pen near her to write out all eleven sigils.

      Sylver looked over at them.

      “Hmm… What about the other two ribs?” Sylver asked. Ria reached out to the other two and drew another twenty-two sigils onto the page.

      “Hmm…”

      Ria just sat there, with the three ribs sticking out of her like an insect’s mandibles.

      “This one is going to be hard to explain, but you’re familiar with the concept of resonance, right? When you have two identical tuning forks close together, and you hit one, the other will also start vibrating?” Sylver asked.

      Ria nodded and adjusted her grip on the three black, metal ribs.

      “It’s a thing in magic too. It’s how I can cancel out someone’s spell if I know exactly what they’re casting. If I have more mana than them, I can force a resonance even if I don’t know the specifics of the spell…” Sylver explained, taking the paper on which Ria had drawn the sigils, and circled five of them.

      Sylver redrew them in order on the bottom of the page. He pointed at the first one.

      “This is the lowest level. See how the lines and dots are very close to the baseline? It’s weak. See the one at the very end? It’s the strongest, and costs the most mana,” Sylver explained, as Ria nodded.

      “If I want to use the level of strength between one and two, I need to activate both of them,” Ria said.

      Sylver shook his head.

      “If you activate one and two, you’ll get four. If you activate five and three, you’ll get one-point-two-five. If you activate one, four, and five, you’ll get two-point-seven-five,” Sylver explained, and for the first time since he’d had to teach this to someone, he didn’t enjoy the blank confused look on the young mage’s face.

      In Ria’s case, he just felt bad.

      “I don’t… That doesn’t⁠—”

      “It makes perfect sense if you can perceive mana. At the end of the day sigils, frameworks, circuits, any kind of structured magic is a way of translating magic and mana into an easy-to-understand format. At my level, I can cast spells almost instinctively.

      “We call that ascending. An ascended mage understands their field of magic to such an extent that they can not only create custom spells, they can also find loopholes in previously unbreakable rules and go beyond inventing to downright revolutionizing,” Sylver explained, as Ria went from upset, to pissed off, to confused, and ended up at a mixture of the three.

      “What is this for anyway?” Ria asked.

      “Telekinesis. It will most likely be your main method of transport. You don’t weigh a lot, so it will be cheap in terms of mana. These five sigils are safe, worst-case scenario you’ll send yourself flying, but at least you won’t explode,” Sylver explained, and if a woman made out of liquid metal could turn pale, Ria would have.

      “The others will explode?” Ria asked.

      “These sigils are all solid, light, and dark based. Sigils with plasma in them tend to explode if misused. With these five you might break something, but the staff will be sturdy enough to handle it,” Sylver said.

      Ria just stared at him.

      “There are 3,125 possible combinations, with these five alone,” Ria said.

      She was thankfully not a violent person, otherwise, she would have slapped Sylver due to the face he’d just made.

      “Way more. Timing is a factor. But you have the advantage of having a perfect memory. Once you learn how to cast a specific spell, you’ll be able to cast it perfectly. Oh, and as I said, standing, or moving, is important too. And with telekinesis specifically, latitude is critically important,” Sylver explained, as the little liquid woman deflated into a puddle.

      “Listen. I never said it would be easy. But at least you’re spared the worst of it. Magic likes precision. And despite how much hands can do, muscle isn’t what I would personally consider precise. Even when I ‘mastered’ a spell, something as simple as my hand getting bigger from growing up is enough to completely reset my progress,” Sylver explained, and Ria perked up a little.

      “If it’s this difficult, how are there mages at all?” Ria asked.

      “This is why they’re rare. Or, I mean… Proper mages are rare… Once someone can perceive mana, it makes things a lot less difficult.”

      Ria raised an eyebrow at him.

      “What about the finger thing? That resets your progress,” Ria asked.

      Sylver pointed his finger at the farthest wall and wiggled it around. A tennis ball sized sphere of blue fire appeared at the tip of it and with a spurt flew of, and left a golf ball sized scorch mark on the stone wall.

      “Any idiot that can sense mana can cast a fireball,” Sylver explained.

      His finger became straight, and the muscles in his palm made a noise as they moved around underneath his skin.

      A tiny ball of blur fire appeared at the tip of his finger, barely the size of a small marble. It seemed to flicker out of existence, and then nearly deafened Sylver from the whistling it made as it flew away.

      Ria was caught off guard as the wall Sylver had been pointing to became engulfed in blue fire, which Sylver snuffed out three seconds later with a wave of his hand. The previously brownish wall was now a pure jet black.

      “But it takes a lot of practice to cast a proper fireball. I used the exact same quantity of mana, the only thing that changed is I was a bit more precise the second time,” Sylver explained, as Ria stared at the black wall.

      “If I write out all the sigils inside of this, could you show me safe combinations to use?” Ria asked.

      Sylver smiled and pulled out a notebook from within his robe.

      “I will. But start with telekinesis first. Once you can prove you’ve mastered it, we can move onto the next combination,” Sylver explained, but Ria seemed to be too engulfed in exploring all the sigils within the three ribs to say anything.
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            While it Lasted

          

        

      

    

    
      In a lot of ways, Ria, the liquid metal golem, was essentially an undead.

      Not a naturally born undead, and certainly not a feral or wild one, but more in the sense that once she was given a task, she wordlessly chipped away at it until it was done.

      Currently, she was inside a hollowed-out wooden staff, and the three bones she was using to practice magic were embedded into the very end of it, in the shape of a claw. The one she was using right now was the thirty-first, and what little remained of the initial thirty were in a box off in the corner.

      After roughly a day of practice, she figured out how to make her staff levitate, and was now in the process of making it stay still and not tip over. Sylver sectioned off a large circle for her to practice inside, and placed a large mana crystal right outside of it so Ria could top up the bones’ mana reserves whenever they ran out.

      The workshop itself was isolated in terms of mana, nothing went out, and more importantly, nothing went in. The mana leaking from the leyline downstairs was funneled into a specific room that Sylver used to store corpses to saturate with mana, and whatever the room couldn’t hold was allowed to go up through the rock and dirt to help the garden grow.

      Not that it needed much help. Lao the rabbit gardener practically tended to every single leaf by hand, not to mention the would-be intruders made for excellent fertilizer.

      Despite possessing human bodies, literally, in this case, Misha and Masha were still perfect guards. They were unkillable, and within the confines of the mansion, just short of all-powerful.

      More so, since Lola had provided them with several sets of enchanted armor, that they turned into undefeatable living armor. The fact that the mansion was still technically speaking a hunting ground, with rules similar to a dungeon, meant that initially a very large number of people attempted to pillage the place where only small rabbits and two little girls lived.

      It didn’t end well for them.

      And after a point, everyone either wised up. That, or Arda ran out of idiots.

      Shit like this was exactly why Sylver always preferred having his base of operation hidden far, far away from prying eyes and greedy hands. But, he had to admit, there were some positives in living in the middle of one of Eira’s biggest trading centers.

      For one, Sylver had access to a massive sample of plants, herbs, trees, flowers, vines, and while the last one took a while to find, fungus.

      The vast majority of rare fungi were kept in a dehydrated or powdered form, which Sylver’s [Seed Store] had an issue with. Because the rabbits could visit more traders in a day than Sylver could in a month, by the time Ria figured out how to keep her staff level, Sylver already had a mushroom garden growing out of one of the corpses Misha and Masha had saved for him.

      Ging in particular was well known among the various traders. After the destruction caused by the monster outbreak, Lola had bought up a ton of land and “sold” some to Sylver.

      The land was used to build homes, offices, workshops, and if the ledgers in Sylver’s/Ging’s office were to be believed, had turned a profit that pushed Sylver’s net worth a little bit above one-point-one-eight billion gold.

      The valuation was theoretical. In terms of physical gold, Sylver had less than 100,000 to his name, the rest was either in the adventurer’s guild or “invested” into Lola’s company.

      Not that Sylver cared, in fact, no one cared.

      The people that were likely to kick up a fuss over a random no-name adventurer acquiring such a large amount of money and land, were either bribed, threatened, or “handled.”

      Marshal’s family also came to Arda and tried to throw their weight around, and were “handled” by two women who earned enough from Sylver’s assassination contracts that they both ended up retiring. Lola said they run a tailor together, but that they aren’t very good at it yet.

      Marshal was the man who tried to have Sylver arrested and sent to a labor camp, and Sylver had apparently hired an assassin to fake his suicide. According to Spring and Lola, that is, Sylver genuinely had no idea what they were talking about.

      Lola’s grasp over the city wasn’t perfect, the magic that sustained the guards was incredibly specific, and while there were ways to bend what rules they followed, there were several that couldn’t be fully broken.

      For example, Sylver couldn’t just decapitate someone in the street and walk away, if a guard saw him attack first, he would be arrested and then executed.

      But Sylver could have all the guards look away and then claim self-defense. Given his nonexistent criminal record, the guards would be required to take his word for it, assuming there were no witnesses to go against him.

      If there were and it turned into a “he said, she said” situation, the person claiming they saw something would either be talked to, or if that didn’t work, they would mysteriously disappear.

      It wasn’t the most elegant way of conquering a city, but if it worked, it worked. Between the cats, the Cord, and Lola’s own resources, the only people Sylver had to fear were all on extremely good terms with a certain noble that had allegedly already stepped in multiple times to protect his unnaturally pale friend.

      Sylver sighed as he threw up a simple shield to contain an explosion and was further disappointed that his failure wasn’t even powerful enough to explode. It just liquefied into mushroom soup and immediately began to smell like rotten cabbage.

      Fairy rings seemed to require a bit more than a circle of mushrooms and an overconfident can-do attitude. One thing Sylver knew for certain is that if he wanted to connect one fairy ring to another, they needed to be connected through the earth.

      As to whether distance was a factor…

      Sylver couldn’t say.

      Through trial and error, a lot of error, he discovered a framework that sort of worked but was unstable. Having said that, it was consistently unstable. The mana fluctuated in a clear pattern, which made everything all the stranger.

      Frankly speaking, there was a part of Sylver that considered this a waste of time. This wasn’t his field of expertise, he wasn’t even all that great at spatial magic, let alone such a niche subset of spatial magic.

      Not to mention he wasn’t just using plant magic, but fungi. Mushrooms, Sylver was trying to cast spatial magic using mushrooms.

      As Sylver leaned back and lay down on the rocky soil and started to laugh, Ria took this as a sign that he wasn’t busy.

      “Where do sigils come from?” Ria asked.

      Sylver just lay in the dirt for a second or two.

      “What do you mean?” he asked.

      “Where do sigils come from? Why is it that one sigil does one thing, and another does another? I thought they were something like instructions in another language, but why are two sigils that do essentially the same thing so vastly different,” Ria asked.

      Sylver struggled to find the right words to use to explain it.

      “You’re somewhat correct in saying they are instructions in a different language. But there’s a bit more to them than just that. With sigils specifically, they are maintained by true immortals. With elves it’s ‘the spirit of nature,’ and with dwarves, I don’t remember. Probably the heart of the mountain, or something along those lines.”

      “I’m even more confused,” Ria said.

      “Here’s how it works… Let’s say I decide that the sigil for compressing gas into liquid is X. Another person decides that the sigil for compressing gas into liquid is Y. What happens is that the two of us will fight, and whoever wins, is whose interpretation will become reality. That’s the simple explanation,” Sylver said.

      “So sigils mean what they mean because people in the past decided that that’s what they mean?” Ria asked.

      “Sort of. If hypothetically, someone was capable of killing a true immortal, every single sigil that was being maintained by that true immortal would cease meaning what it meant and would stop working. I say that, but the current system of sigils is so widespread and widely accepted that the responsibility of maintaining them would simply jump onto the head of the next most powerful mage, and no one would probably even notice,” Sylver said.

      “What happens if the true immortal’s definition or interpretation of what a specific sigil does changes?” Ria asked.

      Sylver made a motion with his hand and gestured toward the ground.

      “With the base, or 1st generation sigils, nothing. They are so deeply ingrained into our realm that just about any immortal past a certain age is aware of them, and the responsibility of maintenance will be passed onto them.” Sylver made a gesture toward the ceiling. “Anything above 9th generation sigils will be gone. I’ll go as far as to say that I’ve personally experienced certain sigils losing their meaning.”

      “What do you mean by base sigils? And what do you mean by responsibility?” Ria asked.

      “You’ll probably notice it in a couple of months, but most of the sigils you use are just combinations of other sigils. The way you can use prime factorization to break up a large number into sets of prime numbers, you can do the same for sigils. The ones that you can’t are called base sigils,” Sylver explained.

      “Alright, but what do you mean by responsibility?” Ria asked.

      “Responsibility is the word they use, but I guess a more proper term would be ownership? Source? I mentioned ascended mages find loopholes in their field of magic, right?” Sylver asked.

      “Sure.”

      “When such a loophole is found, the mage has the option of ‘forging’ it into a sigil. Once they do that, the sigil is ‘theirs,’ in a certain sense of the word. In the Ibis, you need to have forged at least three sigils before you’re allowed to become an Archmage,” Sylver said.

      “So anyone can forge a sigil?” Ria asked.

      An odd smile spread on Sylver’s face.

      “In theory, yes. In practice, outside of the Ibis, a mage is considered a genius among geniuses if they are able to forge one sigil in their lifetime. It isn’t enough to simply understand your field of magic, you have to be the best of the best, of the best, of the best,” Sylver explained, and his face went blank as he realized what Ria’s next question was going to be.

      “What does forging a sigil do?” Ria asked.

      “It uh… For the most part, it’s just a matter of pride. It’s proof that you’re the best at what you do.”

      “But is there any benefit in making one? It sounds like it takes a lot of effort, and you already know the loophole, since you’re the one who discovered it,” Ria asked.

      Sylver looked away from her and tried to figure out a way of putting it into terms she would understand.

      “It’s easier to teach it to your apprentices, and immunity, in a very specific sense of the word. My master has forged one hundred and twenty-nine sigils, and if one of my spells contains one of her sigils, it won’t work on her. Same for me, if someone were to cast a spell using one of the eleven sigils I forged, it won’t work.

      “There’s another benefit, but you would need to know a lot of magical theory to understand it. And more honestly, it would be… disrespectful, to discuss it with someone who hasn’t at the very least ascended,” Sylver explained.

      Ria just stared at him, as if waiting for him to buckle under her gaze.

      “This is very serious, Ria. I can’t tell you,” Sylver said.

      Thankfully, Ria knew when there was wiggle room, and when to trust that Sylver had a reason for keeping such a secret from her.

      “Alright,” Ria said.
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        * * *

      

      Sylver wasn’t in the best of moods right at this very moment.

      After two whole fucking days of playing around with mushrooms, he had next to nothing to show for it. He created some interesting fungi, some were quite deadly and maybe useful, but he couldn’t make a portal out of them.

      What was worse, every time Sylver was sure he was one tweak away from opening a portal, the whole thing would either fizzle into a puddle or would literally blow up in his face.

      Every time Sylver thought his pride hit bedrock, he would do something that would force the poor thing to pick up a shovel and pickaxe and dig even deeper.

      It didn’t make sense.

      Sylver had done everything right, he figured out the wavelength, the circuit was perfect, there was more than enough mana, the connection was stable, and yet…

      Nothing.

      Like the mushrooms were telling him to fuck off, eat shit, and die.

      As odd as it sounded, Sylver felt insulted by them.

      This also wasn’t the first time Sylver had tried something and failed spectacularly. He didn’t want to say it, but he was almost used to failure. Not to the extent he was surprised when he succeeded, but…

      Sylver shook his head and forced his mood to improve.

      At first, nothing happened, but by the time Sylver finished climbing the stairs to Lola’s office, he had at the very least put his anger on hold.

      He knocked on the door, and his anger melted away when Faust opened it.

      Bruno had said he looked upset, but Faust looked downright suicidal. His hair had been shaved so short he was almost bald, eyes were that of a doll’s, even as he stood there, Sylver thought he was about to fall.

      “Would you believe me if I said I’m fine?” Faust asked.

      Sylver didn’t even bother answering with words and just slowly shook his head.

      “Oh well,” Faust said.

      Sylver watched as the man stepped out of the way and gestured for him to come inside. Sylver stared at him as he walked toward Lola, and could tell by her body language she hadn’t called him over to tell him she found the high-elves’ Eldar tree.

      Lola stared at Sylver while she tapped the surface of her wooden desk with her small ring-covered fingers.

      “You’re going to need Faust to come with you,” Lola said.

      Sylver turned around to look at the man in question, who had sat down on the couch in the corner and seemed to have gone completely limp.

      “I’m fuzzy on the details, but there was an attempt on their emperor’s life. And apparently, it was so close, they quintupled security and locked their borders up so tightly that they’re not going to let you inside, even if you’re a merchant giving away piles of gold,” Lola explained.

      Sylver locked his gaze with hers again.

      “There is a barrier around the whole country, and if the rumors are to be believed, they have a dragon acting as a guardian,” Lola said as Sylver managed to turn a slightly lighter shade of white.

      “And the good news?” Sylver asked calmly.

      Whatever feelings he might have felt previously had lost their edge. He wasn’t even sure where they went. Now he was simply frightened.

      “The good news is that one of my sources has been able to confirm that the [Hero] didn’t have the…” Sylver saw a flash of rage appear for a fraction of a second on Lola’s face. She smoothed it away and continued after a barely audible breath, “I’m fairly certain that what you’re looking for is within the confines of that country’s barrier,” Lola said.

      Sylver cocked his head at the high-elf.

      “When you say dragon, do you mean a dragon, dragon, or a Dragon, dragon?” Sylver asked.

      “I mean, something is flying well past normal flying height, that allegedly swoops in and devours anything that tries to get over their barrier. That is literally all I know, those people are so isolated from the rest of the world, they might as well live on an island,” Lola said.

      “Does it have to be Faust?” Sylver asked with a lowered voice and without gesturing at the man.

      Lola nodded and did her best to smile.

      “There are others, but this will work best with Faust. To them, Ki masters are the equivalent of nobles, the higher your mastery, the higher your rank. If it’s him, he’s like a duke, they’ll briefly glance at his documents to make sure they’re not blank, and because they will be afraid of making a duke wait, they’ll wave him in,” Lola said.

      Sylver rubbed the back of his head as he turned to look at Faust.

      “Are you going to be able to do this?” Sylver asked.

      Faust almost looked like he was going to vomit. Then Sylver’s skin crawled as if hot sand was being rubbed against him. Faust stood and looked ten years younger. He still looked like he was going to off himself, but at least now there was a peacefulness to his appearance.

      “I can’t use my Ki long enough to be of any use in a proper fight, but just for demonstration, there won’t be any problems,” Faust promised.

      Sylver stared at him as if waiting for him to flinch, but the reincarnator just stared back. Sylver nodded and turned back to Lola.

      “I don’t like this,” Sylver said.

      “It’s the best I can manage on short notice. If you’re willing to wait a couple of weeks, maybe I’ll find something better. If you have an alternative, I’m all ears,” Lola said defensively.

      She was disappointed and pissed off, and Sylver could do little but scratch his head while he thought it over.

      “Yeah… Yes, as long as I get inside, I can figure out the rest. Once I have Edmund, I can take my time getting out, there won’t be a rush,” Sylver reasoned, and Lola’s non-reaction seemed to imply she knew this was what he was going to say.

      “Bravo will be ready to leave in two days. He can wait, but if what I’ve heard is true, every day you wait, security will increase, and the chances of Faust bluffing his way inside will worsen,” Lola said.

      Sylver continued scratching his head and finally turned to look at Faust again.

      “Can I trust you to clean yourself up and meet me in two days?” Sylver asked.

      He couldn’t smell the drugs and alcohol, but considering this was Faust, he was on something he brewed himself. Sylver suppressed a slight smile as Faust’s eyes all but sparkled.

      “Yes! You can count on me, I’ll be ready with everything I need in two days,” Faust said.

      He disappeared and reappeared near the door, slipping outside where he presumably teleported away.

      “On the bright side, he’ll stop sitting around feeling sorry for himself,” Lola offered.

      “What happened to him?” Sylver asked.

      Lola sat down, and Sylver sat down opposite her.

      “I don’t know. When he and Mira broke things off, he just shut down. I asked Bruno to talk to him, but he wouldn’t listen. I tried talking to him, and he just looked at me, didn’t say a word. I had people looking after him, but he disappeared one day. About two weeks later he was found outside Arda, covered from head to toe in blood, missing his right hand, and there were bite marks all over his face,” Lola explained, and Sylver could do little but nod for her to continue.

      “What was I supposed to do? Once he healed up, he started drinking, and then he started putting unknown colorful powders into his drinks. I know he’s as old as you are, but he’s such a child. I’ve seen literal twenty-year-old human children with more… I don’t even know the word for it,” Lola complained.

      Sylver wasn’t sure if it would be worth arguing with her over this.

      “You did your best… I don’t know, Lola, I really don’t know. There’s something off about both of them. I think it’s because their memory has been messed with for so long. You know what, it doesn’t matter. I’ll figure out what’s wrong with Faust and Bruno… Assuming he doesn’t have any problems with Tera, he’s golden. The man looks at her like a love-struck teenager. I’m honestly a little jealous,” Sylver said.

      Lola crossed her arms and looked like she was about to say something snarky, but she unfolded her arms and started looking around her pockets instead.

      She pulled a two-meter-tall staff out of a pocket that looked like it could barely fit her whole hand and placed it onto the desk.

      It was a perfectly straight, black metallic cylinder, with small rough-looking bumps near either end. One end had three strange-looking holes, for the three ribs, while the opposite end had a small cone, about as long as Sylver’s thumb.

      “The total capacity is about 90,000 MP. I know you like sneaking around, and having something nearby leaking mana everywhere would be a massive hindrance. This is the best I could do, mana crystals that don’t leak have an abysmally small capacity, not to mention these are the only ones that will be able to handle an influx of different kinds of mana,” Lola said, as Sylver picked the staff up.

      He inspected it with his mana and found a familiar mechanism. As Sylver pressed it, the staff broke in three places, and the two-thirds that Sylver wasn’t holding fell and swung on a thin string. Sylver pressed the mechanism again, and the string retracted and forced the three pieces into one.

      “I don’t know if you can feel it, but it’s enchanted to use MP in place of durability. As long as there’s mana inside the crystals, nothing should be able to break it,” Lola explained.

      Sylver tried to use [Arcane Insight] five times on the thing and got next to nothing. All the skill would tell him is that it was a metal staff.

      “Chrys helped make it,” Lola mumbled.

      “Huh?”

      “She pointed out a critical flaw in the design that I would have only noticed after you left. I fixed it,” Lola explained.

      Sylver looked up at the high-elf woman as he broke the staff into three and folded it away into his robe.

      “I feel bad leaving like this. Krists on one side, the high-elf Council on the other, not to mention the dark elves, and⁠—”

      “I’m used to it. I didn’t… I don’t mean it in a bad way, but I’m used to it. I will admit I enjoyed supervising mining golems in the middle of nowhere, waking up as the sun rose, going to sleep when it went down… I’m not upset, Syl, I’m angry. But not at you. I wouldn’t be here if not for you. I’m just…” Lola looked like she was about to break down, but it passed without any tears.

      Sylver walked around the desk and wrapped his arms around the small woman.

      “Everything will be alright,” Sylver promised.

      Lola tried to wrap her arms around him, but Sylver’s torso was too wide for her.

      Even though his time was limited, Sylver spent the whole night talking to Lola. He had to leave because Tamay had no choice but to get her and because Sylver could feel that Morana was coming out of her cocoon.
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      Sylver flashed his guild card at the guard at the dungeon entrance, before he once again turned into vapor and flew down the path covered in glowing thread. Slinky, the enormous snake-looking chimera, left a small gap for Sylver to funnel through.

      Once he was inside, and the snake had a chance to flick its tongue at him, Sylver used [Fog Form] to fly toward the large swinging dark orange cocoon. Some kind of reddish liquid had seeped through the fabric and was staining the grass underneath.

      It swung in an oval shape, and a dark blue spider with a white exclamation mark on its abdomen ran behind the cocoon and repeatedly headbutted it.

      “You alright in there?” Sylver shouted at his trapped companion and got something akin to a nod through their shared connection.

      “Is she going to be able to use magic?” Spring asked as he materialized next to Sylver.

      “Morana? Sort of. Her magic is wild. It isn’t actually magic. It’s more like… she can hear what I’m saying so I can’t be as honest as I would like to. So to sum up, yes. She will be able to use magic, and if I need it, I will be able to siphon mana out of her,” Sylver answered.

      They both turned around as they heard something slithering toward them. They saw that Bruno and Tera were heading toward the swinging horse cocoon, along with a snake that looked to be about ten meters behind them.

      If the ear-to-ear smile on Tera’s face was anything to go by, Bruno’s confession had been successful. Even if the blank and slightly distraught look on his face said the opposite.

      “Why did you wait so long to tell me I was married to the Bernhard Justesen?” Tera shouted once she was within range, and the look on Bruno’s face suddenly made sense.

      “I take it you’re a big fan?” Sylver asked, as Bruno mutely nodded, while Tera practically threw the book she held at Sylver.

      On the cover, there was a drawing of an old man, with the left side of his coat covered in so many medals that you couldn’t see the fabric underneath. After briefly flipping through The Life and Times of Bernhard Justesen, Volume I of XV, Sylver closed the book and handed it back to Tera.

      Sylver bowed slightly to Bruno, who just stared at him, almost accusingly.

      “I had no idea I was talking to the man who invented the modern periodic table. Or reinvented, I should say. I’m fairly certain the concept was brought over from one of the human [Hero]s,” Sylver said, and Bruno mutely nodded.

      “He also revolutionized the seven alchemical processes into the twelve that alchemists all over Eira use today! And he created the first viable false dragon fire recipe! And he translated ancient eastern chemistry tomes into⁠—”

      Tera’s drooling speech about how great the man she was married to and was carrying the child of, was interrupted by a massive gust of wind that nearly caused the woman to fall. Bruno caught her, and a moment later the dust the wind carried was forced to avoid the four people watching the cocoon that was steadily rising into the air, via a small vortex directly beneath it.

      “What did I tell you, telling the truth always works out in the end,” Sylver said, as the wind increased in strength and threatened to break the small barrier Sylver had erected.

      It didn’t help that Morana was draining him dry to help herself come out.

      “What is she doing!” Bruno shouted, and Sylver just barely heard him over the whistle of the wind.

      Even though she was concentrating on her cocoon, Morana took special care not to damage the ceiling, the walls, or any of the chimera that had come over to look at the commotion. The conical vortex gradually became thinner and thinner, until it was just barely wider than the floating cocoon in the middle.

      Sylver flinched as he felt a strange sensation emanating from his ring. He lifted it to look at it more closely, and after a couple of seconds passed, understood what Morana wanted. The flesh that made up Sylver’s fingers turned into dust, floated away, and disappeared into the cyclone.

      Sylver lifted his other hand, and the flesh also turned into dust and funneled toward the floating cocoon. Just as Sylver was about to tell her to stop, Morana stopped on her own, and he even felt something akin to an apology aimed his way. The wind intensified even more for a while and got so fast that it became compressed enough that the image of the cocoon inside became just short of invisible.

      And then, all at once, the vortex disappeared.

      Sylver and company watched as the giant compressed cone of air ended inside Morana’s “mouth,” and then watched as her neck repeatedly inflated and deflated as she swallowed and stored the air away.

      The creature that Sylver had named Morana was currently hard to see. The just short of clear string hung loosely from her body, as if she were a wet dog, and obscured some of the finer details.

      What Sylver could see right now was a four-meter-tall creature, with seven spiderlike legs, an extended neck that was almost as long as its torso, and a “head” that looked like it had been split down the middle, and then again down the side, and created a giant circular opening, very likely filled with teeth.

      Some of the weaker chimeras backed away from the creature as it made a noise that could loosely be described as a loud bark in the giant empty cave. It echoed from the source and was followed by a clicking noise, as the head fused back together and the neck became shorter and shorter.

      The legs similarly shortened, and the creature gradually lowered itself down into a manageable two-meter-tall height.

      Finally, it flicked the rat-like tail on its back, and the string that was previously loosely hung around it snapped into place. The creature became mummified in its own string, and a second later, the string shimmered and was replaced by snow-white fur. Along with a wonderfully smooth mane and matching tail.

      Its eight eyes blinked in unison, and one by one they closed, until only the “normal” eyes remained. Sylver hadn’t noticed it before, but the creature didn’t have ears originally, and now sported two symmetrical spear tips on the top of its head. There was a crackling noise, and the bones on the creature’s torso moved around until they found a comfortable position that made it look like she had regular ribs.

      Sylver approached the creature and kept his bony hand extended out to her. The creature lowered its head and proceeded to rub against Sylver’s pitch-black hands, as he lightly patted it on the side.

      “Good girl, who’s a good girl,” Sylver asked, as Bruno and Tera stared at the monstrosity masquerading as a horse.

      Which it was.

      Appearance-wise.

      Inside, it had a rib cage within a rib cage, the way Sylver did, along with three hearts spread out between its back legs, front legs, and a general heart, with lungs that seemed very similar to what Sylver had replaced his lungs with, and a handful of other organs that Morana couldn’t convey the purpose of.

      They were important, is the gist of what Sylver understood.

      If you ignored the fact that it was completely white, even the hooves, Morana looked like your average, every day, slightly bigger than normal, horse. Sylver’s hand got a little too close to her nose, and he accidentally caused her to sneeze.

      Sylver tried to stop it before it happened, but the compressed mixture of hydrogen, oxygen, and some custom-made chemical, shot out of Morana’s mouth. Sylver was very careful with the gas mixture as he grabbed hold of it, and gently funneled it back into Morana’s mouth.

      “Alright, among other things, she can breathe fire,” Sylver said to Bruno and Tera, who were both slowly making their way closer to the horse and its rider.

      Sylver gently pushed his fingers into her mouth and pulled the lips back to look at her teeth. Morana proceeded to open her mouth so wide that her “jaws” were almost at 180 degrees.

      There was a venom gland on the roof of her mouth, and he noted that the joint of the jaw could be further separated into two, and through his mana, could feel the retractable, serrated teeth.

      Her tongue appeared normal at first glance, but again, through his mana, Sylver could see the squashed straw for what it was, along with the “stinger/needle” hiding within it.

      “Is it over?” Tera asked, as Sylver gently closed his steed’s mouth, and ran his hand up and down her neck.

      “Seems like it,” Sylver answered, as Morana, Mora, for short, pushed her head toward him and rubbed against Sylver’s chest.

      “I can’t see her status,” Bruno said. Tera said the same after a moment.

      
        
        [N/A – N/A – 170]

        [Hp: 22,000 – 100%]

        [MP: 4,500 – 100%]

        [Stamina: 7,200 – 100%]

        [Corpse – N/A]

        [Soul – N/A]

        [Arcane Insight (IV) Proficiency increased to 4%!]

      

      

      “She can’t convey what attributes or skills she has…” Sylver mumbled as he tried to peer into the creature’s mind.

      “No, wait… She has something to do with air manipulation. And she was fixated on increasing skills related to her threads, and they’re all really high apparently… I think… Anyway, doesn’t matter, we’ll figure it out as we go along,” Sylver said, as he patted his steed on the neck, and was surprised to find dark brown reins hanging down from her head.

      Sylver leaned over and saw that Mora also had a saddle on her back, along with two bags on either side and a small pouch around where the handle was.

      After touching the fabric, it felt like normal, everyday leather. Except the “leather” shifted its shape, and for a couple of seconds, Sylver saw that everything was made out of tightly-woven string. There were even shiny silver-colored metal horseshoes peeking out from underneath her hooves.

      “You are amazing,” Sylver said to Mora and could tell by the smug way she raised her head, she understood. Sylver reached into his [Bound Bones] storage and pulled out a carrot.

      The vegetable was flicked out of his hand by an invisible string and landed near two furry mouse-like chimeras, who happily lowered their head and started munching on it.

      “Alright… Apples? No. Tomatoes? No. Sugar? Hay? Barley? Grass?” Sylver kept guessing for a while and wanted to smack himself for not thinking of something so obvious. “Meat? Human meat? Oh…”

      Sylver reached into his [Bound Bones] storage and removed one of his old clones. They were largely useless at this point, not to mention he already had enough spare arms, legs, and heads, that they were just taking up space.

      He was curious to see how Mora planned to eat the corpse. It turned out she first sucked out all the blood in a specific piece using her tongue, and then used her extremely powerful tentacle-like mouth quarters to wrap around it, then ground it into pulp and swallowed.

      Despite how it sounded, the process was surprisingly clean, and if you ignored the sound of bones being crunched, rather quiet. Her saliva had some kind of congealing effect, given that the places where she’d bitten off the corpse’s arm weren’t bleeding.

      Sylver pulled out three more clones and left them for Mora to snack on, while he, Bruno, and Tera went to see the other chimera Bruno had prepared for him.
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        * * *

      

      “If she’s undead, what is the point of her eating?” Tera asked once they were out of Mora’s supposed earshot. Sylver chose not to tell her that she heard her loud and clear, partially due to her connection to Sylver, but mostly due to one of her perks.

      “I think I mentioned before that dead and alive are a sliding scale, right?” Sylver asked, as Bruno mutely followed along.

      Sylver empathized with the man. After multiple lifetimes of hardship, having something go your way, in every way imaginable, was about ten times as shocking as having everything go wrong for the hundredth time.

      And even if Tera wasn’t actively holding onto Bruno’s arm, like some sort of love-struck teenage girl, there was an almost sickening aura of joy around her.

      Sylver wasn’t jealous…

      Alright, he was a little jealous, but not enough that he was going to comment and spoil their mood.

      “I don’t think so,” Tera replied.

      “Well, they are. If zero is dead and one hundred is alive, I’m somewhere in the high eighties. I grow, I’m affected by my environment, I can hypothetically starve to death, and I need air to breathe… That’s not entirely true, but let’s pretend it is for the time being… Since Mora copied my body, to a certain extent, nothing I say will apply to her either…” Sylver said as Bruno gestured left, and the group continued walking down the tunnel lined with glowing threads.

      “Wait, high eighties?” Bruno asked, momentarily snapping out of his shock at Sylver’s words.

      “I’m a little less ‘alive’ after my modifications. I don’t have a digestive tract, my lungs have been minimized and no longer function the way regular lungs would, and my reproductive system has been all but discarded,” Sylver said and hurriedly added before Tera could ask a follow-up question, “Everything is still there, in one piece, I didn’t cut anything off.”

      Tera was quiet for a second, and then seemed to remember something.

      “Are you going to go to Torg anytime soon?” Tera asked.

      Sylver thought the question over, and mentally mapped out the path he would have taken to get to the Schlagen Mountains.

      “On my way back, maybe… Why?” Sylver asked.

      Tera already had an overly smug smile, but upon hearing Sylver’s question, it became just a tad bit more unbearable.

      “No reason,” Tera said.

      “I did mention that Syl was the one who pushed me to tell you everything?” Bruno asked.

      “She said there’s a level 90 [Necromancer] currently working for some noble. He removes curses from cursed artifacts, and his employer sells them for a huge profit,” Tera quickly explained.

      “What’s his name?” Sylver asked.

      “I don’t remember, I’ll need to check. He’s quite old, human, somewhere in the 120 to 150 age range, but he’s not undead. Do you know him?” Tera asked, and Sylver refrained from scoffing.

      It took him a couple of seconds to wait out the snarky response.

      “No… Did she say anything about me?” Sylver asked, in an attempt to change the subject.

      “She said Sophia, the ex-head priest of Ra, was at Torg for a couple of days and paid extra to keep the items she won anonymous. That’s all,” Tera said.

      Sylver was sure he didn’t make a face, but Tera thought differently.

      “Did you want her to ask about you?” Tera asked, with that ever so slight hint of pity only women were capable of.

      “I mean… It’s better like this, I have been gone for five years…” Sylver said, and even if he didn’t sound like it, genuinely did believe it was for the best.

      “Don’t worry about it, there’s someone out there for everyone,” Tera offered, and Sylver refrained from rolling his eyes.

      “I’m not…” Sylver realized how sad this sounded, even as he said it, “I’m not lonely.”

      Tera and Bruno both had this aura around them, the kind newlyweds often had, like they were better than all their unfortunate single friends. Bruno at least had the courtesy to keep his face plain and blank, but Tera was just a little too happy about her amazing reincarnator husband.

      “What are you looking for in a woman?” Tera asked.

      Sylver refrained from explaining the checklist he had long ago decided was necessary for any kind of relationship to work.

      “Tall, big, and I have a thing for warrior types with muscles and scars from fighting,” Sylver explained, and Tera looked shocked.

      “I’m a big person, and I prefer… what’s the polite word for it… I like it when things get a little violent, and I can’t do that with someone I can break like a twig if I’m not careful enough. When you meet the dark elves, there’s a woman there called Dasha. She is the lower limit of the kind of woman I would be open to meeting,” Sylver said.

      The trio walked in silence for a bit, as Sylver regretted his momentary lapse in judgment, Tera regretted prodding Sylver’s preferences, and Bruno barely heard a word Sylver had said, as he was still in the process of recovering from the shock of Tera falling in love with him a second time.

      “You went on a quest with Henra, right?” Tera asked after some time had passed.

      Bruno had kept the prepared corpses far away from the main area because the preservation spell was the kind of dark magic that would harm the weaker chimeras if it was closer.

      “Henra the warrior, part of the Pixie part… I mean… No, I think she has a thing against necromancers,” Sylver explained.

      “What about the other one, the druid? Edna,” Tera asked.

      “Unless she suddenly had an urge to train alongside Henra and copied her physique, no…” Sylver said.

      “Hmm… Why did you sleep with Leke then? If you like big women, I mean?” Tera asked.

      “I almost want to say she pressured me into it,” Sylver said.

      This got Bruno’s attention.

      “She pressured you?” Bruno asked.

      Sylver responded a little too quickly, “Oh please, like you don’t know exactly what I’m talking about! Did you think wearing your shirt collar a little higher would hide the markings? Have her wear gloves, she’ll be able to get a better grip, and the nails won’t scratch your neck,” Sylver offered.

      This got a chuckle out of Bruno and made Tera’s smug face turn as red as a tomato.

      “Anyway, as I said, I’m good. I’ve got all the women I could ever want in my life, I’ve got Lola, Misha, Masha, Ria, Chrys, Leke, Maul, Lao, Chloe, and let’s not forget the literal army of dark elves, the majority of whom, are women. And now Morana too. Not to mention about a hundred of my shades are women, I think,” Sylver said.

      Spring whispered the actual number in Sylver’s ear, but Sylver didn’t bother correcting himself.

      At some point, Tera had to be left behind. Even though she complained about it, and gave Bruno the look, the old reincarnator wasn’t willing to risk it.

      He trusted Sylver not to mess around with his magic, but it would be a pointless risk to the two weak souls inside Tera in the event something unforeseen were to occur. She left and was carried away by the serpent that had been following them.

      “There’s going to be a gathering at my home tomorrow evening. You’ll need to go to Ron’s Rest and have him open a door into my house. I know there isn’t much point pretending I’m not connected to Lola and everyone, but I’d like to keep it up anyway,” Sylver explained and got a nod from Bruno in response.

      “You asked me to remind you that you have two skills that have ranked up. And that you have some attribute points to distribute,” Bruno said, and Sylver mutely opened up his status.

      Sylver decided to put all ten points into intelligence, for that slight boost in mana capacity.

      
        
        Total Level: 139

        [Koschei – 10]

        [Necromancer – 100]

        [Swamp Lord – 29]

        CON: 200

        DEX: 105

        STR: 105

        INT: 287

        WIS: 232

        AP: 0

        Health: 2,000/2,000

        Stamina: 997/1,000

        MP: 8,873/11,480

        Health Regen: 23.33/M

        Stamina Regen: 20.00/M

        MP Regen: 6147.54/M

      

      

      “I now regenerate over 100MP per second,” Sylver said without any emotion in his voice.

      “What’s your constitution at?” Bruno asked.

      “200, and I have exactly 2,000 health,” Sylver answered.

      Bruno was quiet for a while.

      “So classical glass cannon… Although, in your case, it’s more to do with you being an undead, than a mage” Bruno said.

      “Yes, yes, I remember, but I already died and came back before I met you, so not much I can do about it now. Anyway, it doesn’t matter, does it? Even if I become dead, I have more than enough control over my soul to walk around perfectly fine for several weeks. More, if I’m able to use Morana as an anchor,” Sylver said.

      “Then forget I said anything. Did you figure anything out about your unique class? I tried to research it, but the [Koschei] class isn’t mentioned anywhere,” Bruno asked, and Sylver shook his head.

      “I initially thought it was something to do with how much danger I put myself in… But it gave me a level when I locked my needle and heart up in my ribcage. I got another level when I got Nyx’s grimoire back. I got three more when I forced the thing I prefer not talking about into a deal… And I got another one when I created Morana,” Sylver counted out.

      Bruno was silent for about a minute and seemed to arrive at the same conclusion as Sylver.

      “It’s level increases whenever your ‘power’ increases. You became more powerful when you made your weakness harder to harm. You became more powerful when you got a master-level necromancer’s grimoire. You got more power when you forced the you-know-what into working for you. And the same is true for the horse chimera,” Bruno said.

      “What about the perks that don’t do anything? And the trait?” Sylver asked, and Bruno went quiet again.

      “I’ve never seen it before, but my money would be that you should have those perks, but you haven’t met all the conditions. Normally you wouldn’t even know about them until the conditions were met, but maybe… The order is important? So they are placed there as placeholders?” Bruno explained.

      There was a line between thinking about perks, levels, attributes, and thinking about why they were a thing. The system seemed to accept that Sylver wasn’t trying to pry details about it from Bruno, and was doing what the system wanted by playing along as if this was all normal.

      On that thought, Sylver decided against ranking up either skill and postponed both until he had Ria near him.

      “Egg, hare, chest, and duck,” Sylver said out loud.

      “See, now that rings a bell. I can’t for the life of me remember what exactly, but I think I recognize the pattern. I certainly feel that I do,” Bruno said with a finger pointed at Sylver.

      “On that note, I’m going to need some time to see if anything happened to your bodies or souls while I was gone. Faust will be staying at my house up until we leave, but do keep in mind that you might feel a little woozy after the checkup, so plan accordingly,” Sylver said.

      They arrived at a large wooden door, and every inch of it was covered in faintly glowing, burned-in sigils. Bruno gestured at it, and the door shimmered and swung out of the way.

      “How is he?” Bruno asked as Sylver followed him into the overflowing with mana room.

      “Terrible. But I’ve seen worse. What he needs is something to distract him, and a fair bit of tough love. With things like this, trying to fix what set him off is pointless, the puss might be coming out through the skin, but the rot is probably somewhere deep inside,” Sylver said.

      “What a lovely analogy,” Bruno said, and what surprised Sylver was that he meant it.

      Sylver rubbed his hands together and caused golden sparks to fly everywhere. He stretched out his pitch-black bone fingers toward the first chimera and waited for the liquid-like smoke to engulf the creature.
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      Mora’s friend, Aleri, was a bird.

      Kind of.

      He was a cross between a raven, eagle, falcon, hawk, owl, bat, woodpecker, and possibly a handful of felines. He was completely black, his dark yellow beak had a slight downward curve, his claws looked like they belonged to a cat, and he had two giant eyeballs on either side of his head, which gave him the appearance that he was smaller than he actually was.

      He had three sets of wings, the very top ones were the longest and they became small as they reached his tail. Which, similar to Mora and the other chimeras, contained an extendable stinger. When Sylver touched him, he found that his feathers had a very strange, almost furry, texture to them.

      
        
        [Shade (Unique) Raised!]

        [Shade (Unique)] has received the name [Aleri]

        [Evolution Available!]

      

      

      Aleri moved fast enough that Sylver struggled to see him as he flapped his wings and disappeared down the tunnel toward a celebrating Mora.

      The next chimera looked like a giant sea urchin. The spikes were as thin as needles, and according to Bruno, could be extended up to nine meters. Sylver found where the head was, and he unfolded the hedgehog-like corpse and saw something that looked like a very small lizard curled up inside its protective needle barrier.

      
        
        [Shade (Unique) Raised!]

      

      

      “I’m going to call you…” Sylver stared at the lizard with spikes sticking out of its back.

      With the way the skin out of which the spikes were coming out became squashed together, it almost looked like an ugly turtle.

      “Spike?” Bruno offered, and Sylver shook his head.

      “Spring’s name starts with S, I need a letter I haven’t used yet,” Sylver explained, continuing to stare at the creature, and just like Bruno, couldn’t think of a better name than Spike.

      “It’s fine, I’ll come up with something later,” Sylver said, as the lizard slithered down into Sylver’s shadow.

      There were two more chimeras, not including the ones that Sylver simply didn’t have enough of an affinity toward to raise as shades.

      Bruno had more that Sylver could hypothetically take, but they were useless without their wild magic.

      Despite both of them sharing the word “magic,” there was a difference between “wild magic” and “magic physiology.”

      Wild magic is magic that is possessed by creatures that are attuned enough with the world’s primal energy, that they have the same access to it that sorcerers do. When a monster uses wild magic, it isn’t actually casting anything, the monster simply wishes for a certain thing to happen, and the mana inside and surrounding them bends itself to fulfill their desire.

      An example of wild magic is Mora’s strings.

      Specifically, the way she can manipulate them, enhance their strength, nullify magic, and how she can feel the things the strings are touching. Her air manipulation and fire breathing ability also fall into the category of wild magic.

      An example of magic physiology is Mora’s ability to alter her body shape. Her ability to split her head into four pieces, her ability to split her legs into two and extend them, and that she can hide her six sets of eyes.

      Although technically, it could be argued that her strings are produced and controlled due to her magic physiologically, there wasn’t a very clear line drawn between the two.

      The point was, Sylver’s shades retained their magic physiology, but not their wild magic. Will’s wings were long, but nowhere near long enough for the amount of weight Sylver had had the shade carry. Similarly, Ulvic’s head should be four times bigger to account for the amount of force he can exert when biting something.

      The reason for this was that a monster’s magic physiology was limited only to itself and to its body. Whereas wild magic, like normal magic, extended outside the creature’s body, like a spell.

      These rules didn’t apply to people, but a similar example is a skeleton being able to move without having any muscles, a dwarf being able to hold extremely hot things with his bare hands, a fairy’s ability to fly, as well as any other monster or creature that didn’t make sense if you removed magic from the equation.

      The problem with having a magic physiology is that it requires mana to function.

      A really easy way to kill a skeleton is to drain its mana, and it will become a pile of immovable bones. The same can be done with a lead dagger, if someone shot Will with lead while he was flying, even if the shot were the size of a needle, Will would immediately start falling due to his magic physiology being nullified.

      The same was true for Sylver, except he’d built his body with being attacked by lead and silver in mind. If he were affected by lead, his “lungs” would close up to prevent him getting torn apart by the sudden uncontrollable compressed oxygen.

      His heart would redirect the blood so the pressure decreased, his muscles would loosen so they wouldn’t break his bones, and a few other miscellaneous safety valves would get triggered.

      That would keep Sylver going for an estimated forty minutes. If during that time he succeeded in getting the lead removed from his person, everything would kick back into action, as if nothing had happened.

      If not…

      To stop itself from getting shredded apart under its own force and pressures, Sylver’s body would effectively devolve into a backup heart, lung, something close to a kidney and stomach combo, and his physical capabilities would become nonexistent. Sylver’s body was too large for what was inside of it. He hadn’t tested it, but if he was forced to shut it down all the way, he was fairly certain he wouldn’t be able to walk.

      If you compared Sylver to a ship, getting touched by lead would be like a sail ripping apart. There would be a couple of minutes where the ship continued to sail due to its momentum, but if the sail wasn’t repaired, it would eventually stop.

      Sylver’s contingency for that was his smaller body inside his body. It would be extremely painful, wasteful, and probably disgusting, but in the worst-case scenario, Sylver could “molt” out of his outer shell. The body inside his chest, the one with the needle, the runes, and the indestructible ribcage, wasn’t directly connected to the larger body’s blood flow or flesh.

      So even if Sylver, for some reason, had to drink a lead-laced poison, and the lead got into his bloodstream and spread to every inch of his body, all he’d have to do is make a hole, and slide his armless, legless, basically headless, torso out, and then run away.

      He already had a replacement on standby inside his workshop, the thing just needed a couple of months to mature. But it was a last resort. Sylver could still use magic thanks to the fact he used his soul to cast, but it would be humiliating in a way he struggled to comprehend.

      He’d still do it.

      If the choice is dying honorably and surviving while humiliating yourself, Sylver had picked the latter every single time.

      Not to mention, he never really humiliated himself. It wasn’t like anyone who ever saw him crawl away like a pathetic worm ever lived to tell people about it.

      
        
        [Shade (Unique) Raised!]

      

      

      The next chimera Sylver raised was a very small rat/ferret looking monster, barely bigger than Sylver’s fist. It’s rat-like tail looked as if it was woven together from a hundred pink strings. Sylver pinched the corpse’s tail and caused it to unravel.

      Bruno explained that it was essentially a slime core, and once it had access to a compatible liquid, it would be able to manipulate it. In short, Sylver had a liquid golem, whether that liquid was limited to water, or if acid, poison, blood, or something even deadlier could be used, was to be seen.

      “Welcome to the team, Cory,” Sylver said to the small rodent.

      
        
        [Shade (Unique)] has received the name [Cory]

        [Evolution Available!]

      

      

      The small rodent looked around, then wiped its nose with its two tiny hands, and unceremoniously disappeared into Sylver’s shadow.

      “Cory the slime core. What about Nelly the needle shell?” Bruno offered.

      He didn’t even sound judgmental, he sounded like he knew firsthand how difficult it was to name something.

      “Nelly… No, it’s too… too gentle,” Sylver said in an attempt to explain that the name didn’t feel right.

      Bruno leaned down as the spike-covered reptile materialized in front of them and alternated from looking at Sylver to looking at Bruno.

      “Barb?” Bruno offered after a short pause.

      “Barb… No, doesn’t quite slide off the tongue… Roxan? Roxan the reptile?” Sylver said.

      “How is Roxan less gentle than Nelly?” Bruno asked.

      “Because it is,” Sylver said.

      “What about Roxy? Cory and Roxy, and you name the next one something that ends with xy,” Bruno said, gesturing at the remaining chimera Sylver was already in the process of raising.

      “Not Roxy, it’s too common of a name… How does Uri sound?” Sylver offered, and Bruno made a sound.

      “Uri the urchin. What about the wolf? Ulvic?” Bruno asked, and Sylver clicked his tongue.

      “Right… No, look, Ulvic is for when I’m chasing something, whereas Uri will probably be used in situations where I’m on the defensive. Honestly, I just like the name. It’s short, simple, and to the point,” Sylver said with a faint smile.

      The joke seemed to go over Bruno’s head as he shrugged and walked over to the next chimera.

      
        
        [Shade (Unique)] has received the name [Uri]

        [Evolution Available!]

      

      

      The next chimera appeared to be a very simple snake. It was about as thick as Sylver’s wrist and was barely two meters long.

      But, on its back, it had six scales that were a darker shade than its dark green body. Sylver very gently picked one of the scales, and using his mana, pulled out a small creature that looked like a squashed beetle. The square scale was the beetle’s abdomen, and once Sylver pulled them apart, they revealed a pair of very shiny wings.

      “One soul, seven bodies,” Bruno said proudly.

      “They’re not,” Sylver murmured as he focused on the seven creatures—Bruno was half right.

      “What?”

      Sylver pointed at the snake’s head. “This is the mother, and these are the children,” Sylver explained, as he then gestured at the small beetle in his hand. “Having said that, they also seem to be some kind of parasites… It’s rare to see two souls that are this similar… Let alone seven…” Sylver mumbled, as he found what he was looking for and finished raising them.

      
        
        [Shade (Unique) Raised!]

      

      

      Sylver waited a beat for six more notifications, but none came.

      “That’s very interesting. I don’t think they are children, but the souls are too similar for them not to be related…” Sylver mumbled.

      “Clones? Self-replication?” Bruno offered.

      “So these beetles will grow up to become snakes with beetles growing on their back?” Sylver asked, as the six beetle-like insects in question crawled out of the holes on the snake’s back and flew around Sylver’s head in a neat circle.

      “I did mention that this is more art than science, right?” Bruno asked.

      “No, you said it used to be more art than science,” Sylver corrected, as the snake slithered up Sylver’s arm and wrapped itself around his torso.

      Sylver noticed it when he tried to pet its head, the six flying beetles felt as if they were still in her back. Sylver ordered them to fly away, down the tunnels, and regardless of the distance, it felt like they were still inside the snake’s back.

      He gained a small increase in mana as he ordered the beetles to destroy themselves. And as he suspected, they didn’t need to be caught and brought back by Spring to be healed, their souls, and therefore their bodies, appeared within the holes on the snake’s back.

      “Might be good for reconnaissance. Could be used to trigger traps,” Bruno offered.

      Sylver summoned one of Lola’s explosives. He gently pinched some of the sticky clay-like explosive and rolled it into a small ball between his fingers. He gave the ball to the nearest beetle.

      It flew toward the wall, and as it collided, Sylver sent a spark through the snake, through the beetle, and detonated it. After the smoke dissipated, there was a large hole in the stone wall.

      “They’re small enough that people might not notice them. I knew an entomancer that had small fireflies that would position themselves on the nape of the neck and would then explode. With this I could have them lodge the explosive into an ear, or up a nose, or have them swarm into the person’s mouth,” Sylver said, as Bruno looked at him with a growing smile.

      Sylver discovered that Bruno’s one soul idea might have been more right than wrong because Sylver couldn’t get the beetles to split into two. What he had to do instead was split the snake into two separate snakes, one of which was empty, and the other had six untouched beetle scales.

      “Any thoughts on a name?” Sylver asked.

      “A name?” Bruno asked.

      “They’re a package deal. I think I know how to get them to separate, but I’ll wait to see if something changes first. What about…”

      “You’re trying to think of a two-syllable word, one syllable for the snake, and the other for the beetles, right?” Bruno said after a good thirty seconds had passed.

      “I’ve got nothing. I mean, I’ve got something, but it’s so bad I’m not even going to say it out loud,” Sylver said, as the six beetles returned to their respective holes on the snake’s back, and the snake slithered into Sylver’s shadow.

      “Me too,” Bruno said.

      Sylver’s robe fluttered to brush off the dirt that had collected on his knees from crouching.

      As they walked toward Mora, Sylver summoned his three new shades, and watched how they moved.

      The rat/ferret initially just walked on the floor, but with every passing moment, Sylver could see something shimmering enveloping her body. At first, her pitch-black fur just appeared wet, then her steps became longer as the water extended out of her feet and made each step longer. In the end, Cory was floating in a sphere of water and used the water to slither along the ground.

      Uri on the other hand preferred the ceiling. She rolled on it since the tips of her needles were able to stick to the stony surface without puncturing it. Just to show off, she allowed herself to fall, and then used her needles to “walk.” Similar to an actual sea urchin, she could move them around somewhat.

      The snake and beetle combo were the oddest. Initially, the snake just slithered on the ground, like your normal snake. But then, the six scales on her back opened up, and six pairs of wings stuck out of the holes. It took her a few tries, but eventually, the snake was airborne and slowly being flown down the tunnel ahead of Sylver and Bruno.

      “Bit of a shame you couldn’t use so many. I thought you would have gained a perk to have your undead cast magic or use a skill they had in life or something,” Bruno lightly complained.

      Sylver had a lot of choices when it came to shades. But at the moment, there wasn’t any point in raising them, especially, the really interesting ones. They were already dead, their corpses were perfectly preserved, and their souls weren’t blissfully contained within their bodies.

      “I’m very happy anyway, Bruno. Thank you,” Sylver said, as he looked at the man’s warm eyes and suddenly had an idea. It seemed strange that he hadn’t thought of it earlier.
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        * * *

      

      Once they were out of the tunnel, Sylver and Bruno joined Tera in watching Mora’s attempts to catch Aleri, who was fast enough that he was a blur and had the maneuverability of a hummingbird.

      The six-winged shade was moving at right angles and was somehow able to completely ignore Mora’s small vortexes coming from the grid of strings she’d created. Sylver focused on her for a while and could see that her hooves were sliding up her legs as if they were sleeves, and the small quickly moving claws hidden inside were just short of visible.

      “She’s going to need a bit of training,” Sylver said mostly to himself, and partially to Spring, who added a couple of lines of notes into Morana’s training plan.

      “Aleri is one, how many did you get?” Tera asked excitedly.

      Sylver gestured toward the bright green grass in front of them. Uri materialized first, followed by the snake, who sat on top of Uri completely unharmed, followed by Cory, who sat on top of the snake.

      “Just three?” Tera asked, in a somehow insultingly disappointed tone of voice.

      “Four counting Aleri,” Sylver said.

      “What about the giant octopus?” Tera asked.

      “What would I even use a giant octopus for? Do you know how much attention a giant octopus would attract? These are so much better. Aleri on his own can carry a dagger and slash someone’s throat open before they even notice him,” Sylver said, with a gesture at the bird in question that just did five loop de loops in a second.

      The just stared at the bird, and only stopped when Tera got tired of standing and tried to sit down. A spider with an awkwardly large abdomen appeared nearby, and Tera was helped by Bruno to get onto it.

      “I should go, I’ll see you two at my house soon,” Sylver said, as he mentally nudged Morana to stop playing and gather up her threads.

      Sylver got a nudge back, that she had some kind of plan to catch Aleri and wanted him to wait for a bit. He debated leaving her here until he left Arda, and in the end, realized he didn’t have anything even remotely close at his house to call a stable.

      He left Bruno’s underground farm cave, leaving Morana and Aleri behind to carry on playing.
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        * * *

      

      “Soaked in neutral twice filtered mana infused oils,” Ciege explained, wiping the daggers and then checking the mirror polish one last time.

      “Thank you, and sorry for having to rush you on this,” Sylver said, as Ciege placed the first dagger onto the leather-covered table and started wiping dry the next.

      Most blacksmith apprentices were lucky to get a sack filled with wood shavings to use as a pillow, the idea of an apprentice having his own room, not to mention his own workshop, was preposterous.

      And yet, Ciege had both, not to mention his workshop was better equipped than a majority of “professional” blacksmiths.

      Even if this workshop wasn’t technically Ciege’s, as he described, it basically was. Salgok had realized very early on that Ciege had the skill and the talent, and while he would never be a dwarven blacksmith, he could be a masterful human blacksmith. All he needed was time and experience.

      “Can I ask you something?” Ciege asked.

      “Of course.”

      Ciege focused on polishing the blade and looked at Sylver’s reflection.

      “How hard is it to become a mage?” Ciege asked.

      “It depends on your definition of what a mage is. Are you asking about Benjamin, or someone else?” Sylver responded.

      Ciege was quiet once again and spoke only after he was done drying the dagger.

      “If we go by your definition. If Ben decided to become a mage, how long would it take?” Ciege asked.

      Sylver refrained from rolling his eyes and sat down on the available seat and spoke with a thoughtful voice, “If we go by the ‘a mage is someone who can cast a spell’ definition, four or five years, depending on how driven he is, how much talent he has, and how good his master is. I know warriors and other classes have skills or perks that use mana, but those don’t really count as a spell and therefore I don’t consider them to be magic.”

      Sylver could both see and feel that Ciege wasn’t happy with his answer.

      “How dangerous is it?” Ciege asked.

      “How dangerous is it to train to be a mage?” Sylver clarified.

      Ciege nodded.

      “Extremely dangerous. Even if you have the talent for it, you’re still one false move away from turning your spell on yourself… Can I be frank with you?”

      Even though Ciege gestured for him to go ahead, Sylver waited a couple of seconds to think his next words over.

      “I’m not the best person to ask when it comes to raising children. But to sum up an extremely long and boring monologue, I think that if Ben really wants to learn magic, even if it’s dangerous, you should let him do it. You should support him in every way you can, because what is the alternative?” Sylver asked.

      “Forcing him to stay home and turn him into a blacksmith,” Ciege answered.

      “I’m surprised you’re even having this conversation with me. Do you not remember how you threw all caution to the wind to do something you wanted above all else? You were prepared to ruin the world, as long as you got what you wanted. Now, I very much hope your son is never in the same position you were in, but he is your son.

      “He’s going to have your drive to chase after his dream, even if it’s suicide. You’re not going to stop him. At best you’ll force him to run away to do everything on his own, without your help,” Sylver offered.

      “I don’t… I don’t know… I’ve always wanted a son to pass everything on to. If he’s out there, he isn’t here learning from me, following in my footsteps,” Ciege explained, wiping another dagger clean. There was an odd note in his voice like he understood how bad what he said sounded, but at the same time, thought he was right when he said it.

      “It’s very easy for me to get attached to people, Ciege. I don’t know how or why, but that’s the truth. But if I say what I want to say, you’re not going to react well to it… Imagine this. You never came back, and Yeva was forced to work for her father, and she hates it. She cries herself to sleep every night and dreads waking up in the morning. In this hypothetical, what do you think I would do?” Sylver asked.

      Despite his village boy appearance, Ciege was a very intelligent young man, and he knew what Sylver was getting at before he had even finished speaking.

      “I know you well enough to know you mean well when you say things like this. So in your eyes, it would be right to take Ben away from us if it meant he might be happy?” Ciege asked as he finished rubbing another dagger dry and placed it alongside the others in front of Sylver.

      “I think that sometimes people have to do things. Either to survive or because it’s necessary for their goal. I know better than most what it’s like to do what you have to, as opposed to what you want to. I also think that if you’re not moving towards your goal, you’re wasting your time,” Sylver said.

      Ciege turned away for a bit to change his oil-soaked cloth for a fresh, clean one.

      “If you came here, in say, twenty years, and saw that Ben wasn’t happy being a blacksmith, but we were happy that he was here, safe, you would steal him from us so that he could get himself killed somewhere out there, right?” Ciege asked.

      “I like Ben. He looked me in the eye and wasn’t afraid of me. And even before my eyes became this way, you can’t imagine how rare that was. So, yes. If I come around in twenty years, and I see an adult I will likely consider a close friend by that point in time, unenthusiastically swinging his blacksmithing hammer, I very much might ‘steal him away’ from you.

      “I would prefer that he died chasing after his dream, rather than live a long life and die of old age, full of quiet regret,” Sylver explained.

      Ciege spent the remainder of the time it took to dry Sylver’s daggers in deep thought. Sylver left after hugging the man goodbye and reminded him about the meeting at his house.
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      As Sylver approached his house, he was informed that there were five people with very poor control over their mana standing near the front gates. They were talking to Ging, but due to the natural barrier that their leaking mana created, Spring had no idea what was being said.

      Sylver materialized on the roof of the house directly opposite his and stayed prone while he observed the people below. Sylver was too far away, and the sound didn’t travel well enough for him to hear them.

      All five were wearing a full suit of white/orange/red armor. They had what looked like star constellations on their backs, but Sylver had no idea what they meant. The one talking to Ging had one pattern, and the four people standing behind had a different pattern.

      The one on the person Sylver assumed was the leader did look a bit familiar. Then again, Sylver had lived long enough that everything looked a bit familiar. Sylver sent Spring inside the house, and barely a moment later Benny was laying down next to him.

      “Did they say what they’re here for yet?” Sylver asked the small rabbit.

      Benny disappeared for roughly two seconds, and then he returned.

      “Ging said they want to organize a meeting, but they’re refusing to tell him what they want to talk to you about. As per your orders he’s asking that they return when they can disclose why they wish to meet with you,” Benny explained, and Sylver nodded approvingly.

      Sylver’s exact words had been, ‘Tell those cunts that I don’t fucking care who they are. I’m not going to talk to people too proud to tell my steward what they want. Tell them my time is precious and limited and I refuse to waste it on their oh so very important bullshit. They want my help, they approach me on my terms, or they can all go eat shit and piss off.’

      Ging caught Sylver at a bad time.

      He had just failed at bending space using fungus and wasn’t thrilled about the interruption. Thankfully Ging didn’t take it personally and accepted Sylver’s apology without any issue.

      But Sylver did have a point, even if he was drunk and covered from head to toe in mushroom spores. If someone wanted to be secretive and mysterious, Sylver didn’t want to bother with them. He wanted people who would be able to tell him everything he needed to know in a hundred words or less.

      Mostly because Sylver already had everything he wanted and needed, except the most important thing. Unless someone was offering the location, or information, regarding people from the Ibis, Sylver wasn’t going to accept their quest.

      He had more money than he knew what to do with, Lola had enough influence and connections to get him whatever he wanted, so doing a quest for any reason other than finding another Ibis member, was a waste of time.

      And even if they were offering information about someone from the Ibis, Sylver doubted he would do whatever it is they asked. If they were powerful enough that it was easier to complete their request, sure.

      They would also need to be stronger than Sylver, the Cord, all of the hirable adventurers and mercenaries in Arda, all the private forces Novva and his noble friends had, and Bruno’s army of chimeras.

      And because manipulating the flow of information was an option, Sylver could even get the person or group declared as a treasonous enemy of the high king. Although that could lead to war, that was a sacrifice Sylver was willing to make.

      “Who’s home right now?” Sylver asked as he continued watching Ging very politely and courteously ask the five paladins to leave.

      “Maul, Leo, Wen, Misha, Chrys, and Ria. Everyone else is out shopping to prepare for the banquet. Would you like me to call the guards?” Benny asked.

      Sylver raised his head slightly and looked around. The rooftops were empty, those five were alone. Sylver went back to observing them and realized why the constellation on the leader’s armor looked familiar.

      Sophia had the same thing tattooed on her back. And now that he looked more closely at them, the way the armor was colored did look a little like the red sun tattoo Sophia had on her shoulders.

      “Tell Ging I’ll talk to the leader if they make the other four leave,” Sylver said.

      Benny disappeared and Sylver vaguely saw a blur appear near Ging, but it was so fast that it looked more like a trick of the light, as opposed to an impossibly fast rabbit. As the five paladins started looking around, Sylver didn’t bother ducking down and even waved at them when they spotted him.

      From his vantage point he could see the way their stances changed, they were relaxed before, but now they looked as if they were being stared down by a giant monster.

      Sylver didn’t think this was a good matchup for him. Aside from his weakness against holy magic, how ineffective the shades would be, and the lack of any significant amount of earth, water, or plant life, meant it would be a difficult fight.

      But if it came down to it, Sylver didn’t need to win, he needed to slip past them and cross the gates. And with [Fog Form] and a generous handful of explosives, Sylver had little doubt he would be able to do that.

      The five paladins didn’t react to Ging and continued staring at him.

      “Tell Ging I want the leader to disarm themselves,” Sylver said.

      The five paladins remained where they were.

      It was only after Ging said something else, that they turned to look at him. Ging spoke for about a minute, before the leader fiddled with the sword at their hip and handed it over to one of the paladins. The four paladins with matching constellations disappeared in a muted flash of light.

      Sylver used [Fog Form] and materialized near the wall of the building he’d been laying on. He did his best to be as non-threatening as possible, but it was hard not to be a little bit on guard when facing one of the few people that were a very real threat.

      Now that he was standing on the same level as the paladin, Sylver was surprised to see they were taller than him. Ging was too short for Sylver to accurately compare, but this paladin was at least half a head taller than Sylver was.

      
        
        [Human – Grand Paladin + Lesser Blade Lord – 246]

        [Hp: N/A – 100%]

        [Mp: N/A – 88%]

        [Stamina: N/A – 32%]

        [Arcane Insight (IV) Proficiency increased to 6%!]

      

      

      Sylver saw the paladin very slightly shift their weight.

      
        
        [A skill similar to [Appraisal] has been successfully blocked!]

      

      

      Despite himself, Sylver smiled a little at the notification. If the paladin’s change in stance was anything to go by, apparently the smile was a lot less friendly than Sylver imagined it to be.

      Sylver walked slowly and calmly toward the paladin until they were both within each other’s grappling range.

      The two just stared at each other before Sylver decided to see how far he could push them. He already had a tendril of fog that was within his home’s territory, just in case things went poorly. Ging was standing by Sylver’s side, and by the looks of things, Benny had been sent away for the time being.

      “I would prefer it if we spoke face-to-face, not face to helmet,” Sylver said gently, almost as if he didn’t care one way or the other.

      The paladin cocked their head just the slightest amount before they reached up and undid the strap holding the helmet in place.

      As it was pulled off, a waterfall of brilliant, bright yellow hair descended in front of the paladin’s face. She moved the helmet backward, and in the process brushed all of the loose hair out of her face. The helmet stopped somewhere near the back of her neck and clicked into place.

      “Sylver Sezari,” Sylver said calmly.

      “Blanca Rabelo,” the paladin woman, Blanca, said.

      Blanca looked so similar to Sophia that Sylver had to guess they were either related or came from the same area. She had a healed-up burn on the lower left half of her jaw that made it look as if she had an unshaved beard. Her eyes were bright green, and her golden eyebrows were so light they were invisible against her caramel-colored skin.

      There was a hardened look to her face, that was helped along by her unwavering and unflinching gaze. Her neck⁠—

      Ging shifted on his feet and that was enough to break Sylver out of his minor trance.

      “Would you be interested in joining me for lunch?” Sylver offered and could tell immediately he’d misread the look she was giving him.

      “Respectfully… but I would prefer to slit my own throat,” Blanca answered, in such a warm tone of voice that she might as well have been offering him a glass of wine.

      There was another moment of awkward silence.

      “Since sharing a meal is out, how do you feel about sharing a bed?” Sylver asked.

      Blanca didn’t react.

      “If you are willing to have your dark magic sealed, I would be open to that,” Blanca said.

      Her soul was completely unreadable to him because of how much holy mana was leaking out of her, and the armor was too heavy to give away any detailed hints with her body language.

      “With the pleasantries out of the way, why are you here, Blanca Rabelo?” Sylver asked with a slight smile.

      Blanca matched his smile, but it didn’t go up to her eyes.

      “Five years ago, Sophia Rala uncovered and arrested a number of demon worshipers. Later we discovered that a man matching your description⁠—”

      “You’re disarmingly attractive Blanca. But as of now, you have one hundred words to tell me why you are here and what you want from me,” Sylver interrupted, and once again, Blanca didn’t so much as blink.

      It was like talking to a statue.

      “I wish to learn the location of Sobek’s corpse. I know it has a physical location, in this realm, and I am willing to offer myself to you if you were to tell me where it is,” Blanca explained.

      After Spring reminded him that Sobek was the name Sophia had once asked him about, Sylver pretended to consider the woman’s words.

      “No. You have sixty-three words left,” Sylver answered.

      “What do you want in exchange?” Blanca asked.

      “Nothing that you or your temple would be able to give me. Fifty-seven words left,” Sylver said.

      Blanca reacted for the first time, she ground her back teeth against each other, and it made a muted clicking noise. This went on for a second or two before she spoke again.

      “The temple of Ra is currently divided. In the event you find yourself at odds with the current head priest, be aware that he is acting on his own,” Blanco said.

      Sylver crossed his arms over his chest, and his smile disappeared completely.

      “No. In the hypothetical event that the head priest and I are at odds, I will consider everyone who could have stopped him, but didn’t, to be equally responsible. You have twenty-eight words left,” Sylver said calmly.

      Blanca clicked her teeth again, then shrugged. She opened her mouth to say something three times before she changed her mind and said something else.

      “If you happen to see Sophia, please tell her to return as soon as possible,” Blanco said.

      “If I see her, I will… If at any point in the future you want to have a proper conversation, come alone, come unarmed, unarmored, and talk to Ging beforehand. Also, please be aware that my offer to join me in bed is still very much on the table,” Sylver explained with a completely blank look on his face.

      “You’re welcome to come fully armored, it will make it more fun if anything,” Sylver added.

      Blanca didn’t react as she disappeared in a muted flash of light that caused Sylver’s robe to shiver. He brushed the fabric down and turned to face Ging.

      “Did any of them threaten you? What did they say?” Sylver asked as the small rabbit man shrugged.

      “They were warned by the previous Head Priest Sophia to be extremely careful when interacting with you. And our house, by extension,” Ging said while he walked next to Sylver.

      “Good… In the future, if you ever find someone waiting for me outside my house, feel free to tell them that I won’t meet with them without a meeting being arranged beforehand,” Sylver said.

      “Alright.”

      “And if they try to explain that their request is important, urgent, or if they say some variation of ‘how dare you,’ or, ‘do you know who I am,’ please tell them that if I see them outside my house, I will scalp them,” Sylver added.

      “What do you mean by scalp?” Ging asked as the front doors swung open.

      “I mean I will make a small incision on their forehead. Then I will stick my finger into the hole and pull hard enough to tear a strip of skin off their skull. And I’ll keep doing that until the area where their head should grow hair is completely devoid of flesh,” Sylver explained.

      Ging nodded, then disappeared to go do whatever it is he did during this time of day.

      Sylver didn’t waste any time and funneled his fog through a tiny tube that led directly into his workshop.
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      Due to being busy fantasizing about Sophia’s lookalike taking Sylver up on his offer, he failed to notice the odd emotion emanating out of Ria’s soul. The circle he’d prepared for her was empty, there was only a large pile of shattered wood fragments.

      As Sylver inspected his surroundings, he realized that the dark creature standing off in the corner was not one of his shades. It had the form of a woman in a skintight suit, with streaks of gold symmetrically spread through her body.

      Sylver felt as if someone punched him in the stomach as Ria turned around and faced him.

      Her face was made out of solid gold, almost as if it was a mask she was wearing, but with the added body below her, it appeared more lifelike than it had ever been. Sylver adjusted the edges of his robe as he waited for her to talk.

      “What were you going to do with her?” Ria asked.

      Even with it bouncing around the cave walls and ceiling, Sylver could tell the sound was coming from Ria’s chest and back, and not her mouth.

      Her body was identical to how Chrys’ was before Lily healed the implants out of her. But now that Sylver was looking at her, the texture of her body was too smooth, the worms had been a lot grainier.

      “I planned to ask for your permission to inspect the curse she’d developed. If you allowed me, I would have reverse engineered it, and probably slightly improved some of my similar curses,” Sylver explained.

      Sylver could feel it due to her soul that the area from which she was “seeing” was somewhere in her shoulders.

      “And if I said no, you would have destroyed her?” Ria asked, doing her best to “walk” but the movement of her feet didn’t match the distance she moved with each step.

      Sylver tried to figure out how Ria found the worms.

      But when Spring informed him that the box where he kept the worms for temporary storage had a circular hole in it and a shattered wooden staff on the floor, Sylver made an educated guess.

      “As opposed to desecrating the corpse of someone you considered a friend? I’m not entirely certain what you wish for me to say in this situation. Did you think I was planning to do this behind your back? That I valued our friendship so little?” Sylver asked, and felt the anger Ria had been holding on to since he arrived disappear almost instantly.

      Ria remained quiet, but Sylver could hear some kind of odd whirring noise coming from her torso.

      “I don’t want you to study her or cut her up. She’s mine,” Ria said, with just a hint of a child clutching their favorite doll.

      Sylver nodded.

      “I can hide her away in a bone for you. Or I can make you a chest that only you’ll be able to access. Or we can⁠—”

      Sylver was interrupted as Ria raised her left hand, and a small ball of bright red flames appeared in her palm. She waved her hand forward, and the flame flew two meters before it stopped floating and fell to the floor like a poorly designed paper airplane.

      That wasn’t Sylver’s spell, Ria had just summoned fire.

      “It’s encrypted, but she seems to know how to use magic. The technology used in the ribs is an extremely advanced version of her, but there is just enough overlap for them to be compatible,” Ria explained, as she moved her left hand toward one of the tables near her and swung it.

      The contents on the table shattered as they fell on the floor, and the metallic table clanged as it collided with the ceiling, and then fell back down. Ria had made it move around without touching it.

      “I will need to figure out her oh es first, but after I do that, I should be able to cast the spells she knew when she was alive. Just like the ribs, she’s a combination of carbon-based graphene nano-bots, except I can interact with her on a much higher level than I can with the ribs,” Ria explained, and Sylver could do little but nod along.

      Ria looked down at her body as if to inspect it before she looked at Sylver again.

      “Did Lola finish making the staff?” Ria asked.

      Sylver nodded as his robe shifted the folded-up piece of metal into his hands. Sylver spun the middle bit, and when the two detached pieces were close enough, activated the mechanism inside that caused them to snap together into one solid piece.

      Ria gestured toward herself, and Sylver gently made the staff float over to her.

      Sylver later realized that the reason the image disturbed him, was because she was using Chrys’ image. Ria’s stomach caved in as she touched the staff, and a shiny black liquid engulfed the staff and proceeded to grow thicker and thicker on the metal rod as Ria’s body became smaller.

      What remained was a long blob of dark liquid, with streaks of melted gold passing through it. And then, as if a balloon deflated, the liquid shrunk and only a dark staff with tiny gold lines passing through it remained. One end had three ribs embedded into it, that from a certain angle made it look like a trident.

      The lines of gold were very thin and looked like the underside of those things inside computers that Grant tried to teach Sylver about. No curves, only straight lines, with some slight bends.

      The staff floated ominously a half meter off the floor and then began to spin in a circle. It spun, and spun, and spun, and eventually was fast enough that it became a blackish blur.

      The staff stopped spinning as if someone had grabbed it, and then broke into three pieces. Unlike with Sylver though, the piece with the rib trident remained upright, while the other two appeared to hang from it.

      “Seems like you’ve got telekinesis down,” Sylver complimented, and the staff snapped back into one solid piece and did a slight bow.

      “When it’s this dense, it’s basically carbon fiber. And even if it gets damaged, all of these are self-replicating. I can make more with just a bit of coal. Or I could force an organic substance to bind with the oxygen in the air, and then simply…” Ria’s voice became quieter and quieter until Sylver could no longer hear her.

      He gestured toward the dented table and made it float over to the corner that had unofficially become the area where trash was stored, and he did the same for the various beakers Ria had smashed in her demonstration.

      By the time Sylver was done, Ria was floating a half step away from him, and she formed her black and gold face in the space between the ribs, like a ring holding a precious jewel.

      “How did it go with Bruno’s chimeras?” Ria asked.

      It wasn’t her tone or anything Sylver could put his finger on, but he got the feeling the conversation regarding SAM was over, and Sylver wasn’t supposed to ask her anything on that front. He decided that Ria was entitled to her secrets if that would help her deal with whatever internal turmoil was going on here.

      “Really good. I’ve got five new shades, technically four since Morana doesn’t count, and also technically ten since the snake and the beetles sort of count as different shades,” Sylver explained, as Ria’s face turned into confusion.

      He summoned his newly acquired shades and explained to Ria their abilities.

      “You didn’t name the snake?” Ria asked.

      “I couldn’t think of a good name,” Sylver said.

      Sylver then got to see a very strange sight, as Ria’s hand slowly appeared on the staff, and her arm grew out of it, followed by her torso, and within a couple of seconds, her body was whole again and standing on the ground, with the staff in her hand.

      Ria was dead silent for a solid minute before she shrugged and started being sucked up into the staff again. Apparently, she couldn’t think of a good name either.

      Sylver watched her do this over and over again for a while. Each conversion took her less and less time, and by the time Sylver grew bored, Ria was able to form herself a body in under six seconds.

      He left her to practice and started preparing, gathering, packing, and storing away the various ingredients and components he wanted to take with him. Sylver planned to enjoy his family gathering, which the rabbits had turned into a party and banquet, go to bed, and then wake up fresh and rested to find and save Edmund.
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      Sylver moved the page he was writing on out of the way and consulted Bruno’s copper sheet one last time. He turned around and Faust and Bruno’s mildly festive mood disappeared as they saw the look on Sylver’s face.

      “That bad huh?” Faust asked as he put down his celebratory mug.

      After Sylver converted the stored up information in the spell embedded in their chests onto a copper sheet, they had little else to do but sit around and talk about Bruno’s soon-to-be-born sons. Sylver interlocked his fingers and placed them over his stomach as he leaned back on his [Deadly Darkness] made chair.

      “It’s a matter of perspective. I would say the fact that we know, makes it good news,” Sylver said. “There is more than one god involved in whatever is going on with you two. How many exactly, I can’t tell, but it isn’t alone,” Sylver explained.

      Faust and Bruno both reacted similarly, except, Bruno wasn’t anywhere near as upset about it as Faust was.

      “So now what?” Bruno asked, and with that simple phrase, forced Faust out of his minor shock. Frankly speaking, Bruno seemed a little too relaxed about it.

      “Is there something you want to tell me, Bruno?” Sylver asked with a raised eyebrow.

      There was a five-second pause, that under normal conditions would have resulted in Sylver reacting very rashly. Instead, he waited for the man to gather his thoughts and come to a decision.

      “I think I was contacted by a god when the [Hero] was here…” Bruno said slowly as if he was uncertain of his words.

      Sylver waited for him to continue, then spoke up when Bruno remained quiet, “I’m going to assume there’s a very good reason you’re only telling me this now?” Sylver felt relieved that Bruno didn’t look the least bit afraid at his question.

      “I forgot. When you mentioned there being more than one god, I… I’ll say this again, I think, I was contacted by a god. I’m not certain, but I don’t normally dream when I sleep,” Bruno explained.

      “That’s how they usually do it… In your dream, were you in a familiar environment, or somewhere you hadn’t been before?” Sylver asked.

      Bruno sat up in his seat and concentrated on the memory.

      “It was like a small library. There were books everywhere, but it was like they were both the walls and ceiling? There weren’t any shelves, they were stacked on top of each other like bricks… It didn’t feel familiar; I don’t think I’ve ever been in such a place… Why does this matter?” Bruno asked.

      “A local deity would have known you well enough to make you comfortable in your favorite bar, your house, somewhere where you would be relaxed. So something foreign… Was there a source of light? Could you see any shadows anywhere?” Sylver asked and a strange look appeared on Bruno’s face.

      “No. It was bright enough to see clearly, but there wasn’t a direction the light was coming from… No shadows either,” Bruno said, and Sylver clicked his tongue.

      “Is that bad?” Faust asked.

      “It means the god isn’t young. The recently born ones normally retain enough memories that they know light comes from somewhere. Whereas the older gods forget that fact since they don’t really ‘see’ anything… When it spoke, where was the voice coming from? Did you just know what it was saying, did it sound like it was behind you, inside your head, was the volume consistent?” Sylver asked as Bruno closed his eyes, all eight of them.

      “It didn’t talk, but… I don’t know what it wanted. I just feel like it had something to do with the [Hero],” Bruno said, and Sylver had to ask a question he already knew the answer to and hoped Bruno wouldn’t take it the wrong way.

      “You didn’t interact with him, right?” Sylver asked.

      “No.”

      “Tera?”

      “No.”

      “One of your chimeras?”

      “No.”

      Sylver sat up in his seat and waited for a solid minute for Bruno to really think about it.

      “Lola hid everyone away once she realized he was here. She even had your priest leave the city for a few days,” Bruno said.

      There was an uncomfortable silence that Sylver turned into a confused silence due to a grin forming on his face.

      “Anyway, that’s the bad news. Multiple gods, maybe, probably, most likely,” Sylver summarized and savored the moment.

      The only sound inside the workshop was the soft bubbling coming from one of Sylver’s backup bodies floating in the large glass vats. Ria was somewhere upstairs, either with Chrys or practicing forming herself a body out of the SAM worms.

      “You’ll need two things,” Sylver said.

      “To do what?” Faust asked.

      “To turn your curse into a blessing. No memory loss, no being forced to kill each other, and no rebirth, just immortality,” Sylver said, and a small amount of pride managed to leak into his voice.

      Faust looked skeptical, while Bruno looked like he was about to call Sylver a liar.

      “You figured something out? How?” Bruno asked.

      Sylver made the two copper sheets float over to him, where they floated side by side so Bruno and Faust could see them. The sheets looked like they were scratched up, but a discerning eye would be able to spot the pattern amidst the scratches. Sylver pointed to the top right corner on both of the plates.

      “See this line? They’re… There’s no point explaining it, the gist of it is, I’m almost certain that the two of you are cannibalizing each other’s soul. I had an inkling when I was moving you into your bodies, but this pretty much confirms it,” Sylver explained, as he made the two floating plates float back down onto his table.

      “How sure of this are you?” Bruno asked.

      “Very sure… But, I would need to inspect your actual souls to be 100% certain. Which are both at the bottom of the dungeon. We have plenty of time to figure that out because the first thing you need will take a while,” Sylver explained.

      “What’s the first thing?” Faust asked.

      Sylver smiled despite himself.

      “You need to find someone who can manipulate souls. You’re looking for someone who at the very least mastered it. They would also need to be able to perceive and manipulate primal energy. And it would be a huge help if they’re familiar with the kind of dark magic required to bind souls together,” Sylver explained.

      Bruno and Faust just stared at him blankly, while Sylver had an ever so slight smile.

      “Just in case it wasn’t clear, I’m more than qualified. If anything, I’m overqualified. You don’t need to know how to craft a phylactery to do this, but I would be lying if I said that it wouldn’t help. There is a slight catch,” Sylver said, and his smile wavered.

      “You’re not strong enough to do it,” Bruno guessed.

      Sylver nodded and rechecked his mental math.

      “I would need to have… about seventy times the mana capacity I currently do? Temporarily boosting it won’t work in this case, the spell I’m thinking of needs the mana all at once, instantly. And while I’m more than excellent at manipulating mana, there’s a limitation due to the Gellman constant,” Sylver explained, and Faust gestured at Bruno.

      “What if he helps you?” Faust asked, and Sylver shook his head.

      “No offense, but you’re nowhere near good enough to do it. Also, this spell will need to be used on the two of you, at the same time. So even if you somehow managed to train yourself to use soul magic at my level, it wouldn’t work. But we have plenty of time because the second thing is where things get difficult,” Sylver said.

      “So, wait, you increasing your mana seventyfold is the easy part?” Faust asked.

      “Yes. Because you also need to find a soul so huge that it’s immovable. Meaning something so ancient that even a god wouldn’t be able to affect it. To put it crudely, the reason you’re being manipulated the way you are is that your souls are strong, but they’re not fixed. You’re like boulders someone could hypothetically roll. Sure, you’re big and heavy, but you can still be rolled,” Sylver explained, and could almost feel the life leave Bruno’s eyes.

      “A true immortal,” Bruno whispered as if the words were a death sentence.

      Sylver let him sit with the thought for a couple of seconds before he pulled him out of the deep end.

      “Sure, that’s one option. But that would require convincing a true immortal to allow the one thing they’re afraid of to fiddle around with their soul. Which is why I have a slightly easier alternative,” Sylver offered.

      You could almost see the sparks in Bruno’s and Faust’s eyes.

      “Are either of you aware of what makes a high-elf a high-elf,” Sylver asked, and Bruno and Faust exchanged a look.

      “If you’re asking about the Eldar rite, we were both high-elves at one point or another,” Bruno said, and Faust nodded along.

      “Great, because I was kind of forbidden from speaking about it with non-high-elves. I’m not certain if the people that forbid it are still around, but it’s a matter of principle. Anyway, were you elves that became high-elves, or were you born as high-elves?” Sylver asked, and Faust and Bruno shared an identical look of confusion.

      “I don’t remember,” Bruno said.

      “Me neither. I know I was an elf at some point, but I’m fairly certain I was born a high-elf,” Faust added.

      “Have you ever noticed that the amount of high-elves is always decreasing?” Sylver asked.

      “No,” Bruno said.

      “Well, it is. And never repeat what I am about to say to anyone, especially, Lola. Because a colony of high-elves literally started a war with me when I said what I’m about to say,” Sylver explained, as he leaned forward so his voice would have less distance to travel.

      “They’re basically liches,” Sylver whispered.

      Neither Faust nor Bruno reacted.

      “Alright,” Faust said.

      “Sure,” Bruno said.

      “Fair enough… I guess I’ll start by explaining how a lich functions. Or actually… Alright, so imagine your soul to be a book. And it has a limited number of pages. The width of the book is what determines if you’re able to become immoral or not. I’m going to say that it’s locked in at birth and that there isn’t a way to increase it,” Sylver said.

      “You told me you didn’t have the capacity to become immortal though?” Bruno asked.

      “I didn’t but found a workaround. Having said that, I am an anomaly. The conditions required for me to do what I did were attained partially due to luck. I’ve searched high and low, as far as I’m aware I am the only person in existence that has been able to make his book bigger,” Sylver explained. Bruno appeared to understand, but Faust looked more and more confused.

      “I’m lost,” Faust said.

      Sylver closed his eyes for a couple of seconds to gather his thoughts.

      “I know, just bear with me. So, when you’re born, your soul, book, is empty. As you experience things, you write on the pages. It’s more like a diary than a book. Once you run out of pages, you end up having to erase old pages and write in them, but every time you do that, the paper becomes more and more brittle, until it tears.

      “Some people are born with paper that can be erased infinitely, but a normal immortal, a proper one, has a book with an unlimited number of pages. Or such a high number of pages that it might as well be unlimited,” Sylver explained.

      “I’ve heard this before. It’s why undead almost always end up going feral,” Bruno added.

      “This is one of the reasons, yes. A non-feral undead is almost always someone with the capacity to be immortal. Although sometimes they simply have leftover pages that they didn’t write in, and they turn feral very slowly, but I’m getting off track,” Sylver said.

      “How does this relate to turning our curse into a blessing?” Faust asked.

      “I’m getting there… So diaries, empty pages, are souls, right? Now, what a lich does, normally, is tear the empty pages it needs out of other people’s books. It’s why they always go after children or women that can be made to produce children. Infants are worth one hundred adult men, because of how many empty pages their books have,” Sylver explained.

      “That explains quite a bit…” Faust mumbled.

      “So that’s what a lich is and does. Now, I’ll say this one last time, never repeat this to anyone, ever… High-elves do the exact same thing, except there’s consent involved. They take empty pages from each other. They sort of share them, if that makes more sense,” Sylver said but could see that it didn’t.

      “Like the thing you don’t want to talk about in the Garden,” Bruno said, and Sylver physically recoiled as the buried memory was yanked to the surface.

      “No,” he said calmly. “Comparing this to that is comparing lovemaking between spouses to vicious rape where blood is used as a lubricant! It couldn’t be more different, what those VILE PIECES OF FUCKING SHIT DID TO THOSE⁠—”
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        * * *

      

      Sylver took another sip from his cup and then finished it. He waited for the alcohol to spread through his body, and leaned back in his [Deadly Darkness] seat. Bruno had a serene look on his face, while Faust appeared to be not that far away from crying.

      “I apologize for my choice of words… And for raising my voice… And for using those particular slurs. But in my defense, I did ask you never to bring that up. What was I saying?” Sylver asked calmly, as he put his cup down and kicked his feet up and was now floating on top of his own solidified shadow.

      “That real high-elves consensually exchange empty pages,” Bruno said gently.

      Sylver leaned so far back that he was almost lying down at this point. And while it was slightly disrespectful to Bruno and Faust, he got the feeling they preferred it that he fully calmed down and didn’t have a rage-induced aneurysm.

      “I should have left a plague to kill them all… Anyway… With high-elves, there are two kinds. Those that are born, and those that are made. Lola was born as a high-elf, because her mother was a high-elf, and her father was a high-elf.

      “But if she has a child with, let’s say a normal elf, the child will be born an elf. Although, since she doesn’t have an Eldar tree, she’s also just an elf…” Sylver confused himself as he tried to figure out where the line was drawn.

      “How does this relate to us?” Faust asked, and Bruno knocked his knee against Faust’s to not interrupt.

      “Right, yes. Think of an Eldar tree as something that can store empty pages. And here is the really, really clever part. When a high-elf dies, their soul is pulled into the tree. Their pages are then erased, and the fresh clean pages are handed out to the high-elves that are still alive. But,” Sylver said, and slightly sat up in his lounge chair made out of solid shadow.

      “But if they’re just using the pages of their dead, there’s a finite amount. So what they do, and I can’t express just how amazingly intricate the magic they use for this is, they ‘make’ regular elves into high-elves. They share their power, their knowledge, their magical affinity, abilities, the elf in question even undergoes a metamorphosis,” Sylver explained.

      “They make a new high-elf, and use the pages the high-elf had as an elf to increase the number of pages they share between themselves… I see what you mean, they really are liches…” Bruno said.

      “And even though they can do that, usually enough of them die of natural causes that there isn’t one high-elf that’s significantly older than the others. It keeps their numbers relatively low. They either have ten old high-elves, or a hundred young high-elves, usually somewhere in between that. It balances out is what I’m saying,” Sylver explained.

      “So we need to become high-elves and outlive the others?” Bruno asked.

      “Assuming I’m right, all we need is an Eldar tree to bind your souls to. You don’t need to be part of their shared soul, you’ll just be attached to it,” Sylver clarified.

      “After everything… is it really that simple?” Faust asked.

      Sylver simply shrugged.

      “The spell isn’t simple. Finding an Eldar tree isn’t simple. Although, Lola is taking care of things on that front. And if that doesn’t work out, the dark elves have more than enough saplings for me to force-feed powerful souls and grow each of you your own Eldar tree to attach to.

      “You also can’t imagine just how unique the combination of skills that are required to do this are. Maybe Aether would be able to do this, but even for him this would be tough,” Sylver said.

      Everyone turned toward the sound of someone knocking on one of the secret entrance doors.

      “Is it dinner time already?” Sylver asked.

      “You spent an hour making ever increasingly disturbing comparisons,” Bruno said.

      Sylver felt the anger he’d just barely managed to bottle up make a squeak as the cork moved half a centimeter. Thankfully he had released enough pressure that it stayed where it was.

      “I did, yes… Anyway, you two go upstairs, and call Ria down here if you don’t mind,” Sylver said, as he stood up from his shadow, and pulled up his status.

      
        
        [Skill: Undead Mastery (VI) [S]]

        Skill level can be increased by raising undead. (Repeat raising of the same undead will not increase skill level)

        I – Turn a corpse into an undead.

        II – All undead under your control have +35% to all stats.

        III – Upon death all undead will return 40% of mana through [Dying Breath].

        IV – Duplicated shades will have 45% of the original’s stats.

        V – Cost of raising humanoid undead decreased by 50%.

        VI – At the cost of reducing HP to 0, the creature that delivered the most recent attack will receive a defeat notification.

        *Quality dependent on the corpse: *Quality dependent on the soul.

      

      

      For [Undead Mastery] the choice was obvious and was almost a little strange that Sylver didn’t get it far earlier. The best thing about it wasn’t just that it applied to his shades, zombies, and any kind of undead he created, but that it applied to Sylver.

      Now he wouldn’t need to worry about tricking people of a lower level than him when he wanted to play dead.

      To test it, Sylver had Bruno attack him with a dagger and then activated the effect. Sylver feared that [Calamitous Abomination] would render this ability, not just useless, but dangerous to use, and was thankfully unwarranted.

      All Bruno got was a [Defeated!] notification, with a bunch of question marks for Sylver’s race and classes, and a confirmation of his level being 139.

      Sylver waited for the nod from Ria before he moved on to the next skill.

      
        
        [Skill: Mutating Override (III) [F]]

        Skill level can be raised by overriding primal energy field.

        I – Mutate biological matter by overriding its primal energy field.

        II – Decrease the MP cost by 5%.

        III – Increase range by 10%

        *Quantity of MP required dependent on rate, volume, and complexity of primal energy field being overridden.

      

      

      The “like a limb coming back to life” analogy had outstayed its welcome a long time ago, but Sylver couldn’t think of a better way of describing it. The effect was exactly as written, a 10% increase, and not a 0.01% more.

      Still, it was a great boon, and comforting in a way that was hard to describe. Even if something managed to nullify Sylver’s [Lesser Perception], they would then need to nullify his primal energy sensing ability. He could still feel an invisible limitation holding him back, but Sylver chose to focus on the positives.

      “Before we go upstairs, can we talk?” Ria said as Sylver gave his neatly tucked away vials and powder satchels one final look over before he enchanted the backpack closed.

      “Always,” Sylver said.

      She had figured out how to make her staff float and had developed the habit of sitting on it as if it were a floating ledge, with her feet dangling.

      “I would like to apologize for… assuming the worst. It was unwarranted, and I’m sorry,” Ria explained, as Sylver tightened the strap on his bag and used his fingernail to etch a simple framework onto the leather hood.

      “I accept your apology… And while we are on the subject, from your point of view, it was very much warranted. You found your friend’s corpse being stored away in a necromancer’s workshop. It would have been stranger if you didn’t assume the worst,” Sylver said, as Ria kept her head down and seemed to be very interested in how her feet swung back and forth.

      “Why did I get a soul and she didn’t…” Ria mumbled, just quietly enough that Sylver wasn’t certain if she directed the question at him or to herself.

      Sylver carried on enchanting his bag, and then started working on the package he needed Faust to carry.

      “Could you bring her back to life? Give her a soul too?” Ria asked, and this time was loud enough that Sylver could tell she was asking him.

      “It doesn’t work like that,” Sylver answered.

      Ria floated closer to him.

      “How does it work? What do I need to give her a soul? Can I do it with the sigils I have inside the staff?” Ria asked, and Sylver continued enchanting the package.

      “I promise I’m not being vague for the fun of it, but yes, and no. You have a soul, you can do it, you don’t have a mana core, you can’t do it. You are ‘alive’ by my definition because you possess a soul, but by the definition the majority of people in Eira use, you’re a golem. In their eyes, you’re not a person or a creature, you’re an item, an object. Like a clock or a windmill,” Sylver explained, tightening the wrapping around the bundle.

      “Can you do it? Give her life, a soul?” Ria asked, and Sylver felt a chill form within his chest.

      “You wouldn’t like the result. Binding a soul to a soulless creature is a very difficult and time-consuming task. And because I don’t want to lie to you, I don’t possess the right skillset for it. My focus is on the biological. For her, you would need someone with golem-related skills.

      “Even then, people capable of imbuing an item with genuine life are extremely rare. Lola’s mother could do it, but even if Lola knows how to, she would need another couple thousand years’ worth of training,” Sylver explained. He moved the box closer to him, and started shoving the wrapped-up bundle inside his bag.

      “What would I need to do if I wanted to give her a soul? You said I have a soul; I can do it. I have mana, I can⁠—”

      “It’s not your mana. You’re like a wizard that uses a wand, the wood and the mana crystal inside is what is interacting with mana to cast a spell. To breathe life into something, you need to want it so much that the world itself will get sucked into your desire and help you. I’m not saying no, I’m saying that as far as I’m aware, you can’t,” Sylver interrupted, as he shoved the closed box into Faust’s bag, and placed his bag next to it.

      “If I could do it, what would I need to do?” Ria repeated.

      Sylver double-checked everything one last time while he thought the question over.

      “Stay near her. Try to saturate her with as much mana as possible. Focus on who she is to you. It’s a long shot, and as far as I’m concerned, impossible, but… hundreds of impossible things happen every single day. What’s one more?” Sylver asked, as Ria wrapped herself back around the staff, and floated out of the way to allow Sylver to pass.

      Sylver brushed his hair back and pressed it down with some steam to make it presentable. He burned away the stubble growing on his chin and checked that he wasn’t missing any teeth. Lastly, he reached into his pocket and looked at the two hollow half-spheres floating around in a mixture of acid and his own blood.

      Since he didn’t need his eyes to see, there wasn’t anything stopping him from wearing colored contact lenses. He would have to experiment with how much he would be allowed to attach them to his eyeballs before they started to turn black, but that was for later.

      Right now, he had a dinner party to host, and then he and Faust would be on their way to rescue Edmund.
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            Adventure Awaits!

          

        

      

    

    
      The dinner party was largely uneventful.

      Sylver invited those closest to him, got drunk, and then told them how much he loved them, and proceeded to threaten a hypothetical foe for daring to target his people. He thought he had been careful with his language, but nevertheless, Yeva ended up having to cover Benjamin’s ears.

      Salgok joined in and somehow found a combination Sylver hadn’t heard before. Sylver in turn taught the old dwarf a “classic,” and they ended up seeing who knew more swear words in dwarvish.

      Sylver lost, but only because Salgok wouldn’t accept the words that were “outdated,” and “sounded like something a white beard would say.”

      Aside from that, everything was peaceful.

      Ciege and Yeva left early because Ben was tired, Salgok passed out and was carried to one of the spare bedrooms, Ron had to leave to tend to his guests, and Misha and Masha needed to go to sleep so they could wake up early for something Lola had asked them to do. Sylver had invited Zelvash and Ruslana over too, but they declined, and instead had their own banquet in Sylver’s honor.

      The rabbits that had been running Sylver’s home for five years went to bed, and only Ging and Benny remained to top up people’s drinks and clean up once everyone left. Sylver had initially insisted on having them go to bed as well, but Ging refused, and Benny added that Maul would be pissed if the plates weren’t placed in the proper cupboards.

      The night ended with Sylver sitting in front of the large fireplace that had been installed in his absence, with Lola, Bruno, Faust, Chrys, and Ria sitting in a semi-circle next to him.

      With everyone uncertain as to what to say, Chrys broke the silence, “Do you know when you’ll be back?”

      Sylver turned so he was facing her.

      “I don’t. I won’t be gone for long. Unlike last time, I’m not all alone. If there’s a problem, I can always send a letter home to ask for help,” Sylver explained, and vaguely gestured at a proud-looking Lola, and a nodding Bruno.

      “What’s the plan when we’re inside?” Faust asked.

      Sylver shrugged and took a drink from his teacup. His body allowed him to be exactly as drunk as he wanted, and right now he was just a smidge above tipsy.

      “I find out where Edmund is, rescue him, and we leave. It’s best to keep things simple,” Sylver explained.

      Lola tapped the tip of her finger against her knee, and Sylver nodded for her to say whatever was on her mind.

      “Are you sure this isn’t a trap? You didn’t exactly get the thing you’re using from a very reputable source,” Lola asked.

      She was referring to Sylver using the mana inside the [Jester Hero]’s sword to track down Edmund’s location.

      “As always, I am more than open to alternatives. Kitty’s group has had five years to search for them on the other side of the Asberg, not to mention you weren’t exactly sitting on your ass twiddling your thumbs,” Sylver said and felt something uncomfortable get stirred up inside him.

      “There’s Carr De’Nerto. A man who simply found your book in a dungeon and copied it is suspicious enough as it is, but the fact that even I can’t find him, makes him ten times more suspicious,” Lola offered.

      The man she was referring to was the one who had written a book that ended up in Yeva’s hands and nearly killed Ben while he was still in her womb. He was on Sylver’s list of people to talk to. Even if he didn’t have a connection to Sylver, Sylver still wanted to have a word with the kind of idiot who would remove all the warnings from such a dangerous piece of text.

      “There’s also Tuli, who might know something… Although even if I wanted to help her, it would take me years to repair her shell. I would need the help of someone gifted with healing magic, and something destructive enough to carve on an impossibly hard shell,” Sylver said.

      “What if I organized some people to help you? Level 500 mages, I know at least a couple that would be interested,” Lola offered and could tell by the look on Sylver’s face it was a pointless offer.

      “Of course, they would be interested, everyone wants to carve up a demigod’s corpse, even better if they get to kill one,” Bruno answered in Sylver’s place, with something akin to a sneer.

      “You’ve met Tuli?” Sylver asked the old reincarnator.

      “I remember that she was a demigod, but not much else. She moved around a lot. Either running away from something or trying to find something,” Bruno explained.

      Sylver turned toward Ria, who had her left hand raised.

      “We’re among friends and equals Ria, you don’t need to raise your hand,” Sylver said, and Ria lowered her hand.

      “Who is Tuli? And what is a demigod?” Ria asked.

      “To keep it simple, Tuli is a very old, very smart, and very large turtle. She is currently in a coma, and her insides are infested with various pests and monsters. One of the people we don’t talk about, set up a mining operation inside of her, and a man by the name of Nautis was loosely in charge of it,” Sylver explained and gestured for Bruno to carry on.

      “A demigod is a catchall term for a creature that has the capability to affect a god. It doesn’t necessarily mean it’s as powerful as a god, but that is usually the case. A demigod level healer could heal a god, a demigod level necromancer could resurrect a god,” Bruno said, and Faust’s eyes opened so wide they threatened to pop out.

      Sylver made a so-so gesture with his hand.

      “He’s not wrong, but he isn’t fully right either. Remember how I mentioned that ascended mages can find loopholes in their field of magic?” Sylver asked.

      Ria nodded, while Bruno shrugged and drank from his teacup.

      “A demigod can ever so slightly bend the rules. In turn, he can create his own loopholes and do things considered downright impossible, and in some very rare cases, can invent a brand new field of magic. Any kind of ‘bloodline’ related magic is almost always the result of a demigod ancestor,” Sylver explained, and Lola looked like she was about to start taking notes.

      “As I said, a demigod level healer can bend the rules of magic to affect even a god that is immune to magic,” Bruno added, while Sylver shook his head.

      “If an ascended mage is someone who specialized, a demigod is a specialization of a specialization. Although… there is a certain level of power that’s required to be considered a demigod. Even if the creature in question doesn’t possess the specialization of a demigod,” Sylver explained as he lowered his head slightly to figure out a better way of explaining it.

      “Think about it like this… A demigod is the strongest living creature and is just short of equaling the power of the weakest god. But the same way a 4th tier pyromancer could wipe the floor with a 10th tier healer, there is a matter of whether or not the demigod’s specialization is combat-oriented. Dwarf demigods are almost exclusively craftsmen, whereas humans are very rarely anything other than combat, no offense,” Bruno explained, and Sylver could do little but nod along.

      “None taken, though there’s more nuance to it,” Sylver said.

      “We’re also not exactly up to date with our information. But, for the sake of simplicity, a demigod is a creature that, in theory, is powerful enough to affect a god,” Bruno concluded.

      Sylver put his cup of tea down and scratched his chin.

      “Once again, he’s not wrong, but there’s…” Sylver searched around for a word.

      “Nuance,” Bruno suggested.

      Sylver stared at the man for a couple of seconds as he racked his brain for a good metaphor.

      “Do you think sorcerers count as demigods?” Sylver asked.

      “Why wouldn’t… Oh, actually… In the power sense, yes. In the specialization sense… yes?” Bruno answered.

      “Name one single sorcerer who has ever created anything new, in terms of magic,” Sylver said with an accusatory tone.

      “The Grey Witch,” Bruno offered with a smug smile.

      “Despite her name, she wasn’t a witch, she was very much a mage,” Sylver countered.

      “She very famously used wild magic,” Bruno countered.

      “No, she seemed to use wild magic. Her demon familiars were the ones who used wild magic, she was, in every definition of the word, a mage,” Sylver countered.

      “If she had a demon familiar, that makes her a sorcerer, mages don’t have familiars,” Bruno countered.

      “Mages can have familiars, we just don’t bother with them, because a mage powerful enough to summon a familiar, is powerful enough that it isn’t worth the effort. The Grey Witch was a mage,” Sylver argued.

      “Syl’s right, she was a mage,” Lola added quietly to calm the situation down.

      “Don’t take his side just because he’s older, I’m technically older than him. I’ve met the Grey Witch, she was a sorcerer,” Bruno said triumphantly.

      “Well, I fought and killed her,” Sylver concluded with a little too much pride given the subject of conversation.

      Bruno and Faust both stared at him, and eventually, Bruno was the one who decided to address the elephant in the room.

      “I mean this in the best way possible, but how did you kill the Grey Witch? I’m confident enough in my understanding of magic to know that she was better than you, by a lot,” Bruno asked, while Sylver just blinked at him.

      He answered with a slight grin.

      “I used an artifact to trap the two of us in a dead zone, and then beat her to death using my fists. And as you’re well aware⁠—”

      “Sorcerers are immune to dead zones…” Bruno mumbled.

      They sat in silence for a while. Sylver leaned back into his seat and was just a bit too happy about being proven right.

      “I thought she just disappeared and took her family with her?” Faust asked, knocking a bit of Sylver’s smug grin off his face.

      “I don’t advertise when I kill someone with a lot of allies. As for her family… I asked them point-blank if they would leave me alone, and they answered honestly. Anyway… Is there anything else you would like to know, Ria?” Sylver asked and turned to look at the floating woman.

      “What’s the Asberg?” Ria asked, and Sylver sat up, as he finally had an easy question to answer.

      “It’s very simple,” Sylver said.
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        * * *

      

      One of the perks of having a shade watching your back is that you never woke up surprised by your surroundings. Sylver knew Chrys was standing there, he knew she had been standing there for over ten minutes, and he even knew that her eye had glowed three times during the ten minutes she spent standing there.

      “Is it a prophecy?” Sylver asked, as he gestured toward his robe, and made the bundle of threads float over to him. It slithered underneath the covers, and in under a second Sylver was fully dressed.

      “It’s… No, not quite,” Chrys answered.

      Her voice was strange, shaky as if she was in pain but hadn’t realized it.

      Sylver got out of bed and crouched until he was roughly eye level with her.

      “Do you mind?” he asked with a gesture to her head. When Chrys nodded, Sylver placed his hands over her ears and closed his eyes.

      Apart from a slight intolerance to milk, there wasn’t anything wrong with Chrys on the physical level.

      In terms of her soul… Sylver opened his eyes and did his best to project calmness.

      “You tried to absorb your future self, and now you have a scattering of memories. In your mind, two weeks ago is simultaneously two weeks ago, and two weeks ago ten years from now…” Sylver explained, and Chrys mutely nodded.

      “How bad is it? Did you lose pieces, chunks? Is it random, or limited to a specific range?” Sylver asked, as Chrys took a shuddering breath and almost burst into tears.

      “I was back in the lab,” Chrys cried as she grabbed Sylver’s robe. “You swore I wouldn’t go back there,” she said with a tear rolling down one cheek.

      Sylver was very careful as he leaned forward and protectively wrapped his arms around her in a hug.

      “It’s alright. You saw a future, not the future. I promise you, Chrys, you won’t see that place ever again,” Sylver said, as the small girl started to shake from fear.

      It was at moments like this that Sylver wished he could do something other than kill and hurt. Chrys cried for a while, long enough that one of the rabbits heard her crying, and ended up waking Misha and Masha, and even brought Ria along with them.

      Sylver had hoped she would run over to them, but Chrys barely spared them a glance before she continued sobbing into Sylver’s shoulder. This continued for a while until Chrys just sucked up her tears and snot and calmed down.

      “How much did you see?” Sylver asked, making the group peering into his room through the open door scowl at his callous question.

      Chrys used her sleeve to wipe her eye properly.

      “I didn’t see it, I knew it,” Chrys responded.

      “Did it overwrite a memory, or can you remember both?” Sylver asked while looking Chrys right in the eye.

      She rubbed her nose with her sleeve and paused for a moment before answering.

      “It’s gone. I remember remembering it, but the actual memory isn’t there,” Chrys said.

      She gradually went from shaking in fear, to confused, and even looked surprised when she touched her sleeve and found it wet.

      Sylver looked from the girl to the group standing outside his door. Spring materialized next to it, and very gently closed it.

      “Chrys… What I’m about to say, you can’t tell anyone else. I want you to promise me,” Sylver explained.

      “I promise,” Chrys said.

      Sylver couldn’t actually sigh, but he felt like doing it anyway. The next words out of his mouth sickened and upset him, even if he knew this would be for the better.

      “I just moved thirty shades into your shadow. They’re yours, they will always be there. No matter what happens, as long as there is some kind of darkness attached to your body, they will always be there,” Sylver explained, as Chrys became even more confused but nodded along anyway.

      “They will… If somehow… If somehow they manage to do the impossible… As of this moment, the possibility of you seeing that place is nil. Do you understand me?” Sylver asked.

      He didn’t know if it was the fact that she was a child, or if it was the fact that he was so ashamed that this was the best solution he could offer her, but for whatever reason, the lump in his throat refused to let him say it.

      Despite how vile the remedy to her fears was, Chrys’ face lit up as if Sylver had just told her he destroyed that whole realm, and there was no lab for her to go back to.

      Somehow, that smile hurt him ten times worse than the terrified crying.

      “Thank you,” Chrys said, and Sylver stood up to his full height so they weren’t looking eye to eye anymore.

      He clapped his hands together and forced himself into a cheerful mood.

      “In that case let’s go downstairs and celebrate with waffles and pancakes, and whatever else Maul can come up with,” Sylver said loudly enough that the people with their ears pressed up against the door heard him loud and clear.

      By the time he reached the door and opened it, only Ria was there, with an unreadable expression.

      “I think I understand you a little better,” Ria said quietly, as her body deflated and coated the floating trident staff.

      “I’m glad to hear that. Now let’s have breakfast, and then we can go,” Sylver offered, while he waited for Chrys to finish wiping her face clean on his bedsheets, and then walked with her to the breakfast table.
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        * * *

      

      “Wait, you’re just leaving her?” Faust asked, as Sylver double and triple checked he had everything he needed on him.

      “I’m not just leaving anybody. I’m leaving her with Lola, who will find her the best clairvoyants money and connections can buy. In the meantime, Zelvash will keep an eye on her. Things between him and Ruslana haven’t been great ever since she found out all that effort she put into keeping him out of the loop was for nothing, so at least he’ll have something to take his mind of that,” Sylver explained, as Ria made her staff spin fast enough that it was starting to create a slight breeze.

      “Don’t you have a ritual to help her or something?” Faust asked while he watched Ria twirling through the air.

      Her perfect memory meant that once she figured something out, she could repeat it however many times she wanted, without any issue.

      “I can make a bracelet out of lead that would constrict her abilities and magic. But that would cripple her in the long run. Her body is still growing, and getting used to its new mana channels, and she’s going to have to learn to control it,” Sylver explained with a grimace, as for a second he couldn’t find the vial full of bromine.

      Thankfully he found it, so the crisis was averted.

      “I feel bad for her. First all that shit back in that other realm, and now this? Isn’t there⁠—”

      “I know this might be a hard concept to grasp, but maybe I don’t want to talk about the girl I’m too weak to help? I realize I’m a heartless killer and all that, but would it surprise you to know I do care? You know who would be great at helping with something like this?” Sylver almost shouted.

      “Edmund,” Faust said.

      “He’s a healer, children love him, at the very least he’ll know how to deal with a clairvoyant, he actually had training for it. The best I can offer is overloading her with so much raw information that she goes insane,” Sylver explained with a sneer as Bravo chose that exact moment to appear.

      He looked downright terrified as Sylver’s mildly furious gaze was affixed on him, but he calmed almost immediately once Sylver forced his face into a warm smile.

      “Where is everyone?” Bravo asked.

      Sylver slung his bag over his shoulder, and tried to figure out why he felt like something was missing.

      “Probably sleeping off a hangover, or working, I don’t know,” Sylver answered with a warm smile and ice in his voice.

      Bravo looked like he wanted to be anywhere but here.

      Thankfully, Lola didn’t work with people who would let a little fear get in their way.

      “Would you prefer to arrive high up in the air, or down near the ground?” Bravo asked, and Sylver smacked himself on the forehead as he realized what was missing.

      Or in this case, who.

      He reached out through his connection and felt small hands touching his face. They seemed to be feeding Mora something but were now lightly petting the horse-like creature.

      “Can you open a portal into Bruno’s cave?” Sylver asked Bravo, whose face went pale at the question.

      “No, sir. Too much interference, despite appearances it is still a dungeon,” Bravo explained, and Sylver clicked his tongue.

      “Alright, you two wait here, I’ll be back in a couple of minutes,” Sylver said, as he sent a tendril of fog through the underground tubes.
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        * * *

      

      It was so simple, that Sylver was surprised he hadn’t thought of it before.

      Mora extended a string out of her hoof, used magic to amplify its air resistance, and then used the almost motionless string as a midair steppingstone.

      Except, she timed it in such a way that the thread functioned like the string in a bow, and with every step, Mora gained a bit more speed.

      Sylver lost count, but in the span of about twenty seconds, she was as fast as Will was.

      By the time he could see his house, she was as fast as Will when Sylver empowered him.

      As for stopping and slowing down…

      Suffice to say, Mora would need a great deal of training before Sylver could in good conscience invite a non-immortal to ride her. Sylver was fine, he turned into a gaseous state a half second before impact, but if he couldn’t do that, he would have been a very messy splatter on the cobblestone ground.

      As Sylver took hold of Mora’s rein, he noticed another oddity about his steed.

      She didn’t make any sound as she walked. Her horseshoes looked like metal, but apparently, the wearer of said shoes hated the sound of metal clicking on stone and wouldn’t budge on the issue.

      Sylver could tell she would fully solidify them if he forced the issue, but to be perfectly honest, he doubted anyone would think twice about it, even if they noticed it.

      They would probably assume Sylver was the one casting a silencing spell on her, as opposed to the fact that the giant pure white horse had sensitive ears, and that her horseshoes were made out of tightly-woven threads.

      While Sylver walked alongside the beast, he reached into his pockets and pulled out the two colored contact lenses, and with a bit of help from [Necrotic Mutilation] managed to get them in without blinding himself. Sylver blinked tears out of his eyes and then started looking up, down, left, and right, to make sure the lenses were in properly.

      As the gates to his house swung open, Sylver made a ta-da gesture at a very confused-looking Faust.

      “What?” Faust asked as Bravo backed away from the large equine.

      Sylver gestured at his face, but there wasn’t any recognition in Faust’s expression.

      “My eyes?” Sylver asked and pointed directly at them.

      “I mean, it’s still a little freaky, but everyone got used to it,” Faust explained, and Ria nodded along.

      Sylver lifted his hand up to his face and used the blade of his dagger as a mirror.

      Both of his eyes were pitch-black as if they were a bird’s.

      Using [Necrotic Mutilation] Sylver removed the contacts and incinerated them before he sprinkled the ashes over the grass. Sylver wiped the ashes by rubbing his hands together, and with a clap of his hands cheered himself up again.

      “Aright, at least now I know not to bother. Bravo, are you good to go?” Sylver asked as the small man nodded.

      “Faust, how about you?” Sylver asked, and gestured with both hands at the man wearing what looked like a very fancy bathrobe. Minus the knot at the back, it looked to be of the same origin as the thing Poppy had worn when Sylver last saw her. Faust’s costume was dark yellow, but not red enough to be orange.

      “I’ve been ready for ten minutes,” Faust said with a hint of excitement that made Sylver’s forced smile genuine.

      “I hope I’m not being rude by asking, but is no one going to see us off?” Bravo asked, with a gesture at the empty courtyard where only Sylver, Faust, and Mora were. “I won’t be able to bring you back for at least twenty days,” Bravo explained.

      “I don’t like to say goodbyes as I leave, and it’s not that far. Not to mention I have a waystone, so depending on the circumstances, we might not even need you,” Sylver explained as he tapped his shoulder.

      Faust cracked his knuckles and Sylver felt as if someone rubbed his face raw with sandpaper, as the grass around Faust’s feet turned a much lighter shade of green and grew up to his knee.

      “Alright. Let’s go find me a wife!” Faust shouted and gestured at an extremely confused Bravo. He motioned for the man to start, but both he and Sylver were just staring at him.

      “What do you mean find you a wife?” Sylver asked, and both he and Mora cocked their heads in perfect sync.

      Faust answered with a tone that didn’t have so much as a droplet of shame, “Plenty of fish in the sea! Even more in a foreign sea!”

      Sylver was about to say something but then had a sudden realization.

      I only need him to get me inside. He can take care of himself, and this might actually be good for him. It will keep him busy, at least, Sylver thought, as he smiled and nodded at Faust.

      He’ll find a wife, or he won’t, what’s the worst that can happen? Sylver thought, as Bravo summoned his portal and waited for it to stabilize.
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      Sylver lazily kept his hand on Mora’s lead, while he and Faust slowly walked down the road. Bravo had teleported them as close to the Schlagen Mountains as he could manage and then escorted them to the nearest road before he teleported back to Arda.

      From what he had explained, he could teleport home an infinite number of times, pretty much whenever he wanted. But going somewhere else was limited to roughly once a month, depending on the distance.

      They discovered early on during their stroll that not a single person present made any sound when they walked. Sylver didn’t even think about it, his boots had been enchanted not to make noise since the day Nyx taught him that spell, Mora’s hooves didn’t even kick up dust due to her magic, and Faust had a naturally dead silent stride.

      “How much longer is it?” Faust asked, as Sylver flicked his hand out and produced a hand-drawn map. He looked ahead and could see a fork in the road that matched an identical one on the map.

      “Couple of hours? We’ll get there before the first sun starts going down,” Sylver answered, as he disappeared the map back into his [Bound Bones] storage.

      Their surroundings were disarmingly calm and peaceful. There weren’t any tall trees, but the weeds growing on the edges of the packed dirt road were a relaxing bright green. In the distance, Sylver could see a farming field of some kind, as well as a small mound they’d been using as a landmark.

      “Have you ever been married?” Faust asked.

      Sylver thought the question over.

      “Not officially. Or rather, not in a form I recognized as marriage.”

      “What do you consider to be an official marriage? You don’t seem like the type to ask for permission or blessing from a god?” Faust asked.

      “In the case of the Ibis, the marriage wouldn’t be official until it was recognized by an Archmage, and in the case of an Archmage getting married, recognized by the Arch-Magi,” Sylver said.

      “Is it just tradition, or is there a reason for it?” Faust asked.

      “Mostly it’s so that the person isn’t a spy for one of the enemy factions. And everyone loves a wedding, especially when two immortals get married. I’ve only seen… six immortals get married during my entire life,” Sylver said.

      “Did you ever get tricked? Or bring in a spy, I mean,” Faust asked, and Sylver chuckled to himself before answering.

      “Eleven times. Only four away from setting a record. The Arch-Pyromancer before Adema was really unlucky,” Sylver said as Faust was caught off guard by the number.

      “How?” Ria butted in, with a tone of disbelief that made it sound as if Sylver just lost several points of respect.

      “The first two times, I was in a very bad place, and in hindsight should have seen it coming. As for the last nine… It’s still my fault, but on the other hand, I was targeted,” Sylver said with a wave of the hand as if he could dismiss the topic of conversation away.

      “What do you mean targeted?” Faust asked as Mora sneezed, and the packed dirt directly in front of her turned a slightly darker shade of brown.

      Sylver used [Advanced Earth Manipulation] to move the explosive vapor-soaked earth as far down as he could manage.

      “I mean, a bunch of immortal dickheads formed an alliance to kill me and decided the easiest way to do that was to have my beloved wife do it while I was vulnerable. They collected a little over 10,000 women, all of whom had features I found attractive. Then they mixed and matched them with various men, to produce daughters.

      “Then those daughters were placed in positions where I would eventually cross paths with them. And if I didn’t, they would teach their daughters, who would teach their daughters, and so on, until I bumped into them. And because I was a moron, I fell in love, nearly died, and then did it eight more times, until I noticed a now obvious pattern,” Sylver explained in a monotone voice, as if this was the hundredth time that he was telling this story.

      “How do you fall for the same trick nine times?” Faust asked, with a tone that Sylver would describe as disrespectfully astonished.

      Nevertheless, Sylver shrugged.

      “It didn’t occur to me that I was worth putting in that much effort. Also, do keep in mind I didn’t get stabbed while in a weakened form and then got married to an identical-looking woman the next day. Literal empires started and ended between each fuckup. I also…” Sylver’s voice trailed off as he wasn’t sure if this was something he wanted to share with Faust and Ria.

      “What?” Faust asked.

      Sylver let the words sit at the edge of his tongue to see if they belonged there.

      “I wanted to be loved. Not as a master, as a friend, as a son, as an Archmage, or whatever else I was to whoever knew me. I wanted someone to look at me, see me, and love me for me. And those nine women did just that.

      “There wasn’t any, ‘Oh! So this is the great and powerful so and so!’ just a simple, ‘I see you.’ I… I don’t know if you’re at this stage yet, but once you live past a certain point, it gets difficult to care. And when you find someone you can’t help but care about, it’s like finding shade in a scorching desert,” Sylver said without allowing his voice to so much as wiggle, let alone shake or crack.

      During the silence that followed Sylver sent the shades ahead to scout everything out one more time. The tall grass on either side of the road provided more than enough cover for them to move around freely. They returned and informed him that the road was empty.

      “What happened to them?” Faust asked.

      Sylver took a deep breath out of habit before he spoke.

      “The first two died when they tried to steal one of my grimoires. The redhead was a healer; the blonde was a minor noble. As for the nine… Someone in the Ibis handled it for me,” Sylver said.

      “Handled as in…” Faust asked in just short of a whisper.

      “Handled as in, I came home, and they were gone. I didn’t ask what happened to them, I didn’t ask if they were alive, I didn’t ask who did it, I just pulled the metaphorical dagger out of my back and moved on. If I knew someone close to me killed the woman I loved, I doubt I would be able to look them in the eye. It’s easier this way, everyone is equally guilty, so everyone is equally innocent,” Sylver explained, as Faust’s shoulders sank slightly, as did Ria’s.

      “How did they even organize something like that?” Ria asked, preventing the trio from having to walk through another awkward silence.

      “Clairvoyants. Lots and lots and lots of clairvoyants. Once I figured everything out, Nyx helped me hunt them down. Them, and the immortals that started it. One of the immortals was something of a friend of mine. And she thought I had an exploitable weakness. In her defense, she was right. But, as you can clearly see, it didn’t work,” Sylver explained and gestured at his very much intact and relatively powerful body.

      “Why did you tell me all of this?” Faust asked, and Sylver smiled at the question.

      “So that my next words of advice didn’t sound insane,” he explained.

      “Be careful around women, because they might be part of a massive conspiracy?” Faust guessed.

      “No… Well, yes, not right now, but in the future. You should be careful around women anyway, regardless if there’s someone out there trying to kill you. No, my advice is, and always will be, follow your heart. If you fall in love with someone, don’t think too hard about it, and dive in headfirst.

      “If it doesn’t work, you’ll live, if it doesn’t work a second time, you’ll live, if it doesn’t work a third time, you’ll live. I’ve had my heart broken more times than I can count, but you only need to find the right woman once. Given that you’re immortal, the probability of eventually finding her is close to 100%,” Sylver explained as Faust quietly considered love advice given by a man who got screwed over at least eleven times.

      “That sounds dangerous. And irresponsible,” Ria said.

      “I didn’t say it wasn’t. I just said it’s worth it in the end,” Sylver said, as he turned toward a deep in thought Faust. “There’s no pressure, but what happened with your fiancé that you ended up like that?” Sylver asked.

      Faust’s face went so pale he almost matched skin tone with Sylver.

      “Even though you told me about your past tragedies, if you’ll allow me, I would prefer not to talk about it,” Faust said.

      “I say what I mean. There’s no pressure. Tell me when you’re comfortable,” Sylver said, and that was the end of their conversation.
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      Mora reacted before Sylver could say something, and with the ease of a puppet being moved around by a professional, a string wrapped itself around Faust’s torso and lifted him onto Mora’s back. Sylver let go of the reins and they disappeared as Mora unraveled them.

      Off in the distance, a person was lying in the middle of the road. According to the shades, he was alive and breathing, but appeared to be asleep.

      “Stay with Mora, she’ll take care of you. You might need to run, and I can’t fight while protecting you,” Sylver explained as he adjusted his stance, and Mora did the same.

      Her legs split down the middle and a second pair appeared, except one, for a total of seven legs. Her hooves moved up a little and revealed the shiny tips of claws sticking out from beneath the hollow hooves.

      Even if Faust’s body was cleaved into two, as long as he wasn’t exorcized, Sylver could revive him. It would just take a while, and he doubted he would be able to use his Ki if that happened. Sylver felt Ria gently straighten herself out within the back area of his robe, but she was careful not to stick out of it just yet.

      Sylver walked slowly and calmly, as Spring and the shades scouted the surroundings for a potential ambush. Aside from the man sleeping in the middle of the street, there wasn’t anyone around. It didn’t mean this wasn’t an ambush, it only meant they were good enough to hide from Sylver.

      Or that they had a teleportation mage with them.

      Sylver repeatedly used [Arcane Insight] as he approached the man.
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      This isn’t the best place for an ambush, Sylver thought as he continued toward the man.

      There had been many great spots earlier, large boulders to hide behind, even dips in the road that would be easy to surround, this was a flat, open field, Sylver even had enough room to summon Will to fly away.

      Sylver was twenty steps away from the man.

      Then he was ten steps away. He smelled something sour.

      Finally, he stopped when he was within arms reach of the seemingly unconscious man. Sylver kept all of his daggers near his back as he prepared for what may come. He crouched and pressed two fingers to the base of the man’s neck.

      Sylver’s eyes opened wide, pulling his fingers away and promptly igniting a blue flame to cleanse them. He stayed crouched as he covered his hand in a thin layer of [Necrotic Mutilation] and very gently opened one of the man’s eyes.

      The man’s eyeball was moving around sporadically and was so bloodshot there was almost more red than white. As Sylver let go of his eyelid, it opened and closed several times, before it finally closed all the way. Sylver used the same [Necrotic Mutilation] gloved hand to pick the man’s fist up, and as he suspected, saw that it was almost shaking from how hard he was forcing it closed.

      The man’s skin was pale and had a sheen of glossy sweat. His armpits were a very dark yellow, and his nails had a telltale white edge.

      Sylver was very careful as he detached the glove from his hand, made it float a short distance away from him before he made it churn itself, and then ignited it just to be safe.

      He continued staring at the man, even as he stood and rubbed his chin.

      Sylver mentally nudged Mora to come closer but made her stop a comfortable distance away. He faced the ready-to-fight Faust.

      “What is it?” Faust asked, as Sylver walked around the man, and saw that one of his pockets had been turned inside out. His left hand’s finger had a bad cut on it, likely from someone ripping a ring off it.

      “Night Fever… It shouldn’t be here…” Sylver half answered, half mumbled.

      “Night Fever… Like, the song?” Faust asked.

      “It’s a curse. It’s usually transmitted when two people sleep in the same room. The infected then sleep for one day, then two days, then three days, and so on… Problem is, they don’t actually sleep, the body doesn’t rest… And if untreated, it ends with the heart giving out…” Sylver explained as he made another circle around the sleeping man.

      Sylver got to his knees and lowered his head toward the man’s face, with his ear aimed at his mouth. He waited for a few seconds, listening to him breathe. He once again coated his hand in [Necrotic Mutilation] and placed his open palm on top of the man’s slick with sweat chest.

      “Something is off here… It’s too severe…” Sylver didn’t even think about it, as a scalpel appeared in his hand, but a very muffled gasp from Ria reminded him he wasn’t alone.

      “I’m just going to cut his nails,” Sylver explained, and the liquid metal woman did her equivalent of a nod.

      He did as he said, and very gently sliced off the white tips of the man’s fingernails and placed them into a tightly sealed glass flask. Sylver rattled them around inside the glass tube as he held them up to the sunlight. It was subtle, but they became just a tad darker.

      He placed his palm onto the man’s chest again, and after a few seconds of inspection, found something curious. Sylver was careful as he turned the man onto his stomach and lifted the back of his shirt.

      On his back were multiple scratches that all started at the base of his spine, moving away from it and slightly downward. Sylver stared at the scratches and then proceeded to pick one of the scabs off with the tip of his scalpel and put it into a flask.

      Faust had an unreadable look as Sylver floated all the pieces that touched the man and turned them into ash.

      “Can you help him?” Ria asked.

      Sylver shook his head.

      “Not at this stage. He might wake up one more time, but his heart isn’t going to last for more than a day or so… He’s been robbed, and going by the footprints, he was heading that way.” Sylver did his best to imply there wasn’t any point asking what Ria was about to ask.

      “I would like it if we took him with us. It will give you time to inspect and learn about the curse,” Ria said, and Sylver’s mood brightened up at such a well-worded request.

      “I already have all I need to learn about the curse,” Sylver answered as he shook the small, sealed flask. “If we move him, it might cause it to spread. And while I’m safe, Faust could be vulnerable. Mora should be fine, but it would be an unnecessary risk for a man who’s going to die in less than a day.”

      There was a bitter silence as Sylver pulled the man’s shirt back into place, and turned him over so he was laying on his back. Just how he found him.

      “So we are just leaving him here to die,” Ria said.

      “If we take him with us, there’s a chance he will spread it to a caravan. If he isn’t inside a closed room, the curse is rather contagious. If a caravan with a sleeping person inside were to pass us, they would get cursed. Children are the most vulnerable to this. An adult might be able to tolerate this for a few weeks, maybe a couple of months, but for a child, it could be fatal within the first four days. The smart thing to do would be to kill him and burn his corpse,” Sylver explained, even as Mora began to walk around him and the sleeping man.

      Sylver readjusted his daggers and spoke up when Ria remained silent.

      “I can move him away from the road and put him in a basic earth coffin. It should keep monsters away, and assuming his heart doesn’t explode while he’s asleep and he wakes up, he will be able to get out and go wherever it is he was trying to go,” Sylver offered, even as the earth underneath the man already started moving.

      “Thank you,” Ria said quietly, as Sylver looked around for a good spot.
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      “Is there a cure?” Ria asked as Sylver put the flask with the fingernails away.

      “I don’t know,” Sylver answered, and Ria almost knocked the tip of her staff against the back of his head as she tried to adjust the position of her face.

      “How long will it take for you to find a cure?” Ria asked.

      Sylver scratched his chin and placed his hand back on Mora’s reins.

      “The main problem with that is this curse isn’t natural, someone made it. Someone who seems to know what they’re doing.”

      One of the suns reached the edge of the horizon and was about to touch it.

      “What do you mean someone made it?” Faust asked as Sylver sent Spring ahead to check if they were close.

      “I mean the structure is too stable to be a natural curse. Someone made it. And going by the lack of exterior mutations, quite recently too. I wouldn’t say this curse is older than six months, nine months at the most,” Sylver said, as Spring returned with very good news.

      “So how do we stop it?” Ria asked, and Sylver tried to think of a good way of wording this delicately.

      “We don’t. I’m fairly certain Arda is going to go to war with these people in the future. I also highly doubt someone would go through the trouble of creating a curse that mimics Night Fever just for kicks. We are here to find and rescue Edmund… And find Faust a wife, but I’m not going to be much help in that regard,” Sylver explained.

      Ria shifted the position of the staff again, and once again nearly hit his head.

      “Wouldn’t you want to find a cure in case Faust or Edmund catches it?” Ria asked, and Sylver had to remind himself that she wasn’t fully aware of who he was.

      “I can cure it. But it will take a lot of time and effort, not to mention a solid curse like this likely has measures in place for someone attempting to disarm it. Which carries risk, a risk that I am willing to accept for Faust and Edmund, but not for strangers,” Sylver explained and knew exactly what Ria was about to say before she even finished speaking.

      “Can’t you⁠—”

      “I can’t bottle up the cure. It’s one thing to carve a piece of wood using your own two hands, and completely different to craft a machine to do it for you. If I really wanted to, I could, but the time required for me to do that ranges from months to years, all to save people my city’s army will eventually be fighting with,” Sylver said.

      “You keep speaking about a war, do you know something?” Faust asked.

      “No, but I know that you don’t become an empire by leaving everyone alone,” Sylver said, as he gently nudged Ria into her full staff form, and had Mora make herself look a bit more presentable.

      A mountain this tall should have been visible hours ago, but as was usual with Eira’s geography, there was some kind of trick here. The mountain was shaped like a giant cone, with five distinct peaks that gave it an overall appearance of a stone crown.

      While it was faint, Sylver was fairly certain he could see a shimmer emanating from the middle of the crown-shaped mountain, and correctly guessed that that was the source of the barrier surrounding the region.

      Sylver stopped them, and with a tap of his foot created a perfectly flat patch of earth. He laid down the map they’d been given, used a compass to align it, and was beyond careful as he placed the device used to track Edmund down near the map.

      Sylver felt sick in his nonexistent stomach as he prepared himself to use up one of his only four hints to find Edmund. If it pointed anywhere other than the Schlagen Mountains, Sylver would be fucked. The map was good, but the compass wasn’t perfect.

      Ria saved him from having the closest thing he could have to a panic attack by telling him her internal compass is as close to perfect as anything that used magnets could be.

      Once she saw the direction the needle tracking Edmund pointed, she would record it and could tell Sylver which direction it had been pointing no matter how much they turned around in the future. Ria even had an internal map she’d been filling up, although it was a little messed up due to them teleporting.

      Sylver tapped the device with the tip of his finger and then metaphorically held his breath as it slowly began to light up. The needle spun three times, and each time Sylver thought he would suffer a heart attack, but eventually, it pointed toward the Schlagen Mountains and a little to the left.

      “I got it,” Ria reassured him, even as Sylver made his own notes on his map and did his best to sear the image and direction into his memory.

      Edmund was somewhere in that direction.

      All that was left was to find him.
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      The duo and the horse arrived at the gates, and Sylver had to suppress a smile. Which wasn’t that hard, because Ria’s pity for the two guards ruined the faint amount of joy Sylver felt at being handed this advantage.

      They were swaying on their feet, the swords at their side were lopsided, they were even blinking so slowly that Sylver was sure he had ample time to run up and kill them. They weren’t getting enough sleep.

      “What… who are you? State your business…” the guard on the left mumbled.

      In answer, Sylver felt as if someone took a piece of sandstone, heated it, and then proceeded to rub it against his face. He had to increase the amount of mana surrounding him as Faust just stared at the two guards.

      They bowed low enough that Sylver was surprised that their helmets stayed on their heads. They were thin, and seemed to be made out of dark redwood, held together in a scale-like pattern using white string. The gates looked to be made out of the same wooden material, and only the very top was slanted and had dark red stone tiles.

      The wall the gates were built into was quite low, but it was just for show, the real wall was the enormous bubble covering the entire region.

      With Faust glaring at the two bowed men, he, Sylver, and Mora passed without anyone searching them, questioning them, or trying to stop them. Faust maintained his painfully intense aura, up until he felt they were far enough away.

      Almost immediately his posture slouched, and he fell and landed on one knee. Sylver managed to grab him by the back of the collar, and with Mora’s help, lifted him into her saddle. Sylver placed her reins into his hand and pretended to lead her.

      “We’re going the wrong direction,” Ria said quietly into Sylver’s ear.

      “We need to meet with one of Lola’s contacts first. Fobur Plateforged. Apparently, Salgok knew him from before, and Lola helped him out with something,” Sylver whispered back, as Faust nearly fell off Mora’s back, and she gently wrapped his limbs with her string and puppeteered his body to sit upright.

      Sylver squinted as he looked upward and watched the clouds in the sky swirling around in a weird pattern. The air had a taste that didn’t sit right with Sylver.

      “We need to find Ed quickly and get out. There’s something going on in this place, and I don’t like it,” Sylver whispered to Ria, Mora, and a barely conscious Faust.
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      The area around the Schlagen Mountains was divided into small districts.

      At least, that’s what Sylver assumed, given the small flags that every building had on the top left of their door, and that the patrolling guards had an identical symbol on their armor.

      To get to Fobur, Sylver and company passed through four districts.

      And even if someone missed the small flags near the doors, it was impossible to miss the giant line in the road, with one flag symbol on one side, and a different flag symbol on the other. Sylver also noted that the districts weren’t the same size, some were bigger, some were smaller, all in all, it was a miniaturized version of country borders.

      Which in Sylver’s opinion was fantastic.

      Because that meant if he wanted to attack a certain region, all he needed to do was figure out who their allies and enemies were, and then he could attack them without any consequences! He just needed to make sure no one seriously strong was allied with the region he wanted to attack.

      With Spring’s help, Sylver was able to take a route that avoided the majority of the guards. It did mean he had to stop and wait for a patrol to pass, but it also prevented them from being bothered. Aside from the guards, the streets were completely empty.

      By the time they arrived at the location Lola’s notes said Fobur should be, it was pitch-black outside. Faust was awake but was having trouble moving his limbs, so Sylver kept him up on Mora, who moved him around like a puppet to make him seem more alive. He needed a safe place to meditate, but that wasn’t possible at the moment.

      As a general rule, Sylver didn’t believe in luck.

      But as he stared at the broken-down door, and tried to figure out if Fobur was dead by looking at the blood splatters, he struggled to rationalize his bad luck away.

      The likely answer was that talking to Lola or Salgok was what brought such a target on the man, but it did raise the question…

      Why did they wait until now? The blood was so fresh it was almost liquid. It’d been at most five hours since the man had been killed or kidnapped. The fact that none of the other houses nearby looked disturbed suggested it wasn’t random.

      Thanks to his shades, Sylver was informed of a hole dug underneath one of the wooden floorboards that held some kind of box not that long ago. Sylver entered the house, walked into the room in question, and discovered a giant shelf standing in the middle of the room. By the scratches in the polished wood, he got a clearer picture of what had occurred.

      A group of thieves entered Fobur’s home, forced him to tell them the location of his safe hidden underneath the giant shelf, and then stole the contents, along with Fobur.

      But why would the thieves leave the door broken down? It wouldn’t take long to put it back in place, no one would even notice it was broken until they tried to open it.

      And why would thieves attack just before nighttime? Wouldn’t they want to use the cover of darkness to escape? They attacked about two hours before it was dark enough to be considered night.

      More curious was the lack of resistance. The way the blood was splattered around the room seemed to imply Fobur just stood there and took it. He got punched in the face, they broke his arm until the bone came out, and a knife was forced into his knee, and then twisted.

      The height of the blood implied he was standing upright when they did this, he wasn’t tied down to a chair, and his arms didn’t seem to be bound. Did they have someone else as a hostage?

      Due to [Advanced Earth Manipulation] Sylver felt something very strange inside one of the walls. As he placed his hand as close to the trace amounts of earth inside the wall, he found a compartment. After a couple of failed attempts to fiddle the lock open, Sylver simply pressed his hand against the wooden wall until he heard a crack.

      “Ria, there’s a mechanism inside, would you mind opening it for me please?” Sylver whispered, as he kept his hand on the wall to keep the crack open. The golden part of Ria slithered up his arm and sent a tendril down the tiny crack Sylver had made.

      After a couple of seconds, Sylver heard a click up from the lamp on the ceiling, then another near the bed in the corner, and a final click from somewhere near the cupboard by the door, before the compartment opened. Ria slithered back into Sylver’s sleeve, as Sylver swung the small door open, and looked inside.

      There were small pieces of lead strategically placed throughout the gear-filled mechanism, along with a very small glass flask that presumably held an explosive or acid of some kind. Very gently, Sylver removed the tightly bound notebook, along with several sealed letters.

      “It’s a simple diary,” Sylver said, as if trying to persuade the notebook in question.

      He opened it, and as he had expected, it appeared to be utter nonsense.

      Because it was written in a fancy code.

      “It’s just his super-secret family recipe,” Sylver said to no one in particular, as he flipped through the notebook and didn’t bother stopping at several maps, and a couple house blueprints.

      “A family recipe so secret that he had a decoy hiding spot made?” Ria asked without a hint of sarcasm.

      Sylver rolled his eyes and didn’t even bother trying to open the letters because he could hear a strange powder moving around inside. There was probably a special way of opening them, or possibly they needed to be soaked in something first, or would otherwise explode.

      “And didn’t give up even under torture. See that blood splatter inside that hole?” Sylver asked as he pointed to the hole in the ground where Fobur’s safe had supposedly been.

      “It’s on the inside… They kept torturing him for information even after they got it open,” Ria said as Sylver nodded and gently closed the door to the secret compartment inside the wall.

      He was even able to use [Chloromancy] to repair the crack he’d made.

      Sylver felt the book he had moved down to his left pocket move up his side and then watched as Ria’s tendril pulled it out into the open and all but shoved the map inside the notebook into Sylver’s face.

      “There are four marked houses on this. We should start with the biggest,” Ria suggested, as Sylver used his hand to move the book a little bit away from his face.

      “Or we can find a homeless person and have him tell us all the local knowledge we need to know,” Sylver countered and could feel Ria freeze up.

      “But what about Fobur?” Ria asked, as Sylver shut the book and pushed it and Ria’s tendril into his robe and returned it to his inner pocket.

      “What about him?” Sylver asked.

      “Aren’t we going to rescue him?” Ria asked.

      Sylver shook his head and did his best not to sound condescending, “Why are we here, Ria? We’re not sightseeing, we’re not on vacation, we aren’t here to compete in a pie-eating contest, why are we here?” Sylver asked and failed to make his question not sound condescending.

      Even Spring thought he was being a dick. Ria didn’t seem to think so, she either ignored it, or Sylver didn’t sound condescending enough for her to understand that was what he was doing.

      “To find Edmund?” Ria asked.

      “And will rescuing Fobur help or hinder us in finding Edmund?” Sylver asked.

      Ria paused to think it over while Sylver inspected a few other aspects of the house, but didn’t find anything of interest.

      “It would hinder us… It’s hard to say how much he knows or would be able to help. Given that he’s weak enough to be kidnapped in such a way suggests he isn’t all that well connected. Then you have whatever the coded notebook and letters are about. Tracking him would be easy using his blood, but then what do we do if he was kidnapped by someone powerful?” Ria thought out loud, and a smile crept onto Sylver’s face as she did as he’d tried to teach her and used her head.

      “Yes. For all we know the king of a powerful district kidnapped him, and by pissing him off with our rescue, we could turn the rest of the districts against us. I’ll gather his blood, just in case we do need him, but for now, we’re going to wait for Spring to find us a homeless gentleman to talk to,” Sylver explained, making several blood splatters float into the air and gather into a sphere.

      He moved the sphere of blood into a flask and hid it inside his robe.

      “What if they kill him? Ah, no, never mind, the only way to stop that is to rescue him, which you have already decided isn’t worth the effort,” Ria said as Sylver stepped out of the house and then walked around it just to make sure he hadn’t missed something.

      “You said that in a strange tone. ‘Isn’t worth the effort.’ I’ve been open and honest with you, Ria, and while I’m not going to force you, I don’t believe I’ve done anything that would make you believe I will punish you for disagreeing with me. If you have something to say, please do,” Sylver said, as he finished his walk and returned to Mora.

      Ria was silent while Sylver and his mighty steed headed down the dark road, while Spring was busy searching for someone sleeping on the street, or in a makeshift tent. Sylver was fine with anyone, as long as they were in a bad position that would take little effort to solve. He wasn’t sure how much value gold coins held in this area, but he didn’t think it would be worthless.

      “I can’t think of a good word, but this feels like… We’re abandoning him,” Ria said, while Sylver and company stopped to let a group of guards pass.

      They were always in at least a group of three. Sylver hadn’t seen a guard alone even once since coming here.

      “Abandoning implies we had a duty to help him. If I told Ruslana’s dark elves to go pound sand after bringing them here, that would be abandoning. This is called keeping your priorities in order. I feel like we’ve already had this conversation… Yes, we did, when we first met. You said it ‘felt cruel.’ Does it still feel cruel, even though you understand why I’m doing this?” Sylver asked and could feel a nod from Ria.

      “Just because it makes sense, doesn’t make it right,” Ria offered, and the sincerity with which she said it made Sylver take her seriously and not roll his eyes.

      “Being right and good is a privilege reserved for the strong. Edmund is a ‘good’ person because he doesn’t have to sacrifice anything, he doesn’t have to compromise, he’s strong enough that he can do things ‘the right way.’ If I was powerful enough to win every fight I fought, there wouldn’t be any reason for me to do the things I do,” Sylver said and had a sudden reminder of that ever so brief moment when he thought about turning over a new leaf.

      Back when he was inside one of Tulli’s blood vessels and was hesitating to use a mask made out of a dead man’s face. Except unlike the last time, there was no warm feeling associated with the thought, just an acrid burning deep inside his chest.

      “I recognize that the rules of this world are different from the ones in my world. But that doesn’t mean I have to agree with them,” Ria said.

      “I never said you did. But I’ll repeat what I’m sure you already know. I don’t care about how I get what I want, so long as I get it. I’d burn this whole haystack of a city to fine ash if it meant finding the Edmund needle. Now, I’m speaking metaphorically here, but I do mean it. In my eyes, this whole city, in exchange for Edmund, is a very fair trade,” Sylver explained, as Ria’s soul began to emit an emotion he couldn’t quite put into words.

      “A whole city worth of people, in exchange for one man,” Ria said.

      Sylver shook his head.

      “A whole city worth of people, in exchange for the brother I love more than anything in this world. But you shouldn’t be upset about it because I love you too. As you might have noticed, the problem with loving someone is that you have to be prepared to annihilate everything trying to harm them.

      “Because if you’re not, that means you don’t love them enough to kill, slaughter, or torture to protect them. And I love my people, Ria. With all three of my hearts. I love them so much I’m ready and willing to do whatever is necessary to keep them safe,” Sylver explained and had to cut the conversation short as Spring found someone sleeping in a patch of bushes.

      Sylver didn’t even need to guide Mora as to where to go, because she knew instinctively through their connection.

      He could feel that there was a question Ria was afraid of asking because she already knew the answer.

      If Sylver had to choose between her and Edmund, who would he choose?

      The answer Ria assumed was that Sylver would discard her with the same casualness when he left Fobur to his fate.

      But the real answer is that Sylver would never need to do that.

      Because if Ria paid attention, she would have noticed that Sylver’s companions were an unkillable shade, an unkillable horse, an unkillable man, and an unkillable golem thing. All of which could get hurt, even torn apart, but at the exact same time could very easily be brought back to life.

      The most vulnerable one in the group was Ria.

      If she lost a piece of her liquid gold body, Sylver had no idea what to do to get it back. Ria had explained that she had a way of converting a combination of metals into more of herself, but the process required a huge amount of energy, which Sylver didn’t have anywhere near enough of.

      Once Edmund was safe, Sylver had it on his to-do list to figure out a way to get Ria to make more of herself. Lola was already looking for the metals Ria requested. There was a simple issue of supply, regardless of how much money was thrown at the problem.
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      As Sylver approached the bushes in which the homeless man slept, he heard a deep growling sound. As he took another step toward the bushes, the growling became louder.

      Ever so gently, Sylver used [Deadly Darkness] to poke the man on the cheek. Even though Sylver hadn’t moved a muscle, the dog sitting on top of the man barked at him. The area they were in was thankfully deserted, but the bark was loud, and would probably travel a fair distance.

      As he took another step closer, the growling became loud enough that Sylver struggled to believe Spring’s description of a cat-sized beast. It sounded way bigger.

      Another step, and he felt a burning sensation uncomfortably close to the place he least wanted to feel a burning sensation.

      He looked down and felt an enormous gash on his inner thigh, that matched perfectly to what a bite from a small canine would look and feel like. The beast seemed able to bite without having to touch him.

      Sylver remained where he was and contemplated his next move.

      While he did this, Mora put Faust down onto the grassy ground, and in a single dead silent jump landed between Sylver and the snarling beast. She lowered her head and made a clicking noise with her teeth toward the small animal.

      She clicked her teeth for a couple of seconds, and then the growling stopped completely.

      A small creature with patched fur that could loosely be described as doglike came out of the bushes and walked a short distance away from them.

      Sylver experimentally reached out toward the bushes the animal had been sitting in, but it just continued to sit there, staring at him.
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      So at full health, it would have around 35,000 HP…

      Sylver took a very small step toward the bushes, and the animal merely continued to watch him. Mora stomped her hoof and managed to convey the idea that Sylver had nothing to worry about.

      Slightly more relaxed, Sylver used [Chloromancy] to part the bushes, and found an unconscious man laying on his back and using what appeared to be a dirty towel as a pillow.

      His left arm was missing, including his elbow, and he had just enough left to still call it a limb. The same was true for his right leg, except the way it was contorted seemed to imply it had been twisted until it ripped off, as opposed to simply cut off.

      Sylver kept one eye on the small animal as he slowly approached the man.

      There was an empty bottle next to him that Sylver floated into his hand and brought it up to his nose. It smelled like sour wine, but there was something else there that Sylver couldn’t identify. He could tell it wasn’t good for your health. He crouched so he didn’t have to lean.

      Sylver put the bottle back down and very gently placed his hand on the man’s forehead.

      Sylver removed his hand after five seconds and silently tapped out a message to Spring.

      “Did you by any chance find any other homeless people?” Sylver asked the shade.

      “Not within a fifty-kilometer radius. Why?” Spring asked, as Sylver removed his backpack and started searching through it.

      “Did you not find that the least bit strange?” Sylver asked, in a tone that suggested he personally found it quite strange.

      “Let me guess… He used to be a very powerful warrior, and given the amount of damage done to his body, shouldn’t be alive, but somehow is?” Spring guessed, as Sylver found the two flasks he had been looking for, and gently swirled them around as he summoned a third flask from his [Bound Bones] storage.

      “Yes, as a matter of fact. That’s word for word what I was thinking. Almost as if you read my mind,” Sylver said calmly, as he used his shadow to remove the corks from the two beakers and carefully poured about four drops each into the empty flask.

      “I’ll keep searching, but don’t get your hopes up,” Spring said, and split himself up over and over, sending the shades out to help him search.

      “Don’t worry about that, my hopes haven’t been up for a very long time. Even as I’m about to wake him, I half expect him to be psychotic,” Sylver explained.

      He gently lifted the man’s right hand and held the man’s middle finger over the rim of the flask.

      The hand Sylver was using to hold the man’s hand began to glow a weak golden light, as he turned the flask over while keeping the man’s finger pressed against the rim. As if it was attached to a hose, the flask went from almost completely empty, to filled to the very top with blood.

      Sylver kept the man’s now pale finger against the rim and swirled the upside-down flask around, and waited for a couple of seconds. A dark brown clump formed at the top, and as the amount of blood in the flask was reduced, the clump continued floating at the top.

      As the clump of brown got stuck in the flask’s neck, Sylver turned it and the man’s finger around, and used his [Deadly Darkness] shadow to temporarily plug the hole in the man’s finger. Sylver incinerated the remaining contents of the flask and allowed the empty flask to disappear down a hole he’d made.

      Sylver just finished wrapping the man’s finger when his eyes shot open.

      “Hello,” Sylver said to the now wide-awake man.

      He didn’t move his hand out of Sylver’s grip and didn’t seem to be breathing.

      “Would you be interested in a warm meal, a warm place to sleep, and possibly some new clothing?” Sylver offered gently and calmly, and something akin to a smile appeared on the man’s face.

      “You’re not from around here, are you?” the man asked with a hard to describe accent.

      He spoke as if every word was an order, but without the oomph.

      “I am not, no. I need help learning the local culture, laws, and the person who was supposed to help me is otherwise occupied,” Sylver explained as the man nodded at him.

      “I want fifty grams of red jade,” the man said.

      Sylver pretended to reach into his pocket as he summoned four gold coins into his hand and spread them out between his fingers.

      “How much is that in gold?” Sylver asked the man and tensed as the man’s soul reacted.

      He started to laugh, directly in Sylver’s face, and Sylver was fairly certain his doglike companion did the same.

      “Wow… You’re really not from here… You’ll get killed if I leave you alone…” the man said, as he lay there in his own sick, with a filthy towel for a pillow, and had a tone of pity for Sylver.

      Sylver reached into his robe again and produced a small diamond-encrusted ring. The man’s smile disappeared and was replaced by shock.

      “You’re from the south. I didn’t think the stories were true,” the man said under his breath, as Sylver reached into his robe again and produced a second diamond-encrusted ring.
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      “You could try to attack me and steal this from me, sure. Or you could work for me, and by the time I leave, maybe, you’ll have a full set of arms and legs,” Sylver offered, as he gestured at the man’s two missing limbs.

      The man didn’t look away from the two rings in Sylver’s hands once and even attempted to sit up. He pushed Sylver’s hand away, covering the rings.

      “Don’t show these to anyone. And don’t let anyone know you have gold, it’s contraband for anyone who isn’t royalty. And the other one, that white metal,” the man said, as Sylver did as he suggested and disappeared the gold diamond-encrusted rings into his robe.

      “Silver?” Sylver offered and produced a single silver coin to make sure. The man almost crawled away from him, and even the animal Mora had pacified growled.

      “What do you want from me?” the man asked, as he managed to expertly stand up on one foot and didn’t even bother using the bush’s branches to steady himself.

      He had perfect balance.

      “I want to know the rules and laws of this land. And I want to know what not to say, and what not to do, so as not to end up killed,” Sylver explained.

      The man was dead silent for roughly thirty seconds, while Sylver just stood there staring back at him.

      “A featherless goose has claimed a maize field near the Red Earth sect. If you defeat it, they will pay you three grams of green jade. Once you have that, I want fifty grams of red jade, and however much it costs to heal Dog,” the man responded, and gestured with his stump toward the dog, aptly named Dog.

      Sylver thought it over for a moment and shrugged.

      “How about this… Is there a sect that doesn’t have any allies, only enemies? One that, hypothetically, could be robbed without anyone raising a fuss?” Sylver asked, and the man’s face hardened at his words.

      “And if there is?” the man asked.

      “I would like to visit it, and gather the resources I need from there,” Sylver said and could feel a not very positive reaction from Ria.

      A good minute passed, during which the man looked Sylver up and down, and finally hopped over to Dog. He sat down next to the animal, lifted it into his lap, and started scratching it behind the ears while he continued to stare at Sylver.

      “There is a sect that makes its living by stealing from the other sects. If someone were to attack and steal from it, I do not believe any of their neighboring sects would protest,” the man explained.

      Sylver had a thought while the man was talking, and reached into his robe and produced a small piece of ruby that he’d removed from a ring and kept to use as a spell component.

      “Is this what you meant by red jade, by any chance?” Sylver asked, and the man’s eyes locked onto the red stone.

      Sylver searched around in his [Bound Bones] storage and produced enough rubies to cover half of his palm.

      He lifted his hand up and down and did his best to feel out the weight in his hand.

      “This is about twenty grams. They’re yours if you can guide me to the sect. And I’ll pay you the rest once I’m done with them,” Sylver explained, as he made the rubies float around in a clump above his hand.

      The man stared at the rubies for a while, and then went back to staring at Sylver.

      “Their sect leader is estimated to be level 250. And they are infamous for using deadly poison,” the man explained, and Sylver couldn’t help but smile.

      “I’m sure I’ll figure something out. So?” Sylver asked as the clump of rubies floated over to the man.

      He reached out and took two small stones, and just stared at them as if waiting to wake up from a dream. He closed his fist and then hid them inside a small chewed-up satchel within his jacket.

      The man continued to pet Dog and finally looked up at Sylver.

      “Dog likes you. I’ll show you the way. If you survive, we can talk,” the man said, as he stretched out his hand to shake.

      “I’m glad to hear it. Sylver,” Sylver said, and the man’s lips curled into an odd smile.

      “Like the necromancer?” the man asked, and Sylver felt all of his hearts skip a beat. “The one who defeated ten rebel armies with the shadows of his companions,” the man explained, and Sylver’s hearts went back to their normal beats.

      “Just a coincidence,” Sylver offered with his friendliest smile.

      “That’s a shame,” the man said as he grabbed Sylver by the hand and shook it. He stood up without any help, and adjusted his belt. “You would have probably been invited into the emperor’s court if you were the fabled defender.”

      Sylver could only shrug in response.

      “Xalibur,” the man, Xalibur, said.

      “Lead the way, Xalibur,” Sylver said as the man managed to hop in such a way that if you only saw the top half of him, you would have thought he had two working legs.

      Sylver took Mora by the reins and followed behind the man.
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      Sylver stared at the sky as they walked and listened to Spring’s report as he told him about the various buildings that were on the line Edmund’s tracker had created.

      He had hoped there would be something obvious, like a giant lead cube from within which a man’s shouting could be heard, or a grave with a green flame dancing on it, or maybe just a man with a name tag that read ‘Edmund, Arch-Pyromancer,’

      But the closest thing Spring found was a building that was very likely a prison of some kind, that was sadly too well enchanted for Spring to venture farther than the outskirts.

      Sylver had three more attempts to track Edmund.

      He wanted to find him as quickly as possible, but worried that Edmund wasn’t in this city. And if he tracked him right now, he would have wasted another charge, with nothing to show for it, other than that Edmund was somewhere far away.

      If he wasn’t here, Edmund was north-northwest of the Schlagen Mountains.

      Then Sylver would go as far as he could and be forced to use the tracker one more time, and if Edmund was even farther north, he would have only one attempt left to find him.

      Unlike Earth that Ria was used to, Eira’s geography isn’t what could be described as ‘consistent.’

      The Ibis even had a way to measure how inconsistent a certain area was. The higher the concentration of mana, the higher the inconsistency of the land.

      For a place like Arda, with a functional dungeon, and a ton of micro lay lines, the number was probably somewhere in the high eighties. Whereas the area surrounding the Schlagen Mountains felt quite weak, and Sylver doubted it was higher than 20%.

      Aside from the fun nonsense, like upside-down waterfalls, trees that screamed, giant boulders that turned out to be light enough for a child to move, lightning strikes that created pillars of ice, and Sylver’s personal favorite, a wave of inert gas that suffocated an entire town and provided him with over six hundred perfectly preserved corpses, there were less fun inconsistencies.

      Like how a trip from point A to point B could take eight days to walk, but a trip from point B to point A could take two days. Most of the time it was due to time dilation, there were spots around Arda that had this problem, but thankfully they were very easy to avoid if you knew what to look for.

      And if you were prepared, it wasn’t that hard to cancel out the effect, a small lead rod or an enchanted ring was the common solution.

      The popular theory in the Ibis is that things like this happened due to fae, spirits, or some other magical creature.

      The less popular, but in Sylver’s personal opinion more plausible, theory, was that these kinds of phenomena were simply the result of mana interacting with Eira’s air, water, and earth. Sylver hadn’t studied the subject all that much, other than enough basics to nullify it, but a woman he respected said this was the most likely explanation, so Sylver chose to believe in this theory, as opposed to the magical creature one.

      As to why someone couldn’t just ask the fae, spirits, or magical creatures to confirm, the answer was that they did. They tried to ask them.

      A lot.

      The problem with that is that all the fae, spirits, and magical creatures gave inconsistent and contradictory answers, to the point it was impossible to tell who was telling the truth, and who was just messing around with the curious mages.

      Another reason why Sylver believed the mana interaction theory was because it fit very nicely with the Ki interaction theory.

      An area with an abundance of mana tended to produce mages, whereas an area with an abundance of Ki tended to produce cultivators. And similar to how mana interacted with and altered its environment, Ki did too, in its own unique way.

      The most obvious difference was the flora and fauna, Sylver didn’t even know what kind of monster a featherless goose was, but he didn’t like the sound of it.

      Sylver felt Faust’s soul wake up a little.

      “I know I already asked, but is there anything I can do?” Sylver asked as the small man shook his head.

      Faust tried to brush away the strings holding him upright, but Mora ignored his feeble attempts and kept his back straight and head looking forward.

      “I’m fine, I just need to rest,” Faust repeated, as he had the last couple of times Sylver attempted to find a solution.

      A healing potion wasn’t going to cut it, a stamina potion would just hurt him, and the powder Sylver intended to use to keep himself alert when he didn’t have time to sleep would be fatal to Faust in his current condition.

      And according to Xalibur, the aforementioned powder was an extremely potent, illegal, and expensive, drug.

      Thankfully Sylver was good at hiding things on his person, and if it was necessary, with a small incision near his lower ribs, in his person. He didn’t have a whole lot of empty space inside himself, but his body was malleable enough that he could discard a couple kilograms of muscle to replace with something else.

      “There’s something I always wanted to ask… Is it true witches in the south can make gold out of iron?” Xalibur whispered.

      Sylver thought it over, and decided he didn’t want to bargain with the man right now and would ask what he wanted to ask later.

      “Sorcerers and mages can, but it’s too delicate of a magic for the majority of witches. But if you want to get technical about it, no. They can make what’s called dirty gold, but it’s useless.”

      “What makes dirty gold different from real gold?” Xalibur asked.

      “It’s worthless. It doesn’t conduct mana, can’t be mixed to make an alloy, and is soft enough that you can cut it with a blunt knife. It also doesn’t reflect light the way real gold does, just a little less shiny. I can’t tell the difference by eye, but all mages can tell dirty gold from real gold with a single touch. It’s also kind of sticky and feels like it’s covered in wet paint when you touch it,” Sylver explained, and could almost see the idea get snuffed out in Xalibur’s head.

      Gold is precious and used as a currency, for a reason. It’s incredibly hard to find and mine, impossible to replicate, and the amount of effort required to grow and harvest gold trees makes it a waste of time for everyone Sylver had ever seen attempt it.

      “Is it true your women walk around without covering their chests?” Xalibur asked, and Sylver felt a little proud that he had some good news for the man.

      “In some port towns, yes. It’s normally only done by sailors, but I have heard that several towns adopted it as the local fashion,” Sylver explained,

      Faust coughed into his fist before he asked, “Which port towns?”

      “Aren’t you actively looking for a wife?” Sylver asked, but could feel Faust roll his eyes before he rolled them.

      “I am. It just feels like one of those places you should visit at least once in your life,” Faust explained, and Sylver couldn’t help but agree.

      “I think there’s one that isn’t too far out of our way when we go back… More importantly, how much further is it?” Sylver asked as Xalibur squinted to read the small symbol on the flag near a door.

      “We’re nearly there, their land is on the very edge,” Xalibur said, and continued to walk with only one leg.

      Sylver wasn’t sure how he was doing it, but his best guess was some sort of Ki spell that shifted his center of gravity with each step. This wouldn’t be all that impressive for a mage to pull off, but it was almost surprising for someone utilizing Ki.

      Ki was an energy that could be said to be parallel to mana.

      There was positive Ki, negative Ki, solid, liquid, gas, plasma, with the main difference being that it was also split up into Yin and Yang. Which were similar to the way mana was split into dark and light. According to cultivators Sylver spoke to, there was a bit more to it than just that.

      Not that he particularly cared, as an undead Sylver’s body had a unique property living mages didn’t possess.

      He was immune to Ki.

      Sylver was to Ki, what a piece of lead was to mana.

      Provided he snuffed out his spark of positive magic and retained only negative mana within the part being struck. Positive Ki could affect positive mana, but positive Ki couldn’t affect negative mana.

      Now, what that should mean is that all that a person needed to fuck Sylver up was to attack him with positive and negative Ki, but Ki didn’t work like that.

      You either had positive Ki or negative Ki, but you couldn’t have both.

      Sylver forgot the exact reason, but it was something like cultivators had no choice but to overspecialize, to the point their unused Ki type atrophied and eventually became completely inaccessible to them.

      Not that the vast majority of them cared. Positive Ki cultivation was superior to negative Ki cultivation in every conceivable way, except for one.

      Positive Ki cultivators could cultivate using their own Ki, whereas negative Ki cultivators could cultivate using the Ki of others. Which in turn meant they could attain a great deal of power very quickly, but also needed increasing numbers of victims to gather Ki from.

      To make a long story short, they killed whoever they were training to kill, then they were attacked by the brother, father, son, aunt, grandma, cousin, buddy, wife, mistress, second cousin, family pet, of whoever they killed, and then the situation was resolved in one of two ways.

      Either the daughter/sister/pet managed to kill her father’s/brother’s/owner’s killer, and that was the end of it.

      Or, very rarely, the negative Ki cultivator killed all of them and became powerful enough that there wasn’t anyone left in the area that could deal with him.

      Except, of course, a certain necromancer that was paranoid about these kinds of people snowballing even further out of control and took it upon himself to handle them.

      Aside from the healthy paranoia, there was also the small issue that negative Ki cultivators always arrived at the conclusion “summoning demons to help me is a great idea!” Sylver was a busy necromancer and preferred to deal with this kind of shit before hordes of demons got involved.

      Unlike with most of his mistakes, Sylver learned his lesson regarding bloodthirsty cultivator nutjobs the first time they summoned a demon king.

      Sadly, it also meant he wasn’t used to dealing with positive Ki cultivators. Sylver would go as far as to call himself rusty.

      Snuffing the spark of positive mana out was simple enough, reigniting it was easier than breathing, but getting rid of all the positive mana on his skin, robe, and the trace amounts in the components flowing through his veins, was a bit tricky.

      Not impossible, just… tricky…
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        * * *

      

      By the time they arrived at where Xalibur had been leading them, Sylver found that while he could minimize the amount of positive mana in a certain area, he couldn’t remove it entirely.

      Or rather, he could, but it hurt like a motherfucker, and his extremely magical body protested against the idea.

      Not to mention, he came up with a much simpler solution.

      The double doors were made from that same red-brown wood Sylver had seen used as a building material for literally everything inside this city. They used it in place of stone, cement, metal, armor, weapons, even the paper flags they used looked like a bleached sliver of that very same wood.

      At this point, Sylver wouldn’t be surprised if Xalibur’s clothing was made out of woven wood fibers.

      Xalibur pointed at a tall building in the distance; it had three lights that were blinking at a consistent pace.

      “Dog and I will be there,” Xalibur said, and Sylver nodded.

      No “good luck,” no, “only so and so could do this!” just a simple nod, and whatever happens, happens.

      Sylver walked over to Mora and Faust, and the horse leaned down slightly so Sylver could whisper into Faust’s ear.

      “If for whatever reason I don’t come back, get Mora to take you home. Wait until you can bluff the gate guards again, and go back to Arda. Don’t try to save me, you’ll only get in the way,” Sylver said, and thankfully Faust could read his tone well enough to understand that arguing wasn’t an option.

      Sylver rubbed Mora’s neck before he pushed her toward Xalibur and his dog, and she silently followed after him.

      Sylver closed his hands into fists and opened them again as he stared at the gates and thought.

      What angle should I take?

      Bloodthirsty lunatic that isn’t worth fighting and is easier to bribe away?

      No, they’re cultivators, honor and all that…

      Straight and to-the-point honesty?

      I just want your money, and you’re either giving it to me, or I’m taking it?

      That might work better during the daytime, people tend to be jumpy when a stranger enters their home in the middle of the night…

      Would that be a good idea? Xalibur walked a path to avoid guards, even without me saying anything.

      Is sneaking an option?

      Not with the barrier they have surrounding the property…

      “Are we waiting for something?” Ria tapped out against Sylver’s back.

      “Just trying to figure out how best to approach them,” Sylver silently tapped back.

      What if I go in, and take one of them hostage?

      They’re a band of thieves, just because it worked once since I came here, doesn’t mean it will work a second time…

      But maybe…

      “I believe they know you are here,” Ria tapped out, as Sylver scratched his jaw.

      “Why do you think that?” Sylver asked.

      He did feel that someone was watching him, but they were very good at suppressing their soul and presence. Or rather, Sylver’s senses hadn’t developed enough to find them, but even with that, it was still nothing to laugh at.

      “The door is thin enough that I’m able to use a combination of high-frequency sensors to see through it. The images are blurry, but their movement is quite easy to track. There is one person standing in the very center, and two or three are hiding near the left wall,” Ria tapped out, as Sylver did his best to extend his awareness that far, but was stopped by the barrier surrounding the area.

      The walls weren’t that high, but Sylver could tell by the way the air around them was shimmering that if he tried to jump up and look, he wouldn’t see anything or anyone inside, but they would see him.

      Just in case, Sylver used [Fog Form] and was right.

      Sylver crossed his arms and just stared at the door.

      “Why am I worrying about this? They’re just thieves,” Sylver said, partially to himself, partially to Ria. His robe moved one of his white masks up onto his face and quickly sealed it up.

      He uncrossed his arms and leaned back a bit.

      He kicked the doors with his left foot, and instead of opening, they shattered into a cloud of wood chips and littered the weed-infested soil. Sylver didn’t bother waiting for a reaction, and with a slight shiver, walked through the barrier, and felt it announce his presence.
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        * * *

      

      On the left, there was a bunch of junk stacked into a pile, where Sylver could vaguely feel two souls doing their utter best to hide. In the middle, there was a short young man, barely as tall as Faust and unlikely over the age of twenty, dressed in a completely black bathrobe-like costume, with matching black flat fabric shoes.

      In his hands was a hook-shaped blade, with several lengths of chain wrapped around the man’s forearm, that extended toward his other forearm, from which a small metal ball was hanging loosely.

      Sylver took all of this information in without having to move his head around, thanks to [Lesser Perception], and decided to get the easiest thing to check out of the way.

      He kept his head aimed at the pile of junk on his left, and by his second step felt an immense reaction emanating from the young man in the middle of the rectangular courtyard. The man didn’t so much as shift the weight of his feet before he very suddenly appeared directly in front of Sylver.

      Sylver reached out to grab the man by the sides, as did his robe, but the man spat in his face before he could even react properly. The liquid seared Sylver’s eyes and the man’s presence reappeared back where he had been a moment earlier, even as Sylver continued to run toward the pile of junk.

      Sylver kicked his own foot into his other foot, and with an agonizing cry tripped and began to fall. Within the time it took him to blink his blinded eyes, Sylver felt the man’s presence move again, as Sylver made a feeble attempt to use his sleeves to wipe his eyes.

      The man didn’t waste so much as a second aiming his hook-shaped blade at Sylver’s neck, and to his credit, knew a trap when he saw one, as he instantly teleported back to his original position. Sylver continued to pretend to clutch at his eyes, but the man just stood there, swinging his metal ball with his left hand, while he kept the hook-shaped blade at the ready in his right hand.

      Sylver used [Fog Form] to instantly get off the ground and materialized upright, with his blinded eyes fixed on the man with the hook and chain.

      It was only as Sylver saw a discoloration on the hook’s blade, did Sylver feel an unexpected looseness near his throat area. He didn’t even need to touch it to confirm, because he could feel the severed muscles already trying to fuse back together, along with the robe fibers that had been cut.

      When did he cut me? He teleported away before he⁠—

      Not teleported, just moved very fast.

      It was the only explanation that made sense, otherwise, the angle of the cut wouldn’t have been what it was. Armed with this detail, Sylver summoned his ax into his right hand, and threw it with a powerful spin directly at the man.

      His theory was confirmed, as the man didn’t appear directly in front of Sylver, but a distance to his left, since coming right at him would have meant going through the ax.

      Sylver’s ax flew through the space the man had been a second prior, and the man returned to his original position, and Sylver could now see was holding his breath.

      Poison gas, or is this something that he does to concentrate?

      Sylver pulled his left arm backward as he summoned his ax into it, and made a swinging motion.

      The man appeared quite literally in the space between Sylver’s torso and his extended ax-throwing arm, and with a single lightning-fast swipe, sliced the thin Sylver-shaped cloud of fog through the neck. The man returned to his original spot a moment later, and his eyes became erratic and wild, as he tried to figure out where the intruder was.

      He was fairly certain he heard a muffled snap, as the empty courtyard became populated by a countless number of identical black robe and white mask-wearing intruders. The hook blade wielding man released his blade and began to swing it in a tight circle around his arm. He lifted it into the air before any of the shades could do anything meaningful and released it.

      As if they were made out of nothing more than thin air, the shades disintegrated as they came into contact with the blade and the faintly glowing chain. The thing caught fire, and a moment later the nameless man had a ring of fire around him, that became larger with each swing. For one shade split apart into sixty-four pieces, he did a great job as a distraction.

      The ground beneath the man’s feet gave away, and something landed near on his non-swinging arm’s elbow. He did his best to react to both, but was just a little too slow.

      The small insect clutching a bead of explosives made a chirping noise as the spark jumped from it onto the bead. Sylver was surprised to find that the explosion had staggered the man, but hadn’t blown his arm off. His bathrobe was scorched clean off on the left, and Sylver could now see his torso, which was absolutely spotless.

      Sylver would have sighed if he could, but it didn’t matter at this point. That gap of attention was more than enough for him, as Sylver whistled loudly enough that he felt the sharp noise in the small child’s chest.

      The man with the hook and ball froze on the spot and an expression that Sylver wasn’t sure how to describe appeared on his face.

      Sylver was standing at his full height, holding a motionless child by the throat in front of him, with his other hand holding a glowing dagger pressed up against the child’s chest, further pinning him against Sylver.

      The shade directly behind Sylver was doing the same thing.

      “I want⁠—”

      Sylver nearly stabbed himself in the neck with his own dagger as the child in his arms fucking disappeared, and it was only his years of experience that made him look up in time to see three bodies high up in the air.

      He can move people to himself, wonderful.

      Sylver didn’t bother keeping track of the figure above and instead kicked off the ground as hard as he could, as he moved toward the position the man kept returning back to.

      Something thin and metallic missed the back of Sylver’s head and would have gotten embedded in his spine, if not for Ria catching it and keeping hold of it.

      Sylver was barely a step away from the man’s starting position, as the shade archers behind him, and underneath the man and children, released their arrows and sent them flying at the three people falling down.

      Luckily for everyone, Sylver was right, and the man appeared at his starting spot for a fraction of a second before he disappeared toward one of the walls on the left, and the two children appeared next to him. Their feet didn’t even hit the ground when the man reappeared back to his starting position, and his eyes widened in horror.

      He started to fall, but it wasn’t even a full second, he wasn’t that far off the ground.

      His feet were already on the ground, even if he wasn’t.

      They were both sitting outside the tiny fifteen-centimeter earth wall Sylver had raised, while the man’s cleanly sliced-off ankles were about to hit the mushy ground. Sylver managed to wrap his arms around the man’s torso before that happened.

      Sylver could have sworn he heard something as he shoved himself and the man toward the ground and out of the area the man kept returning to earlier, over and over again.

      Somehow the man could tell Sylver was smiling underneath his mask, even as Sylver tightened his grip, and his robe wrapped around his neck and joints, as the two now faced each other in a contest of strength.

      The man knew Sylver would win, he knew there wasn’t any chance for him to win the moment he tried to move his arms and felt as if he was trapped between four extremely powerful walls, that were closing in on him with every passing moment.

      But just as his internal organs reached their limit, just as his last drop of Ki was about to run out, and his neck reached the edge of where it was permitted to bend, the man felt the pressure lessen.

      “WE SURRENDER!” the man screamed in a loud and uncomfortably shaky tone that implied a torn lung.

      Sylver opened his mouth to speak, but at the very edge of his vision, saw a small flash of light. He didn’t turn his head. He adjusted where he was looking, just in time to see a large edged plate flying toward him.

      His attempt to jump, roll, duck, turn into fog, or dodge out of the plate’s way was prevented by the man he was currently sort of hugging, who’d leaned down and bit into his shoulder. The move wasn’t random, Sylver could feel the man was waiting for the plate to hit them.

      The robe and Sylver’s tough skin stopped the relatively blunt human teeth from drawing blood, but there was just enough contact and natural interference that Sylver couldn’t turn into fog in time, and because of the way he was pinning the man down, Sylver didn’t have enough time to overpower the man’s final lurch of strength.

      If the plate had been a little higher, Sylver could have leaned away. It would have nicked him, but not beheaded. The angle it was shot at was very specific, Sylver’s neck would get severed, along with the top half of the man’s head.

      They had a plan for an enemy he couldn’t defeat.

      On a gut reaction more than anything else, Sylver made a decision and used [Advanced Earth Manipulation] to make as big of a hole underneath the man’s head as he could manage in the fraction of a second he had left, and spent every drop of mana he had to push himself and the man as deep down into the hole as possible.

      An assortment of random junk splashed out of Sylver’s neck area, and the vertebra he used for storage via [Bound Bones] was sliced cleanly into two. The miscellaneous rocks, empty flasks, beakers, sharpening stone, underwear, canned food, spare pairs of boots, rolls of twine, a couple of bright red romantic candles, and a cast frying pan, went flying in every which direction, Sylver’s severed, spinning, head flew parallel to the spinning metal plate.

      Sylver’s head landed with a heavy thud as it hit the grassy ground, as the two children standing on the wall on the left, joined the one that had been hiding within the wall on the right. They helped shove Sylver’s large body currenting crushing the man with its weight off.

      Sylver’s decapitated body unceremoniously rolled off the shaking with adrenaline man’s body. The man was in such a state of shock, that he couldn’t even feel the cut through his nose, that would have been through his head instead if Sylver hadn’t forced him down into the hole.

      The air changed in a fraction of a second, as the group of four realized everyone was alive, and with the exception of the man’s missing feet, unharmed. The festive mood lasted for about fifteen seconds, because that was how long it took for Sylver to rewire himself to move his not technically decapitated body around.

      His HP wasn’t even at zero, the system might not like his turtle head in a shell body, but it at the very least respected it.

      His body rose from the ground as if he was a puppet on strings, and stood tall over the small group. They all mutely looked up at the headless towering corpse.

      “That was, incredible!” Sylver’s voice said from somewhere near the top of his completely bloodless neck. He refrained from clapping, even if he wanted to because he wasn’t sure if that would come off as sincere as he intended it to sound.

      He crouched so he would have been close to face-to-face with the three kids and fighter, if his head wasn’t currently off in the corner, slowly floating toward him.

      “Technique aside, because for a mortal that was pretty damn solid, you really were about to take me with you. I saw it in your eyes, no hesitation, just pure rage,” Sylver said, as he pointed at the man with the missing feet.

      “And you!” Sylver said as he pointed at the child who activated whatever it was that threw that bladed plate at them.

      “Amazing, terrified to the point your soul nearly left your body, but you didn’t close your eyes. You saw your attack through, you were prepared to kill this man. This man who was willing to give up his life to save you,” Sylver explained, as he reached out to his floating head, lifted it to his neck, and plopped it down.

      He pulled his mask off as his neck made a sizzling noise, and the flesh started the process of fusing back together.

      The four just stared at him, as Sylver turned his head left, right, and then turned his melted out and blinded eyes back to them.

      “To be perfectly frank with you four, I came here to steal from you… Now, I could kill you all, you’re barely awake.” Sylver pointed at the only adult. “You’re in a state of shock, so are you,” Sylver gestured at the two that had been hiding in the garbage pile on the left. “You will try to fight, but you’re so weak I can break your skull open with my pinkie,” Sylver said as he gestured at the kid who’d shot him with that bladed disc thing.

      Sylver gave them all a moment to let the idea sink in.

      “Or,” Sylver said, as he chewed on the word for a second, and made sure this was what he wanted. They did attack and kill him, but that was exactly the kind of intensity he wanted from his people.

      “Or, you can work for me,” Sylver said, with the kind of smile that could be considered either deeply unsettling, or warm and friendly, depending on whether these four believed his offer was genuine.

      “You, and the other people you have hiding underground over there,” Sylver added, with a vague gesture toward the run-down, one-story house.
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            Let’s Get Down to Business

          

        

      

    

    
      “Stop squirming,” Sylver cautioned, as he tightened his grip around the youth’s leg, and against the screaming youth’s protests, poured the remainder of the health potion’s contents over the very recently severed ankle.

      Sylver’s stitches were spat out of the flesh as it stretched and followed the blueprints Sylver had forced the foot to adhere to, and within thirty seconds, only a razor-thin white scar remained. It was so clean that it looked like it was a tan line from wearing a small bracelet around the ankle.

      It was quite lucky that the cut had been so smooth because otherwise, the young man would have lost the ability to walk. Then again, considering the insane speed he was moving at, anything less smooth would have been strange.

      “You’re a witch,” one of the kids said.

      Although, now that Sylver got a better look at them, he struggled to put a number to their age.

      They weren’t exactly malnourished, but there was something off about their bone structure. They weren’t crippled, but even the way they sat wasn’t quite right. There was a stiffness to all of their movements that shouldn’t have been there.

      “I am over seven feet of pure muscle, what part of me exactly makes you think I’m a witch?” Sylver asked as the kid that had spoken stared at him with a confused look.

      “The magic?” the kid asked.

      The two near him didn’t quite nod, but their souls did. Sylver accepted the slightly dented pan from one of the shades and stored it away within one of his bones.

      “I used magic, yes, but what makes you think I’m a witch? Is it the hair? The eyes? That I’m pale?” Sylver asked as he gestured toward himself with his seemingly painted black fingernails.

      “Only witches use magic,” the man Sylver was still pinning in place while he waited for the bone to finish fusing said through gritted teeth.

      Sylver forced his mana into the man’s ankles again and adjusted the structure one last time.

      
        
        [Mutating Override (III) Proficiency increased to 6%!]

        [Vigorous Conditioning (III) Proficiency increased to 57%!]
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      It might have just been Sylver’s imagination, but he could have sworn the system had gotten a lot better at waiting until he wasn’t occupied before bombarding him with notifications.

      The man who forced Sylver to sacrifice his neck wiggled his toes around and seemed insultingly surprised by the fact that what Sylver had said came true.

      “I think I get it, when you say witch you mean anyone who uses magic… That’s going to be annoying…” Sylver said to the group, some of whom nodded, and added the last part to himself.

      Sylver stood up and felt something near the back of his neck. He touched it and pulled out a small stone that had gotten healed between his head and neck.

      “What did you mean by work for you?” the man that was mostly responsible for Sylver’s decapitation asked.

      Sylver mentally nudged Mora and got the response back that Faust didn’t want her to leave yet. He quietly split Spring into two and sent one half to her.

      “I don’t know… For starters, I’m going to ask that you clean this place up. It’s filthy. And please tell me you’re very closely acquainted with the local black market,” Sylver said, and only got a blank stare in response.

      It quickly turned into anger.

      “We’re not thieves,” the man said with a subdued tone that suggested that if anyone other than the witch who was able to survive being decapitated said what he said, they would be dead.

      Despite the upsetting revelation, Sylver couldn’t help but smile at the young man’s intensity.

      “Then I have been misled. I came here because I was told you are a fringe sect that all the others wouldn’t mind disappearing. And that you make your living by stealing from other sects,” Sylver explained.

      “We’re not thieves. We only take what is owed to us,” the man repeated.

      “But you are without any allies, right?” Sylver asked, to at the very least make sure he wouldn’t have to kill Xalibur for lying to him.

      The man stared at Sylver, and Sylver stared back with his melted-off eyes and face.

      “Yes,” the man answered, and Sylver was more relieved than he thought he would be.

      Spring’s half returned and whispered into Sylver’s ear before he merged back with the Spring that had remained in Sylver’s shadow.

      “Alright, I can see none of you are in a mood to talk. So for now, please go tell everyone about me, and if anyone needs medical treatment, let him know,” Sylver said, as Spring materialized next to him so Sylver could gesture at the shade.

      He let Spring take over as he walked away from the mildly uncooperative group and formed himself a seat out of his shadow while he waited for Faust, Mora, and Xalibur to return.

      Sylver sorted out his [Bound Bones] inventory and moved everything valuable into the small bones he had spread out inside his small ribcage. He also had a handful of shades materialize to sort through the pile of garbage for anything useful, and had the genuine garbage moved into a different pile for Sylver to burn or bury.

      The vast majority of the surrounding architecture wasn’t very tall, the norm seemed to be a wide one-story house, with the roof being used as an uncovered second floor. They all also had a barrier around them. Some barriers were weaker, some were stronger, but when Sylver inspected them through Spring, he could tell they were all made by the same person.

      While it was still dark enough, Sylver summoned Aleri and had the bird shade fly high up into the air. The shade flew around, while Sylver did his best to translate his avian thoughts into a map.

      Aleri didn’t perceive the world the same way Sylver did, buildings, roads, territory, and other miscellaneous details that were important for Sylver weren’t something Aleri could comprehend. To make up for that, Sylver had Spring split off a piece of himself and had the shade hide within Aleri’s shadow, but the results Spring returned with weren’t great.

      To his eyes there were no buildings, no roads, there was nothing other than giant fuzzy spheres that looked a bit like bubble wrap from the way they were positioned relative to one another.

      Hypothetically, if there was a spell that relied solely on negative energy, Sylver could see through all of these Ki barriers as if they didn’t exist. But no matter from which angle Sylver tried to approach such a hypothetical spell, he couldn’t figure out a way to create one.

      Pure negative energy spells did exist, and Sylver knew a large number of them, but the act of “seeing” required interacting with the physical world, which required at least a droplet of positive energy.

      As Sylver felt something shifting in the back area of his robe, he got an idea.

      “Ria? Would you mind wrapping yourself around Aleri and mapping out the local area for me?” Sylver tapped out to the small bundled up staff and liquid metal creature hiding inside of it.

      “Alright,” Ria answered, as Sylver felt the staff in his back unfold, and then heard it snap into a single piece.

      His robe moved it out from his back, and into his hand. Sylver watched as the black material clinging to the staff looked like grass swaying in the wind, and gradually became smaller and smaller, as the bright golden tendrils slowly moved toward the top of the staff, where the three ribs were.

      Finally, the gold part of Ria formed into a sphere, like a pearl in a ring, and a droplet the size of a small gold coin fell out of it and landed into Sylver’s open palm.

      The gold coin was smooth and polished enough that he could see his reflection in it.

      Aleri didn’t bother landing properly and instead dived into Sylver’s shadow as if he was diving in a lake. He materialized on Sylver’s knee, as Sylver moved the Ria coin toward him. Without saying anything, Ria slithered up Aleri’s foot and up his head and chest, where she very gently wrapped herself around his neck, and then spread out on his chest and stomach, in an odd cone-shaped circle.

      “Are you good to go?” Sylver asked, and heard a very muffled sound. He leaned forward so his ear was next to Aleri’s chest.

      “Yes,” Ria squeaked, with such a high-pitch that it almost hurt Sylver’s ear.

      He nodded and instructed Aleri to fly in a grid formation, to make it as easy as possible for Ria. He also made sure to tell him to be quick about it, but not fly so fast that Ria would get ripped off him.

      As Aleri took off, one of the Spring halves materialized near him.

      “They’re all fucked up,” Spring said, as Sylver formed the shade his own seat, and he sat down next to him.

      “Are we talking missing limbs fucked up, or⁠—”

      “No, thankfully no. No Night Fever either. But there’s something wrong with them. There aren’t any adults, for starters. The youngest is ten years old, the oldest is that ‘man’ you nearly saved. He says he’s twenty-four, but his bone structure says he’s fifteen or sixteen. The others are the same, they swear they are older than they appear,” Spring explained, as Sylver summoned one of his old body’s clones, decapitated it, and moved the body back into his [Bound Bones] storage, keeping hold of the head.

      “Are they lying?” Sylver asked, as he summoned a scalpel and made a quick cut around the edge of the head’s face.

      As a little sense crept into Sylver’s head, the head on top of his shoulders, he moved himself and Spring out of the doorway where a passerby could see them and hid behind the wall, out of sight.

      “I don’t know. Some of them have a cough, some can’t stand, some can barely see, even the oldest is sweating so hard he’s leaving a trail as he walks. There are twenty-one of them, and the oldest seems to be the only one capable of fighting,” Spring explained, as Sylver used [Dead Dominion] to rip his face off from the head being held in place by his shadow.

      He then shoved his finger into his eye sockets and popped both pitch-black eyeballs out.

      Sylver moved his bag over into his lap and started searching through it.

      “Did you get any names?” Sylver asked, finding the powder he was looking for, and moved the bag out of the way.

      “They don’t have names,” Spring said, and the way he said it made Sylver stop what he was doing.

      “They’re careful not to say their names while you’re around, or do they not have names at all?” Sylver asked.

      “The second thing. At least, that’s the impression I got… You’re going to get mildly offended by this next part,” Spring warned, as Sylver shrugged, and in a single smooth motion made a long cut around his currently melted face, and used a finger coated in [Necrotic Mutilation] to dig out the gunk in his eye sockets.

      “Can I guess it in three tries?” Sylver asked, and opened the jar full of powder and gently sprinkled it onto the backside of his floating face.

      It made the raw flesh melt a little until it was the consistency of jelly.

      “Most of them think you’re here to ‘fatten them up,’ so to speak, before inevitably eating them… And a few think you’re that black-eyed albino necromancer they heard about in songs, here to rescue them. Along with your merry band of shadows. One girl is especially excited about your merriest shadow, Sprigory,” Spring said with a wry smile.

      “Sprigory? Really?” Sylver asked, as he reached to his forehead and with a quick tug, ripped his face off.

      He had to use [Necrotic Mutilation] to remove some of the chunks that were left since his face had melted and wasn’t completely in one piece.

      “Sylvar Senary and his trusty shadow Sprigory,” Spring said, partially in mock, but at the same time with an odd note of pride.

      “So, we just defeated the only defender of a bunch of crippled children… As far as adventures go, this isn’t the worst way I’ve started,” Sylver said and Spring got the message that he wanted to change the subject.

      He still hadn’t decided if he was going to reward Lorn, the bard that wrote this song or do something else to him.

      “We can go find a different sect to invade and take over, and bring the kids into it?” Spring offered, but Sylver shook his head.

      “Enemies, I don’t mind. More bodies, especially if this place works the way I think it does. Allies are a wholly different animal. I don’t mind breaking an alliance if I wasn’t the one who made it but… It would leave a bad taste in my mouth. And groups with lots of allies are typically weak. Political backstabbing, pussy footing, ‘oh we can’t offend or move against so and so,’ I’d rather just fight it out and get it over with,” Sylver explained.

      “And this might be exactly what Faust needs to get out of his slump. They’re cultivators, he’s a cultivator, and nothing forces a man into fixing himself like having someone depend on him,” Spring said with annoying clarity into Sylver’s inner thoughts.

      “If Edmund is locked up somewhere, somewhere tight, it wouldn’t hurt to have some allies to help out… Although how long would it take for Faust to train them? It would be good if their enemies are all local sects because then I would be able to enter other sects to search for Edmund, under the guise of trying to form a new alliance…” Sylver thought out loud, as he gently floated his face onto the front of his skinless skull, and waited for the various nerves and blood vessels to connect to the slab of meat.

      “All relatively solid reasons for not abandoning them. Although you forgot the most important one. You decided you’re keeping them the moment that kid accepted his death without flinching…” Spring said, and Sylver smiled a little as he pressed his fingers along the edges of his new face, and felt the blood being drained out of it, as it got replaced with his new “blood.”

      Sylver’s relatively tanned piece of skin lost color with every passing second.

      “With the right guidance, who knows? Maybe the kid will love his people enough⁠—”

      “Love them enough to do the kind of atrocities you make yourself do,” Spring said, as Aleri returned and landed on Sylver’s knee.

      Sylver moved his staff toward the small piece of metal wrapped around the shade bird’s body and watched as a small tendril stretched out to the small metal sphere.

      Aleri returned to Sylver’s shadow, as Ria reabsorbed the now empty straps into herself, floated the staff toward the back of Sylver’s robe, and hid inside of it.

      “You’re not going to like this,” Ria said.
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        * * *

      

      Sylver stood up from his shadow-made seat as Mora, Faust, and Xalibur approached. His expression was perfectly calm, both of his eyes were in their respective sockets, and his face looked the way it had been before someone spat acid onto it.

      Sylver held up his notebook and gestured at the symbol marked on it.

      “The White Genesis sect? What about it?” Xalibur asked, and Sylver felt a great weight descend onto his shoulders.

      “I’ll pay you the remaining thirty grams of red jade a little later, but can you answer me one thing right now? When the [Hero] passed through here, was the White Genesis sect one of the sects he visited?” Sylver asked, even if he was already certain he knew the answer.

      But instead of saying, “Yes, I even heard a rumor he fucked up his sword there,” Xalibur instead said:

      “We haven’t had a [Hero] come here in over a hundred years?”

      That weight on Sylver’s shoulders somewhat lessened.

      “They’re the most powerful sect, aren’t they?” Sylver asked, and again, Xalibur surprised him with his answer.

      “It’s debatable, but I wouldn’t say they are. They’re in the top fifty, that’s for certain, but they’re not even close to the top ten,” Xalibur explained, as Mora lowered Faust from her back, and the man just barely managed to stand on his two feet.

      Sylver was about to ask something he had promised himself he would forget about, then simply bit down on his tongue before the words had a chance to form. He didn’t draw blood, but it wasn’t a pleasant experience either.

      Xalibur’s dog, aptly named, Dog, walked through the broken double gates and found a large stick in the burn pile to chew on. Given that it was strong enough to bite through Sylver’s skin, why it wasn’t biting through that stick with a single chomp was a mystery. The animal looked a little livelier than it had been, and even the patches in his fur had somewhat filled out.

      Sylver’s worry, because of the way Ria described the enormous mansion that was directly on the line Edmund’s tracker had made, was that this giant mansion was home to the strongest cultivators this country had to offer.

      “You told me the people here are all thieves,” Sylver asked, even though he somewhat already got an answer.

      “They are,” Xalibur said.

      “From what I’ve seen so far, they’re mostly crippled children,” Sylver said.

      His tone was perfectly neutral, he could tell there was something he was missing and chose to believe that Xalibur hadn’t merely lied to him.

      “You didn’t ask me to find you a sect of grown adults, you asked, and I quote ‘a sect that doesn’t have any allies, only enemies. One that could be robbed without anyone raising a fuss.’ Even if you were to slaughter all of them, no one in the Red Rim would raise a fuss,” Xalibur answered, and Sylver couldn’t figure out if he should laugh.

      “How exactly does a group of crippled children make a living by stealing from other sects?” Sylver asked.

      “I don’t know,” Xalibur said without any pause to think it over.

      “They’re practitioners of the [Lunar Tide] technique,” Faust interrupted before Sylver could continue his questioning.

      “Certainly feels like it,” Xalibur said, with an understanding nod.

      “Faust?” Sylver asked the tired-looking man.

      “It’s a cultivation technique that turns your conception vessel into a valve. They store all of their Ki within their governing vessel, skipping their conception vessel entirely, and when needed, release it all at once,” Faust explained, while Sylver did his best to jog his memory regarding what conception and governing vessels were.

      “Next time you ask me about something magic related, I’m going to use the fanciest terms I can think of,” Sylver said, as Faust closed his eyes for a moment.

      “They build up strength over time. It’s called the [Lunar Tide] technique because it can be extended to be as long as a month. They build up strength for a month and release it in one day. Or, that’s what they should be doing,” Faust explained, and Sylver could do little but furrow his brows at him.

      “Not with the amount of Yang in the air here. They’re not waiting long enough for it to build up,” Xalibur added, but Sylver kept staring at Faust.

      “You said they’re crippled children. Without a functioning conception vessel, their bodies aren’t getting enough Ki to grow or repair themselves. The [Lunar Tide] technique is meant to be used over long periods of time, by fully grown adults, whose bodies are done growing,” Faust explained, and made a slight gesture with his eyes toward Xalibur.

      “Would you mind waiting here for a bit?” Sylver asked the one-legged Xalibur.

      Sylver gestured toward the soil near him, and the earth rose into the shape of a couch. Sylver made another gesture, and the grass trapped within wove itself around the mound of dirt, until only bright green grass could be seen.

      Sylver walked over to Faust, and made the man a seat out of his shadow, and floated him alongside him as they walked toward the house.

      “So they are powerful, but only after they’ve had enough time to build up their strength?” Sylver asked, and Faust nodded along.

      “Not if the amount of tainted Yang is anything to go by. It’s like… I can’t tell how many, but one of them is at the edge of dying. They’re like balloons that are being blown up and deflated, slowly becoming bigger every time they are filled, stretching the material, up until⁠—”

      “Pop…” Sylver finished and waited for Faust to continue.

      “Did you let them live because they’re children? I don’t mean to offend you but⁠—”

      “Then don’t finish that sentence. I’d like to ask something of you, Faust, but I want to emphasize that I’m asking, as opposed to telling or ordering… Could you handle them for me?” Sylver could tell by Faust’s soul’s reaction he misunderstood him.

      “By handle you mean⁠—”

      “Yes, you guessed right, by handle I of course mean to teach them, train them, and make them into the kind of men and women I could trust with my life,” Sylver said and felt Faust’s soul release the breath it had been holding.

      “It’s funny that you said that. Because I had a thought while I was waiting for Dog to get healed. Do you know what women are attracted to, more than anything else?” Faust asked.

      Sylver had seldom heard a good answer to that question.

      “A nice face, good manners, and an optimistic outlook on life?” Sylver guessed, even as Faust shook his head.

      “Power. They’re attracted to power. And while I’m going to be powerful after a bit of cultivating, what I really need to have women flock to me, is social power. I can feel it in my bones, Syl. This is it! This is my version of Bruno’s fucked up spider hybrid army that made Tera practically wet herself the first time she saw it,” Faust explained, as Sylver continued walking alongside the man and managed to successfully keep a straight look.

      As long as he’s motivated, does the why matter? Sylver wondered.

      He decided that correcting Faust’s assumption that Tera was attracted to Bruno due to his army was wrong and that she was likely more attracted to the process itself, rather than the resulting army, wouldn’t do him any good.

      More than that, the skip in Faust’s step, even though he was currently sitting, was a massive improvement, even if Sylver didn’t particularly like the reason for it.

      Sylver scratched his chin and traced his finger along the thin line around his neck.

      “I have a condition,” Sylver said, as he stopped walking and moved Faust so they were face-to-face.

      “Anything,” Faust answered.

      “If you’re taking responsibility for them, you take responsibility for them. If this place gets attacked while I’m gone, I expect to see your corpse at the bottom of the corpse pile. I want to know that if I leave them in your hands, you’ll die before letting something happen to them,” Sylver explained, and his opinion of Faust increased as the man responded without having to think it over.

      “Of course. I wouldn’t have it any other way. I know I’m not… I know I don’t seem as mature as Bruno is, but I promise you, I’m not doing this for the fun of it. This is it, Syl. I can feel it,” Faust said, with his hands weakly spread out on either side of him.

      “You just said you’re doing this to attract women to yourself,” Sylver added.

      “I swear on my name I will take this seriously. I’ve done this before. I’m sure of it. I must have. At least a couple of times. If I don’t do it, who will? Do you even know how to ease their conception vessels open? Do you even know what a conception vessel is? How many extraordinary meridians there are? How many standard meridians? What the difference between positive Yin and⁠—”

      “No, Faust, I don’t. I never researched cultivation all that much, because I normally snapped my fingers and the man armed with the path of the 9,000 punches dropped dead before he was done explaining how great his technique was,” Sylver said calmly.

      Faust took a breath to calm himself and spoke with a less condescending tone of voice, “I can do this, Syl. I know enough cultivation techniques that I’m certain I can find a good fit for everyone, I know how to train people without killing or crippling them, and you trust me. Who else are you going to leave with them? Spring? Ria? Have Lola send you someone? Who?” Faust stopped talking just as he started getting condescending again.

      “Faust… Don’t ever talk to me like this. We are two adults, having a conversation. Forgive me for saying this, but you sound like a child convincing his parents to buy him a toy… What you’re saying is correct. I don’t know who else to ask to do this for me. And I do trust you,” Sylver said in a relaxed and gentle tone of voice.

      “I’m not… I don’t…” Faust took another deep breath. “I’m sorry. I sound desperate because I am. This is my element, Syl. I know what I’m doing. And if everything goes well, I’ll be able to attract and marry a woman who isn’t going to see me as some kind of monster. I saved her, and she was afraid of me,” Faust explained, as Sylver figured out the odd sensation he kept feeling coming from Faust’s soul.

      At least now he knew what happened with Faust’s fiancé.

      “I’m going to say something, and you’re going to think I’m wrong. And when, eventually, what I’m about to say comes true, I’m not going to rub your face in it. I want you to know I want the best for you, Faust,” Sylver said.

      “Just say it,” Faust said quietly, almost under his breath.

      “You won’t be happy with a woman that loves you because of your power. That, I promise you,” Sylver said and could see that glint in Faust’s eye.

      He wondered if he himself had that same glint when Nyx tried to get this message across to a much younger Sylver.

      “Will you let me make this army for you?” Faust asked as he stretched his hand out toward Sylver.

      For all of his experience, in his heart, Faust was still the same scared child that had nearly killed Bruno back in that dungeon.

      “I’ll let you know after I figure out why Xalibur thought they were thieves. Something here doesn’t feel right,” Sylver answered, then turned Faust and his outstretched hand around, and continued walking toward the house.
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      Sylver had seen drug dens that were tidier than the shithole these people called a “home.” It was disorganized, there was dust and grime everywhere, and the air was so heavy with the stench of decay that even Sylver’s eyes were affected by it.

      Sylver followed the boy who managed to behead him up into the second floor, and was shown into a room that could very loosely be called an office. The reason it could be called that was due to the presence of a shelf with four books on it, a small desk that was barely holding itself together, and a chair that was sitting on top of a wooden box, so the chair didn’t break under the boy’s weight.

      Sylver and Faust both sat down on a solidified bench made out of Sylver’s shadow, and the two grown men quietly stared at the relatively small boy.

      “We were framed,” the boy said, and Faust clicked his tongue.

      “When?” Sylver asked.

      “Almost nine years ago. Our sect wasn’t the greatest in the Red Rim, but it wasn’t the worst either. We used to have enough green jade that there wasn’t a single person below level 100,” the boy explained.

      “How did you get framed? By who?” Sylver asked.

      “We don’t know,” the boy answered.

      “The only people who would have known who betrayed you and how, died or disappeared, right?” Faust asked, with a strangely excited tone.

      The boy proceeded to tell a story that Faust kept interjecting into. Each time it was as if he had already heard it, and was doing his best to clear things up for Sylver’s sake, even though both of them were hearing it for the first time.

      During the story, Sylver discovered a somewhat worrying fact.

      Spring was right, they didn’t have names.

      Or rather, until the sect managed to cobble enough money together to regain its name, they weren’t allowed to have names.

      Normally a sect that was unable to pay its dues to the emperor was simply disbanded and broken down for parts. The people in the sect would either join sects they were on friendly terms with as lower class members, join the emperor’s army, or they would be sold off as slaves, in the event they were incapable of doing either.

      This sect in particular was the last type.

      If they allowed their sect to disband, no other sect would want them, they wouldn’t be able to meet the requirements of the army, and they would most likely be captured and sold off as slaves.

      Faust explained that a cultivator’s leveling speed and potential relied on two things.

      Resources and natural physique. Lack of one could be overcome by the other, but this particular group had neither.

      Not to mention their reputation as thieves made getting any kind of proper loan impossible, and they couldn’t be trusted to handle the important and well-paying missions. In short, they were fucked.

      It was an ever-tightening loop around their necks. They had to give all their earnings to the emperor, didn’t have enough money to heal, cultivate, or do anything to help themselves, and then had even less money to give to the emperor the next month.

      Sylver had seen this before, albeit on a slightly larger scale. And apparently, Faust had not only seen this before but was familiar enough that he answered all of Sylver’s questions before the boy could. With frightening enough accuracy that the boy started to doubt that Faust wasn’t a local.

      In the end, Sylver left Faust alone with the boy to get the full story from him so he could give Sylver a simplified version.
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        * * *

      

      “Several sects banded together and forced their leader into selling them their artifacts at an insultingly low price. At least, that’s what he said, but I’m getting the feeling they were betrayed, although it’s just a feeling at the moment,” Faust explained, as Sylver continued watching the shades currently in the process of cleaning up the lower floor.

      “Why don’t they leave? Or why didn’t they, I mean, I know everything is locked down right now, but they could have left in the past?” Sylver asked as a shade’s foot broke through a rotten plank, and he marked it for Sylver to fix later.

      “They lost a lot of members during their nine years of degradation. Forty-nine to be exact… They can’t leave until all of them have been buried. Right now they’re willing to work with and for us, but they can’t leave their dead in debt,” Faust explained.

      “I’m going to assume there’s a reason they can’t just bury them themselves?” Sylver asked.

      “Normally when a child is born, the parents reserve a spot for them. Money is tucked away, specifically so everything related to their death is handled,” Faust explained.

      Sylver spoke before Faust could continue, “They’re all bastards, aren’t they? Of course they are… Can this be resolved with money?”

      “As in, one of us goes back to Arda, gathers a bunch of jade, and then uses it to pay off their debt?” Faust asked, and Sylver shrugged.

      “It will take a few weeks, maybe, but why not?” Sylver asked, as Faust reached into his back pocket, and produced a small red rock that had a very faint glow inside of it. “Let me guess… It’s filled with Ki, and an unfilled ruby is worthless. How many can you fill up in a day?” Sylver asked as Faust put the glowing stone back into this pocket.

      “I can fill up hundreds of kilograms of red jade. The main problem is that the Ki needs time to settle. Red jade needs a year, green jade needs ten years, blue jade needs a hundred years, and white jade needs a thousand years. It also can’t be moved around while settling. And before you ask, no I can’t speed it up. Unless you happen to know some time magic?” Faust asked, but it wasn’t a genuine question.

      “Why did Xalibur take my rubies then? I know for a fact they didn’t have any Ki in them,” Sylver asked.

      “Because they’re still worth something, even without any Ki. With rubies, I think it will be something like a three to one in terms of the value of an empty red jade, and a filled and settled one. I know you have food tucked away, but food isn’t that expensive here, even fancy wine is still valued in red jade, and they need a lot of blue jade,” Faust explained.

      “I’ve got weapons? Armor too. Some rare ingredients,” Sylver offered, as he summoned one of his daggers into his hand, and patted his bag with the other hand.

      Faust dismissively waved the offer away.

      “It might work, selling them for scrap metal, but it would barely be a drop in the bucket… He didn’t say this out loud, but I don’t think he would accept a handout. He won’t say no to training and resources, but the money for the burial has to be earned with their own two hands,” Faust said.

      Sylver leaned down and pinched the bridge of his nose for a couple of seconds. He reached behind himself with his other hand and pulled the Ria staff out. She didn’t move for a few seconds, and then the black liquid swelled up and formed into the shape of a small girl sitting on her floating staff.

      “There are nine buildings that we believe could be hiding Edmund. More if we assume they have underground dungeons or storage rooms, but there are nine to start,” Ria said, as Sylver continued sitting there with his head down.

      “What? Oh, right… I almost forgot. Do you need to search the buildings, or would just being inside be good enough to find him?” Faust asked.

      Sylver slowly lifted his head and brushed his hair out of his face.

      “I should be able to feel him if he’s close enough, but I don’t know what I’m looking for. Is he locked inside the same container I am? Is he a person? All I know is that he isn’t alive or dead and that I won’t be disappointed when I find him. Does any of that sound familiar to you?” Sylver asked as Faust’s face went completely blank.

      “You know what? I’ve heard of cultivators that were taught by an ancestor hiding within a ring. Assuming the same person responsible for you, is responsible for Edmund, a ring would make the most sense… thematically, I mean,” Faust thought out loud, and Sylver leaned his head back down and went back to pinching the bridge of his nose.

      “If he’s in a ring, on a person, moving around, then the tracker is useless. On the other hand, assuming he’s somewhere in the area, once he hears about me, Ed will be able to come to me,” Sylver reasoned.

      “There is a way to kill all the birds with one stone…” Faust said, almost quiet enough that Sylver wasn’t sure he meant for him to hear it, almost as if he wasn’t very certain.

      “I do love killing,” Sylver said, as Ria looked away from the thoughtful Faust and glared at him for a moment.

      “These guys need resources. You need to become famous to get your name out there. You need to enter those nine buildings to check if Edmund is in there. I need resources to grow and grow my army as well. So that would be five birds?” Faust asked as Sylver gestured for the man to spit it out.

      “Do you remember how the boy said they weren’t thieves, and only took what they were owed?” Faust asked.

      “I do.”

      “Here’s what happened… So, there aren’t any real guards in this place. The guards we saw were all employed by the sect that owns the area. If a member of a sect refuses to pay for a completed mission, no one can force them to pay. They usually do, because it would ruin their reputation if they didn’t,” Faust explained, as Sylver pinched the bridge of his nose a little harder.

      “Unless the people they hired are known thieves, in which case there’s no harm in not paying thieves. Even if they did everything they were supposed to,” Sylver finished.

      “That’s awful!” Ria said.

      Sylver lifted his head stared at a shade currently in the middle of using a wire brush to scrub the wooden floor clean.

      “You’re also… Well, mages don’t have a good public perception. I don’t know if they’ll try to catch you to drown you, but do keep that in mind,” Faust explained, as Sylver stood up from his shadow and flexed his fingers. “As long as you’re strong, they shouldn’t do anything. In theory, they might even try to buy your favor. Anyway, you can’t exactly quit using magic and start using Ki so⁠—”

      Sylver laughed so hard the volume made the dust clinging to the ceiling start to fall.

      “—so find a mission requiring something big killed, and kill it,” Faust concluded after Sylver had calmed down enough to hear him.

      Sylver wiped the tears that had formed at the edges of his eyes.

      “If someone were to invade a large sect, would the guards from that sect try to follow the intruder into an area belonging to a different sect?” Sylver asked, and while Faust wanted to tell him something rather rude and sarcastic, he decided to forgive the old necromancer for laughing at the concept of abandoning his magic.

      If Sylver had given the same offer to Faust, he likely would have laughed too.

      “If they’re allied, yes. If they’re enemies, I don’t know… Maybe… The sect you attacked would probably put a bounty on your head. If it’s high enough, unrelated sects might start sending people after you to claim it. But uh… Would you mind waiting for a bit before doing anything that drastic? I’ll be in fighting shape in a week or so, assuming you bring me some red and green jade,” Faust said.

      Sylver thought things over for a while and decided to ask a question he half knew the answer to.

      “Back there, you knew what the boy was going to say before he said it. Is this kind of situation common for cultivators?” Sylver asked.

      Faust actually rolled his eyes.

      “This is the ‘kidnapped princess in a sorcerer’s tower’ level of cliché. Anyway, I’ll handle everything on this end. Just bring me Ki-filled jade, and I’ll do the rest,” Faust offered, and Sylver believed him.

      It was a strange thing to describe something happening in real life as “cliché,” but Sylver wasn’t a stranger to the same event repeating over and over again. Over the span of hundreds of years, granted, but when you’re past a certain age, you start seeing the patterns whether you like it or not.

      “What about Xalibur?” Sylver asked.

      “The rubies you gave him were enough for him to have Dog cured of one of his diseases. I think I heard the healer mention it would cost ninety grams of red jade to fully cure him. He’s an exile, although the boy doesn’t know which sect he was from. He’s still waiting outside,” Faust reminded, as a shade confirmed his words.

      He was just sitting on the grass couch Sylver had made, watching Dog chew on something.

      “Do we need him for anything or⁠—”

      “I’m not even going to mock you for this, but that man to a normal cultivator is what you are to a normal mage. I have no idea what he knows, or who he used to be, but even from briefly being around him, I would be willing to bet he has at least one S rank skill. As long as the reason he’s an exile isn’t for something seriously screwed up, I’m going to invite him to join my sect,” Faust explained with a spark in eyes.

      Sylver looked at Faust for a while, a grown man who was doing a very poor job of keeping his excitement at bay.

      “Alright. Keep in mind that we’re not staying here. Once I have Edmund, we’re going back to Arda. So sort everyone’s shit out, and then make sure they’re ready to leave,” Sylversaid, and Faust’s excitement died down a little.

      “I uh…” Faust rubbed the back of his head and looked away from Sylver.

      Sylver placed his hand on Faust’s shoulder and felt the man flinch.

      “We’ll get over that bridge when we get to it, how about that?” Sylver offered.

      Arda was probably the last place Faust wanted to be, and Sylver didn’t get the feeling forcing the issue would be a good idea right now.

      First, he had to find Edmund, because Sylver wasn’t leaving this place without him. He would worry about the rest afterward.

      “They don’t have an adventurer’s guild here, but there’s a bar where you can find out which sects are offering which missions. Wait a bit before going, I need to find you a badge so people know you’re part of our sect,” Faust said, as he started patting his pockets and produced a folded-up piece of paper.

      It was a hand-drawn map with directions to the bar in question.

      “Is there any local etiquette I should be aware of?” Sylver asked as he stored the paper away in his [Bound Bones] storage.

      Faust stopped walking toward the door and turned around. He cocked his head to the side slightly before a wry smile spread on his face.

      “Be careful not to harm civilians. Anyone who isn’t dressed like me, I mean,” Faust explained, as he gestured toward his brightly colored bathrobe getup.

      “Didn’t think a place like this would have that kind of rule,” Sylver said, as Ria shrunk down into the staff, and floated into Sylver’s hand.

      “It’s more of a courtesy thing. These kinds of places are big on community, all cultivators are. They don’t have a choice, since they need to stay in one place while their jade settles. If the general public likes you, you’ll be surprised by how many people will be unwilling to go against you,” Faust explained, as Sylver hid Ria inside the back part of his robe.

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” Sylver said.

      Spring handled sorting out which shades would stay to continue cleaning, and which would go with Sylver.

      “One last thing,” Faust said, even as he was already halfway out the door. “Until I’m fully recovered, do your best to stay low-key,” Faust asked.

      Sylver brushed away the dust that had fallen onto his shoulders from the ceiling.

      “Who’s more low-key than me?” Sylver asked.
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        * * *

      

      With his freshly carved badge hanging off a string wrapped around his left arm, he seemed to become all but invisible to the guards.

      A few non-cultivators stared at him, a small child even went as far as to point at him, but aside from that, no one seemed to care too much. Sylver adjusted his robe so it resembled the bathrobe-type the cultivators wore, and just to keep things simple, kept his eyes just short of closed so no one would notice that they were pitch-black.

      With the wrinkles this squinting created, Sylver probably looked like your average, everyday, seven-foot-tall muscular elder. The fact he purposely aged the skin on his face and hands, helped solidify this image.

      He did notice one strange thing during his walk.

      Women.

      Or rather, a lack of women.

      Sylver didn’t even try counting, because the man-to-woman ratio was above two hundred to one, at least when it came to people who were walking outside during the day.

      That, and the lack of other races. After the time Sylver spent among “elves” in the Garden, seeing dwarves, humans, actual elves, and everything in between walking around the streets in Arda was a bit of a shock, but he was used to it within a day.

      Now that he was surrounded by nothing but humans, he felt like he was back in the Garden, alone, cut off from Lola and the others. He wasn’t, of course, Sylver even planned to send a shade to Lola to give her an update on what he was up to.

      The distance the shade would need to cover would be great, but if he was alone and unencumbered, Aleri should hypothetically be able to get to Arda within a week or so.

      The bar was mostly empty when Sylver walked in. A few small groups of men were asleep inside the booths on the left, a man with a grey shawl on his head was busy cleaning a table on the right, and a portly man who was almost as wide as he was tall stood behind the bar, polishing glasses.

      Sylver approached the bar and was careful to have the wooden symbol on his arm turned just enough that the actual symbol on it wasn’t visible, and sat down behind the stool nearest to the barman.

      “Can I help you with anything?” the man asked.

      He didn’t stop rubbing the glass in his hand, but he wasn’t looking at it, he was staring at Sylver’s face.

      “Yes, young man, you can, thank you. I’m looking for work, and I was told you are the man to see,” Sylver offered with as soft and polite of a tone as he could muster.

      The expression on the man’s pudgy face was relaxed, and oddly enough, so was his soul. Sylver had a whole thing planned, from telling the barkeep about how he was passing through and got stuck inside, how he bought membership into a sect, and would then complain about his missing friend, Fobur.

      Instead, the barkeep put his glass down and retrieved a small booklet from somewhere underneath his bar.

      “Are you looking for anything in particular, sir?” the barkeep asked, as he licked his thumb and started looking through the pages.

      Sylver’s [Lesser Perception] let him effectively look at what the man was reading without having to crane his head, or unsquint his eyes. Not that there was any point in doing that since the man moved the book up to where Sylver could see it and turned it around so he would have an easier time reading.

      Sylver was careful not to overplay his old man voice and was a little upset at how easy it was to speak in such a manner.

      “Anything with a powerful beast that mainly uses poison or venom would be marvelous,” Sylver said, as he gradually started bending his outer spine, and decided he might as well take this old man thing all the way.

      “Hmm… The Green Moth sect has recently increased the amount of jade offered for two pairs of a skunk ape’s glands. Depending on the condition, they promised up to ten grams of green jade,” the barkeep explained and was nice enough to move his finger along the text he was reading, so Sylver could follow.

      Sylver squinted for real out of habit and had to be reminded by Spring to open them back up a little.

      “You’ll have to forgive my ignorance, young man, but what exactly is a skunk ape?” Sylver asked.

      Even if Sylver could guess, he wasn’t in his comfort zone. If it were a place where monsters were made using mana, that was one thing, but this was Ki land, and Sylver didn’t want to take any chances.

      “They’re about ten feet tall and are said to be roughly shaped like a large man. They move while surrounded by a noxious cloud of their own making, and are near impossible to deal with without some kind of poison resistance. They are estimated to be anywhere from level 150 to 300. The glands being offered a reward for are hidden two hand widths above the base of their tail,” the man explained and went as far as to find a diagram for Sylver.

      Sylver nodded along to the man’s description.

      “Thank you for the help, young man, you wouldn’t happen to know where I might find these creatures?” Sylver asked, and felt Spring silently tap something out to Ria, who tapped back, and shook a bit from giggling.

      “If you follow the Makrys River north for half a day, you should find them near the western edge of the blue swamp,” the barkeep explained casually, as Sylver felt Spring and Ria freeze at the words.

      Ria froze in worry, Spring froze due to excitement.

      “There wouldn’t happen to be any other materials being offered payment for in that area, would there?” Sylver asked, and honestly couldn’t help himself as the smile crept into his gravelly voice, and was surprised to find the barkeep was smiling as much as Sylver was.

      “If you would like to have a drink while you wait, sir, I can draw you a list of all the monster parts being sought after,” the barkeep offered, as he placed an empty glass in front of Sylver, and pulled the book down behind the bar.

      “Thank you, young man, but I don’t drink before a job,” Sylver said and very gently pushed the empty glass away from him.

      He would later learn that the reason the barkeep was so polite, was that he mistook Sylver for an old cultivator from a foreign sect. Apparently, white hair, and wearing dark colors were the height of old cultivator fashion.

      The barkeep didn’t even question why a powerful man would bother trudging through the swamps for what amounted to scraps, he just told the old man everything he wanted to know.

      “My friend owns a supplies shop just down the road. If you need anything to traverse through the swamps, he’ll be more than willing to provide you high-quality items, at a very reasonable price,” the barkeep offered, as he handed Sylver the neatly written list of monsters and their respective parts to look out for.

      Sylver took the list and just looked at the man for a while.

      “I won’t forget this kindness you’ve shown me today, thank you,” Sylver said to the slightly surprised barkeep.

      They just smiled at each other, as Sylver walked out of the bar, and started reading through what amounted to a shopping list for a [Swamp Lord].
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      As Sylver made his way toward the small piece of land Faust’s sect called home, he felt a chill run down his spine.

      Not the big spine, that was currently compressed in such a way as to make it look like Sylver had a bad back, but the small one, Sylver’s “real” spine, so to speak. He continued walking as if nothing was wrong, but sent every single shade out to find whatever was watching him.

      With every step, he could feel the almost uncomfortable sensation increase in strength, until it got to the point that it was as if someone was running the tip of a dagger up and down his spine.

      Finally, just as Sylver decided to use [Fog Form] out in the open, his foot hit something, and he looked down to see a tiny brown creature that he’d accidentally kicked. It didn’t make any sound as its tail slapped against the ground, and it almost looked like it was drunk from how uncoordinated its attempts to stand up appeared.

      Once Sylver focused his soul sense on the small rodent, he almost, almost, erased it from existence, and only the fact that it took him more than a second to gather his mana into his hand stopped him.

      Sylver relaxed the various bits and pieces of him that had tensed up to prepare for a fight, and after a glance at his surroundings, Sylver crouched near the shuddering creature, and gently picked it up. He held it in his palm and turned it around so it was facing him, as he brought the small brown mouse up to his face.

      Its left eye was glowing with a flickering white light that made the struggling rodent freeze each time Chrys took control.

      “It’s a mouse, Chrys, don’t ask for permission,” Sylver offered. Only then did the flickering stop entirely, and Sylver was left holding an ordinary mouse, who was now pissing on his palm from the sheer amount of terror and confusion it experienced.

      Sylver closed his hand just as it was about to run away, careful not to crush the struggling rodent. It squealed at him, to which he muted it using a spell, and hid behind a somewhat secluded wall.

      Sylver lifted the mouse out of his hand using [Deadly Darkness] and washed the piss off his hand, while the mouse’s left eye flickered with light for a split second.

      “Tell it I’m going to crush it if it doesn’t stop fighting you,” Sylver said quietly at the tiny rodent.

      The squealing mouse’s eye flickered with white one more time before the light started to flicker at a fast rate, and eventually, Sylver was left holding a calm and relaxed mouse.

      “One squeak for yes, two squeaks for no,” Sylver said at the rodent, who squeaked once in response.

      “Did something happen in Arda?” Sylver asked.

      It squeaked twice, no.

      “Did someone ask you to contact me?” Sylver asked as he made a platform for the mouse to sit on, as opposed to keeping it wrapped up in his shadow.

      The mouse squeaked twice, no.

      “Is everything alright?” Sylver asked.

      The mouse squeaked once, yes.

      “Oh…” Sylver just looked at the mouse, as he felt Ria slither up his shoulder.

      She formed a small head on his shoulder to look at the brown rodent. He could hear the raised eyebrow in Ria’s voice.

      “Is Chrys inside this mouse?” Ria asked as the mouse squeaked once at the black and gold woman’s head.

      “Not quite inside. Actual possession is different; this is more of a puppeteering kind of thing. Do you know what you’re doing, Chrys?” Sylver asked, and the small mouse squeaked once in response.

      “Is it part of your training?” Sylver asked. Te mouse squeaked twice.

      “Is this normal?” Ria asked.

      Sylver and the mouse both looked at Ria.

      “For a clairvoyant, yes. In the future, she’ll be able to look through its memories, alter its memories, and lastly, implant memories. But I’m going to guess her range is a result of the eye,” Sylver explained, as the mouse squeaked yes.

      The light in the mouse’s eye flickered, and the tiny rodent nearly managed to jump off the platform. He caught it just in time and used his other hand’s finger to help the Chrys-controlled-animal get back onto its feet.

      “You’re being too gentle. Find the part that will cause it pain, and hover your hand over it,” Sylver said, and after a short pause, could see that the light in the rodent’s eye intensified a bit.

      “Why does she need to hurt it?” Ria asked, as Sylver looked through his [Bound Bones] storage, and found what he was looking for.

      “Not hurt, threaten. With this kind of magic, the defender has a huge advantage over the invader. Until you’re past a certain level of power and ability, your only option is to threaten the city into opening its gates. A sort of ‘open the gates, or I’ll burn it all down,’ kind of thing,” Sylver explained.

      The light in the mouse’s eye dimmed for a moment, then returned to its earlier intensity.

      “How did she find us?” Ria asked.

      They both looked at the mouse, but it didn’t seem that this was a question that could be answered with a series of squeaks.

      Sylver lifted the mouse a little closer to him, so it would hear him when he whispered.

      “There might be a dragon here… And possibly other clairvoyants. I’m very happy to see you, and I’m beyond glad to hear everything is alright, but please don’t do this again, unless something’s wrong. It’s very dangerous, especially when you’re struggling to control a rodent,” Sylver whispered at the mouse.

      It managed to scrunch up its face in such a way that Sylver could tell it was initially excited at the prospect of a real dragon, but as Sylver continued speaking, it started to look angry and insulted. Thankfully, Chrys seemed to trust Sylver’s word, since the mouse’s glowing left eye lost its shine a moment later, and the mouse went back to acting like a regular mouse.

      Sylver crouched down with the mouse still in his hand and summoned a piece of dried cheese into his other hand. He moved to the struggling rodent’s mouth and waited until the mouse bit it. Sylver put the tiny creature down and watched as it scurried away with the piece of cheese clutched in between its jaws.

      “Are dragons clairvoyant?” Ria asked, as Sylver stood up from his crouch and went back to walking toward Faust’s sect.

      “Extremely. It’s how they communicate with those who aren’t a dragon. But telepathy isn’t a clairvoyant-specific ability, it’s just that there are very few clairvoyants that don’t have some form of mind magic. Clairvoyancy is basically mind magic, just a specialized version,” Sylver tapped out, remembering to squint his eyes and considering adding a limp.

      “Is she in danger?” Ria asked.

      “She’s small enough that it shouldn’t be able to notice her, but who can say? It’s like leaving a defenseless kitten in a locked room with a giant python, nothing good comes of it. She clearly just missed me, and accidentally used her eye to find where I was,” Sylver explained, and knew what Ria was going to ask before she did.

      “Why didn’t you ask her to find Edmund?” Ria asked.

      “Because the risk of her accidentally trying to get into the head of someone who knows how to defend their mind is too great. I also got the feeling she can’t control this all too well at the moment. The girl’s got skill though. She will be one of the greats one day.” Sylver looked to the sky, but couldn’t see anything but fluffy white clouds.
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        * * *

      

      Once he was inside the barrier, that Sylver could feel had been altered by Faust, he funneled through the crack underneath the patched together door and reappeared on the other side.

      The reincarnator was sitting in the middle of a large circle his students had made around him. No one made a sound, no one moved, and after a couple of seconds, Sylver could see that all of their breathing was just short of synchronized.

      They all copied Faust’s cross-legged way of sitting, and had their right fist in the palm of their hand, slightly pressed up against their stomach. It was a little creepy, but at the same time, looked very relaxing.

      Sylver watched for a while, and at one point Faust opened one eye and nodded slightly at Sylver.

      Whatever he was doing was probably very technical, and more likely than not, very impressive. However, to an undead like Sylver, a creature that naturally lacked Ki, it looked rather boring.

      With magic there were at least sparks, smoke, fire, something bubbling, but even after waiting for five minutes, the best Sylver got was a blade of grass growing unnaturally tall near the foot of one of the girls.

      Sylver silently wrote a note and walked over to the meditating Faust, and carefully placed it into the man’s left pocket.

      After that, Sylver walked around the partially repaired and cleaned up house, and found a good corner to create a shelf out of solidified mushrooms. Sylver took his time cleaning out his [Bound Bones] storage and provided the sect with an assortment of canned fruits, vegetables, meats, and a large amount of dried meat he’d collected from Ron.

      Mora followed Sylver around, and when he was done with his inspection, guided him to a wall that had been falling apart, but was forced back into position due to a net-like lattice of strings. Sylver rubbed the horse-like creature’s neck, and at her request, went to the area behind the house, and used [Advanced Earth Manipulation] to create two large pillars.

      Sylver watched as Mora slowly began to use her threads to create a hammock-like structure between the two pillars, and after some back and forth, left her a couple of blankets to use as padding. She wasn’t thrilled at being left here to babysit, but she knew Sylver wouldn’t have asked if it wasn’t necessary.

      With the suns high in the sky, Sylver waved goodbye to the meditating Faust and left the sect grounds.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you humming your own song?” Ria asked as Sylver realized where he had heard the melody from.

      “In my defense, it is very catchy,” Sylver offered, as Spring, who was hidden inside his shadow, nodded in agreement.

      The wooden badge on his left arm that signified his sect had accidentally turned around while he was moving, and the side with the symbol was now pressed up against Sylver’s arm, and couldn’t be seen.

      Ria continued silently judging him, but eventually joined in on the humming. There was a light breeze that washed across the duo with a pleasantly fresh smell emanating from the river they were walking along.

      The grass near the river was a beautiful bright green. The crystal clear water sparkled from the sunlight, wonderfully pink flowers floated down the river, having fallen from a large tree with pink petals, pink leaves, and slightly darker pink wood.

      Sylver almost forgot what he was supposed to be doing as he admired the scenery. He preferred mountains, had a soft spot for sandy beaches, and loved huge open areas, especially those underground.

      It was hard to put into words what exactly made him feel so safe and at ease in a large open space, other than the fact that his whole army would have enough room to materialize.

      Thankfully he wasn’t faking his limp, as it had been easier to just dislocate his hip. Right now he was slowly limping down the road near the river and used his trusty staff as a walking stick.

      The reason he was doing this was that he didn’t want the group following him to lose him. He didn’t think they would be incompetent enough to lose track of a man on a straight road, but considering they were planning to rob an old man who was alone, he didn’t want to take any chances.

      So Sylver continued to hum his own song, and slowly, but surely, could feel the ground begin to soften, and the flora change. There wasn’t exactly a point where Sylver could say “this is the edge of the swamp,” but as he veered off the beaten path, and started to walk on the marshy land, he decided he’d waited long enough.

      As he leaned to the left, Sylver popped his hip back into place. He eyeballed the angle from which his pursuers were watching him, and used the cover of a particularly wide tree trunk to replace himself with a decoy. The masked shade continued limping ahead, while Sylver funneled his body down into the hole he had made near the tree.

      He remained in [Fog Form] while he waited, and used the time to practice moving his senses from one edge of the fog to the other. It wasn’t the most efficient use of his time, but Sylver didn’t want to upset Ria and was getting a little tired of explaining the concept of preemptive self-defense to her.

      It was easier to just let them attack first.

      There were four of them, all men, all dressed in very similar-looking dark blue bathrobe-style clothing, and they were all armed with blunt weapons.

      The man at the front had a dark red wooden club, the next had a wooden baton, the next had an oddly shaped pair of wooden knuckle dusters, and the last had a pair of sticks joined together by a chain.

      Sylver waited for one minute after the quartet had passed him, and then had his shade trip over nothing, smack its head on a rock, and then had the shade floating face down in the water, stay there.

      The swamp made the fog Sylver was producing and using to travel appear natural. He kept it thin so that it wasn’t obvious, but wisps of white gathered every time Sylver traveled over a rock or a branch. Sylver kept his distance from the men, who were keeping their distance from his supposed corpse.

      They just stood there, staring at his floating lifeless body.

      Sylver waited for nearly ten minutes before he plain and simple ran out of patience. They were just standing there, like statues. Something about that didn’t sit right with him, but Sylver didn’t want to spend the rest of the day waiting for them to make a move.

      He removed his mask while still in [Fog Form] and without making a single sound, materialized about five steps behind the mute quartet.

      “Terrible, isn’t it?” Sylver asked, and all four of his pursuers flinched and froze in place, before they turned their heads away from Sylver’s supposed corpse, and looked at him instead.

      “Terrible way to go,” Sylver repeated, as the man armed with the club turned back to the floating corpse, but found it mysteriously absent. He turned his head back to stare at Sylver.

      “Died all alone, in the middle of this terrible swamp,” Sylver continued, as he took a single step toward the quartet, and they collectively took two steps back.

      “Not a great place to die, a swamp. Then again, there are very few good places to die, let alone great places,” Sylver offered, as he took another step, and they collectively took a step back.

      “But I think a swamp is particularly nasty. Insects, worms, vermin, and don’t forget all the plants, those terrible, terrible plants,” Sylver continued, as he took another step, then followed it up with a second step that caused the quartet to nearly trip as they backed away from him again.

      “Not to mention how isolated it can be. You can scream for help all you want, and no one would hear you,” Sylver explained, as a giant bubble formed in the muck on the left, and burst loudly enough that it made the quartet flinch.

      Sylver moved his hands up to his mouth and cupped them around it.

      “HELP! I’M BEING ATTACKED BY A DERANGED LUNATIC! HELP ME! SOMEONE, PLEASE HELP ME!” Sylver shouted, and amplified his voice just a bit to give it that extra oomph.

      The men were all doing something to their souls so that Sylver couldn’t feel them, but the paleness of their faces was more than enough of a give for him.

      Sylver let his hands fall away from his mouth, and made them hang loosely by his side.

      He and the four men just stared at each other.

      
        
        [A skill similar to [Appraisal] has been successfully blocked!]

      

      

      Sylver’s head snapped so fast to look at the man who used the skill, the bones in his neck made a sound. Well, they didn’t, but he used [Mirage] to make it sound as if they did.

      “That’s incredibly rude, young man. Would you like a peak up my robe too to check for weapons? How about a gander at the contents of my bag?” Sylver offered, gestured down to his feet, and then pulled his bag by the strap to make it shake.

      He turned his head toward the man he had assumed was the leader, the one armed with the club.

      
        
        [Human – Beaten Monk – 197]

        [Hp: ??? – 100%]

        [MP: 0 – 0%]

        [Stamina: ??? – 99%]

        [Corpse – N/A]

        [Soul – N/A]

      

      

      Great, a monk of all things…

      Sylver adjusted his bag and clasped his hands behind his back.

      “I’m not looking for any trouble. But I have a habit of attracting it anyway. Is that what happened here?” Sylver wondered, but didn’t get a reaction out of them.

      It had nothing to do with him not paying attention, or being off guard, Sylver plain and simple wasn’t fast enough to physically react to the man, as he closed the distance, and jabbed Sylver in the stomach.

      Sylver realized he had misunderstood the situation the moment he felt a pulse of something pass through him, and couldn’t get his mana to move where he wanted it, or activate [Fog Form]. The man kept his wooden stick pressed into Sylver’s stomach, as the man wielding the two sticks tied together by a chain appeared behind Sylver, and started to strangle him.

      Like a crab leg cracker, the man behind Sylver pulled as hard as he could, and Sylver discovered why these bastards were so confident, as he recognized the destabilizing magic coursing through him.

      Witch hunters.

      Ria reacted far too late, and by the time her spear tips came out of Sylver’s back and went to stab the man in the face, he had already taken a step back and was now trying to pull Sylver down to the ground. Sylver could see that both of the men had wild smiles, as one pushed his baton so hard that it punched through Sylver’s skin, and slipped upward into his internals.

      Meanwhile, Sylver landed on his back, and regretfully realized there was only one good way of dealing with these two.

      As the chain around Sylver’s neck started working at cutting through this spine, he summoned one explosive into his left hand, moved it toward the man he was laying on top of, and moved his right hand’s explosive over to the head of the man pressing a baton into his stomach.

      Seeing the almost glad look on the man’s face as Sylver triggered the explosive, pissed him off more than any amount of lead simulating wood ever could.

      [Human (Stricken Monk) Defeated!]: [Due to defeating an enemy 50 levels above you, additional experience will be awarded!]

      
        
        [Human (Spinning Monk) Defeated!]

        [Due to defeating an enemy 40 levels above you, additional experience will be awarded!]

        [Swamp Lord] has reached level 30!: +5Ap

        [1 perk available for [Swamp Lord]]

      

      

      Sylver felt pieces of his arms floating somewhere outside of his current range, his top head was missing a fairly large chunk, and the explosion had sent Ria flying, and Sylver had no idea where she was. He reached up with his stub of an arm and managed to hook the splintered bone onto the handle of the shattered baton.

      With a single tug, Sylver dislodged the baton, and with the feeling of his soul being yanked out of him, he pulled the whole thing out. Thankfully it merely yanked his mana out and left his soul unmolested.

      
        
        Health: 63/2,000

        Stamina: 577/1,000

        MP: 0/11,520

      

      

      Sylver rolled just in time to dodge a suddenly massive club being swung at him, and was further-flung away by the wave the thing created. The man lifted the club and ate shit, as a blood-covered Aleri burst out from what remained of Sylver’s robe, and smashed himself into the man’s face.

      The man stumbled back for a split second, as Uri materialized between him and Sylver, and tried to stab the man with his various spikes. They sliced through the man’s bathrobe but didn’t so much as scratch his skin, as several beetle-shaped shades exploded out of Sylver’s shadow, forced their way to the man’s face, and did their best to scratch his eyes out.

      As they moved towards the man’s ears, nose, mouth, and a couple traveled to the holes on his lower half, Sylver was very unceremoniously grabbed by Ulvic, the wolf shade, as the beast ran away from the club wielder.

      While being carried like some sort of bleeding toy, Sylver left a trail of explosives behind. From every single bomb, a shade materialized, picked it up, and charged at the temporarily stunned club wielder.

      The first shade that reached the man was reflexively kicked away, as was the next, but the third one dived toward the man’s feet and managed to wrap its arms around his left leg. The suicidal shades lunged at the man, and when the explosive touched the man’s skin, they detonated.

      Sylver was so relieved by the influx of mana, that he almost didn’t realize there wasn’t a notification for the club wielder’s death. He turned his attention towards where the man had been and saw a man missing a hand wielding an impossibly large club in the other hand, which was right above Sylver and Ulvic and was coming down at them.

      Sylver had Ulvic break down, and with this last drop of mana, was swallowed up by the wet earth.

      He dug for an entire minute until he couldn’t even feel the men’s presence. He didn’t need to wait to catch his breath, but he realized a moment later that he couldn’t just wait the man out. Ria was out there, somewhere.

      Sylver made a hole so tiny that even a worm wouldn’t be able to crawl through it, and sent his fog through it, and felt the moment the colorless gas made contact with open-air and connected to what little remained of his earlier fog.

      He appeared above ground for a fraction of a second, and every inch of his skin became covered in summoned explosives, as the club wielder tried to turn this into a game of whack-a-mole.

      Unluckily for the club wielder, Sylver still had hundreds of shades waiting for their chance. As the club wielder tried to swing his club down at Sylver, Will materialized, and that momentary adjustment the club wielder had to make for the giant wyvern, destabilized him enough for Dai and Sho to kick him in the back of the knee.

      The man folded over, and Reg brought four pressed together explosives directly into the grinning man’s face.

      
        
        [Human (Beaten Monk) Defeated!]

        [Due to defeating an enemy 50 levels above you, additional experience will be awarded!]

      

      

      Sylver was left with a scorched pair of legs to stand on as he turned to face the last one.

      The man with the knuckle dusters just stood there, his hands raised and ready to fight, as an uncountable number of shade archers materialized in a circle around the man, and fired their arrows.

      The man’s feet remained where they were, not moving an inch, and yet somehow, every single arrow either missed or just barely got close enough to nick his bathrobe.

      More infuriating than that, the man had such a giant grin, that if Sylver wasn’t currently in bits and pieces, he likely wouldn’t have been able to help himself and would have also been grinning.

      The man changed his stance, his body now pointed at Sylver and he⁠—

      
        
        [Human (Mitted Monk) Defeated!]

        [Due to defeating an enemy 70 levels above you, additional experience will be awarded!]

        [Swamp Lord] has reached level 31!

        +5AP

        [1 perk available for [Swamp Lord]]

        [Mirage (III) Proficiency increased to 98%!]

        [Arcane Insight (IV) Proficiency increased to 14%!]

        [Vigorous Conditioning (III) Proficiency increased to 100%!]

        [Vigorous Conditioning (III) rank up available!]

      

      

      Ria left a trail through the fog as she descended into the man’s head, three prong side up, like a nail disappearing into a piece of wood. The man’s whole body became lax, as his head began to slide down the perfectly smooth staff. His feet were still in the position they’d been earlier, and it almost looked like he was bending down to pick something up while keeping his head level.

      Ria wiggled the staff until the impaled skull slid off, and the man landed in such a way that Sylver could see through the hole in his head.

      She spun herself fast enough that she became a blur, and the blood flew off her, then she floated toward Sylver.

      Sylver stood there staring at the corpse, as he felt a pit form in the area where his stomach used to be.

      “We have to go to Faust, right now,” Sylver said with a horrifying realization.
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            Jumping Conclusions

          

        

      

    

    
      Even if there wasn’t a point in doing it, Sylver sent Spring ahead anyway. The shade wouldn’t be able to get past the barrier, but at the very least he would be able to inform Sylver if there were people outside the sect.

      Through Mora, Sylver at least knew they hadn’t attacked yet. If she was in pain, Sylver would know, their connection wasn’t strong enough for any kind of complex thought at the moment, but he would be able to feel it if she was hurt or damaged even if he was in another realm.

      Currently, Sylver had given up on being secretive about his abilities and was openly riding on Ulvic while empowering the wolf shade to such an extent that he also had to spend mana repairing the beast’s legs. But it was worth it, the shade was covering the distance it had taken Sylver several hours to walk, in mere minutes.

      Spring returned with the news that there was blood splattered just outside Faust’s sect. He couldn’t see what was happening inside, but there was smoke coming from the top of the sect’s barrier.

      Sylver urged Mora to get ready and prepare for a fight, but the creature wasn’t reacting to his commands. He stopped trying and focused on making Ulvic as fast as possible, while he worked on reattaching his arms, and did his best to piece his face together as much as he could.

      His eyeballs had thankfully been largely unscathed, his skull protected the majority of his brain matter, and miraculously, the vast majority of the damage was cosmetic, apart from all the teeth that were missing.

      As he essentially smashed one of his clone heads to pieces and had the pieces he needed float into position using [Dead Dominion], Sylver wondered if there was any point in continuing with this farce of appearing human.

      If he simply wrapped his skull in bandages, as some of his shades were, there wouldn’t be any question as to whether or not he was alive, everyone would assume he simply had some sort of horrific injury.

      Although the idea rubbed him the wrong way and laid waste to all the time Sylver had spent maintaining his appearance, he didn’t have the time to be focusing on making his skin appear lifelike. Sylver stored everything he wasn’t going to use in his [Bound Bones] storage, and used [Necrotic Mutilation] soaked bandages to cover his head, and did the same for his shoulders, forearms, hands, and torso.

      The rest would be covered by his robe anyway, but Sylver needed that cohesion in the event he was touched by that strange lead-like wood. If his arm was kept in place using nothing but magic, there was a good chance it would fall off, whereas muscles, tendons, and bandages, would provide enough cohesion for him to continue using the limb.

      Someone screamed as Ulvic ran past them, but they very likely couldn’t even tell it was a wolf, at best it would look like a dark elongated blur.

      There was a great deal of space inside the land around the Schlagen Mountains. Similar to actual countries and continents, there were small circles that were populated, connected to one another by roads. As Ulvic reached the area that belonged to one of the sects and was the start of the “city,” Sylver returned the shade to his shadow and used [Fog Form].

      Unlike Arda, there weren’t any convenient pipes in the ground for Sylver to travel through, so he had to resort to traveling just above the roofs of the buildings. The interference the Ki barriers created made it difficult to move, but it was still significantly faster than Sylver using his legs to run.
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        * * *

      

      As Sylver’s fog passed through the cracks in the door, he materialized on the other side, with his ax in one hand, and a bundle of explosives in his other.

      Faust choked on the tea he was drinking and struggled to catch his breath as it went down the wrong hole, and he couldn’t stop coughing. Sylver’s hearts were racing as he looked around the mostly untouched courtyard, and saw smoke rising from the large makeshift fire pit that was being used to grill a bunch of meat and vegetables.

      Mora’s completely relaxed emotional state helped calm Sylver, and he made the ax disappear along with the explosives. He very calmly walked over to where Faust and his sect were sitting around a fire pit full of glowing coals, and waited for the completely unharmed cultivator to finish coughing.

      Sylver continued looking around, and could now see that some of the sect members were wearing better armor, were armed with a proper sword, and a couple had a small piece of red rock in their hands. They were all frozen in place and were staring at Sylver.

      “Your animal protected us,” one of the kids said, as Faust nodded while he continued coughing.

      Faust knocked on his chest a couple of times and started to speak.

      “Everyone is ok, we handled it,” Faust explained, as Sylver sat down near the man and pulled his hood down.

      He could see a couple of the kids were caught off guard by the bandages around his head, but everyone chose not to bring them up. Including Faust.

      “She killed three of them with one rock, and the rest were so painfully unprepared that the fight was over in less than a minute. They came here ready for witches, and were instead met by a seven-legged horse-spider-thing, that used its web like a slingshot,” Faust explained, as he continued patting himself on the chest, and gestured toward the bronze kettle sitting on top of a couple of coals.

      “Are you going to be attacked again?” Sylver asked, and Faust just shrugged.

      Sylver’s fear and anger had been vacated from his body the way someone would tip a bucket over, and right now he just felt empty, which in turn made him appear and sound calm.

      “Not by these guys. Half are dead, and the other half are… I don’t know what she’s doing to them, but the sound she’s making suggests it isn’t something good. But to answer your question, probably. The ideal scenario would have been to defeat them without killing anyone, and maybe negotiate, but my priority was keeping my sect safe, and her priority was to kill the intruders,” Faust explained.

      Sylver looked to the area where Mora had asked for Sylver to build her two stone pillars behind the house, and was informed by Spring that there were several human-shaped cocoons hanging all over the place.

      “I’m going to guess they were all carrying jade around, for some reason?” Sylver asked, with a gesture at the barbecue, and the red and green sand sprinkled all over Faust’s legs.

      Faust reached over to his left, and after quietly asking for permission, took the sword inside the boy’s scabbard, and lightly tapped the hilt with his palm. The fabric wrapped around the hilt unraveled, and Sylver saw that there were several bright red crystals embedded into the wood.

      “I’m in fighting shape thanks to them. Maybe not enough for someone level 300 or higher, but with her acting as backup, who knows?” Faust asked, gesturing to where Mora was as he returned the sword to the boy.

      “Do you know which sect they’re from?” Sylver asked.

      “They’re all from the Blue Mongoose. According to the boy, they make their living by hunting the few monsters that rely on magic. And as it turns out, also hold a very serious grudge against witches or people they perceive to be witches. Bottom line is, their sect leader is only level 250. And even if their whole sect tried to attack us, we can take them,” Faust explained.

      “Where is their sect located?” Sylver asked, but Faust shook his head.

      “It’s better if we wait, so we have more time to heal and grow. I realize this isn’t your fault for appearing witch-like, but there was a reason I asked you to stay low-key. We’re past that, so now all we can do is hope we collectively become powerful enough to defend ourselves.”

      “You were barely standing on your feet a couple of hours ago?” Sylver asked

      Faust looked, and felt, significantly healthier and more alive than he had been when Sylver left.

      “I was. But now I can stand on my feet just fine. And if it’s all the same to you, I would prefer not talking about it,” Faust explained in a slightly lowered voice.

      Sylver noticed at this point that Faust was wearing gloves, and that he had wrapped bandages around his forearms, over his sleeves, so that no skin was visible.

      Sylver leaned toward the man and whispered so only he would hear him, “You’re cultivating negative Ki, aren’t you?” The fact that Faust flinched so hard some of the tea in his cup spilled onto his pants was answer enough.

      Faust stared at Sylver, and if anyone else had looked at him the way Faust did just now, Sylver would have at the very least punched them.

      “I would prefer not to talk about it,” Faust repeated in a perfectly calm, but impossibly tense, voice.

      Sylver did his best not to make his words sound like a threat, but couldn’t tell if he had succeeded or not.

      “I need you to tell me this isn’t going to become a problem,” Sylver whispered politely.

      Sylver could see that Faust wanted to say something bad, but the impulse disappeared as he remembered who it was he was speaking to.

      “I know what I’m doing, Syl… You have my word this won’t hinder you, or get in the way of your goal, it will only help,” Faust explained, but refrained from looking Sylver in the eye as he spoke.

      Which, if Sylver was remembering right, was perfectly normal, given the circumstances.

      Another reason as to why negative Ki cultivators always ended up summoning a mother fucking demon, was because they mistakenly assumed that “demonic cultivator” meant that their power came from demons.

      Sylver wasn’t entirely certain as to where that name came from, but he’d heard it enough that he knew it wasn’t just a local thing. He also knew that the vast majority of positive Ki cultivators considered negative Ki cultivators to be the absolute most despicable creatures on Eira. Worse than witches, even worse than undead.

      And if Faust’s body language was to be believed, he held that very same opinion.

      Sylver wasn’t familiar enough with cultivator culture to know exactly how ashamed the man was, or why he even felt the need to be ashamed, but at the end of the day, Sylver trusted Faust.

      And if Faust said it wasn’t a problem, it wasn’t a problem.

      The whole point of Sylver recruiting people to work under him was precisely so he could have someone to delegate responsibility onto. And part of that involved trusting the people in question to handle things he couldn’t handle or wasn’t an expert in.

      “Alright… I’m going to see what Mora is doing, and then I’m going to leave. I’ll try to be quick, but I might be gone for a couple of days. I’m going to leave a dagger with you, and I’m going to attach a shade to it. If at any point something happens and you need me, throw the dagger outside the sect’s barrier, and I will come rushing back,” Sylver explained and got the barest nod from Faust.

      Sylver did as he said, and gave the man one of his sixteen daggers, and placed a shade with very specific instructions into the dagger’s shadow.
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        * * *

      

      As Sylver approached Mora, he could feel that there was something wrong with the corpses she was currently feasting on. For starters, most of them weren’t corpses, but calling someone with so much brain damage that there was zero chance of recovering “alive” didn’t sound right.

      They had a heartbeat, but apart from that, they were dead.

      Sylver found his companion in a very odd position, and now had a better understanding of why exactly he was so confused by her responses when he had been running back.

      She was laying on her back, inside a very well-made hammock, and her cylindrical tongue was lazily sucking out the liquid of a deflated human-shaped cocoon.

      And as Faust had rightly said, the sound she made wasn’t the most pleasant. It was similar to the sound a dog made when drinking water, except there was an unmistakable fizzing and bubbling noise, likely due to the acid she’d filled the cocoon with.

      Mora leaned toward Sylver and looked at him with her half-asleep eye. She had already eaten so much that she was tired from it, but carried on anyway.

      “You did an excellent job. I’m proud of you,” Sylver said to the seven-legged monster.

      She very awkwardly blinked at him and struggled to comprehend as to why exactly Sylver was praising her. Mora gestured with her silver-tipped hoof toward the bodies farther away from her, the ones she hadn’t damaged too much, other than strangling them with her thread.

      She was saving them for “desert,” but now that Sylver was here, she wanted to share.

      “Thank you for the offer, but no,” Sylver said, and Mora did the equivalent of a ‘your loss’ shrug at Sylver through their connection.

      Aside from the fact that they likely didn’t have enough mana to bother with, Faust had also messed their souls up.

      In a way Sylver couldn’t quite understand.

      By all rights, they should have been perfectly fine, but there was something fundamentally wrong with them. Damage on a soul was normal, damage on a recently killed soul was normal, excessive damage due to a gruesome and terrifying death was normal, but this…

      True to the name, this honestly looked like the kind of thing a demon would do.

      Something had been ripped out of them, but not in a way a death mage would rip something out of a soul…

      Sylver made a mental note to get as much information out of Faust as possible, regarding how exactly he managed to do what he did when he was ready to talk about it.

      “Do you need anything?” Sylver asked his horse-like companion, but she just continued quietly draining the predigested liquid out of the corpse-filled cocoon.

      She lazily shook her head, and all Sylver got from her was that she was content for the moment. And a little sleepy.

      “Alright then… As you were,” Sylver said as he left.
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        * * *

      

      With the metaphorical cat out of the bag, Sylver wasn’t too worried about people seeing him riding Ulvic.

      Especially since he wasn’t riding on top of the wolf, but was instead traveling as a cloud of fog, inside the hollowed-out wolf’s stomach. Ulvic’s speed was largely unnoticed, as Sylver no longer had a need to stick to the main road and the river, and instead had the wolf travel straight to the swamp.

      When they arrived at the spot Sylver had been attacked, he sent the wolf back into his shadow and materialized near the first corpse.

      Although he’d been bullshitting, and hoping his pursuers would interpret his words as a threat and attack him, so he could claim self-defense in front of Ria, Sylver sadly turned out to be right.

      Aside from their clothing being shredded from the initial explosion, there were now several fist-sized moths eating what little remained. Giant leaches inhabited the inside of the dead man’s mouth, some kind of bee-looking thing was eating his hair, a blood-colored worm was wrapped around his visible spine, and his lower half was missing.

      Going by the way the ground around him had been disturbed, something had ripped his legs off and dragged them away.

      Aside from the damage, which was extensive enough that Sylver wouldn’t even bother raising them as undead, there was also the small issue that they didn’t have a single drop of mana in their desecrated bodies.

      And as a cherry on top, their fancy anti-magic wood sticks didn’t have any jade in them.

      After waiting for the shades to thoroughly search the corpses, Sylver discovered only one thing of interest.

      There was a bounty on his head.

      If someone were to bring his head to the Blue Mongoose sect, they would be rewarded with a whole single gram of blue jade. Sylver’s understanding of this area’s economy wasn’t concrete enough to know whether or not he should be insulted, so he took it as an insult just to be safe.

      When Faust was ready, those possibly underestimating and undervaluing fuckers would be dealt with.

      As Sylver stared at his very poorly drawn portrait, which made it look like he was a very ugly woman, he felt the ground beneath his feet shudder. He didn’t bother rolling up the parchment and simply vanished it into his [Bound Bones] storage.

      He turned toward the source of the vibration, or at least the giant soul he assumed was responsible for it, and saw what could only be described as a half-toad, half-man creature.

      
        
        [Slime Frog – Great Siphon – 166]

        [Hp: 244,913 – 98%]

        [MP: 0 – 0%]

        [Stamina: 40,454 – 62%]

        [Corpse – Common]

        [Soul – Common]

      

      

      The creature was currently crawling on its four legs, but Sylver could tell by the shape of the spine it was about to stand up, or more likely, jump. Its eyes were bigger than Sylver’s head, and it was twice as tall as he was while laying down, and maybe twice as wide as it was tall.

      It was about the size of two large wagons placed next to each other. Its feet were webbed, but the “fingers” were significantly longer than a normal frog’s and had small stumpy claws at the tips.

      The frog’s throat started to swell, and the stretched flesh changed color from dark green to a somewhat disgusting, unhealthy vomit yellow.

      Sylver summoned the list the friendly barkeeper had given him and consulted it to check if there was anything worth taking from this thing.

      “It’s your lucky day, frog!” Sylver said as he vanished the list, and looked up at the ballooned-up monster.

      “I don’t feel like dealing with whatever vile nonsense you use to fight, so you’re free to fuck off!” Sylver offered the creature, with a dismissive wave of the hand.

      It continued swelling up its throat, and with every passing second, reduced its life expectancy from centuries, to years, to months, to weeks, to days, and by the time its throat started to make a gurgling sound, minutes tittering on seconds.

      An enormous glob of gelatinous liquid exploded out of the frog’s mouth, a revolting mixture of white, yellow, and mossy green, that flew at Sylver with such speed and intensity, he was fairly certain just the force behind it would be enough to fuck him up.

      Let alone whatever chemical properties that nastiness held.

      Somewhat lazily, Sylver traveled through the fog he had spread around himself, and materialized a few steps away from the edge of the area the slime was flying through. It flew past him and should have kept flying a fair distance away, but instead, the liquid stopped midair and extended a tendril atSylver.

      He once again traveled through the fog he had been spreading out since the start, and when he materialized as far away from the frog and the liquid as he could manage, he saw that the creature was preparing another shot.

      Sylver’s lack of reliance on his eyes meant he had one “eye” on the frog, and another on the slime it had spat out. If he had continued to focus on the frog, he would have missed the fact that slime wasn’t trying to catch him, and was instead spreading out, to most likely entrap him in a large slime bubble.

      Sylver gestured to the creature and snapped his fingers.

      He could see it in its eyes, a moment of utter confusion, as it waited for something to happen, but nothing did. Sylver crossed his arms over his chest, while the frog continued building up slime in its throat, and the slime behind Sylver continued spearing around him in a dome.

      As the frog’s throat reached its apex, something happened.

      A giant four-armed shade appeared underneath the frog, in the blind spot under its blown-up throat. The combined Dai and Sho shade swung its overly large blade at the creature’s stretched tight skin, and surprisingly, couldn’t so much as scratch it. The blade’s sharp edge harmlessly slid off the frog’s throat like a razor would glide along a mirror.

      The shade’s attempt to stab the creature with that very same sword proved equally futile, as they couldn’t pierce the shiny, smooth, slimy, and slippery skin.

      Sylver very suddenly realized that the prospect of fighting a large, phlegm spitting frog, stopped being somewhat fun and interesting, and instead just pissed him off.

      Sylver lifted his right hand toward the smug animal and pointed at its feet, and then quickly flicked his finger upward.

      Slime exploded everywhere out of the frog’s sliced open throat pouch and sprayed the blood-tinted liquid in a giant white, yellow, green, and red cloud.

      Sylver once again moved through his fog via [Fog Form] and materialized directly behind the frog, and avoided the cloud completely.

      To his surprise, the cut wasn’t that deep. From this angle, Sylver could see that it barely cut two hand widths into the beast’s face. The creature turned around in a single hop, and stared at Sylver with so much hate, Sylver almost took offense.

      “You should feel lucky you get to die by my hand!” Sylver shouted, but his heart wasn’t in it. The frog wasn’t responsible for Sylver being in a position to fight it, Sylver was angry at something completely unrelated to the poor amphibian.

      As Sylver lifted his hand again and was further disheartened by the fact that the flesh around his pointer finger had been burned away, the frog disappeared.

      Thankfully Sylver wasn’t a moron, and looked at the direction things that jumped well tended to disappear into, and found the partially sliced amphibian high, high, in the sky, with its body angled directly at him.

      Sylver just stood there, and tried his best not to think too much about the circumstances that led to him having to take a giant frog seriously.

      Sylver looked down at his hand, and the small rodent-like shade that had appeared in it. He rubbed the creature’s head, and then unceremoniously, tossed it at the nearest puddle.

      The frog scrunched up its face and body, and as Sylver had predicted, its tongue shot out of its mouth like a coiled spring, and disappeared through the moist dirt Sylver was standing on a second or two ago.

      From the spot where Sylver had materialized, he saw that the tongue was barbed, and unsurprisingly, slathered in poison. Sylver’s shoulders were slouched, and he had one hand up near his face, pinching the bridge of his nose.

      As the frog landed and was probably planning on shooting its tongue at Sylver again, it instead splashed into the “dirt” and in its confusion couldn’t figure out what was happening. Sylver’s shade, the aptly named Cory, had taken command of several tons of water, and at Sylver’s suggestion, turned the dirt Sylver had been standing on, into the equivalent of quicksand.

      The frog struggled for a second or two and then did what frogs naturally did, and tried to kick the water to swim. Except it found the water near its feet moving with its feet and didn’t provide enough resistance for the frog’s body to move so much as an inch.

      After that, all reason left the creature’s mind, and it started frantically kicking against the flowing dirt-water Cory was controlling. Sylver had planned to calmly walk over to the trapped creature, and then gradually keep cutting through its skull using low-level abyss magic, but it surprised him.

      The slime that had been gradually turning into a dome lost its shape and flowed toward the frog. It forced its way through Cory’s mud-water and provided a sort of ladder structure for the frog to climb on. Once it had both feet on the slimy ladder, the frog exploded out of the water, and in the process, got lucky and hit Cory, killing him.

      Sylver once again looked up at the creature, and the two just stared at one another. He could feel the fear in its soul, although fear didn’t feel like the right word for the emotion the frog was experiencing. It had lived so long as a predator, the concept of being prey was completely foreign to it.

      Its skin was thick and slimy enough to make teeth and claws useless, and everything that tried to attack it from a range was usually handled by the controlled liquid phlegm. Which normally poisoned those with resistance to corrosive attacks, or melted them into nothing for those with poison resistance.

      It moved the ladder-shaped slime in a wave across the area Sylver was standing, and as it prepared to move the slime up into the air, to likely bounce off of and run away, Sylver appeared midair a couple of meters away from it.

      They locked eyes for a split second, as the frog shot out its tongue, and the barbed flesh harmlessly passed through Sylver. The frog smiled at the Sylver-shaped cloud, as it felt that it caught something, and with a triumphant shiver, the creature yanked its tongue back into its mouth.

      
        
        [Slime Frog (Great Siphon) Defeated!]

        [Due to defeating an enemy 20 levels above you, additional experience will be awarded!]

        [Mirage (III) Proficiency increased to 99%!]

      

      

      Sylver continued floating in the air as he watched the various pieces of the frog’s torn-apart, exploded carcass fall to the ground in a gory rain of blood, slime, and what Sylver could only guess were, hopefully, unfertilized eggs.

      He permitted gravity to take hold of him and fell to the ground. Once he landed, he used [Dead Dominion] in combination with [Necrotic Mutilation] to gather up the frog flesh, and converted it into something useful.

      With a large sphere of [Necrotic Mutilation] floating above his head, Sylver consulted his inner compass and made his way deeper into the swamp.

      “Not bad for a warmup,” Sylver said to no one in particular.
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      Sylver’s journey to the heart of the swamp was annoyingly peaceful.

      According to Ria, he had been walking for over four hours, with absolutely nothing to show for it. Ria used the time to continue practicing levitation and mastered it enough that Sylver decided it was a good time to introduce the idea of levitating while having someone interfering with you.

      And while it wasn’t strictly necessary since Ria could make Sylver’s magic ineffective, Sylver put his foot down on having her perfect the basics before moving on to anything else.

      It turned out that it was comically easy for her to adjust her telekinesis to cancel out Sylver’s magic. It was as simple as increasing or decreasing the amount she was pushing herself away from the ground.

      For a human mage in training, this would have taken roughly a year to master. Adjusting your spell mid-cast was a lot easier said than done. Casting a spell was hard as it was, but changing the structure while it was active was the equivalent of writing with one hand, and drawing a picture with the other.

      For Ria, it seemed to genuinely be a trivial matter. The biggest issue was that she couldn’t perceive the mana Sylver was throwing at her, and had to react instead of preemptively adjusting her spell.

      For the average mage, this would have been a death sentence.

      But Ria reacted faster than Sylver was capable of casting his spell. So fast that Sylver couldn’t even say anything. If she was faster than him, she was faster than every other mage they were likely to ever encounter.

      Sylver wasn’t even being arrogant when he said he was well within the 1% in terms of casting speed. Aside from the fact that he wasn’t limited by his physical muscles, and cast directly from his soul, he was also just plain fast. Even within the Ibis, he wasn’t a mage anyone would ever describe as a slow caster.

      He wasn’t the fastest, but amongst the arches, he was the 5th or 6th fastest, and that’s taking into account that his magic was considered to be the slowest to cast. Light was quickest, then plasma, gas, liquid, solid, and darkness usually had the casting time measured in minutes, not seconds.

      If not hours.

      Even when Sylver pushed himself, and tried to throw enough feints that Ria would get confused and mess up, it genuinely did more damage to him and his pride, than it did to Ria’s floating staff. And this was Sylver using the simplest of the simplest of magics, he didn’t even want to try and use something with more than one frame.

      If he had to compare it, this was probably what it felt like trying to fight one of the rabbits. By the time your fist reached the empty space where their head had been one-thousandth of a second ago, they were already a couple of kilometers away.

      Similar to the rabbits, Ria’s speed came at a cost. With her inability to sense mana, it would only take two spells being cast simultaneously to make the magic she used to cancel out the first spell go out of control, and break her apart.

      Then again, if Sylver hadn’t made her stop canceling his magic to train, even that wouldn’t affect her. In a certain sense, Ria had the perfect magical defense.

      “What’s next?” Ria asked, as Sylver ran out of feints to test her with, and began to repeat himself.

      He was quiet for a while, thinking about which direction to develop Ria’s abilities and skills, and then had to figure out how they would work with her relying solely on sigils.

      “The next logical step is telekinesis on something other than yourself… But that’s… It’s not inherently difficult, I’m just struggling to figure out how you could do it…” Sylver said as he rubbed his chin, and continued getting bad news from his shades.

      “Isn’t it just directing the force used for levitation towards something else?” Ria asked, and could somehow tell Sylver wasn’t going to answer with a simple “yes.”

      “Do you remember how I mentioned that it’s important to know if you should be moving or standing still?” Sylver asked.

      “Oh no,” Ria whispered with a hint of genuine fear.

      “I mean… If you brute force it, it could work… You mentioned something about encryption?” Sylver asked as Ria disappeared from sight.

      He just kept walking while he waited for the liquid metal woman to come back from being flung high into the air in her attempt to move a small branch on the ground.

      She stopped her fall a fraction of a second before she would have hit the semi-liquid muddy ground.

      “Why did I go up, when I tried to move it forward?” Ria asked calmly, as Sylver turned to look at her, and could see a couple of ice crystals melting on the tips of the ribs embedded into her staff.

      “Because the flow of mana in the air is flowing counterclockwise, because you were more than a meter away from it, because it weighs less than you, because we’re above sea level and it’s floating in a liquid with a higher viscosity than distilled water at zero degrees Celsius, because⁠—”

      “How does your brain not explode from thinking about all that whenever you want to move a branch?” Ria interrupted, just as Sylver finished warming up and was about to get really specific.

      Sylver vaguely gestured behind himself, as the branch Ria had attempted to lift floated into the air and toward them, and was followed by about twenty small pebbles he found buried near the branch. He moved the branch in front of them and then had the rocks orbit around the branch.

      “Normally you would spend a couple of months trying to lift a pebble, and very gradually your mind would start to see a pattern, even if you couldn’t put it into words. That’s not an option for you. You’re like a wizard without the adaption wizards have,” Sylver explained, as he let everything fall into the water below his feet.

      “So what do I do?” Ria asked.

      “Is the encryption thing going to take too long?” Sylver asked, and could tell right away he’d hit a sore spot.

      “The parts I’ve managed to decrypt seem to rely on an element I currently don’t have. Considering her original function, my best guess is that she needs a physical host, with what you refer to as a mana core, and mana channels to use magic…” Ria explained, with a tone that was far too upset, considering she knew what she needed.

      Sylver waited for her to continue, and during that time guessed the reason she wasn’t thrilled about becoming a mage.

      “Ah… You don’t want to manipulate a dead body to cast a spell…” Sylver said.

      “I don’t want to manipulate an alive one either. But aside from that, I can’t. I’m restricted to inorganic materials. To put it in a way you would understand, I’m a fish that can swim in water, but I can’t do anything other than flop around on land,” Ria explained.

      “Hmm… So you can manipulate her because she is a machine, but you can’t have her manipulate someone else, since that would require you to indirectly manipulate them… When you say you can’t, do you mean you don’t know how, or⁠—”

      “I mean I am incapable of it. The same way you’re limited in what kind of magic you can use, I am limited in what kind of item, object, or device I can interact with. These bones aren’t organic, and yet they can very clearly use magic, so if I can figure out how they’re doing it, I’ll be able to do it too,” Ria explained.

      “What about that fire you summoned back then?” Sylver asked as the aforementioned ball of fire appeared near a hand Ria had formed.

      “It’s limited. Just look,” Ria said, as she tried to throw the ball of fire away, but it barely traveled two meters before it fell to the ground.

      She then produced a small icicle that did the same.

      The next spell would have made her stick to a wall if she was near a wall to stick to.

      “That is… very strange…” Sylver admitted as hot air began to rise from Ria’s body and staff.

      “I now realize they’re all utility functions. There are more, but I haven’t finished decrypting them. Everything I’m able to do on my own is meant to help me force my way through armor, to get inside the wearer’s body,” Ria explained in an understandably defeated tone.

      “Hmm…” Sylver said.

      He already knew Ria couldn’t do what SAM did when she was a bunch of worms. The worms only worked the way they did because they had a kind of swarm intellect, they all shared one brain, at least that was the way Sylver understood it.

      Which meant that right now they were limited to giving Ria a “body” to move around. They weren’t even worms; they were “nano-bots” as Ria called them. Which Sylver understood just meant they were very small worms, small enough that they were like sand, only smaller.

      “What about the bones?” Sylver asked with a gesture to the three ribs.

      “Also encrypted. But I can manually activate the sigils. To be honest with you, I don’t think they’re actually encrypted, they’re just built in such a way that only someone capable of sensing mana could understand the code,” Ria explained, as one of the shades finally returned with some good news.

      “How long will it take to decrypt?” Sylver asked, as he reached out and grabbed Ria, turned to the right, and started to quietly move toward the first monster he would hunt.

      “I have no idea. It’s beyond anything I’ve ever seen. It’s like trying to decrypt a book, written in another language while being blind. Not to mention I’m functioning on solar power, and the tiny amount of mana I’m able to convert into electricity,” Ria explained, as Sylver used [Fog Form] for a few seconds to float through a bunch of bushes.

      Ria had mentioned the power limitation before, but there wasn’t much Sylver could do. Apparently, the lightning created from mana wasn’t the right type, or more accurately, Ria couldn’t absorb a significant portion of it.

      She theorized that she could build a steam engine, but the idea was shut down almost immediately. Sylver wasn’t a craftsman, but as a mage, he knew when something was too complex for mana to leave it alone. Anything fancier than the inside of a clock had a nasty habit of warping and breaking apart.

      Some areas were safe from this effect, dwarves and their mountain kingdoms, but the nearest one was months of travel away. Sylver didn’t have the time to spare, and more honestly, he liked dwarves, but he hated being in their domain.

      Lola was already looking for alternatives, so Sylver wasn’t going to think or worry about it too much.

      “We’ll figure something out. There’s not much point focusing on simple magic, since you’re able to memorize a spell after casting it once, give me some time to figure out something you can do that I can’t,” Sylver said, and Ria perked up.

      “Like teleportation?” Ria asked, and Sylver froze, realizing that his answer wasn’t going to be no, but a confused, and hopeful⁠—

      “Actually, yes. I’m not sure if you have enough capacity, but if I charge up the mana crystals while you’re casting…” Sylver said, as his ‘prey’ turned around and made eye contact with him.

      It was a giant dark red reptile standing on its hind legs, armed with a terribly familiar shade of dark red claws, teeth, and of course, matching dark red alligator-like scales. It was about fifteen meters tall, and about three meters wide.

      It might have been the way the sunlight shone on them, but the dark red claws, teeth, and scales looked just a bit like the wooden weapons the witch hunters from earlier had used.

      
        
        [Lesser Fafnir – Mystic Hunter – 249]

        [Hp: 176,552 – 82%]

        [MP: N/A – N/A]

        [Stamina: N/A – N/A]

        [Corpse – N/A]

        [Soul – N/A]

      

      

      Mystic hunter, I wonder what this monster is used to hunting? Armed with magic distorting armor? Magic distorting claws? And magic distorting teeth? Sylver wondered as he felt an unpleasant feeling move down his spine.

      He walked out of the bushes he had been semi-hiding in, and through the moss-covered stumps and tree trunks, tilted his head so his mask was more visible to the monster.

      With a wave of his hand, a large cylinder of dirt rose from the swamp ground and protectively hid Sylver.

      The monster made a noise that could be loosely interpreted as a chuckle, as it reached the cylinder in the time it took Sylver to blink. With a single swipe of its claws, it shredded the earthen barrier into nothing. It very briefly wondered what the little grey spheres inside were supposed to do as they spilled out and promptly detonated.
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        * * *

      

      It was only now that Sylver realized how much he had gotten used to the system helping him out. He waited a whole minute before asking a shade to go up to the surface, to see if the monster was still alive or not, since Sylver hadn’t gotten a system notification.

      According to the shades, it was very fuzzy on the surface.

      And as Sylver materialized on top of a small wooden stump, or rather the charred remains of one, he had to agree. As he had rightfully suspected, the [Mystic Hunter] was immune to magic, but if the blood splattered everywhere was to be believed, it wasn’t immune to explosions.

      Sylver jumped down from his stump and floated over to the crater, where the mud cylinder he had filled with bombs had been. To his surprise, he didn’t find a weakened level 249 reptile losing consciousness, and just barely hanging on.

      Instead, he found…

      A couple of scales.

      Four scales to be precise, and what seemed to be a single claw attached to a torn-off finger.

      Other than that…

      “So now there’s a wounded, and likely pissed off, mage hunting monster wandering around,” Sylver said as if voicing the thought would make it less ridiculous.

      The shades came back with, as seemed to be the new norm, bad news. They couldn’t find a trail that a supposedly crippled reptile left behind, meaning it either had the ability to fly, or it was pretty good at being stealthy.

      “Are you going to track it?” Ria asked, as Sylver touched some of the blood floating in the water, even though he already knew there wasn’t any point.

      “It’s anti-magic, inside and out, the spell won’t work…” Sylver explained, as he wiped his finger with a summoned piece of cloth, and threw it toward the filling up with water crater.

      Sylver looked up to orient himself and then started walking deeper into the swamp.

      “Where are you going?” Ria asked.

      “That way. We entered from the south, so I’m going northeast,” Sylver explained, and his completely oblivious tone made Ria keep quiet for a minute or so.

      “What about that lizard?” Ria asked.

      “You mean the lizard that for some reason is covered in armor magic can’t pierce, along with claws that can fuck up anything magical? That lizard?” Sylver asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Since I don’t know where it went, and I can’t track it, I’m going to try and forget about it. If it shows up again, I’m going to do my best to hide. I don’t know about you, but I prefer fighting things that aren’t immune to my main method of attack,” Sylver explained, as he searched for a distraction, and thankfully found a couple.

      
        
        Total Level: 141

        [Koschei – 10]

        [Necromancer – 100]

        [Swamp Lord – 31]

        CON: 200

        DEX: 105

        STR: 105

        INT: 289

        WIS: 234

        AP: 10

        Health: 1,722/2,000

        Stamina: 970/1,000

        MP: 8,755/11,560

        Health Regen: 23.33/M

        Stamina Regen: 20.00/M

        MP Regen: 6242.40/M

      

      

      Even without saying anything, Sylver could feel a reaction from Ria. He also felt a tickling at the back of his skull and had to not think about the fact that Ria had reacted to him opening his status.

      There wasn’t much debate as to where Sylver should put his 10 attribute points. He put all 10 into intelligence, and even the thought of a magic hunting lizard with a vendetta against him couldn’t put a dent in the joy Sylver felt at almost getting to 300.

      
        
        CON: 200

        DEX: 105

        STR: 105

        INT: 299

        WIS: 234

        AP: 0

        Health: 1,723/2,000

        Stamina: 974/1,000

        MP: 8,921/11,960

        Health Regen: 23.33/M

        Stamina Regen: 20.00/M

        MP Regen: 6458.40/M

      

      

      Sylver felt his mana core swell up a little, and then felt, but didn’t think about, the order in which his mana channels were altered. Curiously, the closest thing he could feel to a pattern was that it was every mana channel that was altered, and it was as far away as possible from the previously altered mana channel.

      Sylver didn’t voice or think about this detail, but he did his very best to solidify the memory of this moment.

      With that done, he moved on to the next thing.

      There were eleven perks offered by [Swamp Lord] for increasing the class up to level 30, but out of those eleven, there was only one Sylver was interested in. Even if his relationship with these particular things wasn’t pleasant, it was too good to overlook because of such a stupid reason.

      
        
        [Perk: Corpse Blossom]

        Alive Aloe – During bloom will increase a creature’s [Constitution].

        Lightning Lilac – During bloom will increase a creature’s [Dexterity].

        Grand Gladiolus – During bloom will increase a creature’s [Strength].

        Clever Clematis – During bloom will increase a creature’s [Intelligence].

        Shrewd Snapdragon – During bloom will increase a creature’s [Wisdom].

        *Limited to 1 seed per corpse

        *Effectiveness dependent on proximity.

      

      

      Like a child being gifted a brand new toy, Sylver reached into his [Bound Bones] storage and pulled out the first corpse he could find. He had no idea who the corpse belonged to, other than that it wasn’t one of his clones.

      A small seed that looked like a dark grey raisin appeared in between Sylver’s thumb and forefinger. He held the corpse in one hand and held the seed in the other, and without even having to think about it, the seed in his hand changed shape and color, depending on Sylver’s intent.

      He decided to start with the [Clever Clematis], and very gently poked the seed into the wound on the corpse’s neck. Sylver’s [Chloromancy] worked in tandem with his [Dead Dominion] as he felt the tiny seed spread its roots up into the corpse’s head and down throughout its body, and watched as a single bright green stem forced its way out of the gaping wound.

      Sylver stared at the green stem, and in tandem with the first purple flower budding on the top, Sylver felt his mana capacity and regeneration gradually increase. Instinctively he knew he could command the flower to grow faster, provide a bigger boost, but for a shorter period of time. Or he could command it to grow slowly, for a smaller boost, but for a longer period of time.

      Sylver released the corpse with the bright purple flower growing out of its torn open neck and kept it floating near him using [Dead Dominion]. After some playing around, Sylver figured out the effective range was barely five meters when he made the plant grow quickly and seemed to be near the edge of fifty meters when the plant was made to grow slowly.

      Surprisingly enough, it did work on the shades, but the more shades Sylver shared the flower with, the less they received individually. The intelligence boost the flower provided was finite, and Sylver got the feeling it would be the same for any other attribute.

      Next, he grew an [Alive Aloe] inside the stab wound in the back of a woman’s spine. Sylver could tell right away the flower didn’t like this placement, but it worked regardless of that.

      He would later discover that the flowers responsible for an intelligence and wisdom boost preferred being grown in the head. The constitution boosting flower preferred being grown near the heart, and the strength and dexterity flowers preferred being grown near the chest and abdomen, respectively.

      From experimenting with the corpses he had on hand, Sylver got a maximum boost of twenty to thirty percent, for a little under a minute, and was able to have a steady boost of around five percent, for roughly fifteen minutes.

      As they bloomed, the corpses the seeds were in would dry up, and when the flower started to wilt, the corpse became as dehydrated as jerky and about as brittle. Sylver would dissect one of these at a later date, but from a cursory observation, couldn’t see anything wrong that he couldn’t fix given enough time.

      He also found out that once planted, the seeds didn’t do anything until Sylver gave them an order to grow. He could even hold them off from blooming, but once the flowers opened, Sylver could only slow them down, not stop them completely. Cutting the flower off caused the process to stop completely, and doing so killed the flower.

      Sylver could then plant the same seed, or he could plant a different seed, but it would have to grow new roots, and there was less moisture left for it to use.

      When he explained how the flowers worked, even Ria seemed to get motivated to find something powerful to kill and experiment with. However, just from the tone she used, Sylver could tell she wasn’t interested in the killing itself, but rather that she felt something interesting when he used this perk, and wanted to see him use it more.
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        * * *

      

      “You forgot to accept the skill rank up,” Spring said in a disappointed tone of voice.

      He’d waited an entire half hour and ended up losing the bet he had made with Ria, back when Sylver first got the notification.

      Sylver’s choice was limited to two effects.

      The first would increase his resistance to darkness-based magic, which was useless to him, especially since he was a full dark, and the other would make him a little lighter. And while it sounded useless, the less strain Sylver put on his leg muscles, the better.

      [Skill: Vigorous Conditioning (IV) [A]]

      Skill level can be increased by receiving damage.

      
        
        I – Increase resistance against [Positive Energy] by 25%.

        II – Increase resistance against [Physical Damage] by 40%.

        III – Increase Stamina Regeneration by 50%

        IV – Reduce body weight by 20%.

      

      

      For a moment, Sylver was worried he was going to float up into the sky, but the moment passed before he even managed to finish the thought. It felt like being under the effect of an extremely well-balanced anti-gravity spell, except it was smoother than anything Sylver had ever managed to achieve.

      Normally with such a spell, there was at least some uncomfortable feeling of weightlessness, like something was lifting you by the shoulder, neck, head, foot, but the system made it feel so natural, Sylver was used to his new weight within two steps.

      He was smiling as he continued walking on the murky swamp water, and his friendly smile evolved into a grin, as he felt something finally surrounding him. He used [Fog Form] to fly high into the air, and sat down on a branch.

      Below him, the perfectly calm and undisturbed water began to bubble, and a couple of seconds later, an oily and dark brown head emerged. It looked like a human head covered in mud, but upon a closer look, it wasn’t hair sticking out through the mud, but very fine tentacles, the source of which was a⁠—

      
        
        [Gourd Gizzard – Mud Slinger – 82]

        [Hp: 6,770 – 100%]

        [MP: 0 – 0%]

        [Stamina: 5,319 – 91%]

        [Corpse – Petty]

        [Soul – N/A]

      

      

      According to the friendly barkeep, these things looked like a small gourd with hair sticking out of the top. Once they’re broken open, there is an organ that looks similar to a chicken’s gizzard. The barkeep didn’t say what it was used for, but according to Sylver’s list, the Red Bears were offering a gram of green jade for every set of five.

      Sylver saw that there were now two more human-shaped mud figures standing behind the level 82 one. They were level 81 and level 76. Behind them, three more appeared, and five more appeared behind them, and seven appeared behind them, every time Sylver blinked more and more appeared.

      After some more blinking, he heard a sound behind him and saw a person-shaped creature climbing up the tree trunk. Directly below it, there were between one hundred to two hundred [Gourd Gizzard]s of various shapes, sizes, and levels. Sylver was surrounded from both sides.

      [Gourd Gizzard]s were extremely dangerous, not due to their individual prowess, but because they hunted in very large groups.

      “There are so many of you,” Sylver said, as the one climbing up the tree began climbing faster.

      He could see the hair tips sticking out of its hands, like a glove with needles coming out of the palm area.

      Sylver didn’t bother turning around as a ball of dried mud flew right at his head, about the size and spikiness of a chestnut, as a tendril of [Necrotic Mutilation] extended out of his robe, and smacked it back down.

      “A whole army,” Sylver said, as the creature that was climbing up the tree was now close enough that Sylver could see the hair in its mouth positioned like shiny needle teeth.

      “But,” Sylver said, as he slapped his hand on the tree branch he was sitting on, and a sharp branch grew out of the trunk the mud creature was attached to. It passed through the creature’s mud and exited with the pierced gourd-shaped core screaming with a high-pitched wail as its various fine hairs attempted to reach for the mud sliding down the tree trunk.

      Spring appeared on that very same branch, and with his bare hand, grabbed a fistful of struggling hair, and deftly sliced it off.

      He then, while the whole “army” down below watched, proceeded to crack the gourd open down the middle like a coconut, and scooped out a small, slimy bright red organ that genuinely looked identical to a chicken’s gizzard.

      “Mine’s bigger,” Sylver said, as the ground that had been inhabited exclusively by mud creatures suddenly found themselves outnumbered by creatures that were as black as shadows, with faint cracks of gold.

      “Be careful to leave the gourds intact!” Sylver shouted, and thankfully Spring heard him loud and clear to pass his order along, because he doubted any of the shades below could hear a thing.

      Considering the mixture of battle cries and terrified and confused screeching.

      While he waited for the sounds of battle to attract more monsters on his list, Sylver floated the corpse of the [Gourd Gizzard] over to himself and dissected it to pass the time.
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      “Eighty-two,” Spring said, as he gently placed the odd-shaped organ into the wooden chest.

      Initially, Sylver had used a bag, but after the fiftieth [Gourd Gizzard] had been subdued, and its internal organ safely harvested, Sylver decided to see if he could grow himself a chest.

      Admittedly it wasn’t perfect, he couldn’t get the hinges right, and decided to just make a lid and use a rope to keep it closed. Unlike jade, the collected gizzards weren’t glowing, but Sylver could vaguely feel something Ki related emanating from them.

      Their ability to shape mud into a humanoid form, and sometimes weapons and shields, was similar to what Cory did. In fact, it was nearly identical.

      If not for the fact that they were being attacked by an immortal army, the group would have been very difficult to deal with. From a tactical standpoint, they were essentially slimes, with their gourd bodies being their core.

      Unlike slimes, their core wasn’t moving around, they couldn’t instantly reabsorb a sliced-off segment, and in exchange were very difficult to cut or pierce. Difficult if you were fighting them one on one, they could harden the part about to be cut, but luckily they couldn’t do it in more than one spot.

      The shades worked in pairs, one would swing its weapon at the head, the mud that made up the head would harden, and while the torso was soft and unguarded, the second shade would stab the small [Gourd Gizzard] floating inside.

      Obviously, the [Gourd Gizzard]s caught on right away, but even if they were well aware of what the shades were doing, it wasn’t like they could do anything to stop it.

      To give them some credit, the mud creatures did figure out that the shades were a lot more brittle than they appeared, but with Sylver’s constant influx of mana, the shades’ defeat was temporary.
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        * * *

      

      At the end of the “hunt,” if sitting on your ass and watching someone else do everything for you could be called a hunt, Sylver had one hundred and forty-eight [Gourd Gizzard] glands. At one point they tried merging into one large mud creature, but that didn’t do much.

      Sure, they could solidify multiple points on their enlarged body, but the shade archers just spread themselves out a little and kept shooting until they hit one of the gourds inside.

      While Sylver waited, he practiced his [Chloromancy] and got pretty good at growing boxes. The hard part was estimating how much a piece of wood would shrink after being forced to dry up, and after just ten boxes, he got the hang of it.

      He even went as far as to pretty the boxes up. Sylver used his magic to carve an artistic rendering of what the creature, whose organs were inside the box, looked like. He used one of the wolf shades as a mule to carry everything.

      After Sylver was finished “hunting” the low-level [Gourd Gizzard]s he had several shades rub their bodies with the creatures’ blood, and sent them in different directions, while he continued toward the heart of the swamp.

      Spring handled the combat, shade distribution, logistics, and Sylver mainly focused on making the appropriate boxes to store the various defeated creatures’ harvested pieces inside.

      The swamp was dangerous, Sylver wasn’t denying that. And there were a couple of challenging monsters.

      But by challenging, Spring meant it was hard to kill them without damaging whatever it was they needed to take from the monster. The vast majority used some kind of poison, toxin, venom, corrosive, or tried to bite and scratch the shades to death.

      Sylver almost felt bad for the creature’s being hunted, not enough that he was going to stop, but enough that he put extra effort into making their respective boxes look nice, and made sure Spring did his best to not let the poor monsters suffer longer than necessary.

      They even found the [Skunk Ape], which turned out to be a giant monkey that walked around while surrounded by fumes. Their gas had a hallucinogenic effect on the living and just smelled bad to the undead shades.

      The monster caught Sylver off guard, slightly. Sylver was so focused on getting the carved line the correct depth that he reacted a little slower than he should have. His robe was thankfully more alert than he was and managed to blunt the monster’s swipe before it reached Sylver’s flesh and actually did damage.

      Sylver used [Fog Form], and within seconds was standing high above the monster, as the mule shade ran away to hide. Thankfully the monster wasn’t interested in the shade and only had eyes for Sylver.

      
        
        [Common Otso – Marsh Warden – 199]

        [Hp: 50,000 – 100%]

        [MP: 0 – 0%]

        [Stamina: 49,492 – 99%]

        [Corpse – Greater]

        [Soul – Unique]

      

      

      Sylver cocked his head at the monster. It looked like a pale hairless bear, except its front arms were twice as long as a normal bear’s, which gave it a gorilla-like stance. It had a small hump on its back, but it was hard to see amidst the mountains of muscles.

      He could see right away the monster couldn’t look up, but it didn’t seem to need to, as something horrible happened.

      The monster grew until it was at least thirty meters tall, and its head was eye level with Sylver’s position on his branch.

      Except, the monster itself didn’t grow, some kind of substance came out of its body and grew around it. The bear itself was still the same size, now inside this giant see-through material. As the bear inside lifted its left paw, the giant bear mimicked it, and in perfect sync, swiped in Sylver’s general direction.

      On instinct, more than anything else, Sylver traveled through the tendril of fog wrapped around the tree trunk and materialized near the base of the tree. As Sylver watched the monster’s giant claws pass harmlessly through the tree, he wondered if this thing was just an illusion to throw him off.

      As a hail of arrows hit the monster’s face, sides, and backside, he understood that, whatever it may be, the giant bear wasn’t an illusion. The shades’ arrows barely entered half an inch into the beast’s “flesh,” before they were pushed out and fell to the ground. Forget bleeding, after just a second, there wasn’t so much as a nick from where the arrows had hit it.

      
        
        [Common Otso – Marsh Warden – 199]

        [Hp: 50,000 – 100%]

        [MP: 0 – 0%]

        [Stamina: 19,846 – 39%]

      

      

      As Sylver dodged the monster’s claws again, and they passed through the mud and trees without disturbing it, he used his shadow to help him throw a bomb at the beast. As it collided with the creature’s translucent skin, it detonated, and the large bear had to lean into the explosion so as not to fall over. As big as it was, it apparently didn’t weigh that much.

      
        
        [Common Otso – Marsh Warden – 199]

        [Hp: 50,000 – 100%]

        [MP: 0 – 0%]

        [Stamina: 17,473 – 34%]

      

      

      Sylver jumped away from the creature and created some distance. He was careful to move in the opposite direction that the mule shade had gone, just in case.

      The giant translucent bear followed after him and weighed so little that its paw didn’t even break the thin crust of mud covering the hole Sylver had dug as he was running away. He’d wasted his time and mana on a hole with an ice spike for nothing.

      Sylver jumped from tree to tree, and the bear thing followed. It ran on the murky mud-water and didn’t so much as disturb the surface, its shoulders harmlessly passed through the tree trunks, and every time a shade tried to stab it, slice it, or touch it, it was as if it was made of reinforced metal.

      When he found a good spot, Sylver used [Greater Undead Armament] to create a large curved shield on his arm. While in midair, he used a thick layer of [Necrotic Mutilation] to cover the inside of the shield with explosives.

      Sylver felt his muscles strain from the effort as he pulled his arm back, and launched the circular shield sideways at the creature. As the creature’s head disappeared in the explosion, Sylver used [Fog Form] for a split second to realign himself.

      As his feet touched the tree, Sylver glued his feet to it and focused as hard as he could while he used [Arcane Insight] on the cloud.

      
        
        [Common Otso – Marsh Warden – 199]

        [Hp: 32,191 – 64%]

        [MP: 0 – 0%]

        [Stamina: 1,447– 3%]

      

      

      Sylver didn’t bother waiting, and with a kick that shattered the wood underfoot, launched himself at the bear thing. The creature was in the middle of shaking its head, as Sylver flew toward it, and without moving a muscle, a giant clawed paw appeared out of nowhere.

      It descended onto Sylver, and if it was possible, would have knocked the wind out of him. He felt it pass through his robe as if it wasn’t there, and touched his back directly. The pressure should have crushed him, or at least torn his skin.

      Instead, he rolled with it, and was shoved into the dirt, which softened, parted, and ended up simply pushing his body underground. Sylver didn’t let the momentum the creature provided go to waste, and as his body slid along the mudslide he created inside the earth, he appeared underneath the bear’s stomach.

      He realized that this bear was a male, and as Sylver deftly moved his head out of the way of the object that made him come to this realization, he simultaneously shoved his [Necrotic Mutilation] claws up into the creature’s stomach. The claws wiggled around inside the creature’s torso, as Sylver forced a vicious cloud of [Draining Blight] inside through the holes he made, and felt a nearly painful warmth travel down his arms, into his chest.

      Another paw attempted to hit him from the left side, but his [Necrotic Mutilation] tendrils were faster, as they found the creature’s heart, and twisted it until it stopped being connected to anything.

      
        
        [Common Otso (Marsh Warden) Defeated!]

        [Due to defeating an enemy 50 levels above you, additional experience will be awarded!]

        [Draining Blight (VI) Proficiency increased to 11%!]

        [Necrotic Mutilation (III) Proficiency increased to 96%!]

      

      

      

  




[Arcane Insight (IV) Proficiency increased to 16%!]: [Vigorous Conditioning (IV) Proficiency increased to 4%!]

      With [Dead Dominion], Sylver floated the thing off him and materialized next to it. During his brief contact with it, while it was still alive, he felt it doing something he couldn’t explain. It felt like a very advanced form of soul magic, but just like that damage Faust had done to those men’s souls, it wasn’t right.

      Sylver’s attempt to store the creature’s corpse in one of his bones proved futile, similar to the Ki organs he had been collecting, it was incompatible. As Sylver called his mule wolf shade back and started thinking whether to have the bear corpse tied to a separate wolf, or place it on the mule, he felt a chill run down his inner spine.

      The bear’s mouth opened, and a pale green stream of light gently flowed out. It split into two, and both streams started to curve, and Sylver watched as they quickly began to fill up into a rough shape. The one on the left seemed to be a large rodent of some kind, while the one on the right seemed to possibly be a wild dog.

      Sylver gently tossed a bomb between the two clouds of green and heard a screeching noise that sounded like a feral rat trying to out scream a roaring bear. Sylver didn’t bother waiting to see what was about to come out, and as he used [Dead Dominion] to bring the bear’s corpse with him, he looked around for the tallest tree.

      Sylver kept one eye behind him as he ran, and used a mixture of his shadow and [Necrotic Mutilation] to throw himself and the bear corpse as high as he could manage, and then proceeded to jump his way up into the air using his [Bracelet of the Aurai].

      He’d gotten it during his first dive into Arda’s dungeon, and now that he could see a large rodent and large dog getting surrounded by the same translucent material as the bear had been, couldn’t be happier that he could effectively fly.

      He hadn’t bothered with the bracelet since he’d been able to use [Fog Form], but it was perfect for that rare instance when he had to carry something with him while running away.

      
        
        [Greater Otso – Marsh Guardian – 299]

        [Hp: 177,241 – 82%]

        [MP: 0 – 0%]

        [Stamina: 174,997– 94%]

        [Corpse – Greater]

        [Soul – Unique]

        [Greater Otso – Marsh Ranger – 299]

        [Hp: 93,227 – 93%]

        [Mp: 0 – 0%]

        [Stamina: 374,997– 81%]

        [Corpse – Greater]

        [Soul – Unique]

      

      

      While it was slightly worrying to have something twice his level chasing after him, two somethings twice his level, being right in deciding to get the fuck out while it’s an option subsided any negative emotions Sylver may have felt.

      Similar to him, both the [Marsh Guardian] dog and the [Marsh Ranger] rodent used invisible platforms as footholds in the air to climb after Sylver. His head start was the only reason he managed to go as high as he did, without having one of them bite a chunk off him, or sink their claws into his body.

      Just like the bear, both were covered by an enormous layer of shimmering material, except now their fangs and claws seemed just a bit more solid than the bear’s had been. Sylver’s head start saved him, but not all of him, as it turned out.

      He felt a sharp stinging pain in his left foot, and just as he was about to sever the thing away, Ria swung herself down and slashed through the curved claw that had impaled Sylver’s ankle. To Sylver’s surprise, not only did Ria’s action free Sylver’s foot, it also caused the whole paw to violently diffuse for a second or two.

      Apparently, Ria’s anti-magic field worked on whatever this nonsense was.

      Instead of using this information to his advantage, such as asking Ria to make a hole through the beast’s armor, and then shove a couple of bombs inside and detonate them for direct damage, Sylver decided to once again follow his gut, and simply continued running up into the air.

      As he summoned Will out of his shadow and forced the shade to flap its wings to build enough momentum to fly, Sylver made the mistake of peering down and saw the dog and rodent staring at him. As Will exploded with speed and flew away from the two monsters, Sylver flipped them off.

      After they were a certain distance away, Sylver had Will get a little closer to the ground, and used the [Necrotic Mutilation] on the mule wolf shade to float the boxes up to Will. It burned through the rest of Sylver’s mana and nearly made him fall off the wyvern, but the important thing was that he wasn’t leaving this swamp empty-handed.

      As Spring materialized near the boxes and started looking through them to make sure nothing had been destroyed during transit, Ria spoke up. She was sitting with the boxes in her Chrys-shaped form.

      “What was that thing?” Ria asked calmly, but with a very understandable note of confusion and disbelief.

      Sylver’s robe moved up his leg so he could inspect the wound in his ankle. The hole was relatively smooth as if someone had shoved a triangle through his flesh and bone. It wasn’t great, but definitely not life-threatening.

      It was annoying, is what it was, and a little humiliating.

      “Was it a swamp spirit?” Ria asked, as Sylver carefully forced his skin to cover up the hole, and used a bit of [Necrotic Mutilation] to create a reinforced splint, so it wouldn’t buckle under his weight while it was healing.

      “What?” Sylver asked as he shifted his attention away from his leg.

      “Was that bear, rat, and dog a swamp spirit?” Ria repeated.

      “A swamp spirit?” Sylver asked.

      “Are you alright?” Ria asked.

      Sylver chose to take her advice seriously, and discovered that he wasn’t alright.

      His soul had been shaken. Not enough to hurt him, but enough to disorient him.

      Amidst the chaos, he didn’t even feel it, but now he realized what that uneasy feeling had been. He was fine because of how well anchored his soul was to his body, but anyone else would have died from the slightest scratch.

      Sylver turned to look at the bear’s corpse, but at Spring’s reminder, answered Ria’s question.

      “It’s not a swamp spirit. They wouldn’t show themselves like that… I’ll ask Faust, he might know. Did you get a look at their eyes?” Sylver asked, just to confirm.

      “The bear’s eyes were blood red, and with vertical pupils like a snake’s. The dog’s and rodent’s were bright green, also vertical. Does it mean something?” Ria asked, as Sylver moved to his favorite spot and sat down between two of Will’s spikes.

      Sylver bent his knees until they were underneath his chin, and he then wrapped his arms around them.

      “It’s nothing good… Soul shenanigans are never good… That thing was guarding something or someone… We came from the south and were going north, the heart of the swamp was still hours away, so there’s something there…” Sylver half answered half mumbled to himself.

      As an undead, there was a very small list of things that Sylver was truly afraid of. There were poisons and toxins that, for some reason, worked on undead. Silver, holy magic, all that stuff, being trapped deep underwater, perfectly normal fears for an undead creature.

      “Is everything ok?” Ria asked, as Sylver’s hood moved itself protectively over his head, and lowered until it covered his eyes.

      “I’m fine, I just… I got cocky. I was in a rush to get the hunting over with, and that thing… I wouldn’t have died, but it could have destroyed months of progress. If you weren’t there, and it managed to actually pull at my soul…” Sylver said.

      His voice was uncharacteristically subdued. Enough so that Sylver could feel Ria’s soul practically shaking alongside his, if his fear had been the soul-shaking kind.

      Sylver wasn’t afraid. He didn’t like being afraid, even when it was necessary and useful.

      As usual, he was angry.

      Not with his usual calm and controlled white-hot anger. This one was a lot colder, sinister, the anger one might feel at tripping over nothing with the finish line in sight.

      He was angry that this one stupid expedition, this one idiotic hunt, that another second of that rat touching his soul would have put him out of commission for months. Months that he could have spent looking for Edmund.

      Sylver lowered his head and rested his forehead on his knees.
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        * * *

      

      The bear’s corpse had been very carefully placed into a cocoon made of mushroom fabric. It wasn’t particularly pretty, had the texture of rotten wood, and there was a slightly unpleasant odor, but he only needed it until he got back to Faust’s sect.

      It was early morning when Sylver arrived at the edge of the city. He adjusted the wooden badge on his arm so it was visible as he walked down the road with several boxes floating above his head. Sylver was so deep in thought he completely forgot to bother with squinting his eyes, wrinkling his face, or walking with a limp.

      Nonetheless, either the guards weren’t interested in him, or could tell it would be a bad idea to disturb him, and Sylver arrived at Faust’s sect without any issues.

      He didn’t notice that all the weeds had been pulled, and were replaced by either flat stones, or bright green grass, he didn’t notice that there wasn’t a garbage pile on the left and that the space inside the wall on the right had been patched up.

      He didn’t even notice the four people standing between him and the house, as they wordlessly moved out of the way. Spring appeared inside and picked up the floating boxes, and organized them in one of the corners. With a faint gesture of the hand, Sylver moved the bear’s corpse up to the roof and asked for one of the shades to cover it with a tarp or something.

      “Syl?” someone asked on Sylver’s right.

      He moved his gaze toward the source of the sound and saw Faust sitting on the floor, writing something on a large yellowed piece of paper. Sylver moved his arm around and made the bear’s corpse float down from the roof, and placed it on the floor directly in front of Faust.

      “Do you know what this is?” Sylver asked, as Faust stood and walked over to the hairless bear to inspect it closer.

      After Faust placed his hand on it for a moment, he made a face Sylver hadn’t seen before.

      “It’s a demonic monster,” Faust said calmly.

      Sylver mutely gestured for him to continue his explanation.

      “Not a demon, obviously, but it’s… It shouldn’t be this consistent. It’s a bear, through and through, only the eyes are affected,” Faust explained, as he pointed at the bear’s open eye.

      “Ah, so this is the monster equivalent of a demonic cultivator,” Sylver said, and even though he refrained from gesturing at Faust’s tightly wrapped hands, he could still tell that was what he’d wanted to do.

      “Not a natural one. Someone made this. Normally there would be two or three creatures mixed into one. It’s not that difficult of a process, but it’s very time-consuming… Twenty years, at least… You found this in the swamp?” Faust asked and Sylver nodded.

      With a wave of his hand, Sylver covered himself and Faust in a thin barrier that would keep their conversation private. Even if Sylver could see that Faust wasn’t going to be happy about Sylver’s next question, presented with this corpse, he understood the importance of it anyway.

      “Those men that attacked you earlier… You used demonic cultivation on them, right? What did you do to their souls exactly,” Sylver asked, in as polite and non-threatening of a tone as he could possibly manage while standing near the corpse of an animal that could have destroyed his chances of rescuing Edmund.

      “To put it in a way you would understand, I used those men’s souls the way someone might use a filter to clear their blood of toxins. When you cultivate your own Ki, it splits up into positive and negative. What you’re supposed to do is let it settle, scoop the negative that sunk to the bottom and discard it, and keep the nice and pure positive Ki floating near the top,” Faust explained, with such a calm voice that Sylver didn’t even need to reach for his soul to tell he was doing something to keep himself relaxed.

      “What about the whole Yin and Yang thing?” Sylver asked.

      “That’s to do with meridian and vessel structure. It limits which kind of cultivation techniques you’re suited for, and some other stuff, but it has nothing to do with whether a certain cultivation method is demonic or not. From a practical standpoint, mine isn’t demonic,” Faust said.

      Sylver just stood there and patiently waited for the man to continue.

      “It’s… I don’t actually cultivate negative Ki. I realize to you it may not seem important, but using another person’s positive Ki to clean your own doesn’t necessarily count as using another person’s Ki. I didn’t… What do you want from me?” Faust asked as Sylver thought the question over.

      What do I want from him? Now that I know to be on the lookout for creatures and people attacking the soul, I should be fine… Since this bear had some kind of soul manipulation, I might be able to form an armor out of it…

      “I’ll be honest with you. Between the [Hero] having been here, a possible dragon, whoever made that Night Fever mimicking curse, and now monsters that can attack my soul, I want to wrap everything up and leave as quickly as possible. I’m going upstairs to figure out how this thing works, and then I’m selling all the shit I’ve gathered. I have items that two sects I need to visit want, so I’ll hopefully be allowed inside, and I’ll find Edmund trapped in a large cage in the middle of their garden or something,” Sylver explained.

      He dismissed the silencing spell and had the bear’s corpse float back to the roof, so no one could see what he was doing.

      “Alright,” Faust said.

      “Sometime in the near future, I’m going to ask you to do whatever it is you did to those men, so I can observe you and their souls. It doesn’t have to be today, but the sooner, the better,” Sylver added, as he sent a tendril of fog out through the window and toward the roof.

      He waited for Faust to nod before he materialized on the roof.

      In his heart of hearts, he knew finding Edmund wasn’t going to be easy, simple, or quick, but who knows?

      Maybe he really is just walking around waiting to hear Sylver’s name.
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      The bear’s sliced open body looked like someone had prepared it for a roast. It was laying on its back, the internal organs had been carefully removed, the skin had been folded out of the way, and the entire left side had been butchered to reveal the bones.

      Sylver was sitting on a small wooden stool staring at the creature. Ria was hovering above it, and apparently, two hours was where she drew the limit regarding how long she was willing to watch Sylver sit perfectly motionless without saying a word.

      “I can’t tell what expression you’re making because of the bandages, but you don’t seem angry,” Ria said, as Sylver shifted his weight on his chair and looked up out of habit.

      “It’s just… It’s so simple that any idiot with even a cursory understanding of soul magic could have done this. But at the same time, I cannot believe I never thought of this,” Sylver explained, as he gestured at the splayed open bear corpse.

      “What is it?” Ria asked.

      “It’s compressed Ki… But the outer shell is made up of mana. There’s no real reason it has to be Ki inside. I never thought there was a way to replicate this kind of wild magic, ghosts and specters can do similar things, but not like this. Normally such a construct would be as brittle as clay, but they figured out a way to use the natural tension of the internal layer to apply extreme pressure onto the outer layer…” Sylver half said half mumbled, as he went back to staring at the corpse.

      “Like a Prince Rupert drop?” Ria asked.

      “I don’t know what that is,” Sylver said, returning his gaze to Ria.

      “It’s when a bead of molten glass is quenched in water. The bead is hard enough that a hammer can’t break it, but if the tail is so much as scratched, the whole thing explodes. The internal tension of the glass inside the bead makes the outer layer extremely hard,” Ria explained.

      She spoke with that odd monotone voice she sometimes used when explaining something. As if she was reading the words from a book, but not quite.

      “That’s alarmingly close to what has been done here… Except it’s more like a bottle where the outside is rock hard, but if the inside were to be scratched, it would shatter⁠—”

      “A Bologna bottle,” Ria interrupted.

      Sylver felt a stirring in the area where his gut used to be, but he squashed it down and ignored it.

      “It’s a bottle where the outside has been cooled very quickly, but the inside was allowed to cool slowly. It’s hard enough to hammer a nail into a piece of wood but will shatter if you drop a nail inside of it. It’s typically used as a prop in magic tricks,” Ria explained in that same monotone pattern of speech.

      Sylver squinted at the woman but decided against voicing his theory as to where this mysterious mage got the idea for this specific spell.

      “Right… Anyway, as I said, if the inside is scratched, the whole thing will shatter. Which would mean your soul will shatter, but… The bear is using such a thin layer of its soul that it’s negligible. Whoever made this is a genius,” Sylver said, and crouched down near the splayed open corpse.

      The slit on Sylver’s palm opened, and a thin dark purple tendril slithered out of it, and slowly disappeared into the bear’s elbow joint. The tendril began to glow a weak golden light, as the bear’s paw began to glow.

      Small see-through bubbles appeared on the paw and grew bigger and bigger, and one by one, joined together until they formed one large bubble. Sylver slowly turned his hand, and the large bubble became flat, and after a few more seconds, was wrapped around the bear’s paw as if it was an inflated glove.

      Sylver summoned a dagger and very gently brought the tip toward the inflated glove bubble. He pulled his arm back and stabbed the bubble as hard as he could. The first two attempts made the dagger slip off the bubble, and Sylver pierced the wooden floor beneath it. On his third attempt, the dagger passed through the bubble as if it wasn’t there, and went all the way through the bear’s paw.

      The see-through bubble had disappeared, but other than that, nothing happened.

      “Now, there should have been an extremely violent explosion… Honestly, I can’t describe just how brilliant this is. If the soul layer was even a millionth of a percent harder, it would have shattered and exploded, if it was softer, it wouldn’t be of any use. This structure is the perfect balance of hard and flexible. Just perfect,” Sylver said, as the tendril sticking out of his palm began to glow again, and small clear bubbles formed on the bear’s paw.

      “I don’t see what’s so amazing about this? You took it down using a handful of explosives,” Ria said, as Sylver shook his head.

      “I did, but that’s only because of how much it inflated itself. If it’s smaller, it will be a lot harder. But its defensive properties aren’t the reason I’m interested in it,” Sylver explained, as the bear’s paw lifted itself off the ground, and the bubble formed into a single claw-shaped blade.

      Sylver reached into his [Bound Bones] storage and retrieved one of his clones. He floated it near the bubble-covered bear paw, and after some looking around, was handed a brace from one of the shades.

      He placed it on the clone’s forearm but didn’t bother tying it down.

      “Now imagine this, someone covered from head to toe in very tough armor just teleported over to me and tried to punch me in the face,” Sylver said, as he lowered the see-through claw down onto the brace, and tapped it several times. “It’s solid, see?” Sylver asked.

      “And when you want it to be, it’s not,” Ria guessed.

      Sylver smiled at her as he lifted the bear’s paw and the see-through claw, and brought it down onto the brace-covered forearm. The claw passed through the brace as if it wasn’t there, just as it had done to those trees. Sylver moved the brace away and grinned as he saw that the forearm had been cleaved into two underneath it.

      Sylver pulled the hand with the tendril sticking out of it away from the bear’s elbow and reeled it back into his palm. He rubbed it with his thumb to relieve the soreness as he stood up.

      “If I wasn’t so happy, I would be pissed off beyond belief that I wasn’t the one who came up with this. I don’t even need to use my soul for this. Although it would need to be something powerful, and I would have to stretch it out first… I’ll use the bear’s for the time being, but we’re hunting that rat and dog thing after we find Edmund,” Sylver said, as he gestured at the bear, and the smallest claw tore itself out of its fingertip and floated into Sylver’s hand.

      He stared at the claw for a while, as tiny lines and sigils magically appeared on it, and created small wisps of smoke as he burned the soul-storing framework into it. The claw glowed a bright golden light for a split second before it turned a pale grey.

      Sylver placed the claw into his mouth and swallowed it. It wasn’t a painful experience slicing open the inside of his throat, and moving the claw down into his inner ribcage, but it wasn’t a pleasant one either. Once it was close enough to Sylver’s mana core, he experimentally lifted his left hand.

      Small clear bubbles appeared in random spots on his hand, and just as it had for the bear, they merged into one large bubble. Sylver concentrated on the bubble, and very slowly, too slowly, the bubble spread out into the shape of his hand.

      
        
        [Mutating Override (III) Proficiency increased to 49%!]

      

      

      It took a lot of effort to make the creature’s soul surrender. Not only that, Sylver realized halfway through that its soul wasn’t even that good for this. He needed something malleable. Big, but malleable.

      And stretching something big would take a lot of time, and Sylver wanted to finish experimenting on this soul before moving on to something he would actually feel bad about losing. Right now, his control over it wasn’t perfect, he was slow to move and adjust it, and the fact he had to use his own mana to fill up the soul bubble made it quite costly to refill if it ever burst.

      On the bright side, once it was filled, it required a negligible amount of mana to maintain. It was a bit difficult in terms of mental energy, but it was well worth the effort considering it could protect him from positive energy, and more importantly, made everyone he fought basically naked.

      Now, given how common it was for people to reinforce their bodies with magic, and in this place, Ki, it was unlikely he would be able to tear someone’s soul out of their bodies, but he could at the very least cause some unexpected damage.

      Sylver also discovered that he could reinforce his clawed hands using [Deadly Darkness], at least when it came to interacting with solid objects. Sylver looked up at the sky and saw that the suns were at their apex.

      “I could probably make a dagger using this,” Sylver said. He wasn’t great at enchanting, but it wouldn’t be that hard.

      Spring and Ria stood up from where they had been playing chess. Ria found the chessboard laying around, and made her own pieces by carving some firewood. Ria had nine wins, eight loses, and three stalemates against Spring. She was about to lose this match but wasn’t willing to admit it.

      “A dagger that’s almost invisible and can ignore armor,” Ria clarified, and Sylver nodded at her.

      He had to flick his hand a specific way, but he managed to get the bubble to form itself into a half-meter-long spike. Initially, he had been focused on making a proper blade, but a spike was way easier, and despite Sylver’s mastery of all things soul magic related, this was a brand new concept to him, and there were still several kinks to work out.

      Right now, he was just happy there was a centimeter-thick barrier around his skin that would render most physical attacks downright useless. Granted, there was a limit to what it would stop, but combined with his bulletproof robe, and [Necrotic Mutilation] armor, the bear soul armor was simply an extra layer of defense, and more importantly, made spells that used positive energy a little less frightening.

      He had other plans for this newfound soul-based inflated armor and weapon combo, but he would experiment on it later when he had a chance to see how well it held up in a fight.

      Sylver reached out and grabbed Ria, and used [Fog Form] to travel down to the main floor.
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        * * *

      

      Faust was sitting with his legs crossed and with his eyes closed but opened them the moment Sylver materialized.

      Sylver smiled underneath the bandages on his face as he felt a very faint uncomfortable feeling as Faust’s Ki washed over him. Faust on the other hand looked confused.

      “You might want to be careful with that. It doesn’t feel quite like a demonic technique, but someone less observant might perceive it as such,” Faust said.

      Sylver shrugged and gestured to the boxes sitting in the corner.

      A few of them floated into the air and settled down near Sylver’s feet.

      “I’m a witch. This is what witch magic feels like,” Sylver said, but pulled the bear soul armor in a bit, so it was just underneath his skin. “Try now,” Sylver asked.

      This time it felt like someone dragged burning hot sandpaper over his skin, but the feeling didn’t permeate as deeply as it usually did. It stopped exactly where Sylver had his layer of soul armor.

      “It still doesn’t feel right. But better than before. Which sect are you going to first?” Faust asked as Sylver summoned his list.

      “The Green Rabbit sect. They want four [9 Color Viper] fangs, ten [Bloat Worm] tongues, and two sets of [Barnaberry Roach] wings,” Sylver read out.

      “They’re making 3rd grade poison resistance potions…” Faust said as Sylver disappeared the list away into his [Bound Bones] storage.

      “On that note, I need someone to come with me,” Sylver said, as he moved the boxes in the corner around so they took up less space, and made the ones near him float into a compact cube.

      “Why?” Faust asked.

      “Because I have no concept of value. Red jade, green jade, how much an ingredient is worth, I have no idea. What if they haggle with me? Is a hundred grams of red jade the same as ten grams of green jade? What if the ingredient I brought really was harvested incorrectly, what if⁠—”

      “Just so you’re aware, a single ten-gram red jade is worth more than two five-gram red jades… You make a good point, wait here, I’ll find someone,” Faust said, and Sylver followed him out the door.
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        * * *

      

      With none of them having names, or rather, with all of them refusing to use their names, Sylver remembered the boy’s face by the scar on his forehead.

      The road to the Green Rabbit sect was quite long, especially since Sylver couldn’t just run along the roofs, and had to walk on the main road, like a normal person. He might have been able to do it while in [Fog Form], but he had the boy with the scarred forehead with him, not to mention several floating boxes that he couldn’t hold while in the form of fog.

      Surprisingly enough, not that many people were staring at Sylver, now that his face was bandaged up, and he walked with the gait of an old man. More of them were staring at the young boy next to him, but they were just looking, none of them actually did anything.

      “How’s Faust treating you?” Sylver asked, and placed his hand on the boy’s shoulder to add to his old man persona.

      He was being chaperoned, like some kind of decrepit white-bearded grandfather. The boy didn’t flinch from the touch, which confused Sylver, and then pissed him off that he got confused at someone not being terrified of him. Thankfully the anger disappeared as quickly as it had surfaced.

      “He made my brother walk, sir. I would gladly put my life down for that man,” the boy said.

      Sylver felt a little uncomfortable, but on the other hand, this was exactly what he wanted. Buying loyalty never worked out well, but earning it through help and healing is a different story.

      Even if it was a bit worrisome that Sylver could feel it in the boy’s soul he was 100% serious. Children shouldn’t be this certain of anything, even if it would benefit him to have people blindly follow his orders. He preferred having his personnel capable of thinking for themselves.

      Sylver was as far from perfect as anyone could get. Even with his years of experience, he still made mistakes that could cost people their lives. The idea of being surrounded by devoted yes-men disgusted him. He had seen too many leaders end up dead because their advisors were too afraid, or too trusting, to point out a mistake.

      If Lola thought Sylver was doing something wrong, he had no doubt in his mind she would tell him. Same for Ria, Chrys, Bruno, and Faust. They might believe that Sylver knew better than them, but they would still voice their concerns, just in case.

      The rest of the conversation was largely the same. The boy wasn’t afraid of Sylver, not exactly, but it felt like talking to one of the Ibis’ newest apprentices, that still saw him as something out of a fairytale. Once they got past the whole “the Silver Lich is real” part, they warmed up to him, but it took a while.

      In this case, it wasn’t that the boy saw Sylver as some kind of legendary figure, but he saw Faust the cultivator as a legendary figure, and because Faust spoke about Sylver as if he was a legendary figure, the boy treated him the way someone would treat a noble from a faraway country.

      You weren’t sure how important they were, but you were as polite to them as you would be to a local duke, just in case.

      They passed through the various sect-owned areas unmolested, although Sylver did get a slight headache from the sheer number of guards that tried to peak at his status.

      
        
        [A skill similar to [Appraisal] has been successfully blocked!]

      

      

      Sylver turned his bandage-covered face toward the source of the incredibly annoying message and stared at the suddenly nervous guard. At the boy’s request, Sylver refrained from using [Arcane Insight] on the bastard and just kept walking.

      He learned a few other things from the boy as they walked. Like the fact that people challenging one another to duels was incredibly common. Sylver had expected this, given how much emphasis cultivators and places like this placed on honor, but what he didn’t expect was that killing someone of a higher standing was really bad.

      Your whole sect being wiped out in revenge levels of bad. Meaning that if some uppity cunt that had a higher standing than Sylver, a foreign witch that belonged to a sect that couldn’t even afford to have a name, challenged him to a duel, he wasn’t supposed to kill them, even if they were allowed to kill him.

      Permanently crippling your opponent was also off the table, but that one had a bit of nuance that the boy couldn’t explain in a way Sylver could understand. The short answer was: don’t.
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        * * *

      

      The Green Rabbit sect was very easy to spot; it was the sect surrounded by a giant stone wall that had green rabbits painted on it. If the tracker and Ria’s map were to be believed, Edmund was somewhere near the northeast corner.

      Outside the entrance, there were two large bright green rabbit statues, underneath which stood two armed guards, that were staring Sylver and the boy down as they approached.

      “We have [9 Color Viper] fangs, [Bloat Worm] tongues, and [Barnaberry Roach] wings to sell,” the boy said to the guard on the left, while Sylver kept his head lowered as if he really was blind.

      
        
        [A skill similar to [Appraisal] has been successfully blocked!]

        [A skill similar to [Appraisal] has been successfully blocked!]

      

      

      The headache-inducing notifications were quickly followed by what felt like having someone pat you down, and tightly squeeze your unmentionables while wearing itchy woolen gloves. Sylver actually had to straighten his back from how uncomfortable he felt, if it wasn’t for his mana immediately wiping their Ki away, he would have had to start scratching himself.

      The two guards seemed to come to some sort of wordless decision, and both gestured for Sylver and the boy to enter.

      It was another reason Sylver wanted someone with him, even if they were considered “thieves,” at least they were somewhat known. It would have been better to bring Xalibur along, but for reasons Faust was yet to learn, Xalibur wasn’t allowed inside any sect.

      The inside of the Green Rabbit sect was surprisingly pleasant. Instead of grass, they had what seemed to be a wild herb garden. Amidst the various colored leaves, small white rabbits either slept, or were in the middle of chewing on the leaves, and were completely unconcerned with the two men walking mere inches away from them.

      A bald man with the symbol of the Green Rabbit sect tattooed on his forehead coldly nodded for Sylver and the boy to follow him. He was dressed in a garment that was closer to the robe Sylver normally wore, than the kind Faust or the boy wore, except unlike Sylver’s, the bald man’s robe wasn’t practical.

      There weren’t any slits on the sides for running, the sleeves were too long to hold a weapon or cast magic, the front was partitioned at an angle, as opposed to down the middle, and the man had a very thick belt around his stomach to keep the robe closed, which made it impossible to crouch.

      As they walked through the rabbit-infested herb garden, Sylver saw that this man wasn’t alone. Everywhere he looked, similarly dressed men talked to one another, were watering the herbs, refilling a large wooden bowl around which the rabbits were patiently gathered, and a few of the younger ones were picking up rabbit shit from the stone-paved roads.

      Sylver had hoped they were coincidentally going to meet with their buyer in the northeast section of the sect, but as usual, nothing was so convenient. They entered from the west and were going south. In terms of size, the area encompassed by the stone wall was big enough to be called a village by Eira’s standards.

      Sylver couldn’t say how many people lived here, but it was definitely above a hundred. As for the rabbits, this was more rabbits than Sylver had ever seen in one place.

      More alive rabbits than Sylver had ever seen in one place.

      People throw the words “mountain of corpses” around without any idea of just how many corpses are needed to form a mountain, especially when the corpses belong to very small rabbits. Granted, there were some hares in there as well, but even with that in mind, it was still an insane amount.

      Aside from that specific mountain, there was also that island Sylver ended up on, so this was the first time he had seen this many rabbits that were in a relatively normal environment.

      The bald man gestured for Sylver and the boy to enter a large wooden building that had a huge golden symbol painted near the entrance.

      The ceiling inside was very high, taller than the building Faust’s sect lived in, and the walls were covered with what seemed to be portraits of important people. Sylver guessed they were important, on account of the fact that they had a very shiny piece of gold jewelry somewhere on their head, either an earring, nose piercing, eyebrow piercing, a gold tooth, or a fake golden eye.

      At the end of the long room, there was a man dressed in a bathrobe similar to Faust’s, except made out of a very shiny silvery thread. The man appeared to be a human somewhere in his late forties or fifties, but the bone structure suggested that he was closer to one hundred years in age.

      The man spoke slowly, with a theatrical over-enunciation that sounded like he was just about to yawn.

      “I am the Head of Commerce for the Green Rabbit Sect! What business does a Witch and a Thief have with me?” the man asked.

      As the boy started to explain, Sylver gestured and made the boxes with the appropriate items float to the floor. The head of commerce was sitting on a large red pillow about ten steps away from Sylver and the boy. He was looking down on them from his tall pillow, but because of Sylver’s height, just barely.

      “We have seven [9 Color Viper] fangs, four [Bloat Worm] tongues, and ten sets of [Barnaberry Roach] wings,” the boy explained, as Sylver used his magic to open the box with the corresponding items.

      The man wearing the silver bathrobe looked at the three boxes as if they were filled with dogshit, and his eyes wandered over to the boxes floating behind Sylver, and lastly settled on Sylver himself.

      With a wry smile, the man reached into his sleeve and produced a rolled-up sheet of paper. The man took his time unrolling the paper, enough so that Sylver began to worry he was genuinely mentally disabled, but after about thirty seconds, the head of commerce finished unrolling a single letter-sized piece of paper.

      Sylver felt a wave of Ki wash over him, and had no choice but to puff up his bear soul armor to stop the fucker from actually burning the skin around his face. The man’s smile manifested into a full grin as he pulled his Ki back to himself.

      There was something perverted about his smile. Like he was being coy with them.

      “The Blue Mongoose Sect has offered five grams of Blue Jade for your head, Witch,” the head of commerce said.

      Sylver didn’t bother turning around, because even with his hood up, he could see the six armed guards that had funneled into the building and were now blocking the only exit.

      The head of commerce turned the piece of paper around, and there was a portrait of a very pale face, with matching white hair, and admittedly, actually did look a lot like Sylver. The locals here all had round faces, Faust looked right at home, whereas Sylver looked like an elf among humans.

      Especially now that his face resembled his old Silver Lich face. It was a different drawing from the one he had found among the people he killed at the swamp.

      “Is that a lot?” Sylver whispered to the boy standing near him.

      “A single gram of blue jade is enough to increase a level 100 cultivator’s level by 9 levels,” the boy whispered back.

      “Alright, thank you,” Sylver whispered back, and he lifted his head and looked at the smug head of commerce.

      The head of commerce just smiled at Sylver, as Sylver saw another person enter the building. It was a young man in his early twenties, dressed in a bright green bathrobe, with a thin red belt wrapped around his waist.

      “I challenge you to a duel, WITCH!” the young man screamed.

      Sylver turned around and used [Arcane Insight].
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      Sylver leaned near the boy next to him and whispered in his ear, “What happens if I refuse?”

      “Given that he is asking to duel over your bounty, you will have to agree to owe him said bounty,” the boy quietly explained.

      “So any wanker can walk up to me and bother me for a duel because there’s a bounty on my head?” Sylver asked, and heard a stifled gasp from one of the six guards near the door.

      “Yes,” the boy answered, as the man who challenged Sylver started to turn a light shade of pink.

      “What happens if I refuse to duel, and refuse to owe him my bounty?” Sylver asked, and heard a gasp behind him, from the head of commerce.

      “It would bring great shame to our sect. And we would be forced to pay five times the amount you would have owed,” the boy explained.

      “So if I don’t want to duel that guy, I have to either pay him five grams of blue jade or in the event I don’t, my sect will have to pay his sect twenty-five grams of blue jade? What happens if we don’t pay?” Sylver asked, and this time even the boy gasped a little.

      He hid it quite well, but Sylver’s hand was on his shoulder, and he felt his soul gasp.

      “I don’t know. I imagine we would collectively have to forfeit our lives, but I cannot say for certain,” the boy explained, as Sylver nodded along.

      As stupid as this sounded, it was about right for a place with this much emphasis on honor.

      “Enough talk! Do you accept my challenge or not!” the man with the red belt shouted.

      Sylver dismissively waved at him.

      “Wait a bit, lad, I’m trying to figure things out here,” Sylver said, using his old man voice.

      “How does a duel work?” Sylver asked the boy next to him.

      “The person challenged is the one who chooses the weapon,” the boy whispered, and then proceeded to outline an extremely confusing explanation regarding how a duel can end.

      It wasn’t “to the death,” as Sylver hoped.

      Apparently, the party being challenged had to either surrender, or in the event the challenged party is winning, could offer the challenger to surrender, but the challenger couldn’t surrender without the challenged party first making the offer.

      For Sylver to win, he would have to ask the man if he wished to surrender, and the man would then have to accept. And if Sylver was to lose, given that he was a witch and part of a low standing sect, he would likely be beheaded.

      It wasn’t that far off from the rules in the Garden’s arena.

      “In hindsight, I should have asked Faust about all of this. But short version, if I accept the duel, and he admits defeat, I win, right?” Sylver asked, as the guards, the man who had challenged him, and the head of commerce all collectively laughed. It wasn’t a genuine laugh, and a couple of the guards actually sounded quite nervous.

      “Yes,” the boy answered.

      Sylver lightly patted his shoulder, as he lifted his head to look at the man who had challenged him.

      “I’d like to fight someone of a higher level,” Sylver said.

      “You are below Level 200, Witch! It would be the Height of Dishonor for a Green Tier Warrior to face a Red Tier Warrior in Combat!” the head of commerce shouted.

      Sylver faced him and was beyond glad for the bandages hiding his facial expression.

      “So no one above level 200 will ever try to challenge me?” Sylver asked the shocked head of commerce.

      The man looked so enraged that Sylver could count the veins sticking out on his forehead.

      “No,” the boy answered before the head of commerce died from an anger-induced stroke.

      “What would happen if I were to say my weapon of choice is magic?” Sylver asked the boy.

      “In the case of a witch being challenged the weapon of choice is always considered to be magic, and therefore the challenger is allowed to use whatever weapon they want,” the boy explained.

      If Sylver didn’t know any better, he would have thought this place was biased against witches.

      “Are you going to buy from us if I defeat your boy?” Sylver asked the head of commerce.

      “Your Duel is with him, not Myself!” the head of commerce said.

      So, no, if you win, I’m not buying your shit, Sylver thought to himself.

      The smart thing to do would be to fake his death and allow the guy who challenged him to decapitate him, and bring his head to the Blue Mongoose sect. The boy would sell Sylver’s ingredients to the head of commerce, and after the transaction was complete, Sylver would miraculously come back to life.

      Except with all the talk of honor, he doubted it would work out well in the long run.

      So Sylver did what he tried to do back in the Garden’s arena.

      “Alright, lad, I accept your challenge!” Sylver shouted at the red belt warrior.

      The boy moved off to the side along with Sylver’s boxes, as the red-belted warrior assumed a fighting stance.

      “My name is Izan Lepus. I follow the way of the red rabbit, and I will sever your head with a single kick!” the attacker, Izan, said.

      “My name is Sylver Sezari. I follow the way of the screaming skull, and I’m going to hold you down and tear your face off!” Sylver shouted back and could feel the oddly festive tone of the room turn ice-cold.

      The only one who didn’t take Sylver seriously was Izan. If anything, he seemed overjoyed at hearing Sylver sound like the sick fuck he thought him to be.

      In hindsight, Sylver wondered just how much of the rumors regarding insane witches, necromancers, and anyone using dark magic came from people just like him, playing up the deranged lunatic persona, to make people leave them alone.

      Probably a lot, Sylver guessed.
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      Without his need for eyes, there wasn’t a need for blinking.

      Despite that, Sylver couldn’t tell when the exact moment of transition had occurred. It was seamless. One moment, Sylver was standing in the wooden building with the boy on his right, and the next, he was standing on top of a giant empty space.

      Sylver was standing on what looked like black glass, like impossibly clear onyx.

      Above him there was nothing, just endless black, like a cloudless night sky without the stars.

      It was the same for the area between the floor and the sky, there was nothing there, no rocks, trees, animals, structures, nothing.

      Stranger still, Sylver couldn’t see where the light was coming from. His body was illuminated, except the angle was vague. As he turned, his shadows remained the same as if his light source turned with him.

      “An endless void of nothing, fitting for a heartless witch,” Sylver’s challenger, Izan, said.

      Despite the supposed endless void, there wasn’t any echo, Sylver heard Izan’s voice loud and clear. He pushed his sense of wonder to the back of his mind, and covered his arms in a thick layer of [Necrotic Mutilation].

      “You should have attacked while I was distracted. I can’t say it would have given you a fighting chance, but now I doubt you’re going to so much as scuff my shoes,” Sylver said with a gesture at his oddly upbeat opponent.

      Izan had a huge smile on his face, and now Sylver could loosely see the family resemblance.

      “You’re that guy’s grandson…” Sylver guessed, and turned out to be right, as Izan nodded.

      “Are you ready, witch?” Izan asked, and Sylver felt like he’d been slapped across the face.

      “Just so I understand, you were waiting for me to be ready?” Sylver asked.

      He wasn’t even angry.

      Well, he was, but his anger was being superseded by a mixture of confusion and self-pity.

      “Of course I was waiting for you! Are you ready?” Izan asked as he took the same stance he had taken before they’d been moved into this area.

      “Did you not hear me when I said that I’m going to cut your face off when I win?” Sylver asked as he continued to lose what little enthusiasm he had to begin with.

      Sure, he had been pissed off about the way he’d been treated, but this was just disrespectful. They weren’t treating him like an opponent, like a threat.

      “You’re not going to win,” Izan said, with the exact facial expression the head of commerce had as he confirmed that Sylver was indeed the witch drawn on that bounty paper.

      Sylver scratched his chin with one of his claws. He had a plan in mind to build some distance, so he had time to finish expanding his bear soul armor, but the boy just stood there.

      “Are all martial artists like this? Because the one I fought previously attacked before I realized what was going on,” Sylver asked. Izan’s smile slipped away and was replaced by anger.

      He glanced at the wooden nametag on Sylver’s arm before he responded.

      “Enough talk! Are you ready?” Izan asked.

      “Actually, I need another minute, my back is sore,” Sylver said uncertainly, and Izan nodded.

      Since he was allowed the time, Sylver tried to wrap his mind around this.

      How are these people alive?

      “So, just to be extremely clear, no one above level 200 will try to fight me, and everyone that does try to fight me, will always wait for me to prepare myself?” Sylver asked and could feel that Ria was as confused as he was.

      “Are you ready?” Izan asked.

      Sylver didn’t have any eyes to roll, but he would have rolled them.

      “I need another minute,” Sylver answered and crouched down, placing his hand on the floor.

      Even using the bear soul like an ice pick, he still couldn’t break the mirror-polished onyx. More interestingly, despite appearances, it was very rough to the touch, as if it was very fine sandpaper.

      “Are you ready?” Izan asked, even as Sylver placed his ear against the floor, and tapped it with his knuckles.

      It didn’t absorb any sound, as if it was frozen in time, completely motionless. Sylver had a sudden idea as he stood up.

      “I get it, you know I can’t kill you, and because of that handicap you wanted to handicap yourself to make it fair, right?” Sylver asked, desperate to make sense of this disrespect.

      “Are you ready?” Izan asked.

      Sylver adjusted his stance, and turned so his left shoulder was toward Izan.

      “Well, it’s still not fair. Most of my techniques, as you would call them, are meant to kill or cripple, I’m rather limited when it comes to subduing someone. Especially when I can’t use poisons, since if I use too little it won’t work and will be embarrassing, but if I use too much, it will kill you, which I can’t do,” Sylver explained, as his robe unraveled, and went from its silky-smooth appearance to a dark cloud of wooly blackness.

      Somehow Sylver could tell that the darkness behind him wasn’t hiding him, given the strange way he and Izan were both illuminated.

      “Are you ready?” Izan asked yet again and Sylver rolled his metaphorical eyes.

      “For your own sake I genuinely hope I’m misunderstanding everything,” Sylver cautioned, as his ax magically appeared in his left hand.

      The [Necrotic Mutilation] wrapped around his arm slithered down onto the ax and coated it.

      “Are you ready?” Izan asked as he started to very slightly bounce up and down on the balls of his feet.

      “Sure, I guess we⁠—”

      Izan’s shin passed through Sylver’s neck as if it wasn’t there.

      Because it wasn’t.

      As Izan continued flying due to the massive amount of momentum he had built up, Sylver materialized on his left and watched him fly away.

      The moment Izan’s feet touched the floor, he disappeared, and once again his shin passed through Sylver’s neck, or more accurately, the spot where his neck had been a fraction of a second before he used [Fog Form] to move out of the way.

      He was ready for the next attack, was on the lookout for the trick, or trap, or feint.

      Sylver allowed Izan four more attempts, all while he kept a close eye on his status.
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      “Each one of your jumps and kicks costs you 5,000 stamina. You have another thirteen or fourteen kicks left… Are you taking this seriously?” Sylver asked as Izan did the exact same thing and managed to appear surprised when Sylver’s head didn’t magically go flying.

      Sylver’s ax floated near his back while he crossed his arms over his chest and stared at Izan judgmentally.

      Sylver dodged another kick to the neck.

      “Why did they allow a stunted child to fight me? Are the witches you’re used to facing that weak?” Sylver asked as Izan attempted yet another kick to his neck.

      “Fight like a man!” Izan said through gritted teeth.

      Sylver hoped his body language did a good job of conveying how confused he was.

      “This is me fighting like a man. This is how men fight, in case you weren’t aware. Unlike you, I’m taking this seriously. You have another seven kicks left, you fucking idiot,” Sylver explained, as Izan, yet again, harmlessly passed through Sylver and flew away from him.

      “Six kicks. I’m just… I can’t believe I’m saying this, but can you please try something else? I was trying to prove a point here, and this is just⁠—”

      There was the briefest pause as Sylver used [Fog Form] to dodge Izan’s attack again.

      “—pathetic. I won’t say I was pumped up for this fight, but I expected,” Sylver vaguely gestured around, “to at least get taken seriously,” Sylver finished, as he dodged yet another relatively quick kick through the neck.

      “Is this normal for a cultivator?” Ria asked.

      “I think he only knows one move. But then what was the point⁠—”

      Sylver dodged another attack from Izan, even though what he was doing at this point couldn’t be considered dodging in Sylver’s opinion. If he hadn’t made the mistake of not taking a stupid fight seriously in the past and died as a result, he would have stopped using [Fog Form] and just leaned out of the way.
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      “—of challenging me? Did you think being faster than me meant I would be helpless?” Sylver asked, as Izan’s shin once again passed through a Sylver-shaped cloud, as Sylver’s physical body materialized out of Izan’s range.

      The truth of the matter was that Izan’s kick was very powerful. If his leg connected with Sylver’s body, the damage would be significant. Just from the way the air moved around the boy’s feet made Sylver weary. It might just be a kick, but it was a very dangerous kick.

      Sylver still had his bear soul armor, which should protect him from any kind of widespread damage, but there was no telling what exactly Izan’s technique would do.

      Izan brought his arms close to himself and took a very quick deep breath. Sylver didn’t even need to look at the boy’s status to know exactly what he had done.
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      “Big words for someone only dodging,” Izan countered.

      Sylver considered if giving himself eyes to roll would be a good idea. He had a feeling he would be rolling them quite a bit while he was here, fighting these cultivator motherfuckers.

      “Only been dodging? What gave you that idea?” Sylver asked as Izan’s foot passed through the space Sylver had been a moment prior.

      Another seven kicks nearly separated Sylver’s head from his body, before Izan felt an ever so faint tension at the edge of his right hand.

      Izan lifted his hand up to his eyes, and in the weird illumination provided by this weird place, could see something sparkling on the tips of his fingernails. He wiped his hand on his bathrobe and brought his hand up to his eyes again. As he did this, he felt the area he’d rubbed ever so slightly get pulled in the direction he moved his hand.

      “You bastard!” Izan shouted, as Sylver just stared at him with a confused look on his bandaged-covered face.

      “What did you think I was doing? Just waiting for you to tire yourself out?” Sylver asked, as Izan once again came rather close to decapitating him with his leg, but simply cut foggy air instead.

      Sylver pointed at Izan’s face. He closed his hand into a fist, and Izan’s eyelids started to jitter.

      Izan attempted another kick at Sylver’s neck, which was dodged with the same ease as all the previous kicks.

      “Can you at least try to punch me? You have less than a minute left. I’m still going to cut your face off, and pull your teeth out, and⁠—”

      Three consecutive kicks were dodged as Izan managed to predict the spot where Sylver had moved to but hadn’t accounted for the fact that Sylver could travel back to his original position through the same tendril of fog.

      “—slice away your fingernails, and carve up your chest, and⁠—”

      Sylver lost count of the number of lightning-fast kicks he effortlessly dodged, but it was at least ten. Using [Fog Form] without a couple of seconds of rest gave him a terrible migraine.

      He didn’t know if this was due to the system being upset at him using the perk incorrectly, or if it was backlash from his regeneration rates increasing and decreasing so quickly.

      When he first gained the perk, he felt like throwing up when he tried to use it more than once, but with his new body, he could do it about ten times before it started to hurt. Even then, it was more so disorienting.

      Izan’s eyes closed all the way, and even from how far away he was, Sylver could see the shiny resin coating his eyelashes.

      “What is this!” Izan shouted as he tried to pull at the gunk gluing his eyelids together but quickly realized his fingers would get glued to his face if he continued doing that.

      Sylver had noticed right away that the air in this area was sterile, and more importantly, dry. There wasn’t the usual moisture he had become accustomed to, and somewhat relied on, so Sylver had to wait for the boy to produce some for him.

      He wasn’t sweating as much as he hoped for, but every single breath sealed his fate, as did passing through Sylver’s uncharacteristically dense fog.

      “Figure it out yourself, you dumb fuck!” Sylver shouted back, as Izan blindly kicked at his head, and was surprisingly close, except for the fact that Sylver was already far away from him.

      “I don’t think I’ve seen you use magic like this before,” Ria said, as Izan clutched at his throat, which had razor-thin lines appearing on it.

      “It’s nothing special. Back when I was wasting my time banging mushrooms together in an attempt to teleport, I ended up discovering several interesting strains. This one produces a candy floss-like resin, that gets rather hard when exposed to air,” Sylver tapped out, as Izan’s sleeve tore at the seam as he tried to pull his hand away from his body.

      “Now I remember, you made yourself a chair out of it,” Ria said, as Izan tried to place his feet into the same stance he had been using since the start but found something constricting his legs.

      “You’re going to want to push out with your Ki. But the second you do, I’m going to appear in front of you, and punch you so hard you’ll swallow your teeth,” Sylver called out.

      Izan stopped struggling against the invisible thread-like resin and looked up at Sylver.

      “I thought you were going to wait for him to become immobilized by the resin?” Ria asked, as Sylver shifted the [Necrotic Mutilation] on his forearm down to his hand and made his fist a bit thicker.

      “I am, but my goal is to end this as quickly as possible. I don’t know how resistant the resin will be to his Ki, but there will be a small window where he’s defenseless while he changes the way it’s distributed. Unlike mana, he’ll need to suck all his Ki in, to then push it out. Cultivators are generally more powerful than mages because they can compress their strength into short bursts, but they’re very weak when moving their Ki around,” Sylver explained, as Izan just stared at him.

      “I still don’t understand why you kept using the same move,” Sylver asked, as Izan experimentally tried pulling his legs apart, but now the linked together resin was thick enough that it was clearly visible.
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      Sylver stood up from the boy’s mutilated body and looked around the empty space.

      Even when he sent shades out to find the edges, it just kept going. He even tried flying into the air to find the limit, but it just went on forever. Interestingly enough, there wasn’t any change in temperature, pressure, or anything that Sylver or Ria could feel.

      “How do I get out?” Sylver asked.

      Izan was very much alive, but understandably, he hadn’t been able to withstand the pain.

      If he’d fought Sylver properly, he would have possibly administered a painkiller, or more honestly, Sylver might have just scarred his face and left it at that.

      But no, he chose to treat this as some sort of game, and never once did anything other than try to sever Sylver’s head using his leg. Some might call that admirable, but Sylver called it stupid and a waste of time.

      A massive waste of time.

      The kid had guts though. Didn’t say a word as Sylver peeled his face away in long thin strips, carved jagged scars into his chest, pulled out his teeth in a checkered pattern, and carefully removed his fingernails.

      All the damage was cosmetic, and in a few months’ time Izan should be able to do everything he used to be able to do, albeit with a permanently ugly face, and the kind of scarring usually received from being mauled by a wild animal.

      Ria’s utter disgust at Sylver’s action blunted his microscopic joy at winning, and if he was honest with himself, this didn’t actually feel like a win. Sylver almost felt like he was the one who lost.

      Almost, being the keyword here, because Sylver was the one who was in perfect health, and Izan was the one who was going to have to wear dentures.

      Halfway through mangling his ears into asymmetric blobs, Sylver had something of an epiphany but sadly couldn’t get the unconscious boy to confirm his theory.

      Was the reason he only tried kicking due to him saying he would “sever Sylver’s head with a single kick?”

      “As the one who had been challenged, you need to ask him if he would like to surrender,” the boy Sylver had brought with him said.

      Sylver searched for him with his vision and found the boy standing a few feet away. His body was barely visible, the way that woman’s had been when Sylver was fighting within the arena at the Garden.

      Except, after testing several times, Sylver confirmed that this space hadn’t been made using Ki, or some kind of technology, even if he couldn’t be specific, he was willing to bet his left arm that this was made using extremely powerful mana.

      Meaning these people weren’t just suicidal assholes, they were also hypocrites.

      Sylver crouched near Izan’s head, and very carefully jolted him awake. Just as before he didn’t scream, didn’t curse, just stared at Sylver with a sickening look of resolve.

      “Will you surrender?” Sylver asked the boy, who mutely shook his head from side to side.

      “Then I’m going to have to get fancy,” Sylver said, as he flicked his hand and several [Necrotic Mutilation] tendrils slithered out from underneath his sleeve.

      He placed his hand down on the boy’s stomach and advised Ria to look away as the tendrils started reaching into his belly button.
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      Without his need for eyes, Sylver wasn’t blinded by the sudden influx of light, but he did feel slightly disoriented as he once again saw color around him.

      Izan was screaming bloody murder as Sylver pulled his hand away from the boy’s stomach and allowed the large group of healers to take him away.

      “He’s fine! I didn’t cripple him! He won’t have another solid bowel movement for the rest of his life, but once he puts on a diaper he can continue cultivating!” Sylver shouted and adjusted his robe until it was a bit more presentable.

      There wasn’t any blood on him, he knew what he was doing, was careful, but the resin wasn’t as willing to listen to him as Izan’s blood was. He looked around, and Sylver saw something even more revolting than what he’d just done.

      The head of commerce, Izan’s grandfather, was smiling at Sylver.

      “As usual, you Barbarian Witches have no Honor!” the head of commerce said.

      “Why did he keep trying to kill me with a kick?” Sylver asked, as the head of commerce just shook his head and giggled like a child.

      “What kind of question is that?” the head of commerce asked, as Sylver forced himself to calm down and move along.

      Sylver guessed the reason Izan had been resilient to torture was that listening to this man talk was worse than anything Sylver had been capable of inflicting on him. Until Sylver started moving his internal organs around that is.

      “Are you buying this stuff or not? We have other people to see,” Sylver said, indicating the ingredients, and had a sudden idea.

      “As I have told the Boy, I am willing to pay you half a kilogram of Red Jade for everything,” the head of commerce said.

      Sylver leaned down and whispered in the boy’s ear, “Is that a good price?”

      The boy shook his head. “It’s worth at least 800 grams of red jade, but we should⁠—”

      “He says they’re worth 800 grams of red jade. But I’m going to want 900 grams for trying to trick us,” Sylver said. The head of commerce looked at Sylver the way a person would look at a small yapping dog.

      “No,” the head of commerce said.

      The boy at Sylver’s side started to speak, but Sylver spoke over him.

      “If you change your mind, it will cost you a full kilogram. You know where to find us.” Sylver made the boxes float over to him, and turned his back to the head of commerce, and made the boy at his side turn with him by gently grabbing him by the collar of his bathrobe.

      The boy was squirming, and in the end, Sylver almost lifted him off the ground as he kept trying to persuade Sylver into accepting the price the head of commerce offered.

      “This is a good lesson for you, always be willing to walk away from the negotiating table. Especially when the other side isn’t willing to negotiate,” Sylver quietly told the boy, who continued trying to persuade him into going back there and getting at least half a kilogram of red jade.

      Sylver was surprised he hadn’t thought of this before and was even more surprised that Faust didn’t come up with this himself. Since Faust recognized the ingredients needed for a potion, wouldn’t that mean he knew how to make such a potion himself?
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      The next sect they visited was the Red Dog sect, and they were significantly more reasonable. They paid exactly what they had said they would pay, or more accurately, what Sylver had been told they were willing to pay by that friendly barkeep.

      But just like the Green Rabbit sect, Edmund’s tracker didn’t react. Sylver had had Spring investigate the northeast corner, and there wasn’t anything obvious there. It was mainly a large garden with a lot of rabbits, but no green fire and no sealed vaults. If Edmund was there, he was very well hidden.

      Sylver had an idea as to how to get a better look at this area, but he wanted to confirm a couple of things with Faust first. He needed to know if his “I can sense a great evil somewhere here! You’ve been cursed by a witch! I can feel the curse coming from there!” routine would work on these people.

      His gut feeling was that, yes, anyone who hated witches this much, probably hated the idea of being cursed by a witch. But if Sylver tried this, and they didn’t believe him and somehow proved he was the one that planted the bag of bones there, he would lose all credibility.

      If he did it right, he would have unrestricted access to all the areas Edmund’s tracker had pointed at.

      The boy carrying the small box full of bright red glowing rocks stared at them as if he couldn’t believe they were real. There were even a couple of bright green rocks mixed in there.

      The boy was confused at Sylver’s question, regarding why Izan didn’t try anything other than kicking. And in his attempt to explain, Sylver discovered a very frightening fact.

      The people here didn’t just specialize, they hyper-specialized. Every sect had its own style or build, as the boy put it, and they allocated their attribute points, perks, skills, classes, and everything system-related into perfecting a single move, a kick in this instance.

      Because according to the boy, anything less would be worthless at higher levels. Since the moment they were born, these people planned their future as if they were already immortal. First, they mastered one move, one single swing of the sword, one single punch, one single kick, one single uppercut, and only then did they learn something else.

      Even the disfigurement Sylver had caused Izan was nothing more than a tiny bump in an impossibly long road. He might have not been aware that Sylver’s disfigurement was permanent, but even the best curses had a half-life.

      Assuming Izan lived long enough to see a curse made by Sylver Sezari fall apart.

      Then again, if all he did was practice kicking, and sat around absorbing experience from jade stones, there was a good chance he would live that long.

      Not all sects were as insane about specialization as the Green Rabbit sect, but Sylver had somehow managed to stumble his way into one.

      He also learned that his bounty wasn’t official, so to speak. In the sense that if he was in an area that belonged to an allied sect, no one would be able to challenge him for his bounty. The Green Rabbit sect had simply decided to honor the Blue Mongoose’s sect’s bounty.

      Under normal circumstances, a person would have to offer Sylver some kind of prize if they wanted to challenge him. But as with countries, each sect had its own set of rules, and as luck would have it, the default rule seemed to be “fuck witches.”

      The only exception were areas that weren’t directly controlled by any sect, such as the swamp where Sylver had been attacked. In those areas, there were no rules.

      Hopefully, people would be less interested in challenging him for his bounty after hearing about Izan, but all Sylver could do was wait and see.

      The circumstances weren’t ideal, but all things considered, given that no one above level 200 would try to challenge him, Sylver had a rather good fe⁠—

      Sylver threw the boy as hard away from himself as he could, as the spell finished enveloping him.

      He didn’t close his eyes, he had no eyes to close, and with Ria slithering onto his back and spreading around his body, Sylver recognized the magic trying to whisk him away. It was the same magic responsible for him and Izan being moved to that empty place.

      It was only when Ria finished covering him that he realized it wasn’t trying to pull him away somewhere but was instead trying to bring something to him.

      When the spell was done, Sylver looked down at his tightly closed fist, covered in an intricate net of gold and black, and felt his hearts stop as he forced his fingers open.

      It was a torn sheet of paper, so thoroughly soaked in mana that it was hurting him from the contact.

      It had a single word written on it “TRADE,” in such an old Eirsh dialect that Sylver almost couldn’t read it.

      But as Sylver stared at the paper, he understood three things.

      The first was that Edmund was here.

      The second was that these people had an actual dragon guarding them.

      And the third was that it seemed like the dragon wanted something from him.
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            One Loose End

          

        

      

    

    
      Sylver had been careful not to crumple the page any more than he initially had. There were seven creases on it, from the way it had appeared in his fist, and another crease from when he tried to fold it into two.

      He continued staring at the page, as Faust paced back and forth on his left. It was the middle of the night at this point, most of the sect was asleep, two were keeping watch near the entrance, and Sylver had provided them with a light source in the form of a glowing carved-up plank of wood.

      The ink with which the word TRADE had been written was a very dark blue, dark enough that it appeared black. The size of the page and the two rounded corners on the bottom left and right meant it had been ripped out of a pocket notebook.

      The tracker in Sylver’s pocket confirmed that the mana this page was emanating was the same one that messed up the sword the [Jester Hero] had given Lola.

      Whether that meant the mana belonged to Edmund, Sylver couldn’t say for certain.

      It felt like Edmund’s mana, but considering they were dealing with a [Hero], possibly a dragon, and Rose the ex-[Hero], who was to say one of them couldn’t make a convincing imitation?

      This could be part of Rose’s ploy to screw Sylver over one last time, it could be part of the [Jester Hero]s long-term plan, it could be that the dragon is clairvoyant and knew exactly what buttons to push to make Sylver come here.

      Sylver still had the [Dead Man’s Last Stand] burning a hole in his pocket, if there was ever a time to use it. A dragon’s corpse could do wonders for him.

      “Ron said the [Jester Hero] killed a dragon before he came to Arda,” Sylver mumbled, searching around his [Bound Bones] storage and found the report Lola had written for him.

      Faust stopped mid-step and turned to look at Sylver, who was carefully reading through the first couple of pages. He flipped ahead to the end, where the less concrete information was and found the “killed a dragon,” near the very bottom of the list. The rumor was recent, very recent, and Lola seemed to believe it wasn’t very likely.

      “The [Hero] came from the south and traveled north. There’s a dragon’s nest just south of Silia, it would have been on the path he took,” Faust said, as Sylver went back to the first page and reread the report.

      “Could be…” Sylver murmured.

      Faust returned to pacing.

      There wasn’t too much of a debate or conversation to be had.

      He came here to find Edmund. And someone seemed to have Edmund. And they appeared to want something from him.

      If they know enough about me to know to entice me with Edmund’s mana, surely they would ask something I would be able to achieve with my skillset?

      Sylver scratched his bandaged-up face.

      “I could go,” Ria offered.

      Sylver turned his head to her, as did Faust.

      “I’m immune to magic and Ki, I could fly over there and tell you if it’s a trap or not. Or just pass along a message,” Ria explained, as Sylver considered her words.

      “So, we’ve agreed the dragon’s nest is where the source of the barrier is, right?” Faust asked.

      Sylver took Edmund’s tracker out of his pocket and activated it. The needle spun twice before it turned toward the “middle” of the Schlagen Mountains.

      With the mana-soaked piece of paper, Sylver had enough mana to track Edmund about ninety times. He activated the tracker five times while they headed to Faust’s sect, and Ria confirmed two things.

      That Edmund was moving.

      And that after the suns went down, he stopped moving, and the tracker was pointing to the center of the Schlagen Mountains.

      He put the tracker away after Ria recorded the exact position, just in case.

      “I appreciate the offer, but no. Dragons are… there’s a trick to talking to them. Although since this one approached me, it might be a bit more lenient…” Sylver thought out loud.

      Then Ria asked the question he was just about to ask, “Why did it limit itself to a scrap of paper, and only one word?”

      “And why did it only contact me now? I’ve been here for a couple of days already, was it waiting for something? Is it because I was transported into that empty space? The way Izan described it, it sounded like it was empty because of me,” Sylver said.

      “I asked Xalibur, they call it a challenge field. Or challenge arena, doesn’t matter, you said yours was empty? No statues, no walls, no mountains, nothing?” Faust asked.

      “Just black glass under my feet… It tried to read my mind, but couldn’t, you’re thinking that was how it found me,” Sylver confirmed, and Faust shrugged.

      “Aside from potential death, what’s stopping us from going there right now?” Ria asked.

      “The center is inside the White Ring, which while not strictly locked down—” Sylver motioned for Faust to continue.

      “It will be a hassle to enter, especially while the whole country is on high alert, and doubly so for someone trying to get to where the source of the barrier is,” Faust explained, as Sylver went back to staring at the mana-soaked piece of paper.

      “Why trade? Why that word? Specifically. And why use such an old dialect? Is it to check if I’m old enough to know it?” Sylver asked.

      “Are you old enough to know it?” Ria asked.

      Sylver tapped the first letter of the word TRADE.

      “It’s not Eirish, not exactly, it’s one of the precursor languages. The only reason I know it is because most of the good grimoires were written in it. Apart from Nyx and I, there were only a couple of people who could read it, other than those that lived long enough to have spoken it. But it doesn’t make sense,” Sylver complained, as Ria and Faust continued trying to speculate what Sylver now realized was irrelevant information.

      “I’m going to try and talk to it tomorrow morning,” Sylver said with a relaxed tone.

      “What if it’s a trap?” Faust asked, and Sylver could do little else but nod.

      “What if it is? I need to find Edmund. From all the methods currently available to me, I believe Edmund is with the dragon. If I decide not to go see the dragon, what do you suggest I do instead?” Sylver asked.

      Faust opened his mouth as if to speak, but he knew what Sylver would say to counter his suggestions and questions before he even said them.

      Ria’s form shivered, as she practically shouted the words out. Sylver would later want to hit himself for not thinking of something so obvious.

      “We don’t have to go to the dragon,” Ria exclaimed, as both Sylver and Faust turned to look at her.

      “We can have the dragon come to us…” Sylver finished.
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        * * *

      

      This high up in the air, Sylver got a bird’s eye view of the land that surrounded the Schlagen Mountains. He had initially thought there were only five peaks, but now he could see there were twelve of them.

      Each peak was nearly identical to the other, or had been originally. Every single one had been infested by people and looked closer to an anthill than a mountain top. The design was most definitely human, dwarves wouldn’t have built such tall buildings, and wouldn’t have been so wasteful with what little space they had to work with.

      There were large rope bridges that connected neighboring sects, and even now Sylver could see people walking along them. Each bridge seemed to be wide enough for two horse carts to pass each other.

      But what made them stick out in Sylver’s eyes was the way they weren’t centered. Either the bridges had been built first, and someone built the sect buildings second, or there was a reason they made them longer than they had to be.

      Sylver looked around one more time before he sat down on the invisible platform his [Bracelet of the Aurai] created for him.

      “How come you don’t have more tools like this?” Ria asked, breaking the silence that could only be obtained when sitting hundreds of meters in the air.

      They were high enough that some of the clouds reached low enough to wash over them.

      “Are you asking about enchanted tools in general?” Sylver asked.

      “Yes. A wand or something, or an enchanted sword,” Ria said.

      “The main drawback is that enchanted items leak some mana. For a competent mage, that may be enough to track me, and in the case of monsters, it would make sneaking up on them nearly impossible. Then there’s the possibility of someone stealing my weapon and using it against me,” Sylver explained.

      “Does that happen often?” Ria asked as Sylver chuckled at the memory.

      “Once is enough. It’s… to say it’s embarrassing to be killed by your own weapon, is an understatement. And as you might have noticed, I try to avoid direct confrontation. If I have something seriously powerful with me leaking mana all over the place, I might as well walk around with a giant target on my back. My illusions and decoy shades work so well because there isn’t that much differentiating me from them,” Sylver said.

      Even though there wasn’t any noticeable change in the air, Sylver’s gut reacted to something. He looked around then went back to relaxing a moment later.

      “What about your umbrella?” Ria asked.

      “It’s a special case. I uh… in my time, teleportation was rare. And limited to a very small number of mages that straddled the line between mage and sorcerer, because of how much intuition their magic required. In hindsight, I took it more personally than I should have. The umbrella was built with mana leakage in mind. Lola used very specific, and very rare crystals, and any other kind of enchantment would require years upon years of research and development,” Sylver explained, as he affectionately tapped the area on his back where the umbrella was hidden.

      There were a couple of minutes of silence, during which Sylver and Ria just sat there, floating in the air, waiting for something to happen.

      “Do you have anything enchanted you wouldn’t mind breaking?” Ria asked. Sylver looked through his [Bound Bones] storage and couldn’t find something magical for her to deconstruct.

      He clicked his tongue.

      “There’s stuff in my workshop, and Lola has more defective enchantments than she knows what to do with. Did you figure something out?” Sylver asked.

      “I’m missing something. I have a theory, but I need a magic item of some kind to experiment on. I feel like something changed in the ribs, but I can’t be sure… How long are you planning to wait?” Ria asked.

      Sylver looked up at the sky and then laid down on his invisible platform.

      “Until the sun goes down. You saw it yourself, he’s being moved around; the dragon is obviously patrolling the area. If it’s patrolling the outside, that’s a different matter… Having said that, it being outside the barrier would make more sense, given the donut shape of the barrier,” Sylver said.

      “Not if your tracker is correct. Even allowing for a ten percent error, it’s still more likely to be inside than not. If you have a sheet of paper, I can draw you the tracking lines on a map, and show you how they intersect,” Ria offered, which reminded Sylver about the paper he had been given and reached into his pocket to take it out.

      It was very carefully being held between two pieces of glass. It still hurt Sylver from how dense the mana leaking out of the paper was, but the glass helped direct it, so it wasn’t leaking toward his face.

      “Was it you who asked about seeing a real dragon?” Sylver asked, as he turned the paper over and looked at the blank backside.

      “That was Chrys. Faust mentioned dragon nests, are those something anyone could go to?” Ria asked, and Sylver laughed to himself before he answered.

      “They are, but it’s… like going to see a dormant volcano. You will be safe most of the time, but someone will be the unlucky bastard that goes to it when it explodes. I’m sure Lola will be able to find a dragon that’s weak enough that I would be able to protect Chrys, in the unlikely event we catch it in a bad mood,” Sylver explained, as he turned the glass-encased paper over again.

      “You said there’s a trick to talking to them. What’s the trick?” Ria asked.

      Sylver placed the glass onto his chest and spread his arms out to let them rest on the invisible platform. This high up even with the suns it was cold, or would be, if Sylver wasn’t covered in a thick layer of his robe and was using a spell to warm his flesh.

      “You have to be polite, but keep it short and to the point, you have to be tough, but not aggressive, you need to be humble, but proud, the trick is adjusting your approach as you figure out what the dragon’s personality is.

      “Which is a lot harder than it sounds. Because if you’re too aggressive when you need to appear meek, that’s it. You don’t get a second chance… Unless you’re a lich that can make himself a new body,” Sylver explained, as Ria understood his uncharacteristically somber tone.

      “I see… What language is this anyway?” Ria asked, and a small metallic tendril tapped against the piece of glass holding the page in place. Sylver lifted it to look at it again.

      “It doesn’t have a name. Or rather, it’s called Eirish, but comparing this to modern Eirish is like comparing a tree to a piece of paper. There isn’t even a direct translation, this language requires context, trade is just the nearest word in modern Eirish, TRADE is typically used when⁠—”

      Sylver just barely managed to sit up as he felt the magic finish enveloping him.
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        * * *

      

      It took a great deal of restraint to not start running, as Sylver realized he wasn’t staring down a crack in space itself and was instead looking at an enormous eyeball. The eyeball slowly moved down, and then back up, before the dragon moved him away from itself.

      The only reason he felt Ria’s fear was that he was actively holding onto her staff, otherwise the dragon’s impossibly large soul would have made focusing on anything other than the dragon impossible.

      As Sylver floated away from the creature, he gradually realized they weren’t alone.

      Sort of.

      It had three heads, each one almost completely identical to the other. The one on Sylver’s left had murky white eyes, the one in the middle looked fine, and the one on the right didn’t appear to have a mouth. The heads were roughly the size of a large boulder, and the two with the mouths could easily swallow at least ten men in a single bite. Each eye was as big as Sylver was.

      Its scales hung loosely on its body, and with every shallow breath caused the light illuminating them to sparkle in a brilliant rainbow. Every motion made an odd clinking sound as if the scales were made from thin crystals.

      Its body had the shape of a fat mouse, a rectangular, bottom-heavy form. It almost looked funny because of how wide it was, but describing a dragon as humorous wasn’t something Sylver was currently capable of. It looked more like a successful hunter, fat from its many kills, than a lazy rodent that stuffed itself full of nuts.

      There were no wings that Sylver could see, but going by the bumps on its back, they were hidden underneath the scales the way a beetle would hide its wings.

      Where the necks were attached to the body, Sylver could see what he had to assume were scars. The scales were flat up against their neck in a very noticeable straight line. Someone had beheaded them, all three of them, multiple times.

      There was a serpentine movement to them, as the heads moved toward Sylver and shifted so the one missing its mouth was in the middle, while the blind one was on Sylver’s right, and the normal-looking one was on his left.

      They changed positions again, and again, and in the end, the blind head was on the left, the mouthless head was in the middle, and the normal-looking one was on Sylver’s right. Their necks were pressed up against one another the way a braided rope would be.

      The blind head began to speak.

      Instead of a painfully loud booming voice, the creature spoke with a soft, almost feminine tone. Its mouth opened so slightly that Sylver struggled to tell which one was speaking.

      “What did it—” Sylver tapped out STOP so hard that he bruised his finger from tapping on his skin. Ria compressed herself as much as she could and remained quiet for the rest of the conversation.

      The dragon spoke four words in the ancient Eirish dialect the word TRADE had been written in, and Sylver only understood three of them.

      “Something NEGATIVE MOUNTAINS REFERENCE,” the dragon head said.

      Sylver reached deep into his memory, and condensed years of study into two simple words.

      “NO UNDERSTAND,” Sylver replied and could see what he felt amounted to a smile from the three heads.

      The one that looked normal breathed out a puff of pure white smoke, so thick and dense that it looked like floating milk. The smoke spread out below the floating Sylver’s feet, and formed into a three-headed dragon on one side, and a small human-looking man on the other.

      The man was armed with a sword and a round shield, but everything identifiable about him was too vague for Sylver to get a clear picture. The man swung his sword, and a giant ring appeared on the three-headed dragon’s body.

      A chain appeared and attached itself to the ring, and like a dog on a leash, the dragon was pulled away from the man, with its claws tearing the milky land apart as it tried to fight against the chain.

      The landscape changed again. The dragon was in a cage with twelve familiar-looking stone pillars keeping it contained. The chain that was attached to the ring around the dragon’s body, originated from a large bowl in the middle of the cage.

      A stream of liquid came up from the bowl, traveled up into the air, and spread outward like a protective umbrella, until it formed into a bubble that surrounded the twelve peaked mountains the dragon was trapped in, along with the land around the mountains.

      Several spheres appeared over the protective bubble, and the image changed so Sylver could no longer see the dragon. The spheres that represented the suns moved around erratically, and Sylver had to guess that it was trying to tell him how long it had been since that man trapped it.

      Sylver didn’t know enough about the path the suns took to understand the exact amount of time, but given the way the buildings rapidly sprung up, then fell, and were rebuilt repeatedly, he had to guess it’d been a while.

      Without any warning, the man who had captured the dragon appeared right in front of Sylver. His body was turned around, and Sylver could see an almost glowing marking on his right shoulder blade, a birthmark. The man split into two, one man that looked identical to the first, and another that was slightly thinner.

      Both of them had the same birthmark, a filled-in circle with flame-shaped lines sticking out of it.

      Three children appeared behind the two men, and each one had the same birthmark. The bigger man had two children, the smaller man had one child, all boys.

      The bigger man’s two children were given the sword, and the smaller man’s child was given the shield.

      The children grew, and at some point, the two original men disappeared, and the children were moved forward as if to replace them.

      Sylver was then shown as the two original men’s family trees grew, and each generation replaced the previous one, over and over again, and passed along the sword, shield, and birthmark.

      At some point, one of the shield children was moved off to the side, and while the rest were still in the same group, that child’s line continued away from them. The group that remained only had the sword, the one outside had the shield.

      It was slow, but Sylver could see that with each new generation, the birthmark gradually became smaller, had fewer flames, and eventually was so small and thin that Sylver could barely see it.

      Sylver looked around and could see that there were only five men with the birthmark on them, everyone else didn’t have it.

      The landscape changed again, the five men with the birthmark stood near the chain that connected the bound dragon to the bowl, and as each one disappeared, the chain became more and more weathered.

      When there was only one man left, the chain looked rusted and brittle, like it was only one good tug away from breaking. Finally, the last man disappeared, and the chain slowly became thinner and thinner and finally broke apart. The three-headed dragon was released and flew away.

      If the man with the birthmark dies, the dragon will eventually be freed…

      The landscape changed again, and Sylver saw that the last with the birthmark man had a son, but the son didn’t have the birthmark

      Off in the distance, Sylver saw a small girl, with such a faint birthmark on her shoulder blade that Sylver could only tell it was there because it was glowing.

      The man’s son walked over to the girl, and moments later, another child appeared in front of them, and this one had a birthmark that was as big as the originals had been. The child walked over to where the chain and dragon was, and it went from being weak and brittle, to as strong as it had been since the beginning.

      Their child will have enough original blood to reapply the spell…

      The landscape changed again.

      A tall figure clad in a robe stood between the girl and the boy. It had a sword in its hands, the sword the original man had used. The figure stabbed the girl and the boy in the chest, and with the sword still wet with their blood, the figure walked over to the dragon and shoved the sword into the bowl.

      The bubble surrounding the land burst, and the dragon broke out of the twelve peak mountains and flew away.

      The image wound back, to when the boy and the girl were still around, but they now had the child with the large birthmark in front of them. The robed figure appeared once again, and stabbed the boy and the girl, and stabbed the sword into the bowl, but nothing happened.

      If I kill them after the child is born, it won’t work… I would have to wait for centuries for the chain to weaken again…

      The landscape changed to depict a map of Eira, with the Schlagen Mountains in the middle.

      The sword the original man had used appeared in front of Sylver and turned so he could see the birthmark-like symbol embedded on the metal blade. It floated down into the Schlagen Mountains, and stood upright near the dragon like a monument. It was in the first peak, the one where the emperor lived.

      The sword descendant is the emperor, because of course he is… And the prince, or whatever his son is called, is the boy who could father the child with the birthmark.

      The shield had a similar-looking mark on it, but there was a symbol inside the circle that for some reason looked familiar. As if Sylver had seen it before, very recently too.

      It moved down onto the map, and landed northwest of the sword and dragon, and slowly moved along a river. There was a double bend that Sylver recognized; he knew which river the dragon was referring to.

      The shield descendant girl is coming here soon…

      I need to either kill the girl or kill the boy, to prevent their child from being born… If I use the sword and their blood, I can free the dragon earlier, and I won’t have to kill the emperor, or wait for the chain to weaken… But I need to find the sword first…

      It’s with the emperor, has to be… Unless it’s a metaphorical sword?

      The dragon must have read his body language because it managed to get the point across that the sword was very real, and was indeed somewhere in the first peak. The actual shield on the other hand was just gone, even the dragon didn’t know where it was.

      Sylver strained his mind for the words he wanted to use. The best he could do was the word the dragon had used.

      “TRADE,” Sylver said.

      Edmund.

      He froze in place as he felt the dragon’s magic engulf him and continued to stay still as the Edmund mana-soaked paper slid out of his pocket and flew down to the milky smoke.

      The dragon’s chain snapped and it flew away. The paper floating near it became covered by the smoke and took the shape of a burly man that looked identical to Edmund. He walked over to the robe-wearing figure, and they hugged.

      It will give me Edmund when it’s free…

      So, I either need to find that sword and wet it with the boy and girl’s blood or kill the emperor and wait for the chain to weaken on its own… If the boy and girl have a child while I’m waiting, I failed.

      Before Sylver could say anything, the Edmund mana-soaked page floated back to him, with a new word written on the other side.

      QUESTION.

      At least I can come here again if I need to. Just have to say this out loud.

      Sylver focused in on himself as he tried to figure out how to say what he wanted to say.

      “NEGATIVE TRAP AFTER,” Sylver said in his broken ancient Eirish.

      What will you do after you’re free?

      The three heads uncoiled from one another, and Sylver could feel a disharmony between them. He couldn’t tell if they were sharing a soul, or what was going on, it was so massive that it was like trying to count how many suns you could see while being blinded by every single one.

      The smoke underneath Sylver’s feet showed the dragon being freed from the chain and then showed it flying away. It flew west, and then landed on an island where other similar-shaped creatures were flying around.

      A dragon sanctuary…

      The next question Sylver asked, he asked because he knew that Ria would ask it.

      “NEGATIVE TRAP AFTER KILL TRAP?” Sylver asked and felt a wave of heat pass over him.

      If this dragon had someone else, Sylver would have been killed just now.

      Because if someone else tried to interfere in an ancient dragon’s business, by asking “will you destroy the city after being freed,” they would be dead.

      Sylver didn’t even need to focus on the dragon to know it was staring at him. He could feel the gaze of the two heads practically clinging to his skin.

      “Something, something TIRED something DANGER something TIRED something HOME something NEGATIVE MOUNTAIN AGREE,” the dragon said.

      Sylver was no longer sure he had understood it correctly, “NEGATIVE MOUNTAIN” didn’t work in this context, it didn’t fit.

      Before he could say anything, Sylver appeared exactly where he had been several minutes ago and started to fall toward the ground.
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        * * *

      

      There was a commotion of some kind as Sylver walked back to his sect. People were running past him at breakneck speeds, and even though he was curious, he decided against getting involved. The gong they were ringing was already giving him a headache, and he wasn’t in the mood to deal with whatever was going on.

      He had enough on his mind.

      The two boys standing guard at the sect entrance nodded at Sylver as he passed them.

      “What happened?” Faust asked as Sylver sat down opposite him.

      Sylver summoned a fresh set of bandages to replace the ones on his face while he spoke, “They’re using an ancient dragon as a fuel source for their barrier, and it’s somehow linked to a bloodline. I need to kill the emperor to free it,” Sylver said. Faust’s eyes became wide enough that Sylver stopped what he was doing to stare at him.

      Faust’s soul did a backflip as he reached into his bathrobe and produced a single sheet of paper. He unfolded it and turned it so Sylver could see what was written on it.

      “In that case, we should celebrate,” Faust explained, as Sylver just stared at the page.

      In big bold letters, right at the very top of the page, Sylver read words that filled him with so much joy he felt like he was about to throw up.

      “THE EMPEROR IS DEAD” the page read.

      The attacker from before Sylver had arrived used poison, which took several days to finish the job.

      And to make things even better, Sylver remembered where he’d seen the symbol on the shield.
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      A lot of things made sense now that Sylver knew a dragon was being used to power the barrier. For starters, he now understood the culture and mentality of the people here.

      Most cities struggled to defend themselves from the monsters standing outside their gates.

      It was why, despite being largely inferior, warriors were still the most common type of combat unit. For a person to become a mage, a mage capable of using offensive magic, they needed a lot of training, time, and came with the risk of being unsuited for actual combat.

      And a city that needed people capable of fighting right now couldn’t afford that, even the people with good magical potential had no choice but to train to be a warrior.

      But the Schlagen Mountains were different.

      They didn’t have to worry about monsters outside their barrier, or foreign armies, because breaching their barrier was literally impossible.

      On top of that, the mana and Ki in the air made the soil ridiculously fertile and meant they weren’t starving. Aside from some minor luxury items, these people didn’t have any reason to leave their cozy and well-protected bubble.

      Sylver had seen similar civilizations in the past, but those were never so… infantile, the way this one was. Those were careless, but they weren’t stupid, they had some kind of plan for when their impenetrable defenses were eventually penetrated.

      Sylver chose not to think about the implications of removing an entire country’s defense, because he didn’t want to, and if he was honest with himself, didn’t care. It was their own fault for standing between him and Edmund, and their own fault for being careless enough to let someone like him inside.

      It wasn’t their fault, but at the end of the day, Sylver made a choice, and even if this ended up becoming another Red War type of scar on his name, it was a worthy trade for Edmund.

      If it was just a dragon, then there would at the very least be a chance Sylver could threaten it or negotiate with it. But this one was the dragon, going against it would be akin to going against a god. A god that was holding Edmund hostage.

      Sylver had a better chance of defeating Rose than he did defeating this dragon.

      He did toy around with the idea of approaching the emperor and asking him to force the dragon into giving up Edmund, but that idea had a couple of minor flaws. Mainly Sylver wasn’t entirely certain as to what he could offer the man.

      Make the dragon give me back my brother, or I will try to kill you?

      Make the dragon give me Edmund, or I will work to free it?

      All Sylver could offer were threats. And if his understanding of these people was to be believed, the emperor would probably choose to kill him, either for threatening him or just in case. That’s what Sylver would have done if the roles were reversed.

      Plus, the emperor was allegedly dead, so that further limited Sylver’s options.

      The only real path forward was doing as the dragon said and preventing the emperor’s son, and the shield ancestor’s daughter, from having a child, and waiting for the chain to snap on its own.

      Sylver already knew where the son was, even if he wasn’t in a position to do anything about him. Sylver was strong, but invading the equivalent of a country’s capital required a bit more strength than Sylver or Faust currently possessed.

      Which was why he was instead going to focus on finding the girl.

      He almost wanted to dance when he turned out to be right. The symbol carved onto the shield the dragon had shown him was identical to one of the symbols inside the book Sylver had found in the home that belonged to Fobur Plateforged.

      Sylver had read the book backward and forwards, and the symbol kept popping up every now and then. Whoever Fobur was, he clearly had some kind of connection to the shield girl.

      The book was coded and Sylver couldn’t figure out how to read it, there were several houses marked on the map.

      After he had a chance to look through Fobur’s house again, Sylver planned on visiting the nearest marked building, and possibly learn of a secret shield ancestor worshiping cult, or something along those lines.

      If it turned out to not have any connection, Sylver planned to travel upstream and wait for a boat carrying a girl with a birthmark on her shoulder to pass through.

      Because of the fiasco at the Green Rabbit sect, Faust had decided it would be a better idea to send someone else to trade the ingredients Sylver had gathered for jade. They were still seen as thieves, but now they weren’t so desperate as to accept whatever crummy deal was offered.

      More importantly, they only needed a little jade, for Faust to kickstart his alchemical career. All he really had to procure was a big cauldron, a fancy big cauldron, that was special in a way Faust couldn’t explain, but the important thing was that once he got it, he could make all the potions and pills he wanted.

      The jade made from selling those would then be lent to the sect members to buy themselves proper gear and weapons, and they would then go out hunting for more potion ingredients. Faust would then buy the ingredients off of them, and leave them with a small amount of profit that they will use to settle their debts.

      It was a bit of a roundabout way of handling things, but this was Faust’s idea, and Sylver trusted that he knew what he was doing.

      Sylver’s hope of finding some kind of clue in Fobur’s house was squashed the moment the building came into view. Sylver hadn’t been certain as to what he hoped to find, but whatever it was, he was fairly certain the fact that the entire building had been turned into rubble meant he wouldn’t have found it anyway.

      Scratch that.

      There were still some walls left, and the height suggested something quite interesting. Whoever destroyed it, had stopped after they finished breaking apart the place where Fobur had hid his book and letters.

      While it was possible this was just a coincidence, the more likely answer, and the answer Sylver preferred, was that the book was important, and the fact Sylver was in possession of it meant he had a bargaining chip.

      All that was left was figuring out who he could bargain with.
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        * * *

      

      There were three different symbols that marked the buildings on the map in Fobur’s book.

      The people that lived in the houses marked with an upside-down Y had all mysteriously disappeared.

      Sylver’s “forgetful old man looking for his granddaughter or grandson” act did wonders for learning the homeowner’s name, place of employment, and how recently they’d left.

      The first two weren’t that interesting. Sylver didn’t recognize any of the names, and none of the people worked for anyone important. They were gardeners, butchers, a fishmonger, and a bard, perfectly ordinary people.

      Except they packed up their shit and left in the middle of the night roughly an hour after the time Fobur was supposedly kidnapped.

      They were just gone.

      And while this may be a coincidence, Sylver did take note of the fact that none of them were local. They had all moved to this area during the last ten years, and none of them grew up here.

      The buildings marked with an O with a line through it were perfectly normal shops. Even when Sylver gave Spring half an hour to search every available nook and cranny, he didn’t find any hiding spots or any other secret wall compartments.

      The only thing all of these shops had in common was that they were owned by sect elders that had the word “Green” in their name. The Green Snake, Green Goat, Green Dog, so on and so forth.

      It was almost nighttime when Sylver finished investigating the stores and arrived at the next to last marked location. There were only two buildings marked with an X, and in hindsight, Sylver should have probably started with those.

      Only the fact that they were so far away from the rest of the marked buildings made him decide to check them out last.

      The sects followed a somewhat obvious naming structure, that only became obvious after Faust offhandedly mentioned it. There were essentially rings of red, green, blue, and white within the barrier that surrounded the Schlagen Mountains.

      The closer you were to the middle of the barrier, the richer and more powerful your sect was, and the same was true in reverse. White was richest and colorless was poorest. It was quite similar to the system the Garden had, except people could move between the rings freely, ish.

      Once Faust paid off the debt his sect owned, their name would be “Something Sect.” After he attained more land, and some part of his sect was within the Red Circle, his sect would become the “Red Something Sect.”

      From the way he explained it, the sects traded land the way hermit crabs traded shells.

      Faust paid to buy the land belonging to a red sect, that then purchased land from a green sect, that then purchased land from a blue sect, that eventually had enough money to purchase land in the White Ring. The end result was that the ring would stay the same, but the people living in it would change.

      There were other ways of attaining land, but since Faust was handling everything, Sylver left it to him to figure out. All Sylver had to do was not kill someone important, at most he could cripple, and if Faust could forbid it, he would have forbidden Sylver from killing. As it stood, Faust asked that Sylver not kill anyone important.

      These sects apparently needed an honorable reason to attack another sect, and the reason typically tended to be “that sect’s member killed one of our sect’s members!”

      Faust also attempted to explain to Sylver how he should act when speaking to someone with a higher status than him, but then decided Sylver wouldn’t piss someone off for the fun of it and told him to do what he thought was necessary.

      If someone started shit with someone as polite and amicable as Sylver, then they started shit with him for a reason, and there wasn’t much Sylver could do about it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The X-marked house was almost literally on the other side of the “country.” Sylver had moved quite quickly, using [Fog Form], but it was still a ridiculous distance to travel without using Ulvic or Will. If he didn’t have to leave Mora to help Faust guard the sect, it would have taken her maybe fifteen minutes of running/flying.

      Instead, Sylver could already see the horizon starting to lighten up from one of the rising suns as he approached the X-marked house.

      If the women offering their services to the drunk men were any indication, Sylver had entered a red-light district of a sort. With his bandages covering his face and hands, limp, bad back, and the fact he was using Ria as a cane to help him walk, the women understandably left Sylver alone.

      Except for a couple of ladies that seemed desperate for customers, until they saw which sect Sylver was part of.

      The building marked in the book wasn’t a brothel, though seemed to be some kind of residential building. The door was locked, but Sylver simply walked into the alleyway near it and promptly disappeared. He materialized inside the building, in an empty and run-down room, and waited for Spring to scout the place out for him.

      There was a man sitting at the very bottom of the building, a guard, and everyone else was a woman, most of them were dead asleep.

      Thankfully Sylver didn’t have to spend hours waking them up and asking them if they knew what Fobur’s book and letters were about, because he found a hiding spot identical to the one at Fobur’s home. Except this one was in the ceiling, not the wall.

      Spring initially missed it because of how flush it was with the ceiling, but the interference from the lead gave its position away. Sylver once again sent an invisible tendril of fog through the keyhole of the door, traveled down two floors, and materialized inside the room with the contraption.

      A nude woman was sleeping with her back to the door. Even without feeling her out with his mana, Sylver could tell she was one errant sound away from waking up.

      His magic suppressed any noise he could have potentially made, and his knowledge of soul magic meant she wouldn’t feel his presence. The floor was tinkered in a very interesting way. It wasn’t that every single floorboard would make a sound, but instead they were locked together like a spider’s web.

      If someone stepped on the floor, it would be slight, but someone actively looking for it would feel the wood move.

      Sylver’s [Bracelet of the Aurai] took care of this problem, as he very gently removed Ria from his robe, and pointed the staff toward the leaded mechanism. Ria didn’t make a sound as she slowly drilled a hole that was smaller than a human hair a short distance away from the hiding spot and worked her way into the mechanism.

      Truth be told, if Sylver hadn’t had eyes that saw in the dark, he very likely wouldn’t have noticed the woman. She’d suppressed her soul so much that even though he was aware she was there, he struggled to focus on her.

      She was still naked as she stood near the door and Sylver⁠—
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      He could practically hear her heart jump to her throat. Anyone would be scared of feeling a presence in a dark and empty room and would rightfully shit themselves if they had an all-powerful system confirm the existence of the aforementioned presence.

      Expect it wasn’t quite fear that Sylver felt emanating from the woman.

      Sylver wasn’t sure what to do or say, as the woman stared at his left knee since he was crouching midair, while Ria continued tinkering with the contraption above them.

      He would later question what exactly was going through his mind as he used [Fog Form] to materialize behind her and proceeded to form a deafening sphere around her head, as he tried to stop her from running away.

      The reason he would later question what was going through his mind, was because the woman didn’t try running away when Sylver grabbed her, she instead dislocated her left shoulder as she twisted her body to face him.

      She then headbutted him so hard that the cartilage of his nose got crushed, and one of the loose bones in his face pierced his brain. It didn’t even take Sylver a full second to recover from the sudden brain death, but that fraction of a second was more than enough for the woman to disappear.

      As Sylver stabilized his body and looked around, his best guess was that the massive hole in the wall where the window used to be was probably the direction the woman had gone.

      Granted, Sylver’s moves were limited by the fact he didn’t want to give his position away and didn’t want to attract attention, but even with that, this was still an unexpected outcome.

      It was downright embarrassing.

      Even the fact that the woman scratched her forehead on Sylver’s lower teeth was pure stupid luck.

      Sylver walked over to Ria and silently tapped her a question, as he felt the whole house awaken from the sound the woman made when she destroyed the wall during her escape.

      “How big is it?” Sylver asked, as Ria understood what he was planning on doing, and etched four lines into the ceiling.

      Sylver used [Deadly Darkness] to carve a rectangle out of the ceiling, and with Ria still inside of it, pulled it out of the ceiling as a solid block. He proceeded to jump out of the hole the woman had made, and with the wooden brick weighing him down, jumped from roof to roof, until he found a good enough hiding spot.

      He very carefully collected the tiny amount of skin the woman had scrapped on his teeth, as Ria continued working on the potentially explosive safe.

      Sylver’s face made a squelching sound as he pulled his nose out of his face and discovered that the woman had sent some sort of shockwave into his head. His bear soul armor took the brunt of it, but without it, Sylver’s liquified brain would have exploded out of the back of his skull.

      These cultivators were really fast.

      Sadly, the woman’s attack only caused about 300 HP worth of damage and wasn’t enough for [Hare’s Great Escape] to activate. Sylver turned away from Ria and pushed the shattered cartilage out of his face and rewrapped his face with fresh bandages.

      His body was healing, but Sylver wanted his arms and legs to be healed first before he started working on his head and face.

      He heard a soft click from where Ria was and the wooden door opened. Just like in Fobur’s house, there was an identical notebook inside, along with four sealed and booby-trapped envelopes. Sylver stored them away in his [Bound Bones] storage and used [Dead Dominion] to separate the woman’s skin from his blood-soaked bandages.

      “Are you alright?” Ria asked, as Sylver set down a small wooden bowl and moved the tiny skin scraps into it.

      “I’ll be fine,” Sylver said, as he slowly mixed some blood from the jar full of clone blood with the skin scraps and waited for it to dissolve.

      “I mean no offense when I say this, but this is the second time you’ve lost a fight. First when that boy decapitated you, and just now,” Ria said, and Sylver could do little but shrug.

      “I could have killed him if I wanted to, and I could have killed this woman, but I wanted that guy alive, and I wouldn’t have been able to talk to a corpse… Not yet anyway. Talking to the dead is very difficult if you don’t have the right magical affinity,” Sylver explained, as the blood in the wooden bowl started to gently bubble, as if it was boiling.

      “I’ve noticed you’ve been a lot more hesitant since we came here. Normally you would have leaned out of the way of her head, or headbutted her first, but you barely reacted,” Ria said, as the blood floated out of the bowl and started condensing into a needle.

      “I am unused to fighting cultivators. Normally I can predict what a person will do by looking at their mana, or their primal energy field, but cultivators don’t have the same tells, so to speak. I’ll get used to reading them in a couple of weeks, but we will hopefully be done with all of this before then,” Sylver explained, as the needle flickered with a golden light and stopped floating.

      Sylver caught it and made it float again. The needle flicked left, then right, and then as if there was an extremely powerful magnet acting on it, pointed forward, and a bit down.

      The woman was hopefully in a safe house or something.

      “Would you mind picking all the lead out of it?” Sylver asked, indicating the wall fragment.

      Several clinks later, all the lead-lined gears were sitting in a small pile away from them, while Sylver disappeared the wooden wall fragment into his [Bound Bones] storage to dispose of later.

      He was glad for his lack of eyes, being blinded by the sunrise while following the woman’s trail would have been an annoyance he didn’t need right now.
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        * * *

      

      The woman led Sylver even farther away from Faust’s sect.

      And Sylver almost decided it wasn’t worth the effort when the needle stopped moving. The woman had walked and ran for nearly six hours, and Sylver had to hop from roof to roof, each time worried that she would get out of the tracker’s range.

      He’d considered returning to her room to look around for loose hair, nail clippings or the like, but decided to only do that after he lost her.

      While he was on the move, he flipped through the woman’s book and discovered the vast majority of it to be identical to Fobur’s. There were maybe ten pages in total that were different from his, and the only reason they were different was that they were missing words.

      Even the maps and marked buildings were the same.

      The area Sylver was in right now was right next to the river. To be more accurate, the “town” was built with the river at the center. The buildings were tall and leaning over the river like an arched bridge, with small rope bridges connecting them to one another, while simultaneously holding them together.

      Cranes and large metal hooks hung several feet above the rushing water below. Every now and then, a boat would pass, and without stopping, the cargo would be caught and lifted into the buildings above. They were using some kind of pulley system, where the cargo being lowered onto the boat was timed perfectly with a similar cargo being lifted upward.

      There was a lot of shouting, and people jumping over one another, and yet amidst the chaos, nothing fell, got tangled, or didn’t go where it needed to go. The people here were particularly short, and Sylver stood out like a sore thumb, even if he hadn’t been wearing black, while they all wore beige and brown.

      Sylver found a good spot out of people’s sight, and he proceeded to use [Fog Form] to travel in the last direction the compass had shown.

      It actually hurt him to suppress his soul this much, but it was worth the effort. The woman had no idea he was here, and while a part of Sylver didn’t feel great about watching a woman change clothes, he didn’t particularly mind.

      Especially since he was able to confirm she didn’t have a birthmark on her shoulder. Things would have been a lot simpler if she did.

      Still, this wasn’t a good spot for an ambush and conversation. The woman could very easily disappear through the floor, ceiling, or any of the rickety wooden walls. She could then use her insane speed to jump from rope to rope, and ultimately dive into the river and disappear.

      Sylver considered his approach, as he watched her rummage through a small leather backpack, then began wrapping some kind of bandage around her chest.

      She expertly increased the tension, and with every pull, compressed her chest until it was almost perfectly flat. She took her time further adjusting the bandages so they didn’t impede her movement.

      Sylver had to decide if he should attack her and get a bigger sample of blood so he could track her down when she ran, or if there was a way of demonstrating he was just here to talk.

      The problem here was that the woman wasn’t letting her guard down, not even for a second. She was alone in an enclosed room, the only way in or out was bolted shut, and her only source of light was a small grey-colored candle.

      Sylver planned to hit her on the back of her head, knock her out, and tie her up so he would have a couple of seconds to explain himself.

      Somehow, he didn’t get the feeling she would be all that willing to talk if he did that.

      If he used [Deadly Darkness] to wrap her in his shadow, or [Necrotic Mutilation] to pin her down, he doubted they would hold out against her shockwave attack.

      In the end, Sylver had a rather stupid idea but couldn’t think of anything better. If it worked, great, if not, he had Spring and the shades on standby to at the very least get some blood out of her.

      Sylver materialized in front of the woman, with the two books in one hand, and the letters in his other hand.

      “I come in peace,” Sylver said to the frozen woman.

      Her muscles weren’t tensing, but if he hadn’t watched her moving around a few seconds earlier, he could have believed she was a statue.

      She’s compressing her Ki, Sylver realized, as even the woman’s heart stopped beating, and her primal energy field became denser with every passing second. He didn’t know if he could figure out a way to counteract such an attack.

      “I need your help to rescue Fobur Plateforged,” Sylver said.

      It wasn’t a lie, if he wanted to rescue Fobur, he would need her help. The fact he didn’t want to rescue him, had nothing to do with the fact that he needed her help if he did.

      Five seconds of silence passed, and Sylver decided if the woman didn’t react positively to his next attempt, he would have to kill her if she tried to run away.

      He summoned five gold coins on top of the two books.

      The woman didn’t react.

      Alright, shot in the dark.

      “Fuck the emperor?” Sylver said, and if he had needed to breathe, would have breathed out a sigh of relief alongside the woman.

      Still got it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 25

          

          

      

    

    







            Twice is Coincidence

          

        

      

    

    
      “You seem upset,” Ria said, as Sylver scratched his chin and pretended to look around.

      After their conversation with the woman, Abril, they had gone their separate ways. Except Abril had sent her people to secretly follow Sylver. He didn’t mind, they kept pace with him even when he used [Fog Form].

      “I was hoping they would be a cult,” Sylver tapped out in response.

      “Why did you want them to be a cult?” Ria asked.

      As Sylver had guessed, the organization Abril was part of, was a rebellion. The emperor and his archaic system, where corruption runs rampant, and the strong oppress the weak and blah blah blah.

      It was as classic as a rebellion could get.

      On the bright side, they called themselves Bucklers, which Sylver was overjoyed to hear, considering they were somehow associated with the girl with the shield ancestor heritage.

      Abril needed time to contact her superiors, so they could decide if Sylver could be trusted or not, and they agreed to meet at Faust’s sect if they decided Sylver was trustworthy.

      “With political movements things are complicated. Are they revolutionaries or terrorists? Do they know what they’re doing? Do they have a point? Cults are way easier to deal with. They say their god, demon, spirit, or what have you, says do this and this, and there’s absolutely no point discussing anything with them, you can’t change their minds.

      “Either you agree with their god and his teachings, or you don’t,” Sylver explained, as he stretched his arms out, and realized his outer spine was still curved from when he had been pretending to be an old man.

      He leaned back and gained another couple of inches of height as his outer spine straightened out.

      “What do you mean by ‘easier to deal with?’ How many cults are there anyway?” Ria asked.

      The suns were just about to start setting. Between getting to Abril’s house, and then chasing after her, Sylver would have to travel all night to get home by sunrise.

      “I mean, a cult might have a very interesting view regarding how people should dress, act, how they pray, all that is fine, no problems there. But then they have a fun little detail, like, ‘drinking hot sauce out of a child’s skull will grant you eternal life,’ or ‘eating a steamed toddler’s corpse will cure all your ailments,’ or ‘why don’t we pour liquid metal into⁠—’”

      “Why is it always children? Every single time, from gods to demons to cults, why is it always children?” Ria interrupted, as Sylver gave himself a moment to consider how to word his answer.

      “If you’re asking about the practical reason, it’s because dark magic is easier if you use an untainted soul, and the vast majority of children’s souls are untainted. Think of it like drawing a picture on an empty page, as opposed to a page where someone has already drawn something on it. If you’re an idiot that can’t incorporate the drawing into your drawing, using a blank page is better,” Sylver explained.

      “Yes, you’ve said this before,” Ria said.

      “Without getting into the moral aspect of things, I like child-killing cults because when I defeat them and then experiment on them, no one at the Ibis bats an eye. I just say, ‘They killed children,’ and regardless of what I’m doing, no one tries to stop me. Children are universally loved, and those that hurt them are universally hated,” Sylver explained.

      “I see… Yes, I imagine that if you defeated a political faction and tried to experiment on them, your peers might empathize with them… Evil child killers are easier to justify,” Ria said.

      “I never said anything about evil… I don’t… Look, I’m a bit tired of explaining myself. Here’s something for you to consider, Ria. When that dragon is freed, these people will lose their main means of defense. Monsters might attack them, a foreign country might try to invade them, and between just those two things, there’s a fair chance some children will die,” Sylver explained.

      “I’m aware of that, yes,” Ria answered.

      “Then what about⁠—”

      “I know where you’re going with this, ‘there’s no good or evil, just people doing their best to help themselves and their loved ones.’ I just… I can’t understand destroying a whole country to save one person,” Ria said with a grimace in her voice.

      Almost as if the words were causing her pain.

      “First of all, I’m not destroying it. Once I’ve secured my victory, I’ll even go as far as to warn everyone so they have time to prepare. But as I’ve said multiple times already, I’d kill them all with my own two hands if I had to… I’ve lived long enough that I’ve already had this choice presented to me,” Sylver said.

      “And you’ve found out the hard way that you’re more comfortable with the blood of thousands of children on your hands than you are with the blood of one single dear friend,” Ria said.

      Her tone was vague enough that Sylver couldn’t tell if she meant it in an accusing way, or if she was simply asking a question.

      “Yes. Because even if you feel like absolute garbage for doing it, eventually there will come a point in time where the blood will wash off, and you’ll forget about it, and move on… With a close friend, you’ll spend the rest of your incredibly long life regretting it,” Sylver said.

      Ria made a sound that Sylver understood meant she wanted to ask a question but changed her mind when she realized what exactly she was about to ask.

      “You want to make the world a better place, right?” Sylver asked.

      “And I will need to make difficult choices if I plan to do that, I know… I would like to stop this conversation here, if that’s alright with you,” Ria said as she shifted inside Sylver’s robe.

      There was a different group following them.

      They weren’t as good as Abril’s people. Even if Sylver didn’t have an army of shades constantly searching for people following him, he would have felt their souls focusing on him.

      Abril’s guys at least suppressed their souls and presences.

      Now, Sylver could lose all of them, it wouldn’t be that hard. He didn’t necessarily need them, the two books Sylver had given to Abril as a sign of goodwill had just a few drops of a dark purple liquid soaked into the pages.

      That liquid was what Sylver called his blood, and apart from his backups in Arda, he was the only person with this very specific blood in the area surrounding the Schlagen Mountains.

      Meaning that, hypothetically, if the Bucklers decided he wasn’t trustworthy, Sylver could track down the two books, which would hopefully be accompanied by Abril, and if he was lucky, would be sitting inside their headquarters.

      Of course, he preferred that they decided to trust him, and they worked together for their mutual benefit, but Sylver was somewhat used to not getting what he wanted and did his best to prepare accordingly.

      As to the question of what exactly Sylver wanted from the Bucklers, the answer was that he wanted to find and free Fobur Plateforged. At least that was what he told Abril, and now couldn’t say he was just trying to guess a combination of words to get her to trust him.

      And after he found and freed Fobur Plateforged, Sylver probably needed help finding someone else.

      Depending on the specifics of the organization, Sylver might be looking for a man completely unrelated to a girl coming here by boat.

      But if, hypothetically, the Bucklers were waiting for a little girl to arrive, then coincidentally their goals would align, as she was the reason Sylver came to the Schlagen Mountains in the first place. Her life was in danger unless she did some convoluted bullshit, that it just so happens only Sylver would be able to help her with.

      From there Sylver would offer her a potion that would make it impossible for her to continue her bloodline.

      If she refused to drink it then…

      First Sylver had to find her.
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      They were keeping their distance, and oddly enough, didn’t appear to be armed.

      Then again, cultivators were like mages. Even butt naked, they were still armed.

      Nevertheless, Sylver made it to Faust’s sect without anyone hassling him. During his travel, he figured out that they weren’t tracking Sylver, they were following some kind of trail.

      Sylver had double-checked himself and his clothing, but he didn’t find any Ki enchanted stones or anything, and he was fairly certain he would have felt it if Abril had tried to use a Ki technique to mark him.

      Xalibur was sitting outside the sect gate, and a hairless Dog was chewing on a bone that didn’t belong to a human.

      “I’m waiting for the seamstress to make him a sweater,” Xalibur said with a giant smile.

      “What’s your angle, Xalibur? Now that Dog is healed, what are you planning on doing?” Sylver asked as the man’s whole body tensed up.

      Even Dog froze, and Sylver realized his tone of voice bordered on furious. He swallowed the metaphorical lump in his throat and forced himself to relax.

      Ria was young and inexperienced, Sylver was misinterpreting ignorance as distrust. And it wasn’t her fault she touched a subject Sylver normally went out of his way to avoid.

      “I would like to stay here. If that’s alright with you,” Xalibur answered, in a very understandably defensive tone.

      “That’s your short-term plan, sure. What’s your long-term goal?” Sylver asked.

      “I haven’t decided yet,” Xalibur said, with such a careful tone that it further pissed Sylver off.

      Like he was some kind of manic tyrant that needed to be approached with caution.

      “Fair—” Sylver swallowed another anger-induced metaphorical lump, and mentally moved along. “Fair enough. I’m glad to see Dog is doing better,” Sylver said, as he walked between the man and his beast, and entered Faust’s sect.

      “He is, thank you,” Xalibur responded flatly.

      If not for the fact that Sylver had just spoken to Xalibur, he would have thought he came to the wrong place. He was gone for a day.

      And yet the sect looked unrecognizable.

      Previously there was only one building, that was empty and disheveled, and now it had a fresh coat of paint, another floor, and there were oddly shaped wooden training dummies littered throughout the courtyard that had been divided into rectangular sections.

      There were six rectangles in total, and all six were occupied with children repeating the exact same series of motions, in near-perfect sync. Every single time they hit the training dummy, even though their fists moved slowly enough that nothing should have happened, the target spun as if they’d punched it properly.

      If anything, the targets were spinning significantly faster than what their small bodies should have been capable of producing.
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      The three kids on the left side of the path that led to the house all had the [Winter Constellation] class, while the three on the right had the [Star of the North] class. They looked significantly better than the last time Sylver saw them, but there was something off about them.

      He didn’t know how to put it into words, but they moved almost as if they didn’t weigh anything. As if they were ethereal. Their eyes were unfocused in a way that suggested they weren’t fully here, and yet their souls felt perfectly fine.

      Sylver turned around as two girls carrying a heavy-looking box politely nodded at him. Sylver’s [Dead Dominion] perk let him know there were nine small bundles inside the box that felt to be some sort of organ. He stepped out of the way, and they disappeared into the house.

      Mora was sleeping behind the house, and Sylver decided not to disturb her.

      With a furrowed brow, Sylver used [Fog Form] and materialized in the underground room that hadn’t been there yesterday.

      The walls were perfectly flat. They’d been dug, and then clay had been used to smooth them out. Similarly, the floor was made out of glossy clay, as was the ceiling. There were two holes for ventilation and a single ladder that provided a way in and out of the boxed-in room.

      Off in the corner, Faust was mumbling something to himself, as nine spherical glowing organs floated around him, and gradually condensed until the apple-sized glands became as small as a grape. They disappeared into the cauldron Faust was standing over, and he finally turned his head to look at Sylver.

      “How did it go?” Faust asked, as Sylver materialized himself a seat out of his shadow and did the same for Faust as he joined him.

      “I’m waiting for them to decide if I’m trustworthy or not. They are a rebellion and call themselves Bucklers. I messed up and now I’m going to have to find and rescue Fobur Plateforged. That guy we were supposed to meet when we came here,” Sylver explained.

      “On the bright side of things, the emperor is 100% dead. I know you didn’t believe me the first time I said it, but they wouldn’t deceive people like this. Playing dead is for—these people wouldn’t do that,” Faust explained.

      Sylver could make an educated guess as to what Faust had initially wanted to say.

      “Have you seen his corpse?” Sylver asked.

      “I haven’t… But I genuinely don’t believe they would fake it, Syl. They have delegates from the west arriving today, there is no conceivable reason as to why they would embarrass themselves in such a way,” Faust said, momentarily glancing at the bubbling cauldron.

      “To hide their sick emperor?” Sylver offered with a tired voice.

      Delegates, fantastic, more moving pieces to worry about.

      “The succumbing to poison thing, that might be bullshit. But they would sooner actually kill him than fake his death. The new emperor has already been initiated, it’s official, Syl,” Faust explained as he patted his robe, but couldn’t find the sheet of paper he was looking for.

      Sylver sat up so quickly that he nearly catapulted Faust away from him.

      “You said the delegation is coming from the west?” Sylver asked. Faust went to one of the wooden tables and searched through the papers that were spread out on it.

      “Southwest. They’re from Longaeva. Doesn’t say anything else, just that they will be walking through the southern path,” Faust read out, then handed the sheet of paper to Sylver.

      Sylver read the words on the sheet ten times as he closed off his sight and concentrated. Most of the text was regarding the various stalls that would be available on the southern path. Given how closed off this whole place was, every single official guest was cause for celebration.

      “I’ve heard that name before… It’s… What else is there southwest of here?” Sylver asked.

      He was certain he’d heard that name before. It was at the tip of his tongue.

      “I honestly have no idea,” Faust said, as Sylver felt a tug in his stomach.

      “You know I’m on the lookout for the shield girl coming here, why didn’t you warn me?” Sylver asked.

      “You said she’s coming through the northern river, I didn’t think you meant she’s coming here today. And⁠—”

      “I didn’t say anything, an ancient dragon said it. Its sense of distance and time might not be perfect. Especially since I got the feeling it got all of its information from some kind of clairvoyancy. For all I know, the girl is already here.

      “Except I can’t find her if she’s already here, because that would require inspecting the shoulder of every single woman in this whole region,” Sylver explained, already in the process of sending a tendril of fog out of the room and to the sect entrance.

      “Well, how was I supposed to know that?” Faust asked, and the question caused Sylver to lose whatever anger he may have felt toward the man.

      “That’s a very fair point… I’m sorry for shouting. I’m going to go see the delegation. Are you alright? Is there anything you need help with?” Sylver asked.

      “We’re good, Syl. I should be strong enough that we won’t need Mora in a couple of days,” Faust said. Sylver nodded and disappeared.
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        * * *

      

      A part of Sylver was tempted to make a large loop and ask the people following him what they were up to. He was certain now, both groups were following his “trail,” and not Sylver himself.

      In his haste, he forgot to ask Faust if was marked somehow, but he had to assume Faust would have said something if he was. Therefore, they were using something Sylver couldn’t detect.

      He didn’t worry about it too much because he was sure that if he cornered them and politely asked for the specifics regarding how they were tracking him, they would be more than willing to explain it to him.

      With [Fog Form], Sylver arrived at his destination in mere minutes, close enough that he decided to walk the rest of the way so as not to arouse suspicion.

      As Faust had said, there was a festival to welcome the delegates, stalls sold weird-looking food that filled the air with a sickeningly sweet aroma. The crowd was so dense that only the fact that Sylver was actively gently pushing people away from him using his magic prevented them from shouldering him in the gut.

      The southern path was named so because it was a straight path without any room to get off it, from the barrier straight to the White Ring. Gates that Sylver assumed would normally be open were tightly shut, and interestingly enough, guarded. The guards weren’t holding their weapons, but they were armed and ready, even if they were wearing festive-looking clothing.

      The bright-colored cloth did well to hide their wooden armor, even if it made them look bigger than they actually were.

      With his height, all the brightly colored cloth in the world wouldn’t hide Sylver, even when he compressed his bones to their limit, he was still a head and a half taller than these people. And that was with him craning his back like an old man.

      The general reaction to Sylver’s presence wasn’t great to begin with, but it became much worse when people saw the sect symbol hanging on his arm. Sylver was tempted to use an illusion to make it look like the symbol of a different sect, but that would mean starting shit with whichever sect he was impersonating, and Sylver didn’t want to bring Faust any trouble until he was ready.

      Normally Sylver wouldn’t give two shits about people having a problem with him.

      In this case however, he needed to ask someone whether the delegation was still in the process of arriving, or if they were already halfway to the White Ring. And word of a member of the “thieving sect” spread so fast that Sylver couldn’t get the shopkeepers to so much as look at him, let alone talk to him.

      Luckily, Sylver had a friend who didn’t mind pretending to be part of a different sect and wasn’t as tall or memorable as Sylver was.

      Regretfully, Sylver hadn’t had the foresight to bring any jade with him and couldn’t buy Spring the clothing he needed. He wasn’t proud of it, but he ended up having the shade find some clothing being dried on a rack and borrowed it.

      Spring noted the exact house he took the bathrobe-like garment from and made a note to ask Faust what a fair price would be to pay for something like this.

      After that, it was a simple case of finding a dark corner to pull Spring’s skin suit out of Sylver’s [Bound Bones] storage, have Spring enter it, and then give him a couple of seconds to put his stolen clothing on.

      Due to Sylver’s size, he was able to literally do that in a random corner. He just stood in a corner with his back against it, and ever so slightly puffed up his robe to completely hide Spring from the people staring at him.

      While Sylver waited for Spring to change, he burned the Green Rabbit sect’s symbol onto a piece of wood and handed it to Spring to put on.

      Armed with a good sect’s name, the woman selling honey-soaked bread candy went as far as to give Spring a free sample, after she had told him the delegation had passed this area half an hour ago.

      Spring thanked her and met up with Sylver, who was already headed toward the White Ring.

      “I’ve sent shades ahead, but with all the Ki barriers everywhere, they’re boxed in. They would need to fully materialize to pass through, and even if there weren’t too many people around, they would probably trigger alarms,” Spring explained, as honey leaked out of the bottom of the paper cup he had been given, and traveled down his arm, onto his sleeve.

      “Does Longaeva sound familiar to you? I’m so sure I’ve heard it somewhere before,” Sylver asked, and then had to wait for Spring to finish chewing.

      “It does sound familiar, but apparently it wasn’t important enough for us to make a note of it. It’s an Elvish name, but that doesn’t mean much, since elves invertedly ended up naming everything,” Spring said, as Sylver scrunched up his face as he continued digging through his memory.

      “Elves named everything?” Ria asked.

      Sylver gestured at Spring and made the honey unstick from his sleeve and hand, and had it float back into the paper cup, which Sylver sealed up to stop it from leaking.

      “They were the first mapmakers,” Sylver answered, as Spring took another bite from the honey bread thing.

      “They didn’t name everything, but most city names were originally Elvish. New cities and towns are named in Eirish, but they’re typically named after their founder. Arda for instance was named after the king at the time. Longaeva is an old name, but that’s all we know about it,” Spring answered, as he finished his honey bread.

      “If that’s all we know about it, why does it sound so familiar?” Sylver asked, as he continued through the dense crowd, and was doing his best not to shove anyone too hard out of his way.

      Sylver could feel they were close to the delegation, even if he couldn’t actually see them. There was so much ambient mana in the air, that Sylver felt some of the tension in his shoulders ease away. He could tell by the scrunched-up noses of the people nearby that felt the same thing he did but weren’t having a positive reaction to it.

      There were five large carriages, with a roof and wooden walls colored a light shade of green. They were being moved using a very simple enchantment on the wheels. People wearing similar colored green robes walked alongside the carriage, and now and then would stop for a moment to buy something that caught their eye.

      Sylver kept his distance and watched as the people walking outside the carriage brought food to the ones sitting inside it.

      As one of them was reaching up to give a satchel of breadsticks through the carriage window, a small gust of wind made the man’s hood flutter, and Sylver saw what he should have guessed from the way the mana in the air felt.

      Elves.

      Fuck.

      Now there were people that could potentially call bullshit on Sylver’s bullshit.

      On the bright side, there were now people here that Sylver could offer some of his gold to. With a newfound optimism, Sylver continued making his way forward, and in a couple of short minutes, he found himself walking right next to the carriage at the very end.

      Sylver turned his head out of habit, to look at the elves sitting inside the carriage.

      When the door opened and the woman locked eyes with the spot where Sylver instead had bandages, she dropped the cinnamon bun she was in the process of biting into a moment ago. The muscles on her jaw tightened so much that Sylver could see them pulling against her skin.

      They just stared at one another, and Sylver very nearly tripped over a man because he wasn’t paying attention.

      He wasn’t paying attention for two reasons.

      The first was that he was surprised to see Rosa here.

      The elf he’d given an Eldar tree sapling to, from the dungeon he had found Faust and Bruno in. Sylver didn’t have any hair right now, his face was covered, and he was significantly taller than he had been back then, and yet he could see recognition in Rosa’s eyes, clear as day.

      The second reason Sylver wasn’t paying attention was that he realized why the words “NEGATIVE MOUNTAIN” didn’t make sense in the context the dragon said them.

      Because the dragon didn’t say “negative mountain,” as he’d assumed, it had told him its name.

      Twice.

      “Gorr” roughly means mountain, and “Ynych” roughly means none or negative.

      Gorynych.

      A part of Sylver hoped it was a coincidence that Rosa had asked him that name just before leaving, but the less optimistic part of him didn’t believe the two weren’t connected.

      But considering the elves lived westward of Arda, months of travel away from the Schlagen Mountains, Sylver made an educated guess that Rosa wasn’t here just to see the sights and enjoy a cinnamon pastry.
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      The tension inside the carriage was thick enough to cut with a knife.

      Sylver remembered Rosa to be pale, but this was something else. If not for Sylver’s skin being as white as a bone, Rosa would have been a contender for the palest person in the room.

      Sylver was sitting near the door and was slightly crushing the man he was sharing his seat with. There were four elves in the small carriage with him. Rosa stared at Sylver, while the other three elves stared at Rosa.

      Sylver’s body was almost twice as wide as the elves’, to the point they could comfortably sit three people on the seat opposite Sylver’s, while there was barely enough room for the man sitting next to Sylver on the same sized seat.

      Rosa was dressed in what Sylver now understood to be their uniform, a very simple loose green robe, and tunic mixture, not that far off from the bathrobes the locals wore.

      “How’s it going?” Sylver asked with a polite smile in his voice, which shifted the three elves’ attention from Rosa to him. The two sitting next to Rosa were women, and the one sitting next to Sylver was a man.

      There was a small pear-shaped thing embedded into the ceiling that was giving off light. The windows had been closed, and a soundproof barrier surrounded the moving carriage.

      A literal minute of silence passed, during which Spring, who was walking alongside the carriage outside, made a request.

      “Can I borrow five grams of red jade?” Sylver asked Rosa.

      She just continued mutely staring at him.

      “My friend outside wants to buy this thing, it’s a pastry made out of peaches, that is then dipped in chocolate. I forgot to bring money with me, and we don’t know how long this particular stall will remain open. I’ll send someone from my sect with the jade when I get home to pay you back,” Sylver said.

      Sylver saw all of them flinch as he reached up to scratch his chin.

      “Alright, would you three mind leaving for a few minutes, so we can talk in private?” Sylver asked, and finally made one of them talk.

      It was the man pressed up against Sylver, and he spoke in a heavy Elvish accent that bordered on unintelligible.

      “With all due respect but… who do you think you are?” the male elf asked and went as far as to make an effort to shift his body, so he was almost facing Sylver.

      Sylver answered the man in Elvish.

      “I think you meant to ask, ‘who are you?’ And while I appreciate the way you started the question I⁠—”
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      Sylver suppressed a groan as he felt as if someone physically tried to punch his brain. He rubbed the back of his skull.

      “I don’t want to hear a word about my accent. And don’t do that, it gives me a headache,” Sylver said, as he accidentally caught one of his bandages and shifted it slightly.

      Going by the very audible gasp that emanated from the two women sitting across from him, they saw what was going on underneath the wrappings. In hindsight, Sylver should have used more bandages, but it was basically decoration since he wasn’t afraid of getting an infection.

      It was just something to hide his blown-off face.

      Rosa said eight words in her language, which to Sylver’s ears sounded like she was speaking backward in Elvish. One of the women placed a small bag on Sylver’s knee, while the man squirmed out of his seat and, to Sylver’s annoyance, teleported away, as did the other two elves.

      Sylver was left completely alone with Rosa.

      While Rosa continued staring at him, Sylver looked into the bag and found it filled to the brim with red, green, and blue jade stone. He fished out five small red ones, that looked to be about five grams, and briefly opened the door on his left to pass them to Spring.

      With a bit more space to himself, Sylver scooched to the middle of the seat and made himself comfortable. Rosa remained exactly where she was as if there were still two women sitting next to her.

      “Spring says thank you, but that he doesn’t recommend the chocolate peach bread pasty. Unsurprisingly, it tastes awful. Doesn’t sound that nice either, now that I think about it,” Sylver said casually.

      “Why are you here?” Rosa asked.

      Sylver didn’t remember what she sounded like the last time he saw her, but he was fairly sure she didn’t sound as gruff as she did now. Tired, she sounded tired, in a way Sylver expected an old soldier to sound.

      A lot can happen in five years…

      “I’m an adventurer, in case you forgot. I go where the wind takes me,” Sylver said with a grinning tone of voice.

      It didn’t work too well against Rosa’s mask of a face. She looked afraid, worried, and yet remained composed in the face of danger. Sylver relaxed his voice and spoke normally.

      “I’m looking for someone, and I tracked them down to somewhere near here. What about you? Why is the princess equivalent sitting in the very last carriage?” Sylver asked, and ever so slightly nodded at Rosa’s perfect suppression of emotions.

      Physically at least, if Sylver was just looking at her, he wouldn’t have known he had struck a nerve just now. Luckily for him, he could feel her soul nervously shifting around.

      “I ask because if I know what you’re up to, I can be careful not to step on your toes, so to speak. I may not be able to fully trust you, but I know you’re a reasonable woman, and you know I’m a reasonable man. Maybe there’s something we can help each other with,” Sylver said and got another reaction out of Rosa.

      If she wasn’t forcefully maintaining the appearance of someone calm and relaxed, she would have been shaking.

      “See if a deal can be made,” Rosa quoted, in that odd half-breath way people described Sylver’s speech pattern.

      He did vaguely remember saying that but wasn’t 100% certain if he said it to Rosa. It certainly sounded like the kind of thing he would say.

      “Officially, we’re here to look into a disease that the local healers believe to be magical in origin. As far as everyone outside of this carriage is aware, I’m just another mage to help out where I can,” Rosa explained.

      She wasn’t lying.

      “Do those three know who you are?” Sylver asked as he realized how strange this would look from the outside if a random man entered the carriage, and then asked everyone but one random mage to leave.

      “They don’t know the specifics. But they’ve been instructed to jump if I tell them to jump,” Rosa explained.

      Sylver waited for her to continue, so he wouldn’t have to ask the obvious question, but he ended up having to ask it anyway.

      “What’s the unofficial reason you came here?”

      Rosa remained silent, her gaze unwavering, then finally asked, “Why are you here?”

      “I’m looking for someone,” Sylver repeated.

      It wasn’t even a lie. He was looking for Edmund, and to find Edmund, he was looking for the shield girl, and to find the shield girl, he was looking for Fobur Plateforged.

      A very optimistic part of Sylver had hoped Rosa was the shield girl in question. It would have been so easy to end everything here and now if this was her. Sylver could threaten her Eldar tree, he could threaten her, he could force the sterilizing potion down her throat, and worst-case scenario, he could kill her.

      But sadly, she didn’t have the birthmark on her shoulder. Sylver had checked.

      More importantly, Rosa had too much elf blood to be able to have a child with a full-blooded human.

      The full-blooded human thing was an assumption on Sylver’s part, but anything else wouldn’t make much sense considering literally everyone Sylver had met inside the barrier was a human.

      He couldn’t exactly kill Rosa just to be safe, that wasn’t how Sylver did things. Well…

      Not when she was one of the few people here that he could consider an ally.

      “Do you still have that metal card I gave you?” Rosa asked with a hint of excitement in her voice.

      Sylver rummaged through the bone he kept as deep inside of him as he could, the one where he kept the most important things. The metal rectangle Rosa had given him when they parted ways was there. He summoned it into his hand, and Rosa had an almost toothy grin.

      “You will be able to ask for anything from everyone here. Within reason, of course, but with that card you effectively have a… what’s the word? Royal decree?” Rosa guessed as Sylver turned the card over.

      For the second time today, Sylver wanted to slap himself across the face for not realizing this sooner.

      The small metal rectangle Rosa had given him was identical to the keys the dark elves had.

      It wasn’t “similar” it was identical. They left all of them back in their old realm, inside their underwater dome. Rosa had given him this before Sylver had gone to their realm.

      “Where did you get this? Or, I mean, what is this?” Sylver asked, as he held the metallic rectangle out to Rosa, who looked like she was going to laugh at his utter astonishment.

      “If you present it to our leader, Tarragon, he’s at the front wearing a bright red robe, he will test it against a different card, and will do just short of anything you say. If helping you doesn’t interfere with his mission, he’ll do it… Within reason…” Rosa explained as she mimed tapping the card against another card.

      “Alright, but where did you get this?” Sylver asked again.

      “I can’t tell you… And if I could, there honestly wouldn’t be much to tell… What are you going to ask of him? Or, I mean, are you going to ask something of him?” Rosa asked as Sylver disappeared the card back into his [Bound Bones] storage.

      “I might ask for a small loan… And I may ask for a public alliance or something along those lines. My friend’s sect doesn’t have the best reputation, and I think having you vouch for us would help quite a bit,” Sylver explained, and Rosa nodded along, albeit somewhat reluctantly.

      “What happened to your face?” Rosa asked.

      “I got in a fight and got caught in my own explosion. I haven’t had the chance to fix it… I’m going to ask this one last time, Rosa. Why are you really here?” Sylver felt Rosa’s soul somersault.

      She looked away and just stared at the closed window on her left. Going by an ever so slight nod, she was weighing the pros and cons of getting Sylver involved.

      Sylver knew her answer, even before she cleared her throat, and used that annoying official voice nobles sometimes used when they said something to make it sound official as if they had no say in it. This wasn’t exactly the case, but that was the tone of it.

      “I do not believe you would be able to help in this particular situation. If that changes in the future, I know you can be trusted to keep a secret. Officially, I am here to help the healers and that is all I am here to do. I forgot to introduce myself, my name is Rosa.”

      Sylver rolled his eyes, metaphorically, as Rosa explained herself.

      Should I ask her about Gorynych?

      And do what if I find out she’s here to help them maintain the chain? Kill all the elves?

      What does that achieve? The goal is still to find the girl and sterilize her before she can give birth…

      If I tell Rosa what I’m after, and she’s not on my side, I lose my ally, and she and her people will warn the emperor… The whole country will come after me, after Faust, and will make moving around inside very difficult.

      Sylver scratched his chin as he shifted in his seat and was informed by Spring that he found an amazing stall that sold waffles made from banana flour. It sounded rather nice.

      The risk is too great…

      Even if we are on the same page, and both trying to find and sterilize the girl, the amount of help they would provide wouldn’t increase from what I’m going to get from them from using the metal card.

      Plus, I might be able to figure out what it is they’re here to do without having to tell them what I’m doing. I have a perfectly valid excuse to spend time with them, especially after they fail to heal the curse, and will happen to overhear my expertise in all things black magic related.

      Sylver almost slipped up and asked about how their Eldar tree was doing. He could see Rosa was still a normal elf, and Sylver wasn’t even supposed to know what their “flower” was.

      Flower…

      “How could you tell who I was?” Sylver asked, and Rosa smiled at the question.

      “You have a very distinct way of moving, not to mention you’re wearing the same robe you wore back then,” Rosa explained.

      Even though Sylver had gone out of his way to use his muscles to walk, multiple lifetimes of puppeteering yourself to walk wasn’t the kind of thing that went away overnight. Although he’d thought he was doing a good job of it.

      “I guess that’s that then. If it so happens that my actions end up getting in the way of your unofficial business, please remember that I gave you every chance to… I can’t think of a good polite word. Anyway, best of luck in everything,” Sylver said and opened the door.

      The door whined as Rosa’s magic pushed it back and closed it. She waited for the soundproofing magic to reapply itself before she spoke.

      “What do you know?” Rosa asked, as Sylver gave the door an experimental push, and felt Rosa’s magic strain from the effort of keeping it closed.

      “Could you be a bit more specific?” Sylver asked with a warm smile in his voice.

      “Why are you here?” Rosa asked, and Sylver decided that even if he wasn’t going to fully fix his face, he would at the very least give himself eyes.

      “I’m looking for someone. And if you don’t want to tell me what you’re really here for, then we’ll both just have to keep our fingers crossed that we don’t accidentally get in each other’s way,” Sylver said, increasing the amount of force he was exerting on the door, just enough to make Rosa sweat from the effort of keeping it closed.

      It felt like a switch had been flipped, as Rosa released her magic, and Sylver just barely managed to stop pushing the door to keep it closed in time.

      Going by the way Sylver could almost smell the fear in the air, Rosa decided it wouldn’t be a good idea to threaten Sylver or force an answer out of him. He remained where he was for a couple of seconds, before he opened the door, and left.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Did you have to be that rude to her?” Ria asked.

      “I wasn’t rude to her. Spring, was I rude to her?” Sylver tapped out the question, and the shade walking next to him nodded.

      “You were. You’ve been in a bad mood since the moment you saw her,” Spring answered, as he took another bite out of his strawberry stuffed caramel wrap.

      “Thank you for that, Spring. If there was a man out there that could end my existence with a thought, I personally would always take his side, but that’s just me,” Sylver said, and Spring shrugged.

      “Last time a woman tried that, you explained in great detail how you would kill her in the worst way imaginable,” Spring countered, and even Sylver was caught off guard by Ria shaking slightly from suppressing her giggling.

      “I wasn’t rude to her,” Sylver repeated.

      “You didn’t swear, but you were rude,” Spring clarified, as Ria nodded along.

      “I wasn’t rude… I wasn’t polite, but I wasn’t rude. Why is everyone so on guard against me? I’ve been nothing but fair and reasonable, where do they get this-this reluctance to be upfront with me? It’s not like telling me would have changed anything,” Sylver wondered, as Spring provided an answer that almost physically hurt him.

      “Because to her you’re not some personified force of nature, you’re just a necromancer. She knows you’re good at killing things, but she has healers with her and is protected by the guards, she thinks you won’t be able to get to her, so you’re irrelevant,” Spring explained with an alarming insight into Sylver’s innermost thoughts.

      “I’m tempted to go out of my way and attack her, just to prove a point,” Sylver said, but all three of them knew he didn’t mean it.

      “You said you heard the name Gorynych from her,” Ria asked in an attempt to change the topic of conversation.

      “He said he didn’t recognize the name, and Rosa said that it doesn’t matter since he didn’t want to get involved. So, this dragon is somehow involved with the elves and their Eldar sapling? Or do you think she knows something about the dragon, and she thought you were somehow involved with it?” Spring asked, as Sylver ever so vaguely remembered what the shade was talking about.

      “I’m old, the dragon’s old, maybe she thought us old people all know each other?” Sylver offered sarcastically.

      “And the fact that she gave you one of the dark elves’ keys as proof of being owed a favor is just a coincidence?” Ria countered.

      “Yes. Because the alternative pisses me off so much that it’s in everyone’s best interest for me not to think about it,” Sylver explained and hoped Ria would drop the subject.

      “She was acting really weird though. From the way she thanked you the last time you saw each other, I would have thought she would be going out of her way to help you. Instead, she was guarded, reluctant to communicate, and above all else, afraid of you… The Council started searching for you right after you left that dungeon,” Spring offered.

      Or rather, he vocalized the thoughts Sylver had thought he’d done a good job of hiding away from himself.

      “She was afraid, but I didn’t sense any hostility… You think she ended up joining the Council and was afraid I know and would try to kill her?” Sylver offered.

      “That does fit with her reluctance to tell you why she’s here,” Ria offered.

      Sylver physically shook his head and made a decision.

      “Doesn’t matter. Council, dragon, elves, dark elves, Eldar saplings, I just need to find the girl and talk her into drinking a potion. Everything else is irrelevant,” Sylver said with finality, and all but shushed Ria as she tried to continue theorizing what Rosa was doing here, and why.

      Sylver’s conversation with Tarragon was short and sweet.

      He showed the man the card, the man tapped an identical card against it to confirm it was genuine, and then allowed Sylver to sit next to him at the front of the carriage.

      Sylver refrained from asking for a loan right away, or an alliance, and was content with simply seeing what the new emperor looked like.

      Under normal circumstances, someone from a sect that basically didn’t exist would never be allowed anywhere near the emperor. Unless that person was sitting next to the head of the group of magical healers that were called in to save everyone.

      Tarragon was a surprisingly relaxed and polite young man, who happened to also be a level 417 [Ancient Druid]. He didn’t even ask any questions regarding who Sylver was, or where he had gotten that metallic card from, and seemed more interested in the fact that Sylver’s robe was connected directly to his nervous system.

      He even offered to heal him, free of charge.
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        * * *

      

      The closer they came to the center the fewer food stalls there were. They also started pricing things in green jade, and as much as Sylver enjoyed having Spring experience various foods, he wasn’t willing to spend a whole gram of green jade on what amounted to a tiny cube of meat soaked in some sort of fancy-sounding sauce.

      Sylver toyed around with the idea of pickpocketing the required funds from the high-level cultivators walking around, but even if they were walking around with blue jade, it wouldn’t be worth the risk. Especially given Faust’s sect’s already tarnished reputation.

      Tarragon offered to buy Sylver a small soup dish that cost three grams of green jade, but Sylver refused using the excuse of being on a very strict diet. He also had a hole in his throat, and the soup would have likely leaked out of it if he tried to drink it.

      Gradually Spring started sticking out like a sore thumb, there weren’t enough people for him to blend into the crowd, and now people went from staring at Sylver to staring at the skin-covered shade, who unmistakably looked foreign.

      Although, if it weren’t for his height, Spring wouldn’t look too out of place. If you removed the resemblance to Sylver, he’d fit right in.

      Given that Sylver got him from Poppy, and he was a cultivator…

      I wonder how many coincidences are necessary until you have to start calling it a pattern?

      At some point, Spring found a good dark corner, slipped out of his skinsuit, wrapped it around his torso to make it a part of himself, and returned to Sylver’s shadow.

      Given the fact that the palaces were all at the top of the mountain peaks, Sylver expected for there to be a ramp of some sort. Instead, the road led into the mountain.

      Sylver hadn’t kept track of time too well, but the suns were setting when the carriage entered the mountain.

      He was surprised by the fact that the guards standing outside the mountain didn’t search him or any of the elf carriages, and basically waved Tarragon through after asking him about his kids. Tarragon turned out to be the father of four small children. He even showed Sylver a small book that had drawings of them.

      Sylver’s surprise was short-lived because he found that the inside of the mountain had hundreds, upon hundreds, of “statues.”

      Every single one of which was occupied by a dormant soul, meaning that every single one of them was a golem. Going by the fact that Sylver could feel that the souls were very strong, he didn’t like his chances against one of these golems, let alone a literal army of them.

      While this should have made Sylver afraid of going against a country that possessed such an army, it instead made him feel better about removing their barrier. That information alone vastly improved Ria’s mood, who had very likely been thinking about all the death Sylver’s actions were going to cause.

      All the carriages fit onto a single circular stone platform, that was then lifted by four extremely large chains. Lifting such a large weight using magic would be ridiculously wasteful, and whoever built this seemed to share Sylver’s opinion. Instead of Ki, four men showed up and simply lifted the platform by turning a large metal crank mechanism.

      Sylver remained seated next to Tarragon, as the carriages started to move again, and followed behind a small man whose bald head was covered in tattoos, from his scalp, down his face, all the way down to his neck. The pattern wasn’t symmetrical, and looked closer to writing, than random lines.

      He and Tarragon spoke in the same language Rosa spoke in for a moment or two before the bald man nodded and started to lead the line of carriages.

      “We’re actually staying at the Blue Rat sect, but it’s customary to first speak to the emperor. As the leader and their equivalent of royalty, I’ve been offered residence at one of the sects in the White Ring. I can bring you along as a guest if you’re interested. I prefer staying with my team, but if⁠—”

      “That won’t be necessary, thank you for the offer,” Sylver said quietly, and Tarragon nodded.

      If he had needed to search the sects for traces of Edmund, this would have made it laughably easy. Thankfully, Sylver already knew where Edmund was, all that was left was actually getting him out of the dragon’s grasp.

      Tarragon’s group didn’t see much of the royal palace as they made their way toward it. Giant thick bushes walled them in from the left and the right, and the most Sylver got were a couple glimpses of a pond, some kind of large sandbox, and what appeared to be a giant mirror on the ground.

      Sending the shades out would be pointless, there was a barrier around them, so no exploring unless Sylver physically forced his way through the shrubs to see what was on the other side.

      Sylver also noticed the shrubs were moving and seemed to be used to box the group in so they only had one path to follow. It was more intuition than anything [Swamp Lord] related, but Sylver got the feeling the man with the tattoos was responsible for the giant moving walls.

      Tarragon had his signature warm smile and was so relaxed that Sylver almost struggled to keep his guard up.

      After a couple of minutes, they reached two enormous golden doors, embedded with so many gemstones that Sylver didn’t even attempt to count them. There were thousands of glowing diamonds at the top, thousands of glowing sapphires underneath them, then bright glowing emeralds, and finally a small knee-high strip of glowing red rubies.

      As they began to open, Tarragon whispered the history behind them, how gold and silver used to be used as a way of preserving Ki infused jade, and that Ki infused jade tended to appear naturally in places that had gold ore, and how the two were historically linked to one another.

      Tarragon’s fascinating words were interrupted by an ever so faint cough from the man with the tattooed head, and Tarragon and the elves inside the carriages all appeared just outside of them, in a neat single-file line.

      “You’ll need to bow when we enter, please make sure your head is lower than mine,” Tarragon whispered to Sylver, who nodded his understanding.

      The inside of the palace was nothing but gold. The floor, ceiling, walls, even the windows had specks of gold inside the glass.

      The man with the tattoos on his head introduced the newly appointed emperor in a short speech, that Sylver didn’t hear a single word of, once the emperor’s name had been mentioned.

      “Dobrynya Nikitich.”

      And if that wasn’t utter motherfucking bullshit, Sylver also couldn’t shake the feeling of having met this man before. It was only when the young emperor brushed his hair out of his face that Sylver realized the emperor looked just like Nameless.

      If his soul hadn’t been several times more powerful than Nameless’, Sylver would have thought he was looking at a slightly older Nameless.

      Or “Aurick” as the book had told him. The boy for whom Sylver had summoned a demon to help him track down the owner of a drop of blood was called “Aurick.”

      And if Sylver’s soul sense was to be believed, Aurick was a blood relative of the emperor Sylver was currently staring at.
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      Sylver had once visited a nation that was led by a corpse.

      Not an undead, that would make too much sense. A ruler that doesn’t care about personal wealth, doesn’t need to waste time with food and sleep, looks at situations without emotions or pride getting in the way, is forced to think about the future because he’s immortal, can’t be seduced or threatened, why would anyone want an undead as a ruler?

      No, those people worshiped a literal corpse.

      There was nothing magical or special about it, it was just a dead body that had been treated so as not to rot away into nothing. The only good thing about it was that it didn’t smell like rot and shit.

      As far as corpses go, it was pretty great. Two arms, two legs, never decapitated, damage to the heart was minimal, they even kept it clean. If Sylver found such a corpse by the side of the road, he would have been delighted.

      The “speakers” spoke for the corpse, the ministers carried the corpse’s orders out, the soldiers marched in the corpse’s name, and the nobles bid for the corpse’s favor. As Sylver watched the emperor’s empty eyes slowly gaze over the elves presented to him, he was reminded of this corpse.

      He didn’t say anything, his people spoke for him as if he was just a dead body that was incapable of speech.

      If Sylver thought the emperor’s death had been faked, the sheer amount of grief he could both see and feel emanating out of the current emperor convinced him.

      He was well dressed, well-groomed, presentable, had a powerful aura around him, and if Sylver wasn’t aided by his soul-sensing ability, he wouldn’t have known the emperor was moments away from bursting into tears.

      Obviously, he would wait for his guests to leave before he allowed himself another day of weeping and mourning, but it was an upsetting reminder that regardless of what the previous emperor was, he was still somebody’s father.

      Possibly two somebodies for that matter…

      Because he looked just like Aurick.

      Like an older, depressed, and significantly more powerful and muscular Aurick.

      Do I ask if he knows a boy, man by now I guess, named Aurick and see what happens?

      Best-case scenario he knows him, and they are enemies, and he provides me with useful information to kill him?

      Do I want to kill Aurick? He and his group just sort of fucked off and didn’t do anything important enough for Lola to hear about it.

      And apparently, he either didn’t tell anyone I helped them summon a demon, or the people he told can’t do anything about it.

      Worst-case scenario…

      They’re brothers who love each other very much, and “Oh! So, you’re that black-eyed albino that fucked him over!”

      Given Sylver’s past experience, the latter was significantly more likely than the former.

      More importantly, Dobrynya Nikitich was a man whose name had been one of the three the book had screamed at Sylver.

      Which meant he was going to do his very best to keep his involvement with this man to the absolute possible minimum.

      For starters, Sylver wouldn’t win in a fight against him. Army of stone golems, and high-level guards aside, Dobrynya had that signature relaxed posture of being so powerful that he bored out of his mind.

      Reason number two was the book.

      Reason number three was that there was very clearly some sort of prophecy and fate nonsense happening here that involved the dragon, and Sylver didn’t want any part of it.

      Aside from the amount of involvement necessary to find and sterilize the shield ancestor girl.

      After a small amount of talking, Tarragon presented the uninterested emperor with a literal ton of gold. The gold was in the form of large bars, each one about thirty-three kilograms, and there were thirty of them stacked neatly on top of one another.

      The chest was enchanted to weigh next to nothing, given the fact that the small man wearing a skull cap made of gold picked the chest up with one hand, and promptly carried it away.

      The extent of the emperor’s interaction with the group could be summarized as brushing his hair out of his face three times and then limply waving the elves away.

      Sylver now understood that the purpose of this meeting wasn’t to greet the elves and wish them luck on finding a cure, it was a simple “the previous emperor may be dead, but I am just as powerful as he was.”
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        * * *

      

      “I believe I am going to miss Nikita,” Tarragon said as the carriage silently rolled forward.

      There were six guards around them, two walked ahead of the line of carriages, two walked behind, and there was one on either side.

      It was currently the middle of the night, and dark enough that the elves had to summon balls of light to see the road. The sky was almost cloudless, just the barest wisps of black outlined by the flickering stars above and two moons.

      “He’s just grieving,” Sylver countered.

      Although he doubted Dobrynya was going to stop grieving anytime soon. When Nyx left, Sylver didn’t get a chance to sit down and cry his eyes out, he had shit to do, and ultimately handled her abandonment relatively well. A person who has nothing but time to sit, sulk, cry, bitch, moan, wasn’t going to stop until something happened that forced him to stop.

      “I’m aware of that, but he was never a cheerful person to begin with. I wouldn’t dare to describe Nikita as jolly either, but he at the very least made an effort to smile. Even to those he considered beneath him. His wife was a lovely woman though, Kalina. She used to brighten a room with her presence alone,” Tarragon explained.

      “When did she die?” Sylver asked.

      The guards weren’t jumping in to break their faces for discussing their rulers, so either Tarragon was important enough that they let it slide, or they understood he held no ill will towards their royalty.

      “A little over twenty years ago. Died during childbirth, tragic that. I’m told she accidentally activated a skill or perk of some kind that killed all the healers present. Happens more often than you think. I lost my right arm to a magic caster with a fever. Poor boy attacked anything that moved, ruined my favorite robe in the process,” Tarragon explained, and Sylver couldn’t say how he knew, but he knew not to ask for details regarding the mother’s death.

      “What do you use to sedate cultivators? Is there a local herb that works, or do you just use dwarven anesthetic?” Sylver asked.

      “Dwarven anesthetic? I do not believe such a thing could be used on anything other than a dwarf. Anything powerful enough to sedate them would be fatal for any other race, regardless of level,” Tarragon wondered out loud, as Sylver smiled to himself underneath his bandages.

      “It’s a joke. Dwarven anesthetic is just punching someone until they pass out. The way a dwarven lockpick is an explosive or a large hammer,” Sylver explained, and after a moment passed, Tarragon raised his hand to his mouth and softly laughed.

      “I’ll have to remember that one, that’s very good,” Tarragon said, and pulled out a notebook and made a literal note of it.

      “And a dwarven scalpel is an ax. Do you know the one about the dwarf who didn’t want to get seasick?” Sylver asked, as Tarragon giggled and added the dwarven ax to his notes.

      “I haven’t,” Tarragon said a little too loudly, and Sylver felt the attention of the two guards walking ahead of them shift toward them.

      “The dwarves discovered that the best way to not get seasick, is to lean over the rail of the ship with a gold coin between your teeth,” Sylver said, and Tarragon giggled again and wrote the joke down into his notebook.

      “Oh, this isn’t a joke exactly, but it made me laugh at the time,” Tarragon said. “We were being attacked, bandits and one of them was a dwarf, I think a couple of them were, anyway. So this dwarf is about to fight Burnet, he’s in the fourth carriage, very tall man, literally two and a half times as tall as the dwarf he’s about to fight.

      “I’m hiding inside the carriage, and this dwarf puffs up his chest and shouts ‘When I’m done with you, I’ll be the tall one!’ Burnet laughed so hard the dwarf had time to run up to him and stabbed him in the face! He’s still got a scar from it!”

      Sylver started to laugh, and so did the two guards walking ahead of them.

      Sylver even heard the sounds of giggling coming from inside the carriage they were sitting on.
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        * * *

      

      Turns out Sylver’s trick with the cliché song wasn’t limited to songs.

      He knew so many jokes and anecdotes that nobody had ever heard of it was ridiculous. Sylver had even more jokes about elves than he did about dwarves. The only people dwarves loved laughing at more than their own were elves and humans.

      Although Sylver did have to be careful not to say any of the really bad ones. Half of his jokes were from military people who had very strong opinions regarding whoever they were fighting, and just so happened to have a way with words when describing their opposition.

      Sylver may have also accidentally introduced a somewhat ancient slur that he wasn’t aware hadn’t been used for centuries. He would only learn this fact when he sat down to drink with Faust and told him one of the jokes he told Tarragon, his group, and the guards accompanying them.

      Faust laughed harder than all the elves put together when he heard the punchline. And once he explained the meaning behind the slur, his sect laughed along with him.

      As they began to approach the Blue Rat sect, Sylver decided to leave. Tarragon looked around somewhat nervously before he instructed a woman elf to come to the front to take his seat and left with Sylver to escort him home.

      When they were out of earshot of the guards escorting the group, Tarragon stopped in a convenient alleyway between two shops and very casually covered himself and Sylver in a very powerful soundproof barrier.

      His eyes had lost their warmth and looked wrong on his otherwise soft face.

      “Kalina’s death wasn’t an accident,” Tarragon said in a whisper.

      The barrier was good enough that Sylver trusted it, and yet Tarragon didn’t.

      “I knew one of the healers that was looking after her. He was too careful to get killed by a stray skill going off, the man had more self-preservation perks than healing perks. Kalina was in perfect health before her death. I’ve seen the reports, perfect, not just great, perfect,” Tarragon repeated in a hushed tone.

      “Why would someone kill her?” Sylver asked as Tarragon looked over his shoulder.

      “I don’t know. I just thought you should know,” Tarragon explained, as Sylver raised what little remained of his eyebrow.

      “Thank you… I think,” Sylver said.

      Tarragon reached up and placed a hand on Sylver’s shoulder. The relatively short elf gently pulled him until Sylver leaned his ear down to Tarragon’s mouth.

      “The emperor’s advisor was wearing a silver amulet with a white stone in the middle, underneath his shirt. I do not believe he knows who you are, but it’s only a matter of time, so don’t let your guard down,” Tarragon said, and Sylver tensely nodded.

      “There are only three families that possess the card you presented. I want you to know that you will always find help with us. If there’s anything you need, anything at all, don’t hesitate to ask. But be careful who you talk to, there are spies everywhere here,” Tarragon said, then moved his head away and made as close to eye contact as possible with Sylver’s current bandaged-up face.

      “I’ll keep that in mind, thank you…” Sylver said quietly.

      They stared at each other for a few seconds, before Tarragon released the soundproof barrier and continued escorting Sylver to Faust’s sect.
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        * * *

      

      “How did it go?” Faust asked, as he finished levitating pills out of his cauldron, and carefully placed them in a small cold sand bath.

      Sylver sat down on his own shadow, and with a single gesture, coated Faust and himself in a paper-thin layer of magic.

      It wasn’t strong enough to prevent eavesdropping, but it was weak enough to break at the barest wisp of mana or Ki. If someone tried to listen in, Sylver would know.

      Sylver wasn’t sure where to start, or even what to say.

      He’d told Bruno about the book, and the names it had screamed at him, but he hadn’t told anyone else. Even Lola didn’t know, only Bruno and Ria knew about it. He trusted the dark elves wouldn’t say a word about it to anyone, but now he had to figure out if telling Faust would be a good idea.

      Sylver was worried he hadn’t been careful enough in the past. He’d told Faust about the dragon, the shield girl with the birthmark, not to mention all the other shit he’d spoken out loud about while under assumed privacy.

      Sylver’s soul sense provided him with the ability to sense when someone was paying attention to him, when someone was watching him, listening to him. But now that he’d seen someone as proficient and powerful as Tarragon worry about being overheard while covered in a soundproof barrier, Sylver struggled to place his trust into his skills.

      He didn’t have what he needed to boost his abilities to their maximum, to feel even the world’s most covert assassin’s presence. What he had right now amounted to an extremely powerful intuition, nothing more.

      Even with the shades literally checking every inch of the sect’s land inside the barrier, something inside Sylver just didn’t sit right.

      Sylver stood up and spoke to a very worried-looking Faust, “I’m leaving two daggers for you. Throw this one outside if something goes wrong inside the sect, and I’ll come running as fast as I can,” Sylver said, as he placed the dagger in question onto one of the nearby tables.

      “You can feel it too? Good, I was starting to worry I was losing my mind,” Faust said with a very quick tap on his ear.

      “And this dagger is if someone comes looking for me,” Sylver said, as he laid down the dagger with a cloth wrapped around the handle.

      He and Faust shared a knowing glance, that was as subtle as a wink, but if someone omniscient really was watching them, all the coded language in the world wouldn’t help.

      As Sylver started channeling his fog up to the first floor, he remembered something.

      “Do you still need Mora, or are you strong enough to handle everything yourself?” Sylver asked, and Faust’s half-grin disappeared.

      “Regretfully, I still need her… If you don’t mind me asking, where are you going?” Faust asked as Sylver moved the fog toward the back of the house.

      “At the moment I’m waiting for you know who to come see me. So, I decided I might as well use this time to go back to the swamp and see if I can lure out that dog and rat,” Sylver explained, as he considered if there was any point waking Mora up to tell her he was leaving.

      She already knew what he was going to say, just as Sylver knew she was very comfortable right now and didn’t want to be disturbed.

      “The ones you said are one of the only few things you should be afraid of?” Faust asked without so much as a hint of mockery.

      “That was before. Now that I understand how they work, there’s nothing to be afraid of. Well… They are about the only thing that can seriously mess me up… And they have almost twice as many levels as I do… I’m not heading straight for them mind you, I’ll take a detour and pick up a couple of levels,” Sylver explained.

      Faust’s eyes opened a little wider as he remembered something.

      “You’re planning to scout out the river while you’re there,” Faust said.

      “That too… Honestly, I don’t think sitting and waiting by the river is going to get me anywhere. At least that’s what my gut is telling me. But since I’m heading in that direction anyway, I might as well see if there’s a good spot to set up a trap, or ambush, or something,” Sylver explained.

      “If you want, I can lend you a couple of people to keep watch for you. I have three that practice the [Southern Moon] constellation, they’re nearly impossible to detect during the night. And I can have people patrol the river during the daytime, they’re strong enough that they should be able to deal with anyone that attacks them,” Faust offered, and Sylver remembered why he came here in the first place.

      “There’s a man named Tarragon living at the Blue Rat sect. He’s an elf, and the leader of a group of elves that came here to help with something. I’d suggest you get a loan from him, but you seem to be doing well enough as you are now,” Sylver said.

      “I get ingredients, I get jade from selling the pills and potions, the students get experience from hunting monsters, and are working towards paying off their debt with their own hard work. If possible, I would like to ally myself with a couple of sects. I know you said things get messy when alliances are formed, but⁠—”

      “Oh, I don’t care, form whatever alliance you want. That was when I thought I might need to win someone’s trust and didn’t want to accidentally become allies with their sworn enemy. You’re basically on your own, do as you see fit. Just keep a safe spot for me to sleep when I need it, and make sure none of your pupils die,” Sylver said. Faust smiled at him and nodded with each point.

      “How’s the wife search going?” Sylver asked, just so he could end the conversation on a positive note.

      “I haven’t started. I’m still on the building power stage. I haven’t left the sect grounds even once since I stepped foot inside. So, unless the woman of my dreams just happens to magically fall from the sky, I’m going to continue focusing on building myself and everyone else up as much as I can,” Faust said.

      For about thirty seconds he and Sylver stood in complete silence, as they both waited to hear the sound of a woman screaming from falling from a great height.

      “Does this usually work?” Ria asked, and Sylver saw an ever so faint flash of a smile appear on Faust’s face before he realized Ria was the source of the feminine voice.

      “Ed met his wife by falling through her ceiling. She and her family lived in the middle of nowhere, it was literally the only ceiling for hundreds of miles in any direction, and Ed just happened to get attacked while he was flying above it. She nursed him back to health, and by the time I found the idiot, he had already proposed to her,” Sylver said and Faust sighed.

      “Anyway, I’m here if you need me,” Faust concluded.

      He was genuinely upset that a woman hadn’t fallen from the sky during their pause, and if Sylver was feeling his soul right, was a bit angry at Ria for getting his hopes up for that half second.

      “The elves I mentioned earlier… I don’t know if you knew this, but they love older men. Especially ones that are centuries older than them. I don’t know how you would go about proving it, but I thought you should know,” Sylver offered and could see it in Faust’s eyes, he already had several ideas to take advantage of this information.

      With as close to a smile as Sylver could get from the very recently suicidal reincarnator, Sylver left the room.
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        * * *

      

      After essentially informing Mora that he was still alive, undead, and asking her to continue standing guard, Sylver left Faust’s sect and went to the swamp. The swamp that was coincidentally close to the river the girl that Sylver needed to find to free Edmund was going to travel through.

      Probably.

      The river the girl was probably going to travel through.

      The smart thing to do would be to use the card the dragon had given Sylver to ask whether the girl was still on her way, or if she was already inside the barrier.

      The problem with that was that Sylver was scared of the dragon, and even if its life depended on him, dragons weren’t necessary creatures Sylver would describe as “rational.”

      For starters, Sylver didn’t know what the three-headed dragon’s opinion was regarding the undead. If Sylver had to make an educated guess, the dragon tolerated his undead presence, and if the circumstances were even slightly different, would have incinerated him just for getting within incinerating distance.

      The other issue was that Sylver didn’t know how difficult it was for the dragon to communicate with him. What if there was a limit, and Sylver wasted it by asking to speak to the dragon now?

      And more than anything else, Sylver wasn’t sure what the dragon had said before it teleported him back to where he was. The only words Sylver could understand were “TIRED, DANGER, TIRED, HOME, NEGATIVE, MOUNTAIN, and AGREE.”

      Sylver knew NEGATIVE MOUNTAIN was its name, Gorynych, but that was the only thing he knew for certain…

      Come to think of what home could it possibly have after spending so long trapped inside that mountain? How does it know it has a home to return to?

      The only explanation is that it’s actively communicating with someone currently living in its home. But then, why wouldn’t that creature come here to free the dragon?

      Is it too weak? Is it unable to for some other reason?

      Is there a second country using a goddammed ancient dragon as a power source?

      Sylver struggled to imagine how the Ibis would react to learning that there was a whole country built around sucking the life out of a trapped ancient dragon. They probably wouldn’t even bother trying to negotiate and would just send Sylver to “deal with it.”

      Kind of how Sylver was dealing with it now…

      The idea that Sylver was carrying out something akin to his old duty, even in his current form, made him grin his wrapped-up face.

      As Sylver arrived at the edge of the swamp, he summoned Cory into his hand and dropped the water commanding shade into the muddy ground below. The rodent-shaped shade quickly started working on gathering as much water and mass he could, while Sylver sent his shades out in all directions, to find something to kill.

      
        
        [??? (???) Defeated!]

        [??? (???) Defeated!]

        [??? (???) Defeated!]

        …

      

      

      That was fast.

      By the ninth message, Sylver accepted his fate and did his best to move the notifications out of his face as fast as possible. Off in the distance, the shades were massacring some sort of slime-covered pig creature that was being aided by so many similar-looking pig creatures, that Spring didn’t even try counting.

      They had white whiskers in place of tusks, that they used as a combination of whips and piercing weapons, and were killing five shades for every one pig the shades managed to kill, purely due to their speed.

      After the number of shades had been whittled down by a quarter, Sylver got up from the tree branch he had been sitting on and used [Fog Form] to float over to the battlefield.

      They had formed a defensive ring, by running in a loose circle around nothing in particular. Every time a shade attempted to materialize near the circle, one of the pigs used its whiskers to stab the shade, and the pigs behind and in front of it defended it as it prepared to attack again.

      Sylver materialized right in the middle of the pig circle and disappeared into the hole he had made in the mud as he fell toward the ground.

      He didn’t even have to create his own, Sylver simply manipulated the plant life already present in the murky water above him.

      
        
        [??? (???) Defeated!]

        [??? (???) Defeated!]

      

      

      The first two died due to the thorn-covered vines stabbing into their belly button, and as the squealing pig continued running, it was like the vine had simply caught a zipper and pulled it open.

      More messages of defeat flew by Sylver’s eyes, as he pulled the trampled over corpses to the hole the still alive pigs were running around, and with a single wave of his hand, sprinkled as much [Clever Clematis] seeds as he could make.

      The pig corpses sort of fused together, as the plants growing out of their eye sockets made their way upward and wrapped around the body of the pig directly above it.

      Down in his hole, Sylver found himself sitting on a warm bundle of corpses that had been replaced by a little over forty blooming [Clever Clematis] flowers. Sylver felt his mana channels falter under the quantity of mana flowing through them, but ignored his body’s protest and continued killing the pigs above with one hand, while simultaneously repairing his shades with the other.

      
        
        [Swamp Lord] has reached level 32!

        +5Ap

        [??? (???) Defeated!]

      

      

      As Spring informed him of the pig reinforcements arriving, Sylver grabbed hold of the corpse he was sitting on and proceeded to rot it from the inside out. It puffed up and the skin bled from being stretched to such a degree.

      Just as the corpse was about to burst, Sylver threw it out of his hole, high into the air, and used a small amount of explosive to send that sweet-smelling carrion flying as far away as possible.

      Sylver planned to remain where he was and to tunnel his way to the heart of the swamp. And while he did that, the shades above would kill anything that was attracted to the bait.

      
        
        [??? (???) Defeated!]

        [Swamp Lord] has reached level 33!

        +5AP

        [??? (???) Defeated!]

      

      

      It did feel a little like cheating.

      This deep underground, Sylver was in as much danger as a fisherman on a sturdy boat.

      It wasn’t his fault the vast majority of the monsters here relied on poisons and toxins that were completely useless against the undead, and minions of the undead. As some sort of reptile appeared out of seemingly nowhere and swallowed a distracted archer shade whole, Sylver decided to put his excess mana to use and started fiddling around with his mushroom strains.

      
        
        [??? (???) Defeated!]

        [Due to defeating an enemy 50 levels above you, additional experience will be awarded!]

        [Swamp Lord] has reached level 34!

        +5AP

        [??? (???) Defeated!]
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            Rematch

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        [??? (???) Defeated!]

        [Due to defeating an enemy 50 levels above you, additional experience will be awarded!]

        [Swamp Lord] has reached level 46!

        +5AP

        [1 perk available for [Swamp Lord]]

        [??? (???) Defeated!]

      

      

      Between the various explosives going off, Sylver’s eye-bulging pain of having his mana channels deep-fried and repaired, and the blinding influx of notifications, he just barely managed to spot the newest addition to his choice of perks.

      All at once the swamp went silent, as the shades disappeared into the shadows and returned to Sylver.

      He’d spent an entire day wandering the swamp, spreading carrion, making noise, sending waves upon waves of shades in different directions to massacre whatever poor creature happened to be present, and in an almost trance-like state, fiddled around with his ever-increasing botanical mushroom garden.

      [Seed Store] came with the convenient function of sidestepping Sylver’s memory issues, and instead gave him a nearly eidetic memory when it came to which plants he was capable of creating out of nothing.

      Which was very appreciated, given the sheer amount of duds Sylver created and unwillingly added to his [Seed Store].

      “What’s wrong?” Ria asked, as she descended from the sky and flicked away the bloodied filth that had collected on her staff.

      Given that the system didn’t regard her as a separate person, every monster she impaled might as well have been killed by Sylver’s own two hands. Off in the distance, Sylver heard the sound of a very large quantity of water splashing into the swamplands, and vaguely felt a wave pass through the water underneath his feet.

      As it turned out, Cory and Uri were a perfect combination.

      Cory was small enough that she could comfortably fit inside Uri’s soft inner body, and Uri discovered that her spikes were significantly deadlier when the monster she was impaling was confused and trapped in a whirlpool of floating water.

      Sylver watched them for a while, and at one point Cory was just sucking up those weird naked birds into her watery sphere, and then she simply pulled them toward Uri and impaled the monster before it realized what was going on.

      Aleri and the snake-thing were a similar deadly duo, although admittedly, the snake would be a deadly duo with just about anything. The tiny beetles on its back figured out that very few monsters have something protecting their eyes, noses, and ears, and went to town.

      Sure, a couple might die during the attempt, but the shade beetles didn’t care, they were immortal.

      And once one was inside and scratching, biting, and tearing at the delicate flesh that contained a creature’s eyeball, sinuses, or whatever their equivalent of an ear canal was, the monster was pretty much done.

      Especially when the beetles ignited the small ball of explosive they carried around. Sylver gave the snake three bombs without the trigger, and the snake used its tongue to gently mold the clay-like explosive into small balls, each one about the size of three peas.

      The beetles had a very convenient empty space on the bottom part of their abdomen, and like a bee, they pushed the explosive into their bodies, and as Sylver discovered, could get it out of themselves and build something akin to a cocoon out of the clay-like explosive. He wasn’t sure how this could come in handy, but now he had a way of delivering explosives to very small and confined spaces.

      Like cracks in a wall, the inside of a small chest, the inside of a helmet, the inside of a sword’s sheathe, a mouth, ear, eye, or one of the holes down below. The one people tended to protect with underwear and fancy armor, but very rarely actually plugged up, in the event of small exploding insects.

      And these beetles weren’t weak. Clenching will at most deter them. Once they start biting and cutting, it’s a choice between killing them, losing focus, or getting killed by whatever else was attacking the person while they’re too distracted by the beetles trying to crawl up the last place anyone wants anything to crawl into.

      There were a few monsters that were tough enough that the beetles couldn’t do anything to them, even when they were inside the body, but those were the exception and not the rule. In this particular swamp, fangs, stingers, claws, spikes, spit, glands, oil, and slime were the preferred method of defense and attack, the vast majority of which was utterly useless against an undead creature.

      Doubly so when Aleri flew around with a dagger, and either slashed something to create a hole or simply stabbed it by colliding with it directly. A couple of times, he managed to cut something important, and the monster died from its venom sack being sliced open. Or in one case, it popped like a balloon, on account of being inflated with air to appear bigger than it actually was.

      Spring purposely scared away the ones that looked difficult to kill and herded the soft and bright colored ones toward the shades’ killing field. He kept the ones with armor, rough scales, or anything that seemed like it could move very fast, as far away from Sylver and the shades surrounding him as possible.

      
        
        [Undead Mastery (VI) Proficiency increased to 11%!]

        [Mirage (III) Proficiency increased to 100%!]

        [Mirage (III) rank up available!]

        [Draining Blight (VI) Proficiency increased to 37%!]

        [Necrotic Mutilation (III) Proficiency increased to 100%!]

        [Necrotic Mutilation (III) rank up available!]

        [Mutating Override (III) Proficiency increased to 52%!]

      

      

      Sylver looked up at Ria as he ordered the various [Corpse Blossom] flowers to stop pumping him full of mana and wiped the blood and sweat away from his face.

      His conditions had swapped places.

      Before Sylver was fine on the inside but looked like shit on the outside.

      Now he could feel his internal organs struggling to stay “alive,” but appeared to be in peak health on the outside.

      Sylver had refrained from fighting anything directly. He instead sucked the health out of various monsters using his [Draining Blight] skill. Specifically, he imbued a long vine with his mana and absorbed HP through it.

      Having said that, Sylver wasn’t so much damaged as much as he was tired. He felt drained, oddly enough, even though his body was overflowing with mana and life force.

      Sure, with every single 2nd tier spell he cast, with every single new point of intelligence and wisdom that he gained, his mana channels expanded and healed into an ever so slightly bigger and more accepting state, but Sylver was exhausted from the task.

      He felt like going to bed and sleeping for a year or two.

      “Your eyes are bleeding,” Ria said. Sylver wiped the blood out of his eyes with his sleeve.

      At least he’d trained his body to stop shutting down after a measly 2nd tier abyss magic spell. Now he could cast it as many times as he wanted, provided he didn’t have a problem with the flesh around his fingers being vaporized in the process.

      Sylver preemptively peeled the skin away to stop it from being burned, so it wasn’t that big of an issue, but it was still annoying.

      “Are you alright?” Ria repeated, as Sylver brushed his hair out of his face again and moved the position of the strands around until they were comfortably sitting at the back of his head.

      “I’m fine, thank you for asking. But while you’re here, you should probably use your various sensors to check to make sure,” Sylver said.

      Ria made that mix of whirring and clicking noises that told Sylver she was doing something.

      He wasn’t sure when he would be able to discuss Ria’s findings with her, but he wanted to give her as much information as possible. Sylver had stopped killing monsters and pulled his army back for two reasons.

      The first was that they were starting to lose. The level of the monsters was starting to get too high for the shades to deal with without Sylver being nearby, or with a [Corpse Blossom] boosting their stats.

      And the second was that Sylver saw a perk he really wanted to get.

      Partially because he was curious, but mostly because he was hoping this would be the boost he needed to figure out how to create mushroom teleportation rings.

      All the other perks predictably increased his water and earth manipulation, another offered a 20% strength increase in exchange for a 20% dexterity decrease, another offered a slight boost in mana and health regeneration while standing perfectly still under direct sunlight, but came with a reduction in both when not under direct sunlight.

      This was the only perk that was all positives, no negatives, and more importantly, might give Sylver a clue as to how exactly the mages of this era functioned and used their magic.

      
        
        [Perk: Novice Chloromancy]

        –User is able to cast 2nd tier Chloromancy spells.

      

      

      Some part of Sylver expected for this to be the moment the system messed up, and he felt a rush of power and information. But it was so subtle that if he didn’t feel the reaction in Ria’s soul, he wouldn’t have had any idea as to when exactly the perk had come into effect.

      Once again, the line between what Sylver knew before the perk, and what he knew after accepting it, was blurred to the point Sylver felt sick at the level of precision and smoothness.

      There wasn’t a eureka moment, nothing so unrefined, Sylver simply saw the flaws in his plant magic. Without having to think about it, the thorns buried in the ground beneath his feet altered their shape, just the slightest amount, their angle was adjusted, the thickness, sharpness, how spread out they were, it was as if a master Chloromancer walked into Sylver’s head, and ever so gently provided him with advice.

      Sylver continued looking at his feet as he raised his hand, and a bright white bulb sprouted out of the muddy ground. It grew until it was at the same height as Sylver’s head, and as Sylver slowly opened his hand, the bulb opened, and a blinding white light started to shine out of the flower.

      He continued opening his hand, and the intensity of the light increased with every second until he started to feel his robe reacting to the light. He backed away from the blossoming plant, even as he continued supplying it with mana, and found that it was now bright enough that he could see it with his eyes closed.

      Out of pure curiosity, Sylver kept giving the plant more and more mana, as he felt its roots hungrily slither down through the moist dirt and could almost feel every stone and pebble that got in its way. With his body safely hidden behind a tree, Sylver continued increasing the intensity of the light, up until he felt the plant itself tell him to stop.

      It was so bright, that even this close to nighttime, it looked like it was the middle of the day. Sylver continued pushing it, and then felt something akin to a crack, as the plant simply fizzled away into nothing.

      Although it would take some experimentation and getting used to, Sylver now possessed the ability to create flora that could cast spells. His sigil carved mushrooms contained a spell, but now Sylver could make something that would follow his instructions the way a shade or zombie would, while being able to use the mana it sucked up from the ground and air.

      “Bruno said as much, but the mages in this era are essentially the same as you. They’re given a box full of building blocks, and then need to figure out how they all fit together… Theoretically, if I knew exactly which blocks they were provided, I could create something to cancel all of their spells out… But I don’t know what I know, and what I’ve been made to know, you know?” Sylver asked as Ria nodded.

      “You need something to compare it to. You need a second [Swamp Lord] to check which building blocks you were given, and which ones you already had,” Ria said, as she floated over to Sylver’s back, and settled down inside his robe.

      During their “walk” toward the heart of the swamp, Ria had learned that flying around did tire her out, although she couldn’t explain how or why, only that she needed a couple of minutes to sit around motionless.

      Sylver’s best guess was that the SAM worm golem part of her that could cast magic had some sort of built-in overheat prevention, so Ria didn’t use too much mana too fast and became damaged.

      
        
        Total Level: 156

        [Koschei – 10]

        [Necromancer – 100]

        [Swamp Lord – 46]

        CON: 200

        DEX: 105

        STR: 105

        INT: 314

        WIS: 249

        AP: 75

        Health: 1,921/2,000

        Stamina: 995/1,000

        MP: 7,462/12,560

        Health Regen: 23.33/M

        Stamina Regen: 20.00/M

        MP Regen: 7206.30/M

      

      

      Sylver’s face contorted into an almost disturbing grin, as he placed all 75 points into intelligence.

      It felt like someone held Sylver down by the neck, pulled out his nervous system with the back of a knife, and simultaneously shoved a new and shiny collection of strings back inside. If Sylver had been breathing, his breath might have caught in his throat, but as it stood, he merely made a very odd sounding oamp sound, as if he’d just swallowed something.

      His hearts felt like they would tear their way out of his chest from the pressure, his knees buckled, and it felt like someone hit him in the forehead with a sledgehammer, but before Sylver could even fully react, or register the pain, it was done.

      
        
        CON: 200

        DEX: 105

        STR: 105

        INT: 389

        WIS: 249

        AP: 0

        Health: 1,923/2,000

        Stamina: 996/1,000

        MP: 9,731/15,560

        Health Regen: 23.33/M

        Stamina Regen: 20.00/M

        MP Regen: 8,927.55/M

      

      

      Sylver rolled his head and relieved the built-up pressure in his neck. He opened his eyes and with a single wave of his hand, tore the muddy earth apart, as a giant house-sized cube floated out and away from Sylver.

      He looked down at his hand and saw faint wisps of smoke coming from the tips of his fingers, but after wiping them on his robe, was overjoyed to see the damage was just barely skin deep.

      Sylver’s earlier exercise hadn’t been for nothing, the system didn’t heal his stretched thin mana channels, but it did stretch out the new ones just the same.

      If his conductivity had been 50% before he placed 75 points into intelligence, it was now 51%, purely because the “new” mana channels were given to him pre-stretched.

      Sylver’s smile became even wider, as he was pleasantly surprised by the two effects offered by Mirage.

      
        
        [Mirage (III) rank up available!]

        Choose 1 from the following:

        Mirage (IV)

        –Cost of illusion magic decreased by 20%.

        –Deceive C rank or lower sensory skills/perks/traits by increasing the amount of MP per illusion to 1,000%.

      

      

      Even if the system meant that all of Sylver’s illusions now cost 1,000% it would be worth it. He wasn’t certain what tier most people’s sensory abilities were, but one perfect, well-placed illusion, was a hundred times better than a million obvious illusions.

      
        
        [Skill: Mirage (IV) [A]]

        Skill level can be raised by using illusion magic.

        I – Create visual and auditory illusions.

        II – Create translucent illusions.

        III – Cost of illusion magic decreased by 10%

        IV – Deceive C rank or lower sensory skills/perks/traits by increasing the amount of MP per illusion to 1,000%.

        *Quality of illusions dependent on caster’s ability and understanding.

      

      

      With an optimistic smile, Sylver created his normal illusion, and couldn’t feel anything amiss.

      As he found what could be described as a mana input spot and fed the illusion ten times the MP it originally cost him to create, even Sylver thought it was real for a moment.

      He was very clearly not standing opposite himself, and yet there he was, a perfect copy of Sylver, that looked just as mildly confused and alarmed as he did. It was like staring at a handsome mirror.

      The copy didn’t have a soul, obviously, but even the way it moved was different. Like it actually weighed something. Sylver could feel it with his mana, it was right there, if his hand didn’t pass through it, he would have thought there was an actual, real, physical copy of him standing in front of him.

      It wasn’t even all that absurd of a cost for something so real, if Sylver struggled to figure out that it was a fake, everyone else didn’t have a chance.

      
        
        [Necrotic Mutilation (III) rank up available!]

        Choose 1 from the following:

        Necrotic Mutilation (IV)

        –When worn by allies, decrease the weight of armor by 50%.

        –Increase maximum density by 25%.

        –Increase [Blood] duration by 100%

      

      

      Three decent choices in a row…

      Is this a reward for going on a swamp-wide massacre? I’ve done little in the way of killing recently, aside from these very same swamp monsters.

      To Sylver’s eye the only one that wasn’t really worth it was the first one, the weight decreasing effect. Armor was largely useless to shades, and Sylver didn’t have any zombies that were worth protecting.

      It was between blood duration and density, both of which would be a short-term and long-term help. Every time Sylver moved he burned through a small amount of [Necrotic Mutilation] armor.

      It wasn’t a real problem at the moment, because he had a literal ton of it stored away in his [Bound Bones] storage, but it was annoying to have to constantly top himself up. On the other hand, there were more than enough corpses to go around, having more room when it came to density was the better effect to take.

      
        
        [Skill: Necrotic Mutilation (IV) [F]]

        Skill level can be increased through use.

        I – Manipulate biological matter.

        II – Empower a creature or item using manipulated biological matter.

        III – Increase the range of [Dead Dominion] by 50% for [Necrotic Mutilation].

        VI – Increase maximum density by 25%

        *Quality dependent on biological material being used.

        *Quantity of [Flesh] increases power.

        *Quantity of [Bones] increases durability.

        *Quantity of [Blood] increases duration.

      

      

      As Sylver moved the armor around and condensed it past its previous limit, he had a big wide smile on his face.

      Everything was finally going his way.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      As Sylver stared at the lone rat, something just felt off.

      There was nothing specific about the rat, its location, or even a sign that Sylver could point to as proof of something being wrong with this situation. The rat was sitting on a floating log and was currently using one of its paws to wipe its face.

      Even without using [Arcane Insight] Sylver knew this was the rat that had sent him scurrying away with his tail tucked between his legs.

      But Sylver hadn’t lived as long as he did by disregarding something as basic as a bad feeling.

      As he informed Ria that they were done hunting for today, and to keep her eyes and ears open, Sylver felt a very familiar disturbance in the water underneath him.

      Sylver had mixed feelings about being right, yet again, even as the serpent’s barely visible teeth appeared on either side of Sylver, and tried to tear a chunk out of him, and more importantly, his soul.

      On the one hand, as Sylver deftly disappeared into a cloud of fog, and left behind nine explosives in his place, and promptly detonated them to help him gain height, he was glad he wasn’t losing his touch, and his gut was still just short of foolproof.

      On the other hand, as Sylver felt something approaching him from the left, and had to dodge toward the ground, at the slightly damaged serpent, Sylver was getting tired of being right, when he wished he was wrong.

      The bear-shaped claws harmlessly passed through the tree Sylver had been touching a moment prior. He once again used [Fog Form] to get away from the serpent’s toothy maw, and as he felt a fourth presence appear in the direction he attempted to escape into, Sylver realized he was surrounded.

      There was a single moment of silence, as Sylver landed on the ground, and the giant serpent, giant bear, giant rat, and giant dog were joined by a giant bat-like creature. It was a little too wide to be a regular bat but calling it a flying rat would just be confusing.

      There was coordination in their movement. The serpent went down, the bear went to block Sylver’s escape left, the rat blocked his escape right, the dog went right at him to force him to go up, and the bat would be above him any second now.

      Sylver remained calm, allowing himself to get caught by the serpent and ignored his body’s pathetic complaints about being crushed between two incredibly powerful jaws. Sylver’s shoulder shattered, and his left foot bent the wrong way because of the position.

      He felt the serpent attempt a sort of tug of war with Sylver’s soul, and instead of playing along, Sylver pointed with his pointer finger at the actual body of the snake and felt his [Dead Dominion] register with the creature before the notification even showed up.

      
        
        [Common Otso (Marsh Sentry) Defeated!]

        [Due to defeating an enemy 40 levels above you, additional experience will be awarded!]

      

      

      The snake’s tiny body almost tore into two as it collided with Sylver’s palm, and he gripped the bright green viper tightly enough that it spat blood onto his robe from the force.

      The snake’s body disappeared, as a puff of smoke momentarily covered it. It was covered in burn marks, but in a very distinct pattern, as if some crazy idiot tried to tattoo a snake but it didn’t go too well.

      Appearance aside, Sylver could feel the remaining monsters react to the presence of their comrade suddenly manifesting protectively around Sylver.

      Sylver flicked the floppy dead body, and like a whip, it smashed its overly large translucent tail into the bear’s translucent nose. Sylver left the snake behind, and traveled up through its translucent gullet, and pointed with his glowing skinless bone finger at the startled bear.

      Sylver’s first shot missed, he didn’t even nick the bear, but as the snake flicked its head at the bear, and made an attempt to swallow its head, the bear stopped moving.

      
        
        [Common Otso (Marsh Defender) Defeated!]

        [Due to defeating an enemy 40 levels above you, additional experience will be awarded!]

        [Swamp Lord] has reached level 47!

        +5AP

      

      

      Sylver pulled the bear’s partially decapitated body toward himself, along with the chunk of head his abyss magic had sliced off. He spread his arms out as the bear collided with his body, and in a fraction of a second, reinflated the bear’s soul.

      It wasn’t perfect, but it didn’t need to be.

      With the giant translucent snake slithering around the giant translucent bear’s feet, Sylver turned to face the remaining dog, rat, and bat.

      “NOW WHAT, FUCKERS!” Sylver shouted at the trio, as his bear soul balloon swiped its claws at the dog, rat, and bat, and the snake flickered its enormous tongue at them.

      “Go for the bat when I say Sylver,” Sylver tapped out to Ria, as he took a defensive position, and his movement was mimicked by the bear corpse he was floating next to.

      Right now, Sylver was standing in front of the bear’s corpse, and was inside a giant translucent bear, with the translucent snake down near the bear’s feet.

      “DO YOU HAVE ANY IDEA WHO YOU’RE MESSING WITH?” Sylver shouted at the remaining monsters and watched with bated breath as his MP ticked up with every passing second. Abyss magic was effective but very expensive.

      “I AM THE ONE! AND THE ONLY!” Sylver shouted at the emotionless animals, as he made the bear shadow box toward the dog and could tell by the shift in their feet that they were about to attack.

      “AND YOU IDIOTS HAD THE GALL TO—SYLVER!” Ria tore her way out of Sylver’s robe, and like a released arrow, traveled straight at the bat, and hit a perfect bullseye through the flying rodent’s head.

      
        
        [Common Otso (Marsh Scout) Defeated!]

        [Due to defeating an enemy 40 levels above you, additional experience will be awarded!]

      

      

      As the snake below tried to go for the dog’s feet, and the bear tried to block the rat’s sharp teeth, Sylver felt both poorly constructed souls deflate from the damage and was only able to save his own soul from being hit by using his previously made bear soul armor.

      With all three corpses in tow using [Dead Dominion], Sylver jumped up from one invisible platform to the next, and only now had enough MP to activate a 2nd tier abyss spell.

      Sylver was two steps away, three steps, five steps, and just as he was about to be in the clear, high enough for Will to fly away, he saw something at the very edge of his vision.

      He made an on-the-spot decision, as Ria returned to his hand, and pulled himself toward the three corpses. Using them like strings in a crossbow, shot himself at the dog and rat.

      Unless Sylver was losing it, he was fairly certain he could feel the person controlling and coordinating these things watching him.
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            Be Polite, Be Efficient

          

        

      

    

    
      The reactions gave it away.

      The dog and rat switched from attacking Sylver, to stalling him.

      At the same time, they figured out Sylver’s extremely limited range for his abyss magic. Every time Sylver tried to breach that five-meter gap they maintained, they worked together to force him away.

      If this were a normal fight, Sylver would have easily sacrificed an arm, leg, head or two, in exchange for getting a good hit on his opponent.

      But this was a fight where Sylver’s soul was on the line, and while his body was quite simple to repair and piece together, anything equating to so much as a scratch on his soul would be beyond problematic. Now that Sylver was aware of how their inflated soul magic worked, he’d prepared himself as much as he could, but it was still a very dangerous fight.

      The rat in particular was annoying to deal with, that little whip-like tail was faster than Sylver’s reaction time. Only the fact that Ria protected Sylver’s side saved him from getting his soul cleaved in two.

      Sylver had sent Spring away to catch the owner of these monsters, but the shade returned almost immediately on account of the fact that he couldn’t see them. They left no footprints, made no sound, and even though he was materialized, Spring couldn’t see anyone.

      As the rat monster spun midair and made his tail whip move in a corkscrew fashion, Ria just barely managed to move to Sylver’s left to block the attack. As the rat landed and started to prepare for the next attack, Ria disappeared from Sylver’s side and missed the small rodent’s body by a hair’s breadth.

      Even as she tried to at least smack it with the back end of the staff, the rodent had already launched itself away from her, and Ria was forced to return to Sylver’s side to protect him.

      For a split second, Sylver thought he was safe behind a tree separating him from the rodent, but as he should have known, the rat’s tail passed through the large trunk without so much as disturbing a leaf.

      Ria once again saved Sylver’s unlife, and he was forced to dive out of the way and gave the owner of these monsters even more time to run away and hide. As he landed on the mushy ground and splashed himself with slimy algae, he got an idea he should have gotten much sooner.

      Sylver summoned his ax, and as he dodged out of the way again, swiped it through the water beneath him. The ax turned from its usual muted black to a vibrant green, as Sylver landed on a tree trunk, and felt the wood he had magically reinforced crack under the force he exerted onto it with his foot.

      His aim was off, by quite a bit, but the rat wasn’t concerned enough with Sylver’s ax to dodge, it probably didn’t even notice the metal instrument harmlessly bounce off its inflated translucent soul armor.

      Sylver’s [Novice Chloromancy] very likely paid for itself just now, as he wasn’t confident that he would have had enough plant-related know-how to do what he just did.

      The green moss that had been on the ax and was thrown off it, splattered all over the rat’s small real body, and within seconds started to do what Sylver had instructed it.

      The rodent squealed with pain as the moss rapidly spread from a single speck and reached its face. Its nose was filled and plugged up, its eyes were blinded with green, and because Sylver wasn’t in a great mood, the plant entered the creature from the other side, and similarly started to irritate every soft spot it could find.

      The rat made a final attempt to get Sylver, but Ria blocked it, and once again exploded toward the rodent and pierced its torso.

      
        
        [Common Otso (Marsh Scout) Defeated!]

        [Due to defeating an enemy 40 levels above you, additional experience will be awarded!]

        [Swamp Lord] has reached level 48!

        +5AP

      

      

      The dog monster barely had a moment to react as Sylver simply threw a twig at it, and forced the piece of wood to grow with explosive speed. The majority of the wood shards missed, but a couple managed to get the dog in the thigh.

      More importantly, the distraction gave Sylver all the time he needed to deftly get close enough to the dog to use 2nd tier abyss magic. The ray extended out of Sylver’s finger like a small beam of black light, and promptly pierced the monster through the neck, and split it in two as Sylver flicked his finger upward.

      
        
        [Common Otso (Marsh Guardian) Defeated!]

        [Due to defeating an enemy 40 levels above you, additional experience will be awarded!]

      

      

      With a gentle tug, Sylver made the rat and dog corpse fly toward him, and threw them at the waiting shade wolf, who was in the process of having the bear tied onto its back. Sylver left the corpses for the shades to deal with and instructed them to follow behind him when they’d gathered them all.

      Meanwhile, Sylver focused on catching up to the person who had made all of these things. He jumped from tree to tree and kept his eyes and ears as open as his soul. As Spring had said, there weren’t any footsteps, a convenient trail of blood, or even pieces of bright red fabric that had accidentally gotten caught on the various bushes as the person made their getaway.

      The only thing Sylver had to go on was his gut, and that the two monsters had gone on the defensive when he spotted their owner.

      Sylver moved in the direction the monsters had been most protective of, as stupid as that was, and he couldn’t even be proud of himself for finding them, because it was pure stupid luck.

      The moonlight created a faint flash of light in the distance that reflected on something shiny the person was wearing, and Sylver just happened to be in the right spot to see it. With the direction confirmed, as well as the person’s presence, Sylver summoned Aleri, the six-winged bird shade, and sent the dagger-wielding shade ahead of him.

      The flying shade covered the distance Sylver would cover in almost a minute, in under a second. Sadly, with the target being invisible to the predatory shade’s eyes, he could do little but fly in a random pattern near the ground, in the hope of hitting something.

      Apparently, Sylver’s luck with the moonlight reflection wasn’t repeatable, as Aleri did very little other than fill the dark swamp with a whistling noise created from the dagger moving faster than it had any right to.

      Spring made a very quick note to have an aerodynamic dagger made for Aleri, as Sylver arrived at the spot he had seen the flash of light. There was a hole in the leaves above, a large branch had fallen and created an opening.

      It was impossible to miss, which meant that whoever Sylver was chasing wanted Sylver to see the flash.

      “I JUST WANT TO TALK!” Sylver shouted with an enhanced voice, as he questioned whether he was actually chasing the creator, or if he’d been foolishly running after a shiny chipmunk or something.

      As someone who utilized decoys on an almost daily basis, Sylver felt oddly conflicted at being tricked like this. On the one hand, it was nice to see the practice hadn’t died out, on the other, Sylver hated having his strategies being used on him.

      Sometimes.

      But this was not one of those times where he enjoyed seeing just how effective he would be against someone as knowledgeable and capable as himself. Instead, Sylver was slightly disappointed in himself and pissed off for falling for such a simple and stupid trick.

      As Aleri disappeared into his shadow, Sylver felt the faintest wisp of mana brush up against him. He turned his body toward the direction the wisp had come from, and without a word, started to run.

      It was faint, for a minute or so, and then Sylver felt so much mana, he decided that even if he found the source, he wasn’t going to fight it. He ran and ran, and just as suddenly as he had started running, he stopped dead in his tracks. He was surrounded by trees and mushy weed-infested earth.

      Very carefully, Sylver leaned down, and using a broken branch, pushed the fallen leaves away.

      There were pebbles with barely visible symbols carved into them, conveniently hidden underneath the leaves. As Sylver brushed more leaves out of the way, he found more pebbles, all of which were neatly lined up against an invisible edge.

      “What is this?” Ria asked.

      The fear in her voice startled Sylver. He knew he should be afraid, but why was she?

      “What are you talking about specifically?” Sylver asked with a forced calmness he didn’t feel.

      He had decided the moment he saw the third pebble he was just going to leave, the only reason he wasn’t running away was that he wanted to see what had set Ria off.

      “Can you not see it? It’s like a kaleidoscope, the sky is on the left, the house is upside down, and everything is moving around like mirrors are floating everywhere,” Ria explained, as Sylver’s eyes opened a little wider.

      That’s right, she isn’t affected by magic…

      “Would you mind flying high into the air and checking how big this thing is? It should be a five-sided pyramid,” Sylver asked, and without a word, Ria flew out of his robe and disappeared through the foliage above.

      Sylver very gently brushed more leaves out of the way, and with each carved pebble, hoped Ria was going to bring back some good news.

      Because actual witches were difficult to deal with, even the good ones. Then again, this kind of soul magic is very rarely developed by not kidnapping toddlers and sticking them full of needles until something happened.

      While the symbols on the pebbles themselves didn’t appear demonic, Sylver’s gut informed him these weren’t the friendly type of witches.

      While he wished to remain optimistic and hoped that this was one of those “there are only women here, you need to have sex with all of us for a ritual or something” covens, Sylver’s gut told him not to hold his breath.

      As Ria descended into the back of his robe, he let go of the stick and stood up.
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        * * *

      

      “You were right, it’s a pentagonal pyramid. Each side on the ground is half a mile long, and I couldn’t tell how high the tip is, but it’s higher than two miles. Do you know what this is?” Ria asked, as Sylver felt around the ground with his mana and started walking alongside the invisible barrier.

      “It’s a witch coven. Were you able to see what was inside? Any people?” Sylver asked as Ria made a faint clicking noise before responding.

      “I managed to stitch some of the moving image fragments together, I think I saw people, but they were all blurry. I counted ten buildings, I think, it’s very hard to tell,” Ria explained.

      Sylver continued walking alongside the invisible barrier held together by the pebbles embedded into the ground.

      “That would be due to spatial magic. The word ‘witch’ has two meanings, the first is a female wizard, just a person who uses a wand. This is the second type, the one that is a sorcerer. They make deals with demons, fae, or some sort of spirit, and in exchange get to use very fancy magic us mere mages are incapable of,” Sylver tapped out, as he ever so gently reached out to the barrier and was careful not to actually touch it.

      “So now what?” Ria asked with a significantly more relaxed tone of voice.

      She thankfully understood that if Sylver wasn’t panicking, then there was no reason to panic. And Sylver wasn’t panicking, because his gut decided there was no real reason to panic.

      “I’m going to try talking to them, and we’ll go from there,” Sylver answered, and continued alongside the line of pebbles in the ground.

      He walked until he found a spot where the mana felt extra dense, and since Ria couldn’t clearly see inside, he could do little but hope that he was standing at the entrance.

      “Hello! I am Sylver Sezari! I am a [Necromancer]! I would like to apologize if I was hunting near a hallowed ground or something along those lines! I am not from around here!” Sylver shouted at the completely lifeless forest in front of him.

      He could feel the barrier, but as with most witch magic, it was messing with every sense he possessed, so he couldn’t even say for certain he wasn’t shouting at the back of a storehouse.

      “I mean you no harm! I just want to talk!” Sylver shouted and waited for a minute to see if someone would respond.

      “I possess several extremely rare herbs and spell components from a very distant land, and I am more than willing to trade!” Sylver shouted.

      He knew they were in there; he knew he wasn’t a lunatic that was shouting at nothing in the middle of the night, and yet that’s what it felt like he was doing.

      Sylver’s experience with witches wasn’t great.

      After he got it into his head that he had some sort of bloodline magic that was based on witchcraft, he went out of his way to reach out to several ancient and powerful covens.

      Although eleven out of fourteen of them tried to kill him, and eight succeeded at least once, the three that were interested in talking to him taught him quite a lot.

      Admittedly they taught him the same thing the ones that killed him taught him, and that was to keep his distance from those that used magic they didn’t understand. Witches weren’t stupid, that would have been one thing, they were extremely clever and crafty, and after a couple of purges, the ones that survived were very dangerous.

      But they didn’t know what they were doing, they put their trust into whatever creature offered them magic, and worked their way up from there. Sometimes it ended in a plague, sometimes in several towns disappearing without a clue, sometimes they had an orgy and infected one another with poisonous fluids, and sometimes they lived happily ever after.

      A coven big enough to erect such a barrier was at the very least twenty generations old, very likely more. As with most magic users, witches benefited from a form of immortality.

      In the majority of cases that Sylver had studied, their ancestors remained as spirits to aid and guide their daughters, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren, up until the coven was discovered and their sacred burial grounds were destroyed.

      They weren’t quite liches in that regard, but Sylver would be lying if his final lich ritual didn’t have elements of witchcraft.

      “I’m going to leave now! And I’ll steer clear from this area from now on! If I accidentally stumble into your territory again, talk to me and let me know!” Sylver shouted and tried to figure out if his next words were a smart thing to say to a group of witches when he had no idea what kind of witches they were.

      If they were the unreasonable type, they would likely come after him for knowing where they live. If they were the reasonable type, they would understand that Sylver was simply saying this in the event they weren’t reasonable.

      “If you leave me alone, I will leave you alone! If you don’t, I will tell everyone who will listen where you are, and I will personally provide them with enough lead-lined shields and swords to kill you ten times over!” Sylver shouted, and even though his face remained relaxed and neutral, he prepared himself for an onslaught of hexes and curses.

      He stayed completely still for another minute, waiting for someone to come out to talk to him, attack him, or possibly ask him who he thinks he is.

      When nothing happened, he turned his back to the barrier and started walking away.

      “That’s it? You’re just going to threaten them and leave?” Ria asked, and Sylver was mildly amused by the fact she couldn’t seem to decide if she was surprised, frightened, confused, or worried.

      “I didn’t threaten them, I simply informed them of my intentions… Alright, I did threaten them, but when dealing with a group of an unknown level of strength, you’re better off puffing out your chest and making yourself bigger than you actually are,” Sylver explained, his [Lesser Perception] laser-focused on the barrier and coven behind him.

      “What if they perceive you to be a big enough threat that they have no choice but to attack you?” Ria asked as Sylver pulled the shade archers he’d scattered around the treetops back into his shadow.

      “Then they will attack me. It’s a gamble, Ria, most things are. But if you come up to them and meekly ask ‘please don’t hurt me,’ best-case scenario they take pity on you and leave you alone,” Sylver said.

      “Alright.”

      “You have to think of it like this… Most people, and by extension groups, do things that help them and avoid things that harm them. If there’s more harm fighting me than help, then they won’t fight me. If they think I’m weak, there’s no harm in fighting me, they might decide I’m worth the experience, or the blood, or what have you,” Sylver explained, as Ria took note.

      “So you have to make yourself look big enough that there’s more harm fighting you, than whatever help your death or imprisonment might provide them. But what was the point of apologizing? I don’t believe that made you appear strong in their eyes,” Ria asked.

      “In my personal experience, it’s mostly the weak people pretending to be strong that are rude. Aside from the insane ones, most high-level mages, cultivators, witches, and what have you are very polite and reasonable… Or they’re idiots, but idiots very, very rarely live long enough to be considered strong,” Sylver said, as he was now far enough away from the barrier that he felt comfortable using [Fog Form].

      “But that Head of Commerce person from the Green Rabbit sect was rude to you? He was strong, so how does that work?” Ria asked, and Sylver was once again reminded she wasn’t native to this realm.

      “These people live in a literal protective bubble… Do you remember when we spoke about governments having a monopoly on violence? And how, because of magic, Ki, and various other methods of attaining strength, it’s impossible for any one person or organization to have a monopoly on violence in Eira?” Sylver asked as Ria made a clicking noise.

      “Yes. You’ve mentioned it a couple of times.”

      “This is going to sound a little odd, but because of the strength disparity between different people, everyone can be considered their own organization. I’m not just some guy telling them to leave me alone, I am a potentially equally powerful organization, telling them to leave me alone…

      “Countries, think of countries interacting with one another. They have to be polite beyond measure because any kind of war is unthinkably detrimental to them,” Sylver explained and could feel that he only further confused Ria.

      “But you’re rude to people all the time?” Ria asked, and Spring prepared himself to back her up, in the event Sylver tried to deny it.

      “I’m not… I don’t… I’m not perfect, Ria. There have been plenty of times where I should have shut my mouth and acted meek and submissive, but you have to keep a couple of things in mind. The first is that I am too old to deal with most people’s nonsense. The second is that I am admittedly not always as calm and reasonable as I advise other people to be,” Sylver said.

      “Do as I say, not as I do,” Ria quoted.

      “Exactly! But most importantly, even if I’m ‘weak,’ I’m still strong enough to put the vast majority of people that I meet into the ground. I’m only rude when people are wasting my time, aren’t being respectful, or they were rude to me first,” Sylver explained.

      “So, in conclusion, be polite and respectful, until the other person isn’t polite or respectful?” Ria summarized.

      “Yes. You can always be rude later, but it’s difficult to be polite after you’ve told them to go fuck themselves… Look, I know what I’m doing. They attacked me first. If anything, I should have been ruder towards them,” Sylver said, as the two shade wolves carrying the soul armored corpses appeared out of the surrounding trees and ran behind Sylver.

      Sylver started with the rat and decided its skull would be big enough for the spell framework.

      “Are you certain they won’t come after you? You gave them your name,” Ria asked, as Sylver carefully decapitated the rat and used [Dead Dominion] to separate the skull from the brain and fleshy parts.

      “It’s a gamble. More importantly, and if you learn only one thing from me, it should be this. Don’t take shit from anyone. Admittedly, sometimes you’ll have to take shit from people to get what you want, but once you’re strong enough, it becomes a choice and not a requirement,” Sylver explained, as the small skull in his hand started to smoke from the framework being burned into it.
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        * * *

      

      Sylver felt a sharp pain in his armpit as he finished working on the snake’s skull. He had initially tried carving the framework onto its skin, but messed it up and had to try his luck with the skull.

      By the time he was done, he had a rat’s skull, a snake’s skull, a bat’s skull, a dog’s tooth, and a bear’s claw. Sylver was almost excited to have so many pre-stretched souls to experiment on but carrying three skulls around somewhat dulled his excitement.

      There was a reason he didn’t use a spine as a belt, didn’t have skull shoulder pads, avoided anything that looked bone-like, aside from the one ring, and went out of his way to keep his minions as “alive” and presentable as possible.

      One of Sylver’s zombie guards had been so lifelike, Sylver had several men approach him asking to marry her. Admittedly, Sylver couldn’t blame them, he wasn’t fond of zombies, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t going to do everything he could to make the best zombie imaginable when he needed one.

      Nyx never cared that much. The only good thing about Humpty and Dumpty was their absurd strength and the fact they didn’t smell.

      Sylver’s small group of guards on the other hand always wore the most fashionable clothes his shades could procure, had all of their teeth, were indistinguishable from the living at first glance, and Sylver went out of his way to hide the stitches and spell framework.

      Because for every single proper necromancer, the kind Sylver respected and enjoyed spending time with, there were over a hundred crazed corpse fuckers, humping the dead back to unlife, and walking around smelling of shit and decay.

      Vampires had a similar issue. People very rarely remembered the polite pale doctor who visited the town and provided them with a cure for a disease. They instead tended to write century-spanning stories about the feral gore-loving neck sucker that killed two sheep and tried to rape a farmer’s daughter, before the aforementioned farmer killed him with a rusty pitchfork.

      So carrying around three skulls, along with a tooth and a claw, didn’t sit right with Sylver. The claw was almost alright, but the tooth was as bad as the skulls.

      No one would see them, they would be well hidden within his body, but Sylver knew they were there.

      
        
        [??? (???) Defeated!]

        [Due to defeating an enemy 10 levels above you, additional experience will be awarded!]

        [Swamp Lord] has reached level 50!

        +5AP

        [1 perk available for [Swamp Lord]]

      

      

      “They’re so weak!” Spring complained, or rather, continued complaining, since he hadn’t really stopped.

      After Sylver scouted out the river and found nothing of significance, he drew a mental circle around the witch coven, and expanded it by several kilometers, just in case. The spot he ended up “hunting” at had significantly fewer and weaker monsters than those near the witch coven.

      “Still better than dealing with witches,” Sylver repeated, looking through his choice of perks.

      Just as Spring was about to begin complaining again, they both turned their heads toward the incoming shade.

      Sylver’s hearts stopped beating as he waited to see which one it was, the one that meant someone had finally asked for him, or the one that meant Faust was in deep shit and needed Sylver’s urgent help.

      Thankfully, it was the one that meant the Bucklers have likely decided he could be trusted, and Sylver was only a few short steps away from finding the shield ancestor girl.

      With a small mountain of floating boxes overfilled with body parts, Sylver crawled out of his thorn-covered hiding hole, and with a bright smile on his face, made his way home.
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      Sylver’s arms felt numb from overexerting his mana channels in such a way.

      In reality, his whole body was numb, but his arms were uncomfortably numb. The lines he’d carved into his bones had seemingly floated to the surface of his skin and presented themselves as purple-tinged scars.

      They looked like bruises, if bruises could look like Sylver’s skin was cracking to pieces. He spent the ride back to Faust’s sect feverishly rubbing his skin until the marking subsided, but his body plain and simple didn’t have the necessary components to fix the damage.

      The bruises were lighter by the time he had to jump off Ulvic, but they were still visible, and to save himself the embarrassment, Sylver wrapped his arms up with bandages.

      It was significantly better than rotting from the inside, but it was yet another reminder that Sylver was pushing his body further than he should be. Sadly, he didn’t have Nyx around to tell him to slow down, he didn’t have the luxury of waiting for his flesh and bones to grow at their own pace.

      But with every strained mana channel, with every cast spell, and every moment he was alive and moving around, Sylver was edging closer and closer toward a body capable of ripping souls straight out of people’s bodies.

      Sylver walked through the emptying streets with the body part-filled boxes floating in a neat cube above him. Faust had invested some red jade into a couple of alchemical books and provided Sylver with a list of monster bits that could be used to brew a potion, pill, or powder.

      When it came to monsters that lived in swamps, the vast majority of the important bits were the venom sacks, skin, fangs, and liver. The monsters that Spring killed that weren’t on the list, were harvested for what he thought would make the most sense as a potion ingredient.

      Sylver knew a thing or two about alchemy. He knew a thing or two about most things, but alchemy was one of those skillsets that he had a somewhat in-depth knowledge of. As a pure-dark, Sylver was limited in the tools he could use to enhance his abilities.

      Doubly so after he became undead.

      Thankfully potions were one of those things that just about any creature, regardless of mana core type, or how alive they were, could benefit from. Granted, it was difficult to adapt the useful potions to affect an undead pure-dark, but once Sylver figured out how to do it once, he could do it with most potions.

      Ironically, and very few people found this funny when Sylver told them, the damage sustained from potion overuse was identical to overusing certain types of dark magic.

      Why, the symptoms were so similar that magic-enhancing drug addicts were very often mistaken for dark mages. But that was one of those subjects Sylver hadn’t bothered to delve too deeply in, since there was very little that could be done with potions that couldn’t be replicated with good old-fashioned spell work.

      It was useful when he was an apprentice and struggled to cast more than one spell at the same time. At his current level, Sylver juggled strength enhancement, air resistance reduction, adhesiveness, several telekinetic spells, channeling mana toward the shades to make them a bit faster and stronger, and lastly whatever magic he was using to attack his opponent.

      While it might be nice to become a bit more focused, Sylver’s bottleneck wasn’t his mana manipulation abilities or his lack of focus, it was a lack of mana.

      And the only potions Sylver knew that could increase his mana capacity by a significant amount, would cripple his body for about a month. Because, and this was something only a very select number of master alchemists were aware of, potions affected a person’s soul.

      Some were purely physical, and unsurprisingly, the ones that touched anything mana channel related also had to touch the mage’s soul.

      The two people standing outside Faust’s sect were wearing identical masks that looked worryingly similar to the masks Sylver used. Except while Sylver’s mask was white to bring attention to his head and away from his hands/feet/body, these two were wearing a very dark shade of red.

      They were wearing the standard bathrobe-style shirt that was the norm here, with matching dark red pants, gloves, and tight wrappings around their wrists, ankles, and neck, that completely hid all their skin. The only part of them that was directly visible were their eyes.

      “Do you have eyeliner underneath that?” Sylver asked the boy/man on the right.

      Age-wise they were closer to men than they were to boys, especially when the fact that they had no choice but to mature to survive was taken into account.

      It was starting to become a very worrying recurring theme in Sylver’s choice of allies. First Misha and Masha, then Chrys, then the dark elves, Ria in a certain sense, and now these thieving cripples who would have all been dead if not for the boy who forced Sylver to get decapitated.

      All were children that didn’t get to be children.

      “To better hide in the dark,” the boy answered.

      Sylver could do little but nod, as he walked through the gates and entered the sect, with floating boxes full of dead monster parts following behind him.

      It’s starting to get annoying that they don’t use their names. I can barely tell them apart as it is, and now they’re all wearing matching uniforms, Sylver thought as he looked at the identically dressed people punching and kicking those weird targets Faust had constructed. They were crisscrossed-shaped metal spheres hanging off a large wooden pole.

      If you punched the sphere on the left, it would spin clockwise and make a sphere on the right spin toward your head, foot, or torso, depending on how the metal connecting them was bent.

      Sylver funneled the boxes down into Faust’s workshop, and after they were inside, followed behind them.

      “I’m ready for good news!” Sylver said as Faust continued quietly stirring his giant fancy cauldron.

      Sylver put the boxes in the corner and made himself comfortable on his own shadow. Faust continued working on his potion or pill for a couple of minutes before he was able to step away from the simmering cauldron.

      “They asked to meet inside Fobur’s house. Didn’t specify a time, so I guess just go whenever you’re ready,” Faust said with a slightly forced smile.

      “Good… Any more good news before you tell me about the other thing?” Sylver asked, and Faust took a moment to sigh before he spoke. He almost looked guilty as he grinned at Sylver.

      “The woman who came here was hot. And I mean hot. If she wasn’t crazy, I might have asked her out. She was like nine-point-five out of ten levels of hot,” Faust explained, and Sylver raised an eyebrow at him.

      “Define crazy.”

      “Well, she’s in a group that agreed to work with you. If she isn’t crazy herself, she’s crazy by proxy. But that one was crazy, I might not have your soul reading abilities, but I know crazy eyes when I see them,” Faust explained, and Sylver could do little but nod.

      “Alright… Now give me the bad news,” Sylver said, and he could see Faust contemplating whether to make this specific problem, Sylver’s problem.

      “It’s not bad news, per se, it’s more of a… Never mind. I’ll handle it,” Faust said.

      “Because I trust you, I’m only going to ask this once… Are you sure?” Sylver asked.

      Faust looked away for a couple of seconds, and then nodded.

      “On an unrelated note, hypothetically, what would someone need to treat the Night Fever mimicking curse? I’m going to guess this isn’t something a bottle of holy water will cure, so what’s the solution?” Faust asked as Sylver chose to believe this really was an unrelated topic of discussion.

      He would have felt it if one of the kids under Faust’s protection caught it.

      “On the contrary, at the very early stages, a bottle of high-quality holy water would pretty much cure it. Or at least suppress it, I’m not 100% certain regarding the curing part. But since the curse itself isn’t directly destructive, as long as the person continues drinking holy water, they should be fine,” Sylver explained and could tell by the way Faust was nodding along that he was committing his words to memory.

      “How long for a proper, full cure? Hypothetically, I mean. I don’t mean how long you would need, but how long would someone like Tarragon need to find a cure?” Faust asked.

      Sylver would be lying if he said he wasn’t tempted to ask why exactly Faust was so curious, but he’d already decided not to get involved. Even if this sounded like the kind of thing that eventually became big enough that Sylver had no choice but to get involved.

      “Curses are… They’re sort of alive, in a way regular spells aren’t. Even the act of looking at them can cause them to react. I have curses that will activate just by thinking about them. For all I know that curse sucked in its stomach when it felt me reaching out for it. To figure out what it really looks like, requires waiting for it to run out of breath, metaphorically speaking,” Sylver explained.

      “So, it might react differently to Tarragon… Is there a way to protect yourself from it?” Faust asked, and Sylver had to be mindful of Ria misinterpreting his respect at a well-made curse for something else.

      He wasn’t happy there was a curse around, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t appreciate the skill.

      “Not sleeping in the same room as someone already affected by it. Apart from that, not really. It’s got three conditions for transfer, the infected person must be asleep, the target must be asleep, and the person and the target must be in the same room.

      “Lycanthropy on the other hand only has one condition for transfer, exchanging bodily fluids. Generally speaking, the more conditions a curse has, the harder it is to prevent infection. There are potions to stop the spread of lycanthropy, but not this,” Sylver said.

      Faust seemed to come to some kind of decision.

      “Just out of curiosity, what could someone already infected do?” Faust asked, and Sylver really didn’t like the way he sounded.

      But he had to trust Faust wouldn’t withhold information that would harm Sylver.

      “Sleep as much as they can during the time they are awake. The damage to the body is done during the coma the curse puts people in, and the only way to buy more time is to allow the body to rest during the time the curse isn’t active,” Sylver explained.

      “I see… What would happen if someone attempted to brute force the curse? Just saturate the infected person in pure healing magic?” Faust asked.

      “Nothing. If you’ve slept because of it even once, it’s already a part of you. Think of it like… Like cutting the leaves off a tree. It will slow the tree down, a little, but you need to get the roots to kill it. Curses are typically made with an end goal in mind,” Sylver explained, as he brushed invisible dust off himself out of habit.

      “Assuming this one was made,” Faust added.

      “Yes. And while I hate myself for assuming the worst in who I would somewhat consider to be my people, but my money is that the witches made it. Except the question then is why they waited so long before using it. They must have lived there for centuries, so what happened in the last year that they turned hostile?” Sylver asked as Faust raised an eyebrow.

      “Witches?”

      “Right, I thought I already mentioned it. I found what I presumed to be a witch coven in the middle of the swamp. We didn’t get a chance to talk, but these soul-stretching monsters seem like something a witch would do… Maybe… It is possible the person I was chasing wasn’t a witch and specifically led me to the coven…” Sylver explained, and gradually started to mumble to himself.

      “What?” Faust asked.

      “Don’t worry about it. Just be careful your people don’t wander too deeply into the swamp if they need to go there for some reason. I may have antagonized them a little, so let me know right away if someone goes missing… Anyway… Any other hypotheticals you want to run by me before I leave?” Sylver asked.

      Faust smiled at him and shook his head.

      “I need you to stay here and babysit the sect when you have a day or so to spare. There’s an auction happening in the White Ring, and I wanted to have a look. There’s a grand auction happening in a week or so, but the things being sold there are far above my budget at the moment, so there’s no point looking,” Faust explained, and Sylver placed a hand on his shoulder.

      “Assuming all goes well with the Bucklers, take a good look at the things being sold at the grand auction. Because if this group is even half as competent as I imagine them to be, there might be a way of procuring some of the things you want, but can’t afford,” Sylver explained.

      “By stealing them,” Ria chimed in, with the kind of accusatory tone that meant Sylver should feel ashamed for suggesting such a thing.

      “Yes, although I would prefer to call it a heist. Sounds less criminal that way, and more exciting,” Sylver explained.

      “It’s still stealing,” Ria doubled down.

      “Ria, you’ve watched me kill people, in what way is merely taking their possessions away from them worse than that? Also, it’s not stealing. Stealing implies taking something when you don’t have the right to take it. If I’m strong enough, or smart enough, to take their things from them, I didn’t steal,” Sylver explained.

      “The strong do what they can, and the weak suffer what they must,” Faust said.

      Or rather quoted, because Sylver had the feeling he’d heard those exact words somewhere before.

      “Well put, Faust. As heartbreaking as it may be, that genuinely is the reality of the situation. I realize the methods I choose to employ may at times seem barbaric, or downright sadistic, but I promise you, Ria, I’m merely doing the best I can with the tool I have available. As is Faust, as is his thief-filled sect, as is the dragon, along with everyone else,” Sylver explained, as Ria quietly slithered back into her staff.
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        * * *

      

      Ria made that quiet ticking noise she sometimes did, but aside from that, she didn’t say anything. She was thinking, or whatever her version of thinking was called.

      It was the middle of the night by the time he was nearing the house that belonged to Fobur Plateforged, and Sylver felt an uncomfortable pressure in his stomach region. It wasn’t painful, it was more the kind of feeling his gut had when he was being watched or followed.

      And as a raven with a glowing left eye landed on Sylver’s shoulder, the feeling disappeared.

      “One chirp for yes, two chirps for no,” Sylver said, as Ria’s attention shifted away from whatever had been on her mind and focused on the creature.

      “No. Need,” the bird said.

      Sylver reached up and scratched its neck.

      “This is incredible! Did something happen?” Sylver asked with a smile in his voice that spooked the small avian creature. Because it could hear the thinly veiled “threat.”

      “No. Every. One. Safe,” the bird answered, as Sylver continued to smile, but had to be careful not to sound too angry as he spoke.

      “So, you’re here just for the fun of it? You decided to ignore my warnings, even though I was very clear about how dangerous this is?” Sylver asked and the bird cocked his head at him.

      “No. Danger. Too. Small. Too. Fast. Other. Can. Not. Sense,” Chrys explained.

      “I’m happy to see you, Chrys, but the world is a big place. Don’t do this, it’s unnecessarily dangerous,” Sylver said and felt the bird’s small feet shift on his shoulder.

      “Came. To. Warn,” Chrys said, and Sylver rolled his eyes at her.

      “A warning from a raven, perfect. Just what I needed,” Sylver said.

      The Chrys raven with the glowing left eye stepped left on his shoulder, then stepped right, and finally moved its beak until it was touching Sylver’s ear.

      “Be. Careful,” the raven said, as Sylver considered if it would be worth the effort of adapting his “lungs” so he could sigh.

      “Thank you for that. An extremely vague and ominous warning. Chrys, I apologize if this may sound harsh, but keep your predictions to yourself for the time being. Even with the eye, you’re not…” While Sylver looked around for a polite word, the Chrys bird continued talking.

      “House. With. Red. Roof. Watching. You. Two. People. Danger,” the Chrys raven explained and lifted its left wing toward a house with a red roof. Sylver turned toward the house in question.

      “Are you sure?” Sylver asked, as he expanded his bear soul armor, and moved his robe around to prepare himself.

      “I. Am. Sure,” the Chrys raven said.

      Sylver started walking towards the house in question. He couldn’t feel anyone inside, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t anyone inside.

      The light in the raven’s eye flickered, and before it completely disappeared, Chrys made it fly away.

      Sylver placed his ear up against the door and was surprised to find the inside of the house completely empty as he extended his mana into it. The shades similarly swept through it and couldn’t find anything.

      Sylver knocked, loud enough that the sound traveled down the empty street.

      “I know you’re in there,” Sylver said, as he slammed his palm against the door, and only now realized he couldn’t hear the sound bouncing around the supposedly empty building.

      Sylver summoned a decoy shade to continue hitting the door, while he crept to the nearest window. The house was a small two-story home, two rooms on the ground level, and what seemed to be a bedroom on the second floor.

      There was nothing nearby, it stood alone as if there had been a bunch of buildings here in the past, but this was the only one that survived some sort of catastrophe.

      Using [Fog Form], he sent a tendril through a crack underneath the window, or rather, attempted.

      Something was blocking him, his fog could enter the house, but Sylver could tell he wouldn’t be able to travel through the tendril.

      After trying to see if he had a better idea, Sylver flicked his dagger into his hand and used the back of it to smash the grimy glass pane.

      It was like kicking over a trashcan and seeing rats scurrying out of it, Sylver felt the two souls materialize out of nowhere, and then felt them promptly disappear. He used his ax to break the window down completely and jumped through it.

      At first glance, the inside of the house was a normal abandoned room. Dust lined the floor, ceiling, walls, the only source of disturbance was the shattered glass, as well as the spots where Sylver’s feet had been.

      Sylver swung his ax in a circle around himself and was as surprised as the other guy that he actually hit something. He lunged at the invisible figure, as Spring tried to open the umbrella, but that half second it took for Sylver’s robe to throw it to him was too long.

      There was no flash of light, no disturbance in the air, the man simply disappeared before Sylver reached him. Sylver collided with the wall and pushed himself off, daggers exploding out of his robe and flying around the room with blinding speed.

      He flinched as a raven landed on the shattered window, and with a glowing eye, cocked its head at him. It jumped down from the window and landed near a barely visible blood splatter.

      “Who were they? Did you see what they looked like?” Sylver asked the bird, and it shook its head while tapping a foot near the blood splatter.

      Sylver used [Dead Dominion] to gather all the blood he could find and floated it up to himself in a small sphere.

      “Do. Not. Know. But. I. Know. They. Were. Watching. You,” Chrys explained.

      Sylver summoned his clone blood out of his [Bound Bones] storage and mixed it with the blood he had gotten from the man he’d hit.

      The resulting tracker was just barely functional. Sylver estimated the range to be near fifty meters if he was lucky. Sylver tried to figure out a way to extend the range before he shoved it in his pocket.

      “No, you know what? Doesn’t matter. Thank you very much, Chrys, but I don’t care about this,” Sylver said, partially to the bird that was cocking its head, partially to Ria, and mostly to himself.

      The raven flew up and landed on the broken window.

      “I’m being serious, Chrys. I’ve got enough on my plate. Go home, please. I’ll bring you a souvenir as a thank you for the help,” Sylver said, and thankfully Chrys was able to understand he was being polite now, and if she tried to argue, he would stop.

      As the light in its left eye flickered away the raven croaked at him and flew away into the night.

      Sylver went up to the second floor just in case, but even after having his floating daggers fly around in hopes of hitting something, he found nothing.

      He moved the mattress down to the first floor and tossed some of the wooden furniture onto it. He reached into his backpack and sprinkled some dwarven whiskey onto the mess. Sylver used his [Advanced Earth Manipulation] to move the dirt the foundations were built on out of the way, and finally used [Morbid Mushroom] to grow a giant ball of white fungus on his hand.

      Sylver tossed it at the mattress and used [Fog Form] to leave unseen through the window.

      Once he was far enough away, Sylver had a shade enter the building.

      In the dead of the night, it looked like a bonfire and not just a simple house fire. Sylver heard people waking up, screaming, heard a man barking orders to wake up one name or another, as he walked away.
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        * * *

      

      Fobur’s house was a bit worse for wear than when Sylver had last been here, but at least someone replaced the door. Sylver walked up to it and knocked three times.

      There were three souls inside that Sylver could count, two belonged to men, and the third was using something to cloud its presence.

      Normally Sylver would have been happy to see a fellow mage, but the circumstances in which they were meeting were far from ideal.

      A man with a cloth mask covering his face opened the door and gestured for Sylver to enter. Even from here, Sylver could see the white smoke from the burning building. It had probably sunk into the ground by now.

      As Sylver walked toward the room he could feel the clouded soul, he felt a strangely familiar magic engulf him. Sylver nudged Ria to prepare herself to wrap around him, as he turned the corner and saw a man wearing a dark brown robe, with a similar colored dark brown mask.

      The man was about Sylver’s height, very wide, hunched over, and with hands that were somehow bigger and wider than Sylver’s.

      This close, Sylver could feel the man’s soul, even through the interference. He asked Ria to wait.

      “Sylver Sezari,” the man said.

      He spoke in such a deep and gruff voice, that it almost sounded like he was snoring.

      Sylver knew two things at that very moment.

      It wasn’t a coincidence that the emperor, Dobrynya Nikitich, looked like he and Nameless were related.

      And that even though he knew his name, Bear had no idea who Sylver was.

      “I am. Who am I speaking to?” Sylver asked as Bear removed the flimsy cloth mask that had been hiding his withered and bearded face.

      “You can refer to me as Owl,” Bear, now Owl said.

      Sylver could tell he wasn’t faking it. He had no recollection of meeting Sylver all those years ago when he helped Nameless and company summon a demon to find the owner of a drop of blood.

      He could see it in Owl’s completely white-blinded eyes, he could feel it in his soul.

      “I believe we can help one another,” Owl said.
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      “Who is this clown anyway?” Faust asked.

      Given the presence of people Sylver was incapable of sensing, even when he was in the same room as them, he had to be careful when talking to Faust. He had his blood tracker, but who could say if it would work? Or if the person he managed to wound would show up again.

      Initially, Sylver attempted to speak in code, but it very quickly became apparent that Faust wasn’t getting it.

      Instead, the two simply spoke in demon tongue, which sounded like a great deal of grunting, gurgling, and “ch” sounds. It also came with the added benefit of causing eavesdroppers to bleed from their ears, and if they listened long enough, could lead to insanity.

      Sylver had once managed to escape from a trap just by screaming in demon tongue for several hours. One of the men guarding him lost his mind, slashed his own throat, and Sylver used the dead body to free himself.

      “He’s a nutjob. But the problem is his two friends. Not to mention the supposed [Hero] he was with the last time we met. If Bear was alone, I could take him, but I can’t take the risk that Wolf is here,” Sylver explained, as he paced back and forth in Faust’s underground workshop.

      In Sylver’s experience, a mage with Bear’s magic destabilizing abilities tended to specialize in killing other mages. Which meant if Sylver had Ria cancel out Bear’s magic, he was harmless.

      Especially since he didn’t know who Sylver was or what he was capable of.

      Someone had altered Bear’s memories.

      Sylver was certain of it.

      Bear had been careful not to let Sylver get close enough to touch him. Given the fact he used his mana the way a blind person would use a cane, Sylver had more than enough contact to confirm his suspicions. It wasn’t as good as direct physical contact, but it was good enough.

      There was a chance Bear, or Owl as he now referred to himself, was faking it, and knew damn well who Sylver was, but what would be the point?

      After Owl had sent his two guards away, he and Sylver were alone.

      Was he pretending in the event those undetectable people were listening? Sylver hadn’t asked outright, but when he spoke about the house he burned down, Owl’s reaction didn’t make sense if they were working for him.

      “He’s with the [Jester Hero]?” Faust asked, as Sylver lifted his sleeve out of the way and scratched along his forearm.

      His mana core had grown big enough that his body was adjusting itself to accommodate it, and while the process wasn’t painful, it was annoying, especially now.

      At least he wasn’t shedding this time.

      “No. Different [Hero]. That didn’t feel like a [Hero], hence why I called him a supposed [Hero]. We made a deal that he would stay away from Arda, and according to Lola, they did just that. Now that I said it, I don’t remember reading about anything happening in Silia. The high king is still alive, and well, so did he lie to me? Is this where they had gone to instead?” Sylver thought out loud, as Faust continued vaguely gesturing around as he attempted to wrap his head around everything.

      “I mean, there were rumors about various assassination attempts, but the high king is the high king, there’s always someone out there trying to kill him. What happened in the end? Tonight, I mean,” Faust asked.

      Sylver stopped pacing and turned to look at the man holding a bloodied handkerchief up to his throat.

      He hadn’t been thrilled about Sylver adjusting his vocal cords to accommodate demon tongue, but this would heal within seconds once he stopped suppressing his regeneration. Sylver had, as usual, forgot how much blood living people had, and as a result stained Faust’s bathrobe red with blood.

      “They want me to kill someone. Because apparently, that’s all I’m good for. As a demonstration of my abilities, as well as a way to assure I keep my mouth shut. What do you know about the Blue Tiger sect?” Sylver asked.

      “They’re the ones who train the men that end up being guards… Fuck…” Faust said.

      Unlike the vast majority of these overspecializing dickheads, this particular sect taught and practiced “proper” fighting skills, the kind that would be used in a real fight.

      “Two of their heirs are currently investigating a ruin of some kind. It’s far east from here, and will take days to reach them. Not to mention how long it will take for me to actually find the place. They have a group with them, servants and guards and such, so hopefully, I’ll be able to spot them,” Sylver explained.

      He did toy around with the idea of challenging one of the heirs’ brothers to a fight, to get some blood to track the heirs with, but in the end, decided it wasn’t worth the trouble he would create for Faust. Not to mention, Sylver got the feeling it would take several annoying fights before he was even allowed to fight someone blood related to them.

      “So, you kill the heirs, permanently mark yourself as an enemy of the emperor because you murdered the equivalent of two nobles, and then what? How do you know this isn’t a trap or a trick? Did he tell you why you’re killing these two particular heirs?” Faust asked.

      Normally, Sylver steered clear of details in these sorts of situations, the less he knew, the less involved he was.

      Doubly so when a [Hero] was involved.

      Triply so when weird shit was happening around the aforementioned [Hero].

      Then there was also the issue of Sylver not being certain if interacting with Nameless and company qualified as not leaving Poppy alone.

      Truth be told, Sylver had no idea what Poppy was doing now.

      On one hand, he hadn’t exactly stumbled into this place on his own, he came here because of the sword covered in Edmund’s mana. The sword that, presumably, Rose, Lily, or Poppy somehow steered into Lola’s hands.

      Which would mean they were responsible for the emotional turmoil they caused Lola. And normally the sentence for doing that to someone Sylver cared about would be death, to start, but those three weren’t just [Hero]s.

      They were very old [Hero]s with chronomancy-like magic and were from another world, and since Sylver was weary of fighting a [Hero], making enemies with three [Hero]s would be downright suicidal.

      If he was honest with himself, if Edmund wasn’t on the line, he would have skipped town the moment he saw the similarity between the emperor and Nameless.

      Then there was the fact that the emperor’s name was one of the six names the book had screamed into his head, but Sylver chose to ignore that.

      If the book had made some sort of prophesy thing, then ignoring it won’t stop it.

      If it said those names just to mess with Sylver, ignoring it will render it powerless.

      The emperor was the emperor first, and compared to that, the book shit was irrelevant.

      “Can I be honest with you?” Sylver asked.

      “Of course,” Faust said.

      “I’m getting sick and tired of everyone getting in my way. It’s like everybody wants to be my enemy,” Sylver complained, and an odd smirk appeared on Faust’s face.

      “You say that as if you wouldn’t consider any act of kindness to be a trick or a trap of some sort. If anything, you would probably be warier of a gift, than you would be of someone trying to steal something from you,” Faust said, and Sylver scowled.

      “Admittedly things haven’t been great since I reincarnated, or whatever it is I did, but there have been moments where people were kind… Ron, Salgok, Leke, Tera, Shera, Novva, and… Sophia, sort of… Most of the people I’m involved with don’t count because I helped them in one way or another, but… I completely forgot what point I was trying to make,” Sylver said, as he gestured toward his backpack in the corner and made it float over to him.

      “What are you doing after you kill them?” Faust asked, in an attempt to steer the conversation to something productive.

      He had shit to do, Sylver had shit to do, and they both knew complaining to one another wasn’t going to achieve anything.

      “I need to bring their corpses somewhere public, so news of their deaths get to their sect quickly. And after that, the Bucklers are going to help me rescue Fobur Plateforged,” Sylver explained, and Faust understandably looked confused.

      “Why?”

      “Because I couldn’t say ‘I need to hang around you lot while I wait for the you-know-who to show up.’ Once I rescue Fobur, I will… I’ll think of something by then. I’m just killing time at the moment, the you-know-who is irrelevant if the thing breaks before she gets here,” Sylver said, rummaging through his backpack for a certain set of vials.

      He found them and swallowed the metal powders, washing them down with a sip of dwarf whiskey. He held the bottle toward Faust, who declined.

      “What do they want anyway?” Faust asked as Sylver scowled again.

      “They want the area outside the Red Ring to become a separate country. Independent of the emperor and his court. Apparently, the taxes they pay make it impossible to live. It doesn’t really matter,” Sylver said.

      “You can take Mora with you, by the way. I’ve finally finished constructing my constellation, everyone below level 400 better watch the fuck out,” Faust said as he patted his stomach.

      Sylver coughed into his fist, as he shifted his vocal cords into their normal position.

      “I’m sure she will be overjoyed to finally have enough space to stretch her legs,” Sylver said.

      Faust raised an eyebrow, and when Sylver nodded, removed the blood-soaked cloth from his throat.

      Normally, talking in demon tongue required tearing your vocal cords, which was incredibly painful and messy, not to mention Sylver didn’t remember the exact words needed to tear them the right way, and neither did Faust.

      It also tended to leave the speaker mute, as a sort of punishment for trying to communicate with demons, or at least that’s what all the religions said. Sylver lifted his hand up to his throat and temporarily shifted his vocal cords again.

      “Do you remember how you offered to have people watching the river?” Sylver asked and Faust nodded.

      “I’ll let you know if something comes through while you’re gone,” Faust answered.
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        * * *

      

      If Sylver hadn’t been watching the ground below him move, he wouldn’t have thought Mora was walking. During the rare times that Sylver required the use of a horse, he found the experience painful, irritating, and more often than not, the animal hated him for no apparent reason.

      Even when Sylver used undead horses, the hardened muscles made them strong, but also made it very uncomfortable to ride them. Undead might be incapable of feeling pain, but there were certain places where undead men preferred not to be hit, regardless of whether they had anything down there or not.

      Mora on the other hand made Sylver not just comfortable, she adjusted the saddle until it fit Sylver perfectly. On top of that, she wasn’t moving her back as she walked. Sylver’s ride was smoother than if he had been walking on his own two feet.

      Sylver didn’t even need to keep his body straight, Mora already had her strings gently wrapped around his limbs, and for whatever reason, was encouraging him to take a nap. Sylver was tempted to accept her offer, but even though he trusted Mora with his life, her inexperience wasn’t something Sylver could ignore.

      He allowed his body to become lax but remained awake and kept his eyes and ears open. It was hard for even Sylver to spot an ambush; he didn’t doubt Mora’s instincts, but it wasn’t a risk he was willing to take.

      Apart from staring, no one had an issue with Sylver or his pale steed. They passed through the crowded streets undisturbed.

      Mora started to transform the moment they were out of sight; her legs made a wet squelching sound as they split into two. Her hooves and horseshoes dissolved as her claws spread out and silently clutched at the moist earth.

      She shook her head and her six eyes opened up, and as she twisted her head 360 degrees on its axis, thin lines appeared down her forehead and sides. The reins Sylver had been holding onto disappeared, and in the distance, he heard that familiar slicing sound that indicated Mora was spreading out her strings.

      The threads she used to pretend to have hair lost their fluff and lay down until Mora looked slick with oil. Sylver noticed she did the same to him, and through their connection understood that this was to help against air resistance.

      Mora shook her head again, and with the speed of a released arrow, her body was flung high into the air. She timed it in such a way that Sylver just barely felt the sudden increase in speed, he honestly couldn’t even tell if she was using wild magic to do this, or if she was just that good at manipulating her body.

      “You’ve been quiet,” Sylver said, as Mora continued accelerating, going higher and higher into the air.

      “You’re on your way to kill two people, and all you know are their names and what they look like. You didn’t ask why you’re killing them; you didn’t ask whether they did anything to deserve this, you didn’t even blink when you said you’d do it. What if they’re completely innocent? And they were chosen completely at random?” Ria asked as Sylver tried to figure out a way of explaining himself without making it sound like he didn’t care.

      “You’re asking the wrong questions,” Sylver said.

      Mora was now just a little higher than the clouds, and she seemed to feel that this was the best height for “flying.”

      “What’s the right question then? No, wait, I know… If you don’t do this, you won’t be able to get Edmund. And with that in mind, the who and why is irrelevant,” Ria said.

      Her tone was strange. Sylver couldn’t tell if she was mocking him, or if she was just making sure she understood his thinking properly. She didn’t sound snide, but she didn’t sound relaxed and neutral either.

      “That’s the long and short of it, yes. It’s also a great reminder that the weak suffer what they must,” Sylver said, as Ria moved her whole body out of his robe and sat down opposite him on Mora’s neck.

      Mora didn’t seem to mind and covered Ria in air resistance reducing strings before the liquid metal woman was done forming her face.

      “I see. You’re weaker than that Owl person, so you have to do this,” Ria said. Sylver once more couldn’t tell if this was a dig at him or if she was genuinely asking.

      “I’m more worried about the people backing him up… You’ve been acting very strange lately, is everything ok?” Sylver asked.

      Ria, who currently looked like a child covered in shiny black metal with a golden mask looked away from Sylver for a moment.

      “You’ve been around for a long time, right?” Ria asked.

      “You could say that, yes,” Sylver said.

      “And you do things the way you do because you’ve learned from past mistakes, and found that your current methods are the best, right?” Ria asked.

      “I’m more comfortable saying that they work, I wouldn’t call them the best,” Sylver said.

      “But if there were better alternatives, you would be using them, right? And since you aren’t, then that means what you do now is the best out of all your available options,” Ria asked, and Sylver could hear the frustration in her voice as if she was on the verge of crying.

      “We’ve already discussed this, Ria. If you have a problem with what I’m doing, talk to me. I’ve been nothing but reasonable with you since the very first day we met,” Sylver said.

      Ria lifted her hands up to her face and just held them there for a while.

      “Is this what I’m supposed to be like?” Ria asked with a gesture toward Sylver. “If I want to do something meaningful in the world, do I have to act like you and do the things you do?”

      “Of course not,” Sylver said, and for a moment Ria’s body lost its shape as she didn’t get the answer she was expecting. “While I appreciate the compliment, I’m not perfect, Ria. I make mistakes, my pride can get in the way, I have blind spots, I can be impatient, I can miss something obvious, there are a million ways I could approach any situation and fuck it up,” Sylver explained, as Ria moved her hands away from his face.

      “But you said…” Her voice trailed off as Mora continued silently moving at a speed Ria would later compare to an airplane.

      “You don’t look at the world with the same eyes I do. You will have options available to you that I won’t. You also have something I never will,” Sylver explained.

      “What?” Ria asked.

      Sylver gestured at himself and spooked Mora with the sudden movement.

      “Me. If you ever need help with something, you have your very own Sylver Sezari to ask for help. Life will be difficult, Ria. You will fail, you’ll be tricked, you’ll make mistakes, you’ll learn that there are some things you can’t do, you’ll find lines you’re unwilling to cross. And when that happens, just tell me what you want, and I’ll get it for you,” Sylver explained with a wide grin.

      “But if I ask you for help, and you do the things you do…” Ria struggled to find the right words.

      “That will be something you will have to decide for yourself. Not everyone is willing to receive help from me. Even in the Ibis, some would rather fail than ask me for help. There have been times when people asked for help and didn’t know what they were asking. There were also those that regretted asking for my help,” Sylver explained.

      “Why did they regret it?” Ria asked.

      Sylver’s face softened as he was reminded that, in some ways, Ria was a child.

      “They refused to accept that sometimes you can’t have it both ways. I’ve already explained to you how important it is to be specific in your requests, right? It isn’t just something you do out of politeness, the purpose of being specific when asking something of someone, is that you’re not disappointed when you get what you asked for. You want to give SAM a soul,” Sylver said, and Ria’s whole body tensed up, as well as her soul.

      “You said you can’t do it,” Ria said.

      “What if I said I can do it, but I’ll need to kill 500,000 people? Would that be a result you would be happy with? I would have done as you asked after all,” Sylver asked, and could tell right away this was a terrible example.

      Because Ria would have accepted it, Sylver could feel it in her soul. He could also tell she would never forgive herself for being indirectly responsible for that many deaths.

      “No,” Ria said. The word slid out of her mouth with a bitter aftertaste.

      “How many deaths would you be comfortable with? One? Would you be happy if I killed one person and was able to give SAM a soul?” Sylver asked.

      “I hate this hypothetical,” Ria said as her golden face contoured into a scowl.

      “I’m not sure why I chose it either. The point I’m trying to make is that you can’t get something for nothing. But the methods of payment we have available aren’t the same. I can’t talk my way into a secret rebellion, though I’m sure Aether could. I can conquer a city without destroying a single house, but Edmund can’t,” Sylver explained, as Mora sent him a very strange warning through their connection.

      “So, you’re saying that just because you choose to use violence, death, threats, theft, dishonesty, and deception as payment for what you want, I don’t have to?” Ria asked.

      Sylver decided not to take her words to heart and nodded at her with a smile.

      “That’s a good way of putting it,” Sylver concluded.
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        * * *

      

      Sylver shielded his eyes from the blinding sunlight as Mora continued running through the air. They had traveled through the night, and because of Mora’s gradual acceleration, were in the area the ruins were said to be by the time the third sun finished rising.

      Sadly, despite Sylver’s hopes, there wasn’t an obvious clearing or a giant pillar of smoke. It was mostly large orange boulders, and enormous cracks in the ground, any of which could contain the aforementioned ruins.

      Even though everyone kept their eyes open, it was pointless. The landscape was cracks, rocks, and that’s about it.

      There were a few things to consider here.

      For starters, the sheer size of this desert didn’t make sense. Other than the Schlagen Mountains, Sylver couldn’t see anything anywhere else. He should have been able to see the edge of the desert from this height, and yet to his eyes, it appeared to be endless.

      Which meant that either a fae was messing with Sylver, or this piece of land was made to be this way on purpose. Owl didn’t know what kind of ruins there were here, but Sylver could hazard a guess and now was all but certain that these supposed ruins were actually a dungeon.

      It would certainly explain why Sylver was lost. His sense of direction had never been perfect, but if it weren’t for the Schlagen Mountains being visible, he would have been completely lost.

      “There’s something over there,” Ria said, indicating the direction in question with a golden tendril.

      Mora silently flew toward the spot Ria had pointed out, and after a couple of minutes, Sylver started to see an odd mixture of green and blue. A few minutes later, the shimmering image solidified until he saw a large lake surrounded by lush green grass and bushes.

      Sylver actually hurt Mora a little, as he very tightly gripped her by the back of her neck and told her to stop. She nearly threw him off her from how fast she stopped.

      Sylver summoned his ax and covered it in a thick layer of [Necrotic Mutilation]. He placed five shades into the ax’s shadow and launched the weapon at the crystal clear pool of water.

      The ax fell short, given the great distance between them, and disappeared in a cloud of orange dust. The five shades materialized in the dust cloud, and one of the swordsmen picked up Sylver’s ax, and along with his four peers, started to run toward the oasis.

      From this height and distance, Sylver and company had a perfect view of the picture-perfect watering hole.

      He was surprised by the range on [Lesser Undead Instruction] as he was able to wordlessly command the five shades to pretend to be weary travelers. All five undead ran through the dense foliage and jumped into the empty pool.

      “Holy shit,” Ria said.

      Sylver couldn’t help but smile to himself, as he, Ria, and Spring watched enormous skin triangles appear around the edges of the oasis.

      The triangles slowly and silently became larger and larger, as they closed around the oasis, along with the five shades that were mutely splashing each other with warm water. As the giant boulders fell away from the skin triangles, they started to curl upwards.

      As the triangles snapped shut over the oasis and the unsuspecting shades, Sylver expected to hear a loud noise, followed by a wave of intense air pressure.

      Instead, the dead silent flesh-colored dome sunk into the ground and left behind an enormous hole. Sylver and company just stared at the giant hole, and Spring was the first to notice the oddly shaped cracks on the walls of the hole.

      “That looks like…” Sylver started, but Ria completed his sentence.

      “A city…” Ria said, as the flesh of the dome silently moved back to the surface.

      Without making a sound it opened its mouth, and within a minute, not a single trace of its enormous flesh triangles remained. It had wiggled them around, and the sand and boulders covered up any traces of a trap.

      Even though Sylver knew they were right there, he couldn’t tell where they started or stopped.

      After the five shades returned to Sylver’s shadow, he and Mora circled around the once again pristine and untouched oasis and made their way to the area they had seen the city. Amidst the various cracks and boulders, Sylver’s shades found several entrances.

      “If it’s a dungeon, it doesn’t feel like one…” Sylver said mostly to himself, as he peered over the edge of the crack in the ground and could see a street and two buildings down below.

      “We’re going down there, aren’t we,” Ria said.

      It wasn’t even a question, just a statement.

      “We are, yes. I imagine being buried is enough to ‘ruin’ most cities. But who knows? Maybe we’ll find something interesting down there,” Sylver said.

      Mora’s shoulders popped as she began to transform into a shape better suited for fighting in confined spaces.

      I’ve got a good feeling about this, Sylver thought, resummoning his ax, and dropped it down into the hole they were about to fall through.
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      The light that passed through the cracks above illuminated the area. If it weren’t for the giant patches of darkness in the spaces between the cracks, Sylver would have thought he was still outside.

      Sylver was grateful for the fact that he didn’t need to breathe because if the intense pressure on his eyeballs was to be believed, there wasn’t any oxygen down here. It wasn’t a perfect vacuum, but if it weren’t for the layer of mana surrounding him, the saliva in his mouth would have started boiling.

      “We’re underground, how can the air pressure be this low?” Ria asked.

      Since she was covered by Sylver’s mana, he heard her loud and clear.

      The complete and utter silence didn’t disturb Sylver, but he could feel Mora was bothered by it.

      “Normally I’d say magic, but this is one of those rare times where I have to say, Ki. Or something along those lines. The good news is that this isn’t a dungeon,” Sylver said, as he walked over to Mora and very gently moved his hand down her “head.”

      Calling her a horse right now wouldn’t be proper, the only thing horse-like about her was her head, and even then, Sylver had to squint to see it.

      Her torso had squashed itself into an oval sphere, and her limbs shifted until they were almost right next to each other.

      More than anything else, she looked like a giant spider. Even a crab, depending on the angle.

      To Mora’s credit, she was no longer limited by her musculature, and now could move left, right, backward, forwards, and although she wasn’t as fast in terms of acceleration, she was still significantly faster than Sylver was on foot or in [Fog Form].

      Currently, they were both standing on the roof of a single-story building that very easily supported the weight of an extremely dense necromancer and his equally dense companion.

      The reason for that was that the roof was made out of metal, as were the walls supporting it, as was everything as far as Sylver could see. Tarnished silvery metal, covered in some spaces by coats of dark orange dust.

      Sylver felt Ria slither down his side and leg and felt something akin to a gasp from her as she touched the floor.

      “It’s plastic,” Ria said, as she lifted the tiny piece of metal she had sliced out of the ground up to Sylver’s face.

      “Great,” Sylver said with a polite smile, as he took the tiny speck of plastic metal out of her tendril and continued moving his hand down Mora’s neck.

      “It’s some sort of extremely dense organic polymer, but the chemical structure doesn’t make sense?” Ria asked, as if she expected any sort of answer other than what Sylver said.

      “Ki enhanced plastic,” Sylver said, as Mora nearly pushed him over as she shoved her head against his.

      Her eyes had moved around and now gave her just short of 360 degrees of sight, blocked only by her torso behind her head.

      “No, it’s… It’s like amber, solid resin, but it shouldn’t be this dense,” Ria explained, as Sylver nodded along, while he waited for Mora to completely calm down, and for the scouting shades to return.

      “I see,” Sylver said dismissively.

      Spring returned with not a whole lot of news. The city was empty, and it was also one piece of a greater whole. Streets continued into solid rock, buildings were cut in half by the rock walls, and for all intents and purposes, it appeared as if someone had found a giant hole in the ground and teleported a part of a city inside.

      Sylver didn’t recognize the architectural style, though going by the height of the doorways and windows, humans, elves, or a race of a similar height had once lived here.

      Both Sylver and Mora turned at the same time and saw a flat snake-like creature slithering toward them. It was dead silent, mostly due to the lack of air to carry the sound, but also because the monster was somehow moving along the dusty rooftops without disturbing the dust.

      “That’s very disturbing,” Spring said, as he disappeared into Sylver’s shadow, and confirmed that the monster was completely invisible to him while he wasn’t materialized.

      Sylver watched as the monster opened its mouth, and like a pelican, stretched its jaws apart. The resulting flap of skin created the appearance of a mouth several times bigger than the monster, enough so that Sylver couldn’t see the tail part.

      All he saw was two very large dark brown billowing skin flaps becoming larger and larger with each passing second. Sylver also noticed that the edges of these flaps, the “teeth,” for lack of a better word, were very thin, and perfectly smooth, like the edge of a curved razor blade.

      Sylver clasped his hands behind himself and stood up straight as the monster continued soundlessly slithering closer, seeming to be completely unconcerned at the fact it had been spotted.

      
        
        [??? – ??? – 129]

        [Hp: 19,880 – 94%]

        [MP: 0 – 0%]

        [Stamina: 4,890 – 97%]

        [Corpse – Common]

        [Soul – Petty]

      

      

      “Huh…” Sylver said as the serpent disappeared from view, and Sylver lifted his head to look up at the two giant inflated half-spheres falling onto him. The monster’s timing was perfect, it clamped its jaws, and Sylver’s head was sliced clean off his body.

      At least, that’s what would have happened, if Mora’s strings hadn’t tightened and froze it in place. Sylver stepped out of the way as Mora slowly lowered the statue-still creature to the ground.

      Sylver used [Deadly Darkness] to turn the wrapped-up monster onto its back and jumped up onto the monster’s chest. Now that he was physically touching it, Sylver could tell it was screaming, albeit it was having a hard time of it, given the extremely strong strings constricting it.

      “Can you understand me?” Sylver asked the creature.

      Its jaws remained inflated, through some kind of foldable bone structure. Sylver waited for a response but didn’t feel any reaction from the screaming serpent.

      A dagger appeared in Sylver’s hand, and he discovered that there was a very good reason as to why the creature was so unconcerned with being spotted.

      Sylver couldn’t cut it.

      He couldn’t stab it.

      He couldn’t even get a grip on it.

      It was like trying to grab hold of a soap bubble, it was that smooth. Sylver continued trying to stab it with his [Necrotic Mutilation] coated dagger, but even when he enhanced the weapon with enough mana that Sylver’s hand started to smoke, he couldn’t get through the monster’s seemingly impenetrable armor.

      It wasn’t impenetrable because it was hard, it was impenetrable because of the exact opposite reason. It was so squishy and stretchy that Sylver couldn’t apply enough pressure to stab it. Even when he thought he pierced it, it turned out that he had simply pierced the floor underneath it, and the monster was completely unharmed.

      Thankfully the smoothness didn’t do shit against a cloud of [Draining Blight]. The second Sylver’s cloud of HP draining smog touched the monster’s skin, it buckled so hard it made Mora lose her footing.

      Sylver could feel its screaming through the vibrations in the floor, as the monster slithered out of Mora’s stings, and tried to bite a piece of Sylver off.

      Luckily Ria stepped in at that moment and stabbed the monster through the head as if Sylver hadn’t failed to so much as scratch it a couple of seconds earlier.

      
        
        [??? (???) Defeated!]

        [Draining Blight (VI) Proficiency increased to 42%!]

        [Necrotic Mutilation (IV) Proficiency increased to 2%!]

      

      

      “Is it suffocation?” Sylver asked, as he made the corpse float into the air and continued inspecting it.

      As he turned it over, one of the “teeth” fell, and lazily uncoiled within the creature’s mouth.

      “Alright, I see. It catches something, and then lets this flap of teeth act as a blender…” Sylver explained as he found that the creature’s impenetrability stopped working once it died.

      Sylver’s dissection revealed a couple of interesting things.

      For starters, it didn’t have any internal organs.

      There was a long tube that Sylver had to assume acted like a stomach, but that was it. There were eyeballs, but they weren’t connected to anything, it didn’t have a brain or a heart, it didn’t even have any proper muscles. The only thing inside was a dark red ground beef-like substance.

      He had seen similar types of monsters in the past and had to assume this was the Ki equivalent. Some monsters depended on mana so much that they literally couldn’t exist or function in environments that weren’t extremely mana dense.

      The problem with these kinds of monsters was that Sylver struggled to understand how they functioned, without literally spending weeks studying them. Even if he didn’t get the feeling that raising this thing as an undead would bring back its squishy invulnerability, as a necromancer, Sylver was still curious to figure out what made it tick.

      His attempt to store the two corpse halves in his [Bound Bones] storage showed that it was still soaked through with Ki, and Sylver’s mana-based storage perk didn’t want to play ball.

      Sylver turned one half into a dense sphere of [Necrotic Mutilation] and mixed it into the semi-liquid armor he was wearing over his torso. And because she had asked for it, he gave the other half to Mora, who slurped up the whole thing the way someone might slurp down a long piece of pasta.

      He and Mora jumped down from the metal roof and landed on the empty dust-covered street below.

      Sylver poked his head into the house he had been standing on and found it to be completely empty. No tables, chairs, flowerpots, just walls, windows, and a door frame without a door.

      Every building Sylver inspected had the same empty interior. It was as if everything that wasn’t bolted down to the floor had been taken, and the empty husk that remained was turned into metal.

      Sylver made his way toward the only thing that wasn’t made out of sand that had fallen in through the cracks, or the odd metal plastic material that the buildings and roads were made out of.

      Sylver crouched near the shattered cup and very carefully picked up the biggest piece he could see. There was a part of a symbol visible on the piece of green clay. Sylver brought it up to his nose and covered it in his mana.

      The fact that it had enough of a scent for Sylver to smell it, meant it had been used very recently. The sand and dust around the cup didn’t appear to be disturbed, but even if they had someone who could cover their tracks, it wasn’t good enough to trick Sylver.

      He followed the slightly off-colored sand, and in a matter of minutes, arrived at what seemed to be the exact center of the metal city. With a single kick of the foot, Sylver made the sand fly away from him, and found a small dark red hole on the otherwise perfectly smooth metallic floor.

      The only reason Sylver didn’t dismiss it as a random hole in the ground, was because it was a hexagon. Sylver stuck his finger into the hole and could feel the inside portion wiggling about.

      “Ria, would you mind? Look for gears, or possibly magnets, and try to turn it anticlockwise,” Sylver said.

      The liquid metal woman’s staff floated out of Sylver’s robe and turned upside down. Her golden tendrils entered the small hexagonal hole, and within moments, Sylver could already hear clicking and the sound of metal grinding against metal.

      The hole began to glow a pale blue light, and as Ria pulled her tendrils back into her body, the light spread out from the hole. It extended out until the lines of light stopped and started moving clockwise toward one another.

      Sylver and Mora both jumped back, as the glowing circle on the ground began to rise. It spun as it rose, and reached a height of about five meters before it stopped. Everything disappeared in a cloud of dust, as the floor shook violently for a split second, and caused all the sand on the ceiling of the enormous cave to fall like rain.

      When the dust and sand cleared, by Sylver blowing it away, he was greeted with an opening within the tall spiral. Sylver allowed himself a slight smile, as he saw a crudely drawn bright blue symbol painted inside, along with an arrow pointing downward.

      “Either the Blue Tiger sect heirs came through here, or this is a very elaborate trap,” Sylver said, as he extended his mana toward the room and inspected it.

      Sylver turned to look at Mora in the meantime. He could both see and feel the moment his thoughts reached her, and she saw the problem Sylver saw.

      The opening was tall, but it was also narrow.

      If they were attacked while inside, Mora wouldn’t be able to move out of the way. And that’s not addressing the fact that she wouldn’t even fit inside.

      They would be fine as long as Sylver used [Fog Form], but the volume of the room was smaller than the volume of Mora’s already extremely compressed body.

      Just as Sylver was about to make a suggestion, Mora made a whining noise as her whole body curled into a ball, and a giant crack formed along her back.

      Before Sylver’s eyes, a much smaller arachnid crawled out of her larger spider-shaped body, which was now dead enough that it fell within the influence of Sylver’s [Dead Dominion].

      The small white spider shook itself the way a dog would, and then proceeded to lift every one of its seven legs to her head to wash herself the way a cat would.

      “Did you know she could do that?” Ria asked.

      Mora stretched, and Sylver was surprised to see just how flexible her new body was. It was downright gelatinous.

      Her body, head, torso, and abdomen included, were about as big as a large dog. Her legs were thin, ending in barely visible claws, and she moved around with a speed she hadn’t had before. She looked like a very large pale, black widow spider, except there wasn’t any kind of marking on her abdomen, it was just more white.

      Actually, she looked a lot like the spider chimera’s Tera and the kids had on their heads, except Mora wasn’t gold-colored, she was as white as snow.

      “I did not… But I think I know what happened,” Sylver said, as he used [Arcane Insight].

      
        
        [N/A – Corpse Melder – 181]

        [Hp: 26,000 – 100%]

        [MP: 6,107 – 81%]
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        [Corpse – N/A]

        [Soul – N/A]

      

      

      “She got a new class… Wait, did you?” Sylver asked the distracted arachnid, as it conveyed an enormous grin.

      “Of course, you did… Where did you get the experience? Oh… Right, those guys that attacked Faust… Why did you wait until now to tell me this? Don’t you ‘you didn’t ask’ at me! How was I… I see… I see… Yes, alright… I see…” Sylver said.

      “What’s she saying?” Ria asked as Sylver gestured at her to give him a minute.

      He nodded at Morana several times, as she did her best to explain what exactly a [Corpse Melder] was, and what it did.

      “Alright… I think she got the new class at some point while we were out hunting monsters in the swamp… Along with perks and skills, that she can’t explain in a format I understand… This molting body augmentation thing she just did was one of them… You have another one? No? Two? She has two more perks related to her new class, and… two new skills…” Sylver puzzled out, as Mora was concerned with getting all her threads sorted out, as opposed to telling Sylver what she was capable of.

      Her new body came with several drawbacks, although the only one Sylver could understand properly was that she wasn’t as strong or as physically tough as she had been. But she was faster, and apparently, this shape made it easier to use her wild magic, specifically her thread magic.

      The horse shape had been created for speed since Bruno’s dungeon had a lot of tough, but slow, monsters. Unsurprisingly, someone with a soul compatible with Sylver wasn’t as attached to her physical body as most people, or monsters, would be.

      “You sound jealous,” Ria said, and Spring nodded along.

      “She isn’t thrilled about this form, because… I am too heavy to ride her… Yes, I see…” Sylver said as he chose to ignore Ria’s comment, and instead walked over to Mora’s discarded horse-spider-shaped body and stored it away within the safest bone inside his chest.

      Mora had been very specific about keeping the old body safe. Apparently becoming smaller was significantly easier than becoming bigger.

      “You know what? This is fine. Considering who Bruno is, and considering who I am, it only makes sense that she’s able to do these sorts of things. You did great, Mora, thank you,” Sylver said as if this was normal, even though he wasn’t convincing anyone.

      Nonetheless, sitting around and trying to puzzle out Mora and her biology wasn’t going to get them any closer to finding the two Blue Tiger heirs, or Edmund.

      “Sure,” Ria said, with a tone that implied she was just as curious as Sylver, but simultaneously understood why he wanted to move along.

      Sylver walked around the large pillar and looked for a crack or an opening big enough for him to use [Fog Form] on, but despite being seemingly abandoned, it was airtight.

      Sylver used a paper-thin beam of abyss magic to make a hole in the floor, but the metallic plastic was extremely strong. He lost all the skin on his pointer and middle finger by channeling that much mana, and all he got was about half a centimeter in return. The surface was somewhat brittle, but the metal underneath was significantly stronger.

      “Are we waiting for something?” Ria asked as Sylver continued pacing near the opening.

      “I don’t like the idea of having to go through an entire dungeon, or whatever this is, to get out… I’m just trying to see if I can come up with a better idea,” Sylver explained, as he continued to consider his available options.

      The main problem was that if Sylver didn’t find and kill those two heirs, the Bucklers would likely cut contact with him.

      Or they would kill him, given that he’d seen some of their faces.

      And as fun as it would be to watch them try, the real issue was Wolf and Lion, who posed a very serious threat to Sylver and Faust.

      If he quit right now, what would be his next move? Just sit around, and wait for the chain to snap? All while the Bucklers quietly sneak the shield girl into the city, and somehow the emperor ends up impregnating her.

      Then Sylver would have about twenty weeks before the child could be born. Assuming these people had a bit of medical know-how, and cared more about the child’s bloodline, than they did about its health, it wouldn’t be all that hard…

      All they would need is a handful of healers…

      Or a very large group of elven healers…

      Shit…

      “I sincerely hope I’m wrong, but if we assume for a moment I’m right, then we have to gain Owl’s trust very quickly. Fuck me!” Sylver said as he grabbed Ria, and with Mora in tow, walked inside the pillar.
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        * * *

      

      There was a gut-wrenching handful of seconds when the whole thing started to move downward, and Sylver watched the only exit out of here become smaller and smaller until it was closed off completely. Even if Sylver knew he would eventually dig his way out of this stone elevator, the thought of being trapped underground still made him sweat.

      Thankfully the pillar continued spinning downward in a corkscrew motion, and eventually opened into a somewhat large hallway. The walls, ceiling, and floor were all made of that same metal/plastic material the buildings above had been made out of.

      It was dark, but his [Perfect Night Vision] made it look as if everything was brightly lit.

      Sylver stepped into it, and just in case, sent his shades ahead to scout it out.

      They returned almost instantly.

      As Sylver expected, they couldn’t see shit. They could materialize and easily move through the darkness, but otherwise, it was as if they were in a dungeon.

      Although this wasn’t a case of mana interference, Sylver’s [Lesser Perception] felt like its range had been halved. He still had his eyes, and could feel things with his mana, but either by design or due to bad luck, he no longer possessed a full 360 degrees of vision.

      The uncomfortable shivering he felt from Mora confirmed he wasn’t the only one being affected by this blinding effect. Sylver could feel it interacting with his primal energy field, but he could also feel that it would react very badly if he attempted to mess with it.

      At the moment it was an annoyance and wasn’t worth accidentally alerting the entity in charge of this place. Assuming it wasn’t fully automated, but even if it was, people capable of building these sorts of spells were always significantly smarter and more prepared than Sylver used to initially assume.

      A mistake he paid a very steep price for and promised never to repeat.

      With Mora walking alongside him, Sylver very soon found himself standing before three passageways. One that veered left, another that continued forward, and a third that veered right.

      Luckily, Sylver didn’t need to rack his head regarding which passage to take, since there was a very convenient blue arrow drawn on the wall of the passage on the left.

      As Sylver approached it, he noticed that there were two similar arrows on the other two passages that had been crossed out.

      “We’re in a maze…” Sylver said, as he touched the arrow without the cross with his finger and sent a pulse of mana through it.

      He proceeded to do the same for the two with the crosses.

      “And they’ve been here for a while,” Sylver said, as he traced his hand along the edge of the passageway.

      “How long?” Ria asked, as Sylver continued feeling up the perfectly smooth edges, but couldn’t find anything out of place.

      “The paint on the middle one is at least two years old. The paint on the one on the right is a year old, and strangely enough, so is the paint on the arrow on the left passage,” Sylver explained.

      “So, they’ve just been guessing where to go, and it took them a whole year to realize the middle path was wrong?” Ria asked.

      “Could be…” Sylver said, as Ria floated out of his robe to up near the ceiling and stared at an empty spot above the path leading left.

      “Can you not see this?” Ria asked as Sylver did his best to focus on the perfectly smooth piece of metal she was pointing at.

      He threw a sheet of paper and a pencil to her, and after a couple of seconds, Ria had drawn a perfect picture of what she was seeing.

      Sylver squinted at the symbols on the page, and it took him too long to realize what he was looking at.

      “It’s… One of the precursor languages… In fact, I think this is the same dialect the dragon spoke in…” Sylver murmured to himself, as he once again had to beg his mind for a translation.

      “The one on the left has something like ‘thrust, swipe, slice,’ the middle one has ‘stab, pummel, throw,’ and the one on the right has ‘shoot, slash, and twist…’ No, that’s not quite right…” Sylver closed his eyes and tried to reach so far back in his memory, that he may have looped around.

      “They’re all verbs, but there aren’t any nouns. Why would there be a random assortment of verbs like this?” Sylver asked although he didn’t actually expect an answer from Ria.

      “The only one that’s consistent is the first one. Thrust, swipe, and slice, all things someone could do with a knife,” Ria offered, and as far as explanations went, that fit surprisingly well.

      Sylver strained his brain for a while longer and managed to translate another five words.

      They fit.

      Only the text on the left had verbs that could be done with a bladed weapon, the other two either spoke about two separate weapons or some sort of very strange chimera of a weapon.

      More importantly, Sylver’s gut was halfway through the left-most passage; it was sure Ria was right, even if Sylver wasn’t. Clearly, it understood more of the words Ria had written out than Sylver did, and to his experienced gut, the connection was crystal clear.

      “My best guess is I need to either be of a certain bloodline to see the text or possess some kind of special item for the text to be made visible to me… But since whatever is blocking my senses can’t affect you, you can see it as if you had the item or bloodline…” Sylver thought out loud, as he stared at the empty spot above the passage extra hard, as if that would achieve anything.

      He stored the page away, and with Ria and Mora following closely behind him, entered the passage on the left.

      To his surprise, a wall didn’t close behind him, and he didn’t find an invisible barrier that stopped him from going back. Sylver could very easily leave the passage on the left and try his hand at the middle passage.

      “Given the fact they had to guess, and seemed to guess wrong twice, can we assume this group doesn’t have the right item and bloodline either?” Ria asked as Sylver kept one hand on the wall while he walked, and Mora copied him, even if she didn’t understand why he was doing it.

      “Unless there’s a different entrance, they have a key or something. Although it could be there are multiple keys, and the real test is further ahead… Anyway, since you’re unaffected by magic or Ki, this whole thing should be a piece of cake,” Sylver said, as he heard a very high-pitched screech farther down the corridor, followed by the sound of something very small and fast-moving toward him.

      Lots of somethings.
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      It sounded like rushing water, but in the violent way an intense river stream sounded, as opposed to the almost peaceful drone of a waterfall.

      Which was a perfect analogy for what Sylver was seeing in front of him.

      It was a river of insects, crawling over each other to the point they appeared to be more liquid, than a great many solids. They were on the ceiling, the walls, the floor. It was almost as if Sylver was watching an enormous shadow edging closer to him.

      “Confined space combined with a giant swarm of very small enemies… Not bad…” Sylver said, as he raised his hands toward the oncoming danger and flexed his shoulders as the two slits on his palms snapped open.

      In an almost explosive puff, the metaphorical shadow the creatures created was replaced by a literal shadow, courtesy of Sylver’s [Draining Blight].

      The corridor was barely three meters in height and width, Sylver had more than enough mana to completely cover the entire space in his HP draining smoke.

      Which he did.

      There was something almost satisfying with killing so many tiny creatures.

      It reminded him of his past when warriors of varying strengths banded together in an attempt to defeat him and dropped dead before they even finished explaining whether Sylver killed their son, father, brother, or some other relative.

      Although these insects made a sort of squeaking sound, a bit like mice, but a much higher note.

      “I almost feel bad for them,” Ria said, as Sylver started forward, while the insects continued getting killed from coming into contact with Sylver’s smoke, and thanks to [Dead Dominion] were promptly shoved off to the sides to give Sylver enough room to walk.

      Out of pure curiosity, Sylver purposely allowed one to pass through the smog unharmed and had Mora bind it and bring it to him.

      
        
        [Meat Scarab – Flesh Scraper – 4]

        [Hp: 20 – 100%]

        [MP: 0 – 0%]
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        [Soul – N/A]

      

      

      The small creature struggled against Mora’s reinforced threads, and Sylver could already tell it had no chance of escaping. He was familiar enough with insect biology to recognize that this thing’s internal structure was built solely to provide strength to its three-piece mandibles.

      Two were hook-shaped, while the third one at the bottom was slightly flat. This thing would hook itself into its target and would slice away a tiny piece, and presumably get shoved out of the way as thousands of [Meat Scarab]s behind it rushed in to do the same.

      Death by a thousand cuts, essentially.

      Its exoskeleton was oddly rough, almost sandy, and only a thin layer of oil made it shiny, and somewhat slippery. It was about the size of a small shirt button, and with its six legs spread out, could just barely cover Sylver’s pinkie fingernail.

      Ria may have felt sorry for them, but Sylver had firsthand experience when it came to getting covered by a swarm of tiny, seemingly pathetic opponents.

      He’d been torn to pieces before, but there’s something uniquely unpleasant about being torn apart from the inside out. Once was enough. Sylver tended to repeat certain mistakes over and over again until he learned his lesson, but he had all but sworn never to underestimate something small enough to crawl into his belly button.

      Although he doubted they would survive their attempt to chew on his exceptionally toxic flesh, they certainly seemed willing to try. As a rule of thumb, anything that appeared swarm-like tended to be suicidal in its attempt to kill the intruder.

      Sylver squashed the struggling [Meat Scarab] between his thumb and forefinger, and tossed it off to the side, where it was absorbed into the ever-growing blob of [Necrotic Mutilation] following behind Sylver and Mora.

      By this point in time, it was more than big enough to completely block the corridor, and Sylver estimated that in its solidified version, the enormous mass of black and green-tinted gore would be about two meters thick.

      He didn’t bother raising any of them as zombies, they would cost more mana than they were worth, and more importantly, assuming Sylver wasn’t the first to encounter them, whoever was ahead of him already had a way of dealing with them.

      Since their mandibles didn’t feel to be enhanced by Ki or mana, a cultivator with a thick layer of Ki armor around his body could probably walk through this mess as if it wasn’t here. If not for Mora, Sylver would have done the same, his layered soul armor might as well be made out of solid steel as far as these bugs were concerned.

      He did plan to eventually implant one of the skulls into Mora’s body, but he wasn’t sure if she would be capable of manipulating her soul fast enough to use the soul armor properly.

      At this point it was as effortless as breathing for Sylver. He was already puppeteering his body, now all he had to do was simultaneously puppeteer the five inflated souls to match his limbs. The hands were the only genuinely difficult part. Sylver had to either walk around without moving them or inflate the souls so much that he had trouble physically grabbing something.

      It had to be like a glove around his hands in an ideal world, but at the moment only his palm was protected, his fingers stuck outside the soul armor’s limit. Once he made a fist, he would be fine, but when he went to grab something or someone, his fingers would be out in the open.

      Out in the open in this case meant protected by a very thick layer of [Necrotic Mutilation] armor, enhanced by mana, and made out of extremely strong bones. Sylver wasn’t certain how well the joints of his fingers would fare, but he didn’t like the thought of having his digits chopped off. The more nerve endings something had, the more annoying it was to repair.

      As Sylver continued through the dark corridor and considered whether it would be a good idea to cut a finger off every other day to build up a stockpile of replacements, he felt a sudden chill in the air.

      It was cold enough that it crystalized his [Draining Blight] and made it fall to the floor.

      The cold continued to increase, while the number of [Meat Scarabs] attacking him became less and less, until finally they stopped trying to attack him, and were instead shattered when Sylver accidentally stepped on their frozen corpses.

      
        
        [Draining Blight (VI) Proficiency increased to 66%!]

      

      

      They crunched under Sylver’s boots and scratched against the floor as the giant blob of [Necrotic Mutilation] dragged them along.

      He had to store what he could into his [Bound Bones] storage, as the amount of mana required to keep the blob of liquid gore got close to matching Sylver’s mana regeneration. Even if it was a useful weapon in a confined space, Sylver was already wasting a ton of mana to keep himself warm, and the blob would be one broken femur away from exploding out of his body.

      Without any warning, a custom-made sweater appeared on Mora’s body.

      Along with a small hat that had a fluffy pom-pom at the top.

      Sylver looked at her with his actual eyes, and the miniaturized spider-shaped demon vessel lifted her left leg and gestured for them to continue forward.

      He chose to simply nod at the creature and carried on through the ice-covered corridor.

      Sylver could feel that the cold they were experiencing wasn’t genuine. Ria was warm, even without Sylver’s mana to heat her up. This place was somehow siphoning heat away from Sylver’s and Mora’s bodies. He could almost feel the direction the stolen heat was being carried off to, and while Sylver could mess with his own primal energy field to counteract this, he chose not to.

      It only cost about 2500MP per minute to maintain his body temperature, and even if it did get colder, at worst Sylver would lose some skin to frostbite. The pieces of himself that he referred to as his “internal organs” were mostly entirely solid, the cold wouldn’t impede them in any way.

      Footprints appeared on the ice Sylver was walking on. From the distance between each matching footprint, Sylver had to guess that the owners of these footprints were running. At least five people, though very possibly more, considering there were several seemingly matching footprints with varying depths.

      Meaning that either they were throwing something heavy from one person to the other, or there were simply people of a similar height, with different weights, wearing the same sized shoe.

      Although that wouldn’t explain why they were running… Considering the possibility of traps, you would assume they would⁠—

      “There’s something strange coming toward us,” Ria said, as Sylver turned on his heel and simultaneously reached out with his mana and a thin tendril of [Necrotic Mutilation].

      What he felt with his mana was hard to put into words, but the important thing was that the tendril lost its temperature at a nearly impossible speed, and shattered midair into a cloud of sparkling gore flakes.

      Sylver felt an odd pride at the fact that Mora reacted a split second before he did, and was already two steps ahead of her, as he diverted his mana into his legs, and began to sprint down the corridor, away from the invisible coldness.

      It was surreal to run away from an enemy Sylver could just barely sense, let alone actually see, and when mixed with the fact that neither he nor Mora made any sound as they ran, made it look a bit ridiculous.

      Sylver couldn’t say for certain for how long he ran, twenty-two minutes and fifty-one seconds, according to Ria, but he eventually arrived at a very large open area.

      The ground was covered in a thick layer of snow, but more importantly, the air was breathable here.

      Or rather, it would be, if it wasn’t teetering on the edge of liquifying the oxygen in the air.

      The room could be described as a large empty sphere. Counting the passage Sylver had come through, there were eleven other openings, all of which were currently empty, but had footprints leading either in or out of them.

      Sylver rubbed his [Necrotic Mutilation] gauntleted hands together, as Mora silently used her strings as makeshift snowshoes and followed Sylver as he headed to the closest corridor on his right. The walls and floor were covered in tiny scratches, and while it was faint, Sylver could feel traces of dried blood.

      Sylver and Mora both froze as they felt a presence appear on their left.

      A small black sphere rose out of the snowy ground and slowly turned to the trio, as two slightly smaller black spheres appeared above the first one.

      He barely heard the sound of all twelve corridors suddenly getting slammed shut as his body warmed up from sheer anger as he realized what he was looking at. And although she had no idea what had pissed him off so much, Mora wordlessly joined in on hating the three small spheres.

      
        
        [??? – White Shadow – 243]

        [Hp: 140,510 – 100%]

        [MP: 0 – 0%]

        [Stamina: ??? – 62%]

        [Corpse – Greater]

        [Soul – N/A]

      

      

      Even if he couldn’t see the creature’s expression, Sylver had a feeling the monster was feeling smug. It moved unimpeded through the fluffy snow and very likely assumed that Sylver wasn’t moving due to confusion.

      The reality of the situation was that Sylver knew exactly what was going on, as the biggest black sphere disappeared, and the other two quickly followed after.

      Sylver grabbed Mora by her torso and threw her as hard as he could at the ceiling, as the invisible creature lunged at him.

      Sylver’s robe successfully blunted the clawed swipe from the left, as Sylver left the protective and sticky garment behind, and had his body thrown toward the source of the attack. He severely misjudged the location of the creature’s face and felt his [Necrotic Mutilation] covered torso collide with the back of the white creature’s paw.

      There was an unmistakable bark, as the monster tried to fling Sylver away from its face and was instead surprised to find no resistance from the man who had collided with it. Sylver materialized directly above the bear’s head, and without making a sound, used both his hands to throw his summoned ax at it.

      The sound of bone giving way to an extremely sharp and magically enhanced ax, was followed by an instantaneous fountain of blood, as the ax that had been plugging the hole it had made, promptly disappeared.

      As Mora lifted Sylver into the air, he spread his arms out and summoned a bit over thirty bombs. The bear below growled, as it decided to ignore the strange cloth wrapped around its left paw, and instead lifted its black nose and eyes up to Mora and Sylver.

      The blood leaking out of its head was freezing almost instantly, but enough had spread that Sylver wouldn’t have trouble tracking the beast.

      As he reached the ceiling, Sylver braced his legs, as the shades hidden within the shadows of the thrown explosives ignited them.

      Sylver was simultaneously blinded and deafened, as the bombs sent a painful shockwave that made his head ring, as he kicked away from the ceiling and flew toward the monster.

      Amidst the cloud of snow, fur, and crystallized blood, Sylver saw an enormous clawed paw coming for him. Ria’s staff made a sound similar to a bell as it intercepted the claws and successfully managed to apply enough force to slide them away from Sylver.

      The fur was sharp enough that it sliced the rubber sole of Sylver’s boots as he landed on the snarling beast’s head, and with a single twist of the leg, snapped his right leg’s femur.

      Before this point, the sphere had been almost pristinely white, but as the blob of [Necrotic Mutilation] spread out as far as it could and showered the surroundings in its green gore, Sylver was once again caught by Mora’s strings, and like a bungee jumper, was flung back toward the ceiling.

      The monster was missing large chunks of fur, and amidst the blood, quickly solidifying [Necrotic Mutilation], and soot from the explosives, Sylver could very clearly see his opponent.

      
        
        [??? – White Shadow – 243]

        [Hp: 71,192 – 51%]

        [MP: 0 – 0%]

        [Stamina: ??? – 53%]

        [Corpse – Greater]

        [Soul – N/A]

      

      

      Sylver once again braced his legs the moment he reached the ceiling, but this time was aided by Mora’s strings as he kicked off the ceiling, and like a crossbow bolt, was shot at the monster. Sure the poison would get it, but Sylver didn’t want to just sit around waiting for it to die.

      He now understood that it wasn’t a bear and was either a fox or a wolf. It was hard to tell with all the blood and with how thick the coat of fur was. Frankly, Sylver was surprised the explosions did so much damage.

      But even if it wasn’t the same species as the thing that welcomed him to that shithole of a realm, the fact that it was using the same “you can’t see me if I cover my nose and close my eyes” tactic, was enough of a similarity for Sylver to hate it with all his heart.

      Sylver spun in the air to get as much force into his ax as possible, as Mora’s strings frantically wrapped around his legs. The spider creature chirped at him inside his head. As Sylver threw the ax and let Mora pull him away, he watched as the furry creature below melted.

      At least that was how it appeared from Sylver’s point of view. The melting was followed by a cleansing gust of snow, that buried Sylver’s [Necrotic Mutilation], the fox’s blood, and all the soot the explosions had left behind.

      All that was left was pure white snow and an ever-increasing number of small black dots.

      Ria flew past Sylver as she went down, and⁠—

      
        
        [??? (White Flake) Defeated!]

        [??? (White Flake) Defeated!]

      

      

      —tore two small foxes apart as she accidentally flew through them. The explosion of blood from the decapitated one splattered on the foxes nearby, and marked them bright red amidst the white snow and matching white foxes.

      Sylver stretched his hand toward the robe Ria had hooked and was now flying to him, as a grin spread along his face.

      “You’re gonna regret that!” Sylver shouted, as he snapped his fingers and created a checker pattern as his shades materialized amidst the tiny furry creatures.

      
        
        [??? – White Flake – 100]

        [Hp: 20,000 – 100%]

        [MP: 0 – 0%]

        [Stamina: ??? – 0%]

        [Corpse – Petty]

        [Soul – N/A]

      

      

      Uri, the shade that was essentially a giant sea urchin, had the most immediate success. She simply extended her spikes as far as she could and skewered enough [White Flake]s that Sylver couldn’t see what was happening because of all the notifications flashing before his eyes.

      As Ria arrived at the ceiling with Sylver’s robe, he continued hanging upside down by his legs, while he watched the carnage below.

      It was a bloodbath.

      Sylver didn’t even need to listen to the panicked cries of the split apart foxes to know they regretted trying to overwhelm him with numbers.

      Because Sylver had more shades than they had body mass to split into separate creatures.

      And more importantly, Sylver’s shades were fearless, and had very little issue with friendly fire, amidst all the red, white, and black chaos going on around them. Because of the size differences, the majority of them couldn’t even tell if they were stabbing blood-soaked snow or one of the foxes trying to bite at their legs.

      They just stabbed, gouged, grabbed, pulled, and tore everything they could to kill everything within their reach. Spring would later admit that he was just as pissed off as Sylver was, partially due to Sylver’s own anger, but mostly because seeing these things reminded him of helplessly watching that bear throw Sylver around.

      But as Sylver’s anger gradually cooled down, he realized that these things had nothing to do with that bear or that realm, and although Sylver understood that on a rational level, he simultaneously felt his body gradually heat up.

      With every notification informing him of another slain [White Flake] Sylver felt the temperature of the air increase. Not enough for the snow or ice to melt, even though the steaming hot fox blood had helped with that a fair amount already, but Sylver was using less and less mana to keep his body warm with every killed fox.

      Mora even helped out a bit.

      She threw her strings like a lasso at the foxes, lifted them in the air, and then allowed them to fall, and as a result, snapped their necks. A few had tougher necks than she expected, and for those she simply slammed them against the walls until they died.

      Once she realized there wasn’t any danger to them, on account of Sylver’s shades surrounding them on the ceiling, she pulled one dead fox all the way up, and produced a proboscis and sucked the blood out of it.

      Sylver continued sitting on the string swing Mora had made for him and finished connecting his robe to his body.

      
        
        [??? (White Shadow) Defeated!]

        [Due to defeating an enemy 80 levels above you, additional experience will be awarded!]

        [Swamp Lord] has reached level 51!

        +5AP

        [Swamp Lord] has reached level 52!

        +5AP

        [Swamp Lord] has reached level 53!

        +5Ap

        [Necrotic Mutilation (IV) Proficiency increased to 24%!]

        [Arcane Insight (IV) Proficiency increased to 30%!]

      

      

      Sylver watched as the various blood-soaked corpses melted into the ground, along with the snow and ice, and had to shield his eyes as the ceiling he was inches away from started to glow with bright light.

      Sylver grabbed Mora and Ria and jumped down to the floor, while Spring gathered up the defeated shades and stashed them into Sylver’s shadow.

      He used [Lesser Perception] to look at the light above without being blinded. As if it was liquid, a line of light appeared on the wall on Sylver’s right and flowed down until it reached one of the closed-off corridor entrances.

      There was only one entrance that had a blue arrow next to it that pointed inside, and the one that opened just now was on the marked entrance’s left.

      Sylver ignored the open passage for the time being and healed his shades as he walked over to the marked door and placed his palm flat against it.

      He felt up the wall and gradually moved lower and lower until he found what he believed was the right spot. Trying to cut through the door would take hours, this was better.

      Sylver pressed his pointer finger up against the metallic wall and very gently started making a hole in it using a beam of abyss magic. According to Ria, he stood perfectly still for over twelve minutes and fifty-nine seconds, before he said a word.

      “There should be something similar to a latch inside,” Sylver said, as he removed his finger from the barely visible hole.

      It was about as big as a toothpick.

      Sylver grabbed hold of the staff as he angled the head part toward the hole, and metaphorically speaking held his breath as Ria sent a tendril down the hole.

      “I kind of expected a reward chest or something,” Spring commented, while he and Sylver waited for Ria.

      “I genuinely don’t think this is a dungeon… Or if it is, it’s a very strange Ki dungeon… You also have to keep in mind we aren’t supposed to be in here,” Sylver said, as he pressed his ear up to the wall, and heard very faint clicking sounds.

      Ria’s face formed on the liquid gold between the three ribs.

      “I need a piece of that floating green thing you use,” Ria said, as Sylver produced a tiny drop of [Necrotic Mutilation] from the tip of his finger.

      Ria very gently took it from him, and Sylver could feel it as she formed it into a string, and slowly pushed it through her tendril and the hole.

      She then molded the string onto the bottom of something.

      “Move it upward, and just a bit away from you. Just a little. And… Stop. Hold it there please… Now push it up as hard as you can,” Ria said, as Sylver manipulated the tiny droplet of dead matter and heard a very unpleasant sound of metal scratching on metal.

      The metal doors reluctantly opened with a painful whine. Sylver felt like he was forcing a crying woman’s legs apart as the door slowly lifted, and he deemed the gap big enough for Mora to fit through.

      Although she was afraid of getting separated from him, Mora walked underneath the gap and nervously waited inside the corridor. Sylver continued pushing against the mechanism inside, as Ria slid herself out of the hole, and nodded at him.

      He wouldn’t have been able to do it if he didn’t have [Fog Form].

      The perk was teleportation, with the main limitation being that Sylver needed to be able to physically access the location he wanted to teleport to.

      He released the metaphorical breath he had been holding as he lost his grip on the tiny piece of [Necrotic Mutilation] holding the door open, and in the next instance appeared inside the corridor with the Ria staff safely in his hand, a split second before the enormous slab of a door slammed shut.

      Sylver stood up as Mora happily stared at Sylver, all while mentally complaining about what would have happened if he messed up the timing.

      The air was breathable now, although there was a very strange smell that Sylver didn’t recognize and couldn’t find a good comparison for.

      They walked in silence for a while, until Sylver felt something at the edge of his [Dead Dominion] perk. He pretended he didn’t and continued silently approaching it. As he had guessed by the shape and feel, it was a human corpse.

      The corpse was fresh, as in, it was still warm.

      A quick pulse of mana revealed the cause of death.

      Poison.

      Specifically, poison that had been ingested.

      Sylver lifted the man’s head and ran his finger over the small bump on his broken nose.

      “One down, one to go,” Sylver said, as he concentrated on the boy’s body, and managed to force his mana into him, enough to make [Bound Bones] work on him so he wouldn’t have to carry it around.

      “Are you saying this is one of the heirs?” Ria asked, as Sylver reached into the man’s shirt, and pulled out a necklace with a blue symbol that was identical to the ones painted underneath the blue arrows they’d followed to get here.

      “I’m pretty sure it is. Anyway, we still need to find the other one. But we’ve been here, what? A couple of hours and we’re almost done?” Sylver asked.

      “Fiver hours, thirty-two minutes, and ten seconds,” Ria answered, and Sylver now regretted complaining about his poor time tracking skills to someone who, respectfully, was essentially a very fancy clock.

      “Anyway, we’re halfway done. The rest of this quasi dungeon will be just as easy,” Sylver said, as he heard a muted, but worrying, click in the distance.
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      The maze was made redundant by the fact that Sylver simply followed the bright blue lines drawn on the walls. Aside from the shades he had walking in front of him getting killed by the traps they activated, nothing too interesting occurred.

      The traps mainly consisted of darts, falling boulders, a spring-loaded blade, and a very odd, spiked net contraption. The walls and ceiling closed in a couple of times, but Sylver could turn into a formless gas, and Mora could very easily squeeze through any opening, given enough time.

      There wasn’t anything fully solid in her body, even her claws were made out of tightly wound string. When the walls didn’t reset back to their original positions and blocked the path, Mora waited for Sylver to find a clear path for her, and then simply squished her whole body through a gap barely bigger than one of Sylver’s darts.

      After the second wall, Mora discovered a better method. She passed her thread through the gap, attached it to something solid on the other side, and then simply pulled the thread to move through the janky metal wall. Like a fish being reeled in by a fishing line.

      The purpose of these traps was to test the person’s reflexes, durability, and strength.

      The fact that Sylver was using a decoy shade to activate all the traps for him, and then used magic to walk through the flying darts unharmed, made the traps a nuisance at best, as opposed to a serious test.

      The odd smell from when he had first entered the maze had grown stronger. The best way to describe it was damp ozone mixed with burned strawberries.

      Sylver couldn’t say it was an unpleasant smell, it was just strange.

      As they turned the corner, they found a copper teapot that was hanging over a burning flame. A small bright red cube provided the fire and heat.

      After Sylver snuffed the Ki infused cube out, and opened the lid on the smokeless teapot, he discovered that the source of the smell had been the black charr inside. Whether it had been some kind of grass, mushroom, or whatever else, it was now nothing more than charcoal.

      The bottom of the teapot had melted away and burnt the insides to a crisp.

      Just as Ria was about to ask, “why did they leave this here?” Sylver turned his head toward the figure standing a half step away from him.

      It had the shape of a very thin lanky man, with long limbs that made it look even thinner. Metallic tendrils extended out of its back were spread out, like tree branches. Instead of hands, it had barbed metal clubs that looked similar to the clubs those training things Faust had built.

      The whole creature looked as if someone had stolen his original idea and simply made it out of metal and added a helmet. It swayed on its feet, in the same way the metal arms on Faust’s contraption had been.

      Sylver and the creature stared at each other, in a very loose sense of the word given that it was pitch-black, Sylver’s face was covered in his [Necrotic Mutilation] armor, and the creature didn’t have anything that resembled eyes.

      It looked like someone had taken a brass bucket, and without making holes for the eyes and mouth, molded it into the shape of a helmet.

      
        
        [Greater Coiled – Melee Dummy – 200]

        [Hp: 44,722 – 83%]

        [MP: 0 – 0%]

        [Stamina: ??? – 0%]

      

      

      Sylver experimentally touched the monster’s shoulder with the tip of his finger, and immediately understood that the similarity in appearance wasn’t a coincidence.

      The gentle push translated into an equally gentle movement with the club. It didn’t so much wave it, as much as it floated toward Sylver’s head.

      “I see how it is…” Sylver said, as he leaned to the side, and could see three more identical-looking monsters standing near the middle of the large empty room.

      Sylver looked the swaying monster up and down, and as he attempted to extend his fog past it, felt the tiny net stretched out between the four tendrils.

      “What is it?” Ria asked, as Sylver took a casting stance to balance himself, and lifted his hand to the same height as the monster’s head.

      “Some kind of golem. And going by the name, if I try to fight it, it will get faster and stronger every time I hit it… I probably need to use a specific set of martial art moves to be granted passage,” Sylver explained, as flattened his hand, and began to slowly channel his mana.

      “The core isn’t in the head, it’s never in the head…” Sylver said as he lowered his hand to the monster’s stomach. “Not here either, the center of balance would be off too much…” Sylver said, as he lifted his hand up to the monster’s chest. “Here?”

      Despite not having enough energy to move the metal golem’s equivalent of a muscle, the golem’s soul had more than enough to react.

      The tips of his fingers began to glow with a pale golden light, as he very slowly straightened his whole arm out.

      Sylver considered positioning himself to get another one with the same beam, but the nearest metal golem was just out of reach.

      His fingers shimmered for a fraction of a second, before a flat blade of nothingness appeared, and skewered the metal golem straight through the chest.

      
        
        [Greater Coiled (Melee Dummy) Defeated!]

        [Due to defeating an enemy 30 levels above you, additional experience will be awarded!]

      

      

      Sylver reacted way too slowly, as the monster’s lifeless body fell backward, and the piece of shit helmet sprung off its polished stick body and collided with one of the other three [Melee Dummy]s.

      It hit the monster right in the club and caused the blunt instrument to spin.

      After that, Sylver watched as the monster hit its two companions, who also began to move around.

      “They use kinetic energy as a power source… Like a windup toy soldier…” Ria said as Sylver was thrown into the room.

      A wall had appeared behind them and pushed Sylver and Mora out of the corridor as if they were inside a syringe. His robe blocked the first club’s attack to his head and the attack to the right side of his pelvis, and as Sylver successfully managed to throw Mora up to the ceiling, he was shown another trick of this particular monster.

      The one that attacked his head hit the one that was attacking his pelvis, and that golem then transferred two golem’s worth of force into the third golem, who hit Sylver so hard it managed to break through his robe, [Necrotic Mutilation] armor, and burst his first soul armor layer.

      Sylver’s body was sent flying as the golem hit its two companions to return some of the expended energy.

      As he tried to stand up, Sylver discovered that his left leg had gone numb. He ignored the limb, and got back into a fighting stance, as the twitching golems walked over to him. Sylver’s back was to the wall, they had him surrounded.

      “I’m going to go out on a limb and say that you aren’t 100% efficient. Between the air resistance and gravity, as long as I don’t attack you, you’ll just stop moving,” Sylver explained to the monsters, as Ria floated out of his robe and up to the ceiling.

      All three monsters started to walk toward him, and he decided to start with the one on the left. He wasn’t certain if they all had an equal amount of energy, but he had to start somewhere. The tendrils at their backs didn’t seem to be for combat, Sylver’s best guess was that they were used to absorb as much kinetic energy as possible.

      Or possibly they were there to absorb the kinetic energy created by wind.

      He could see the silent communication between the three of them, there wasn’t anything as telling as a head nod, or a club pointed at Sylver, but he could feel the simultaneous reaction in their souls. As Sylver used [Fog Form], he was instantly replaced by the four-armed Dai and Sho combination shade.

      As the three monsters attacked the large shade, the four arms gently grabbed the blunt clubs and⁠—

      Sylver’s ax bounced off the monster’s shoulder, as he heard the loudest clicking noise he’d ever heard. The monster moved at such an insane speed, Sylver barely registered the direct hit to his side. He used [Fog Form] just before he collided with the wall, and with a painful bruise where his kidneys used to be, stood and watched as the rewound monster shared his energy with the other two.

      Their movements became significantly smoother, to the point they almost looked human as they walked. Sylver could tell he had maybe two more shots of abyss magic before his skin started disintegrating, but he wasn’t sure if these things had a limit to the amount of energy they could absorb.

      Even now they were faster than him, another fuckup like that, and they would just be blurs that turned his head into pulp.

      Ax is out of the question, armor is too tough, dagger won’t reach deep enough, [Greater Undead Armament] would snap, and explosives would do more damage to me than to them…

      Sylver once again used [Fog Form] to dodge out of the way and sacrificed another shade to absorb at least a little kinetic energy.

      The room they were in right was identical to the one with the white fox, albeit not quite as large. There were twelve entrances and exits that were all currently closed and would likely remain so until the three monsters were defeated.

      Granted, Sylver could make a hole in the wall and have Ria open the door for him, but he needed to stand in one place for a relatively long period of time to do that. Which meant his only way out was to kill these three monsters without accidentally making them fast enough to turn him into pâté.

      As Sylver dodged out of the way again by teleporting through his [Fog Form], he got an idea.

      Mora knew what Sylver was planning on doing before he even started, and began to cover herself and Ria in a protective cocoon.

      Sylver broke his lowermost outer rib by lowering his defenses and flicking it with an enhanced finger, and as a result, was surrounded by a couple of tons of swamp water. As he had thought, there wasn’t much of a reaction from the kinetic monsters, they barely slowed down.

      If anything, the water flowing against their legs powered them up a bit.

      “And for my next trick, I’ll need an assistant!” Sylver shouted, as the trio of monsters very successfully predicted where he teleported, and Sylver had to manually dodge out of the way using his robe.

      “You, sir!” Sylver shouted as he pointed at a skinless skull floating in front of him.

      It was one of the last clones of his old body. He made a mental note to restock his corpse supply.

      Two of the monsters passed their energy to the third, and that one was so fast, Sylver was hit directly in the head and lost another layer of soul armor. He used [Advanced Water Manipulation] to not hit the wall and used [Dead Dominion] to float the chunks of the shattered skull to himself.

      “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves!” Sylver shouted, as he manipulated the water into giant ice chunks to protect him and was intercepted as he teleported away from the monster attacking him and got hit in the left leg again.

      He clutched the piece of grey matter as he urged the barely visible spore to hurry the fuck up and grow.

      Sylver was swallowed up by the water at his feet and summoned a handful of shades to stall the monsters while he focused on spreading the spores around the airtight room.

      The water had turned a dark brown from the shattered skull, and with every passing second continued darkening, as the monsters effortlessly ran through the water and destroyed shade after shade in the process.

      But with every destroyed shade the monsters lost some speed, and because of [Dying Breath], Sylver regained 40% of the mana he’d spent raising the aforementioned destroyed shades.

      It was hard to say if it was Sylver laughing that tipped the monsters off, or whether it was the fact that the water underneath their feet suddenly thickened into a slurry, but they stopped killing Sylver’s shades and came right at him.

      The reason he was laughing, was because he thought of a very stupid joke that involved the word “fun guy,” and decided to save it for later when he needed to stall for time and was fighting someone who might actually be capable of appreciating it.

      The first monster tripped and hit the one in front of it on the back of the leg, where a person’s Achilles tendon would be. The second monster tried to jump into the air, as did the one closest to Sylver, but the mushrooms at their feet were like chewing gum and followed them.

      The second monster hit the one closest to Sylver and transferred the remainder of its strength to it. Sylver took a fighting stance, and even summoned his ax, as the monster broke free of the quickly growing mushrooms and went for Sylver’s head.

      As Sylver raised his ax to block, he used [Fog Form] and simply disappeared into thin air. He floated around formlessly for roughly ten seconds before he decided to materialize as far away as possible from the only remaining functional monster.

      It tried to move closer to Sylver, but every single step was so arduous, that it didn’t even reach the middle of the room by the time the dark brown mushroom finished enveloping it entirely.

      Sylver remained where he was, just in case, as he forced the mushrooms to get into every available nook and cranny, and only when he was certain none of them would be moving, did he start attacking.

      
        
        [Greater Coiled (Melee Dummy) Defeated!]

        [Due to defeating an enemy 30 levels above you, additional experience will be awarded!]

        [Swamp Lord] has reached level 54!

        +5AP

      

      

      The first one died without making a sound, as the tiny beam of nothingness made a hole in its fragile core.

      
        
        [Greater Coiled (Melee Dummy) Defeated!]

        [Due to defeating an enemy 30 levels above you, additional experience will be awarded!]

      

      

      The second one made one final lunge at Sylver, but the mushroom was very expensive to cultivate, and as a result, was very strong.

      
        
        [Greater Coiled (Melee Dummy) Defeated!]

        [Due to defeating an enemy 30 levels above you, additional experience will be awarded!]

        [Swamp Lord] has reached level 55!

        +5AP

        [Swamp Lord] has reached level 56!

        +5AP

        [Necrotic Mutilation (IV) Proficiency increased to 29%!]

        [Mutating Override (III) Proficiency increased to 81%!]

        [Arcane Insight (IV) Proficiency increased to 32%!]

        [Vigorous Conditioning (IV) Proficiency increased to 19%!]

      

      

      “Oh wow…” Sylver said, as he willed the mushroom to stop growing, and manipulated it toward the center of the room.

      “These don’t look like any kind of golem you’ve shown me so far?” Ria asked, as Sylver grabbed hold of all four the corpses’ cores and used [Dead Dominion] to gently lay them next to each other.

      “Technically, and I do mean technically, these are a type of slime,” Sylver explained, as he felt around the first dead golem’s body, and found something similar to a clasp inside its shoulder blade.

      When he forced the latch open, he was able to pull the chest plate away.

      Inside there was a creature that looked like a lump of dark yellow flesh, with slimy tendrils spread out all over the place. Sylver poked it one time then went to close the chest plate.

      “What’s wrong? You can’t raise slime as undead?” Ria asked as Sylver shook his head.

      “I can only raise these as zombies, but with my current range of abilities, they won’t have enough control over their muscles to move these things around,” Sylver explained, as Ria formed into her little girl form, the one she took from Chrys and stopped Sylver from closing the chest plate.

      “Would you mind scooping everything out of it? I want to try something,” Ria said.

      In a couple of seconds, Sylver managed to tear out every tiny piece of dead matter he could sense within the brass-colored armor.

      Ria very gently pulled the folded-up staff out of her body and handed it to Sylver.

      She was careful as she placed her hand over the now empty spot where the golem’s core had been.

      The thing about golems, and any kind of magical technology, was that it required mana, or in this case Ki, to function. Anything more complex than a pocket watch needed to have some magic incorporated into it so as not to tear itself to pieces from mana fluctuation.

      As amazing as some of the technology the dwarves had in their manaless mountains, it was worthless in 99% of the land and sea mass that made up Eira. Even the Ki dense areas had some ambient mana in the air.

      Ria’s black and gold liquid metal seemed to seep through the brass-colored armor, as more and more of her body flowed into the hollow in the monster’s chest.

      This kind of golem was sometimes referred to as an armor slime, or a metal slime, depending on who you asked. In the same way a snail builds a shell around itself, an armor slime builds itself a set of armor. Obviously, given that this is a dungeon, sort of, some of the steps wild armor slimes had to follow had been skipped.

      This thing probably ate the weapons and armors that belonged to the people that died here, and then copied the kinetic energy utilizing mechanism from some other armor slime.

      Sylver was in the middle of wrapping up the three ribs at the end of his staff, so he didn’t accidentally touch them, when Ria, now inside of a golem, stood up and leaned over the other dead [Melee Dummy].

      Just as Sylver was about to offer some help, Ria lifted one club in the air and hit the monster in what would have been a groin on a human man. Sylver got to watch as she then proceeded to use her clubbed hands to gently pull the interior mechanism out of the monster.

      She repeated this process with the other two monster armors, and while Sylver tended to his bruises, and reformed his soul armor shields, incorporated all four bodies into one.

      Apparently, Sylver had damaged some of the tightly wound springs inside the chests, and Ria needed parts to build one functioning kinetic energy storage device.

      From what Sylver understood, because he wasn’t interested enough to ask follow-up questions, was that the monsters had a latch and gear system inside of them. Every time one of their limbs was hit, the gear is pulled back, the tension in the spring is increased, and the latch stops the energy from dissipating.

      After that, using a series of pistons and other fancy words, the stored-up energy can be used to punch a necromancer so hard that his body is sent flying.

      Ria hadn’t been able to use the spread-out tendrils the monsters had on their backs and assumed that they were used for one of their biological functions, either for sustenance, or to breathe through, so she discarded them.

      She ended up giving herself four clubs, as opposed to two, and also gave herself a third leg, for no reason other than that it was more difficult than she expected to maintain her balance.

      Aside from that, the color had changed. Previously the whole thing had been a bright orange bronze, but now it was tainted with Ria’s gold and black colors.

      She even went as far as to make her golden face inside the helmet.

      Once everyone was prepared to leave, Sylver made a pinhole within the closed entrance that the Blue Tiger sect group had gone through.

      Now that she had a significantly larger body, Sylver had to raise the door really high for Ria to pass. Sylver then made sure his tendril of [Fog Form] was solid enough for him to teleport through. The amount of force required for the tiny piece of [Necrotic Mutilation] to hold the mechanism that held the door open, meant that Sylver couldn’t move away from it. He had to stand right next to the wall, practically hugging it.

      Once he used [Fog Form] the door slammed itself shut, in the exceptionally fast ways only dungeons are capable of. Thankfully there was nothing to worry about, as Sylver now stood with Mora and Ria.

      Although he was tempted to increase his dexterity, Sylver inevitably placed all 30 AP into intelligence. He’d stressed his mana channels almost to their limits with the sheer amount of mana he needed for that mushroom to grow. So it only took repairing his shades at an unhealthily fast rate for him to reach his actual limit.

      
        
        Total Level: 166

        [Koschei – 10]

        [Necromancer – 100]

        [Swamp Lord – 56]

        CON: 200

        DEX: 105

        STR: 105

        INT: 449

        WIS: 259

        AP: 0

        Health: 1,989/2,000

        Stamina: 913/1,000

        MP: 11,176/17,960

        Health Regen: 23.33/M

        Stamina Regen: 20.00/M

        MP Regen: 10,708.65/M

      

      

      Just as before, the system took Sylver’s stretched-out wounded mana channels, and replaced them with slightly larger, and equally stretched out relative to their size, mana channels. Sylver noticed something falling down his face, and with worrying ease, pulled out a clump of his white hair.

      Great, just what I needed, Sylver thought, as he covered his head with his hood and pressed it up against his scalp.

      He needed to restock his body’s supplies, which required either performing a couple of expensive rituals or simply waiting for his internal organs to produce everything he needed.

      Sylver’s senses may have been restricted by the dungeon, but they were still sharp enough to feel the presence of the people ahead of them. As a precaution, Sylver waved his hand over the wooden board on his shoulder and altered it to look like he was a guest of the Blue Rat sect.

      With his other hand, he pinched and pulled the tips of his ears upward to elongate them just a bit.

      Sylver decided to keep his regular voice, as Mora jumped onto Ria’s back and got ready for a fight.

      “Hello! Is someone there?” Sylver shouted.

      He didn’t quite slur his words, but he did add just a drop of that almost half-asleep speech pattern the vast majority of elves possessed.

      In the time it took Sylver to blink, four people were standing in front of him, each armed with a near-identical perfectly straight sword.

      Their emblems meant they belonged to the Blue Tiger sect, and the man standing closest to Sylver was the spitting image of his deceased brother. Not twins, but for an undead with terrible face blindness, they might as well have been.

      The second sword on the living brother’s right side, also explained where the dead heir’s sword had gone.

      They maintained a ready stance, to kill Sylver if he tried something, but after they saw the wooden symbol on his shoulder, their eyes lost some of their edge. They all had identical robes, and the only difference was the color.

      
        
        [A skill similar to [Appraisal] has been successfully blocked!]

      

      

      “Who are you? What are you doing here?” the heir Sylver had been sent to kill, asked. His robe was light blue.

      Sylver was very careful not to reach for his robe as he bowed ever so slightly, and maintained a calm, but partially confused, tone of voice.

      “My name is Sorcha. I’m a mage serving under Master Tarragon, the [Ancient Druid]. We had reason to believe the source of the sleeping curse was somewhere within this desert area, and we were sent to scout it out. A large group of monsters chased us into the abandoned city above, and we ended up hiding within an empty room that brought us down here,” Sylver explained and suppressed a smile as the expressions on all four men’s faces changed.

      “It was open? The spiral I mean, you didn’t open it, it was already open?” the heir Sylver had been sent to kill asked.

      “Yes. After that, we followed the blue arrows in hopes of finding an exit, and now we’re here,” Sylver explained, as all four men exchanged a worried look with one another.

      “What are those?” one of the men asked with a gesture to Ria’s golem body. He had a dark red robe.

      “My companions. The large one is Ria, and the small one is Morana,” Sylver explained.

      By this point, their swords were still in their hands, but it was mostly because they forgot to sheath them. They were upset, but not quite, there was something else there.

      “What are your classes?” the man with the orange robe asked.

      “[Swamp Lord] and a specialized [Tamer],” Sylver responded.

      “Do you have any healing skills?” the last man to speak asked. His robe was purple.

      “Only using someone else’s health. But I have a great deal of first aid knowledge, and I have a very solid mixture of defensive and offensive skills and perks,” Sylver explained, as the man in the red robe finally put his sword away.

      The other three did the same.

      “We cannot guarantee your safety, but we would be indebted to you if you helped us complete our quest,” the man in the purple robe said.

      “What quest is that exactly?” Sylver asked, as the man in the purple robe extended a hand to Sylver.

      The shy smile that appeared on the four men’s faces made Sylver’s skin crawl. The man in the purple robe spoke in an excited whisper.

      “Dobrynya’s hat is somewhere here,” the man in the purple robe said and continued as he saw zero recognition in Sylver’s expression.

      “The hat that belonged to the very first Dobrynya. The one that conquered this land and erected a shield that has no equal,” the man said, and for a moment, Sylver fantasized about simply snapping all of their necks and leaving.

      He somewhat liked his chances, even if it would hurt him, he was fairly certain he could fire off one good beam of abyss magic, enough to decapitate all of them.

      But this was one of those rare times where Sylver’s gut disagreed with him. For some reason, it thought the hat was important, even if Sylver didn’t believe it was.

      Sylver flexed his abdominal muscles just to make sure they weren’t making a mistake.

      “How far away are we from the end?” Sylver asked, doing his best to make his insides reconsider.

      “We’re very close. Hours away, assuming we can pass all the tests,” the heir wearing the blue robe answered, and Sylver mentally sighed.

      If he had said days, Sylver could have at least argued that it wasn’t worth the time it would take.

      But even if the emperor was balls deep inside the shield ancestor right now, Sylver could spare a couple of hours, since it was his gut telling him to get it.

      He and the man in the purple robe shook hands, as Sylver put on his warmest smile.

      “Happy to help,” Sylver said.

      Who knows, maybe this “hat” might help deal with the emperor.

      All he had to do was help these four swordsmen pass a couple of tests.

      How hard could it possibly be?
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      He wasn’t certain if they did this on purpose, but none of the four men introduced themselves. But in their defense, Sylver didn’t care enough to ask.

      The heir wore blue, so he would be, blue robe.

      Purple robe was the leader, at least that was the feeling Sylver got, red was purple robe’s underling, and orange was the blue heir’s underling.

      Purple robe was in the front, orange robe second, blue heir third, red robe fourth, and Sylver, Mora, and Ria were last. This close to the finish line there weren’t a whole lot of traps. The most recent one was a barrage of thick darts from the ceiling and walls, that purple robe deflected with his sword.

      Which, in Sylver’s personal opinion, was idiotic, given that he could have literally just ducked, or better yet, moved, out of the way. He had the speed for it, and it wasn’t as if there was anything stopping him from jumping backward or forward, and yet the man just stood there, waving his blade around, one screwup away from a terrible injury.

      Aside from a few idiotic traps, not much happened.

      They weren’t interested in Sylver, and Sylver wasn’t interested in them. Mostly because he didn’t get the feeling they were going to live to see the end of this dungeon.

      Not due to Sylver’s actions, he had no reason to kill them, even if they would ask awkward questions that Tarragon would have to answer.

      Then again, Tarragon could just tell them to fuck off, Sylver hadn’t actually broken any rules. And even if he did, what were they going to do?

      Complain to the other sects?

      Try and attack Faust?

      Attack Tarragon?

      Actually, killing them just in case might not be such a bad idea…

      Sylver glanced at Ria, who was being aided by Mora so as not to make too much noise as she walked, and wondered if she would be comfortable with him ending the lives of three strangers “just to be safe.”

      As long as Sylver made the blue heir’s death look like an accident, there wouldn’t be a problem. Getting the corpse would be a bit tricky since he would need time to purge the Ki inside the boy’s body, but even then, he would need what?

      Two minutes? A bit more?

      Surely, he could distract the group for that long.

      He could even pretend to be healing the boy and then explain the corpse’s disappearance as a skill side effect.

      No wait, I already told them I don’t have any healing skills…

      I could have Ulvic steal the corpse away…

      Have the wolf shade follow us at a safe distance, or better yet, have it steal both of us away, and then I can return with the sad news that the wolf managed to get away…

      No, they would know it was my wolf once they return to the city and people tell them about the wolf shade they saw me riding on…

      So, shades are out, what do I have left?

      Sylver looked through his available perks for getting [Swamp Lord] past level 50 and sadly couldn’t see anything that would be useful in this particular situation.

      I could always just knock them out, kill the heir, put him in my [Bound Bones] storage, and then pretend I had also been knocked out.

      Would being 100% honest work?

      “I need to kill the man wearing the blue robe, and then place his and his brother’s corpse somewhere public for the news to reach the sect head as quickly as possible, but I don’t need to kill you, so please move aside?”

      Shit…

      Assuming they saw the brother die, and since blue robe has the brother’s sword, they almost certainly did, wouldn’t they cause a fuss if the body suddenly appeared in a city?

      Does it even matter if they cause a fuss? Owl said to kill them, and then make sure the news of their death became public knowledge as quickly as possible…

      Come to think of it, he didn’t even specify that I had to do this in secret…

      So, I murder the heir in front of them, and then pretend I did it out of a personal grudge or something? What about the other one? Do I just hope they were both dicks and it wouldn’t be out of the ordinary for⁠—

      Sylver was pulled out of his musings as he heard the distinct sound of someone using flint and steel. Purple robe was using his sword and a flat shiny rock to create sparks that landed inside a small horn-shaped torch attached to the wall.

      The fire in the torch flickered to life, and sure enough, the exact same thing happened to the torches farther down the corridor.

      Sylver just watched as the narrow corridor became fully visible. Without saying anything, the group continued on, and eventually reached an intersection with three passageways.

      Just as Sylver was about to ask how they decided where to go, he saw the blue arrow drawn on the middle passageway. The four cultivators barely slowed down to make sure it was their arrow, as they quietly entered the middle passageway.

      Sylver was told through Spring that Ria memorized the writing above all three passages.

      She also informed him that she wanted to ask them about the blue arrows, but Sylver decided it would be best not to. Not just because he didn’t want Ria to see these four as people, and therefore feel bad about their deaths, but mainly because he got the feeling these people would spend an hour explaining their sect’s history, and only then would they begin to explain the arrows.

      Aside from that, he also didn’t want these people to think he was interested in the “hat” they were after.

      Most people that risked their lives for a specific artifact tended to be a bit paranoid about curious strangers stealing it away from them. Right now, they thought Sylver’s only objective was to survive.

      Assuming they believed his story, that is.

      He didn’t feel any hostility from them, but they seemed exactly like the type to have accidentally trained themselves into hiding their killing intent. Maybe not the young blue-robe wearing heir, but purple, red, and orange were old enough for that to be a very real possibility.

      They walked for roughly an hour—three hours, fifty-four minutes; thank you, Ria—and finally arrived at one of those large open areas with twelve possible doors to walk through.

      Except there wasn’t any kind of monster in here, and all twelve doors were wide open.

      Once again, Sylver kept his mouth shut as the group went straight to the third door from the left, and passed a bright blue arrow painted inside of it.

      Sylver only spoke up when three of them suddenly sat down, and orange robe procured a copper tea kettle out of nowhere and started setting it up over a fire engulfed cube.

      “I’m going to give you the benefit of the doubt, and assume this isn’t a regular tea break?” Sylver asked as the four bathrobe-wearing men exchanged a look, and if it weren’t for the completely lifeless expression on Sylver’s face, would have probably burst out laughing.

      “It’s for the poison,” orange robe said quietly.

      Sylver took an actual breath this time, as opposed to the fake breathing his body did, mostly by slightly expanding and contracting his chest, and honestly didn’t get the feeling of anything toxic in the air.

      His best guess was that this was one of those poisons that only affected the living, and were undetectable to the undead, whatever Mora was, and whatever Ria was.

      He even heard her make that odd clicking noise she sometimes did as she tested the air. She just shook her head at him.

      “Would you like some biscuits?” blue robe asked, presenting Sylver with a small wrapped up bundle that presumably held the aforementioned biscuits.

      “Thank you,” Sylver said as he sat down and crossed his legs.

      He undid the knot that held the small package closed and revealed six small bags holding a collection of biscuits. A very small piece of colored twine held them closed. Sylver picked the smallest bag and handed the cloth back to the tea-drinking group.

      They gave him a clay cup and filled it with water.

      While they drank their fancy poison-proofing tea, Sylver ate the biscuits and sipped on his water. He spent the whole tea break waiting for the poison to kick in, or for one of the men to attack him while his guard was down.

      But they just finished their tea, and then spent a few minutes taking turns sitting motionless with their eyes closed.

      Purple robe was the last to close his eyes, and although Sylver had been nothing but polite, red robe and blue robe all moved to sit between him and Sylver.

      As if they were expecting him to attack them. They kept their hands away from their sword hilts and didn’t give him the stink eye, but they were ready.

      Am I being cautious because there’s a chance they could win against me, or because I don’t want to have to explain myself to Ria?

      Sylver looked to the golem-controlling woman and tried to figure out if he was acting any differently because of her.

      Was Ria’s presence affecting Sylver’s judgment?

      Would I have been this concerned about killing the other three if I didn’t have Ria’s uncomfortable questions looming over my head?

      Sylver had never been fond of violence or death, and only utilized it when it was significantly easier than any currently available alternatives. Granted, violence very often tended to be the easiest path forward, but that wasn’t Sylver’s fault, it was simply how this world functioned.

      Sylver and Ria stared at each other for a couple of seconds, and Sylver could both see it on her face and felt it in her soul, that she knew exactly what he was thinking.

      The fact there wasn’t any kind of condemnation in her soul was promising. But the disappointment was just as bad.

      If anything, it was worse.

      Sylver could argue and make his case if she simply disagreed with his choices of action, but disappointment wasn’t something a person could rationalize away.

      Ria had some sort of ideal in her head, an image of Sylver “as he should be,” and the Sylver she was looking at right now wasn’t living up to it.

      And there was nothing Sylver could do about it.

      Aside from doing the one thing he hated.

      Waiting.

      On a certain level, it didn’t matter.

      Because Ria trusted him, even if she didn’t like him. And if that was the best Sylver could get right now, then so be it.

      After the group finished drinking their tea, they carried on down the now brightly lit corridor.
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        * * *

      

      Sylver lost count of how long they had been walking, and even though Ria kept track, Sylver didn’t want to hear it.

      There was a very large and ridiculously tall double door, with a stretched-out hexagon carved into it. Sylver cocked his head as he looked at the hexagon with six holes on the angles.

      But that wasn’t the part that confused him, the writing inside the hexagon is what confused him.

      It was a slightly newer dialect than the dragon had spoken, by a couple of hundred years.

      He must have been staring too intently at the unfamiliar sigils.

      “Can you read this?” purple robe asked, as Sylver scratched his chin.

      Even if he didn’t care about this dungeon as a whole, the writing on the wall was very peculiar, in a way that was hard to put into words. It rubbed him the wrong way, even before he finished reading it.

      “A perk I unlocked after learning fifty languages is reacting to it, give me a moment,” Sylver said.

      The first couple of sentences Sylver had to give up on, it used too many words he didn’t know, but he managed to piece together the meaning of the middle bit.

      A beast called “the serpent of the mountain” attacked a land of some sort, and a warrior was sent to deal with it.

      Something about bathing in a river? Then the beast was defeated, and made a pact of some sort with the warrior?

      “Each head sealed away the senses. Hearing, touch, smell, sight, and taste. At the end of the battle, only three remained…” Sylver read to himself.

      The next line spoke of a battle that lasted three days and three nights, and the warrior won because of a “voice” helping him. The word “voice” wasn’t quite underlined, but there was an emphasis on it.

      He got the feeling it was a euphemism for something else, but Sylver didn’t have enough context to know what it was referring to.

      He struggled to remember that there were four cultivators watching him as he walked over to the door and gently traced his fingers over the carved symbols.

      The next part kept referring to a word Sylver was unfamiliar with. It mentioned this word nine times, but it wasn’t a name, it sounded to be more like a title. The main thing he managed to puzzle out was that there were three people who held this title.

      “Bog-A-Tyr.” The word had no meaning to him, and he wasn’t even certain if he was pronouncing it right.

      The next line spoke of a “magic,” but didn’t specify whether it was a spell, ritual, tool, or item, it simply mentioned that “magic” was used.

      “Could not wed,” followed by words Sylver didn’t know, and finally another word that felt like a title, as opposed to a name.

      Sylver took a couple of steps back from the text and read through it once more.

      “It’s a song…” Sylver said as he realized that if he focused hard enough, he could see that someone had made alterations to the text.

      But since Sylver didn’t know what it looked like originally, he couldn’t say what had been altered. For all he knew the whole thing was fake, and the part that looked and felt “real” was added for the kinds of people like Sylver, to make them chase a dead end when trying to translate it.

      “Can you sing it?” blue robe asked.

      “Sing what?” Sylver asked, as he finished memorizing the text and shifted his attention away from it.

      “The song. You said it’s a song, can you sing it?” the blue robe heir asked.

      Sylver indicated the doorway, which under different circumstances would have been covered in layers upon layers of dust and cobwebs as a sign of how ancient it was.

      He decided to lie as he realized that there wasn’t much point in explaining that the way musical lyrics were structured in Eirish was different enough that some people considered it a separate language, and that even if he understood 100% of the words, it would sound terrible, given that he didn’t know what the melody was.

      “I can’t. It just says it’s a song,” Sylver said, as he used [Arcane Insight] on the door, just in case one of them could feel someone else using their perks or skills.

      
        
        [Door – N/A – N/A]

        [A giant door, that has been altered by 6th tier magic.]

        [The carvings tell the ballad of N/A]

        [Indestructible object]

      

      

      Huh…

      Is the alteration 6th tier, or is the magic used to mask the alteration 6th tier?

      “So how do we open the door? Or what are we doing?” Sylver asked in an attempt to shift everyone’s attention away from him and the writing on the door.

      Before he said anything, they likely assumed it to be random scribbles. The whole thing was written in the ancient Eirish equivalent of cursive, and even to Sylver’s trained eye, looked more decorative than actual text.

      “We will need some time to prepare,” blue robe said, and Sylver could do little other than nod.

      While he waited for the four men to take turns drinking from a tiny vial, and then meditate their Ki, he quietly moved Ria away from them.

      “Is this what you saw when you looked at the door?” Sylver asked through Spring as he took a page out from his robe and manipulated a drop of ink to write out the exact symbols he just memorized.

      Sylver didn’t want to risk someone overhearing them and didn’t want to gamble on all four of them not knowing Elvish. So they weren’t tapping each other, they both just spoke to Spring, and had the shade tap the message out to the other person.

      Ria cocked her head at the door as Sylver handed her the finished page.

      “There’s nothing there when I look at it. Just a blank wall,” Ria answered.

      So that means I’ve been feeling up a blank wall that seems to be covered in a very potent illusion spell…

      6th tier sounds about right in that case…

      “What are you going to do?” Ria asked through Spring.

      She succeeded in keeping her tone neutral, and almost friendly, but she was too close for Sylver not to feel her soul.

      “Current idea is to cover Ulvic in glowing mushrooms and have him kidnap the heir. That way the only connection would be that I have a wolf shade, and I could explain that away as saying that it’s a very common monster,” Sylver said, as Ria managed to maintain a very relaxed air of acceptance.

      “And the others?” Ria asked calmly.

      “I’ll leave them be. Although I have a bad feeling about them,” Sylver said,.

      “The other heir that died due to ingesting poison, as opposed to inhaling it. You think one of them did it,” Ria said.

      “It’s none of my business. It could have been an accident. When it comes to potions, sometimes drinking more than a specific quantity can be a death sentence. The tea they drank certainly has that feeling to it, and it wouldn’t be the first time,” Sylver answered, as he turned his head toward the sound of swords being drawn.

      The blue bathrobe-wearing heir had two swords, one was his own, while the second belonged to his brother/lookalike relative.

      “Are you ready?” purple robe asked.

      Now that Sylver got a good look at them, their hilts weren’t normal, they were all hexagonal.

      And the exact same size as the holes in the wall.

      Fitting, given that purple robe stuck his sword’s hilt into the bottom left hole.

      Orange robe placed his into the bottom right hole.

      Red robe jumped up and placed his into the top right.

      And the blue-robe heir placed his into the middle-left corner and the middle right corner.

      The five men, Ria, and Mora stood in the quiet and gentle light of the nearby torches and stared at the five blades sticking out of the wall.

      A literal half minute passed before the door made a sound.

      During the half minute, Sylver got to listen to the heir’s heart gradually begin to beat so loudly, that Sylver almost wanted to ask him if he was alright.

      Given that he calmed down the second he heard the sound made by the door, he was simply nervous, and not in the process of having a heart attack.

      The door did something a bit strange, it skipped the opening portion of going from closed, to open. It was sealed shut one fraction of a second, and wide-open the next, without so much as a puff of air as proof that it had moved.

      Assuming you didn’t count the wall that had appeared behind the group, that blocked any chance of retreat, to be proof.

      It was empty inside the large torch-lit room.

      No enemies, no passages, no symbols, and the two doors that previously had a ton of carvings on them, were now blank. Sylver walked to the middle of the room, while the men picked up the swords that had magically appeared on the ground once the door opened.

      “I’m sorry,” one of the men behind Sylver said.

      Sylver turned to look at them, but there were only three standing there. He felt an odd tickle on his chin and then heard the sound of metal shattering behind him.

      As he turned around again, he saw red robe standing in the middle of the room with a dumbfounded look on his face, and only a sword hilt in his hand. The blade was missing.

      There was a slight delay, as all of Sylver’s soul armors burst, and then his [Necrotic Mutilation] helmet split into two and was quickly followed by Sylver’s skull being sliced down the middle. Like a book being opened, Sylver’s face split into two, and his ears nearly touched his shoulders before he stopped them.

      He just remained where he was and quietly willed the two perfectly cut halves to fuse back into one. [Dead Dominion] helped him out a lot here, and the fact that the cut was perfect meant it would only be a matter of minutes to completely heal his head and face.

      He didn’t even feel it.

      Getting the bits of sword stuck inside the top part of his chest would be a bit annoying, but he could deal with that later, it wasn’t a major issue.

      Sylver leaned down to Mora to help her out, but discovered that she was offering to stitch him up since she was already done stitching herself into shape.

      Ria was the only one that made a sound, as her golem creation broke apart, and Sylver got to see the inside of her golem body, for about half a second, as the various tightly wound springs and mechanisms exploded out of her and splattered small chunks of her gold-black liquid body all over the place.

      “You alright there, Ria?” Sylver slurred, as the woman slid out of the broken-down golem, and worked on gathering up all of her pieces.

      He brought his hand up to his throat and worked on realigning the organ he used to speak. He locked eyes with the mute red robe, who was just staring at Sylver with a look of utter disbelief.

      Sylver reached the man unimpeded and stopped when the relatively small man was within arm’s reach.

      “Where I’m from we call these sorts of things a ‘sacrifice room.’ Someone has to die for the next stage to open,” Sylver explained calmly, as a very thin droplet of unnaturally thick and dark blood formed on his forehead.

      Red robe wasn’t even stuttering, his whole body was frozen in fear. These people lived in a bubble, the very concept of undead was foreign to them.

      “Now, if you stupid children were curious, sacrifice rooms always have a way out that doesn’t involve someone getting killed,” Sylver explained, as he placed his hand on red robe’s shoulder.
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      If he had to compare it to something, it was like crushing an ant between his thumb and forefinger. Red robe was so devoid of defense and Ki, that Sylver spent more mana stuffing him into his [Bound Bones] storage than he did killing him.

      As with everything, the kind of speed and power required to catch Sylver completely off guard came at a great cost.

      Sylver used his thumb to wipe the tiny beads of blood that had formed on his lips and did the same to the droplets that appeared on the back of his spine and had been partially absorbed into his robe.

      Regretfully, the man’s sword had destroyed four daggers before it reached the top of Sylver’s ribcage. His cut had been perfectly down the middle, but he’d cut Sylver from the back, so the blade reached only the top part of his chest at the front and was shattered before it finished cutting through Sylver’s spine.

      The small head inside Sylver’s chest had been nicked, but the brain remained intact, and aside from the sharp metal shrapnel surrounding it, everything was fine.

      Sylver turned to face the remaining three cultivators and smiled to himself as he saw that Mora was standing between them and growling.

      Everyone, including the incredibly pissed off and completely liquid Ria, turned to the sound of a loud click, and looked at the open passageway that hadn’t been there a moment earlier.

      Sylver didn’t even get a chance to say something witty, as all three men disappeared in a burst of speed and ran down the passageway as if their very lives depended on it.
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      Undead, as a species, were not creatures the vast majority of people would describe as “fast.”

      Which was absolutely fair. Even undead without physical bodies were usually limited to a somewhat slow speed, let alone zombies and skeletons.

      Shades were the worst of both worlds in that sense of the word, they were weak and they weren’t even that fast to make up for it. The speed at which they moved through shadows was only a little faster than the speed at which they could run. Normal shades couldn’t even do that, they had to “swim” through shadows to move around.

      Sylver’s shades were fast but comparing Sylver’s shades to natural-born shades was like comparing a cheetah to a house cat. Sure, the general shape may appear similar, but the internal mechanisms were as different as night and day.

      And yes, vampires can be fast, but they were an exception because, despite public opinion, those bloodsuckers were closer to being alive than dead.

      The main point was that the undead weren’t built for speed. They didn’t have the right parts for it. Their bodies couldn’t move the heat created by friction away from their joints, their muscles didn’t have the proper flexibility, and more often than not, they were either bloated or dried up, and it was rare that an undead managed to stay somewhere in between.

      Assuming they had flesh of course. Undead without any meat on them could only move as fast as their magic allowed, and unless the undead in question was capable of manipulating this aforementioned magic directly, they were insanely slow.

      They made up for their lack of speed, and in many cases, strength, with unparalleled persistence.

      The living might be fast, their wounds might heal without them having to stitch them closed, and they might be able to overpower the undead using small bursts of strength, but may all the gods in the world help you if you’re up against an undead you can’t immediately kill.

      The only thing worse than that is an undead that you can’t kill for good.

      Such as a lich, for example.

      Liches loved defeating someone by plain and simple wearing them down.

      It was one of those things he had little control over due to becoming a lich. He had gotten pretty good at not hoarding valuable items for the sake of hoarding them, but he was helpless when it came to whittling down someone significantly bigger and stronger than him.

      It wasn’t malicious, it was completely instinctual. Sylver got a rush out of it the same way a dog got a rush out of chasing something.

      Sadly, he couldn’t just give in to his base instincts because it came into conflict with his desire not to cause undue harm to people. Even if they did something awful, Sylver wasn’t going to prolong their suffering more than absolutely necessary, just because a small part of him got a kick out of it.

      It would be a lie to say he had never been tempted.

      And it took a significant amount of effort to resist the urge to pull back his army just a little bit to give the other side time to recover, but so far, Sylver had never given in to it.

      Even now, a small part of Sylver was enjoying the fact that they were all stronger than him, and that he was chasing after them, but as much as he wanted to just keep riding Ulvic until they eventually ran out of stamina and had no choice but to stop, he knew he would feel awful about it.

      He’d feel bad about wasting his limited time on something so stupid, and then he would feel bad for making them spend so long running around afraid.

      On the bright side, these cultivators were very fast, and even when he empowered Ulvic to the point that his skin was starting to melt off his hands, he wasn’t even close to catching up.

      Sylver was almost upset with himself when he figured out a way to slow them down, but now that the idea had entered his head, it would be wrong to ignore it.

      Aleri, the six-winged chimera Sylver had been given by Bruno, appeared next to him and kept pace with Ulvic without breaking a sweat. The wolf shade was disheartened by this revelation, but Sylver just patted the shade on the back and later explained that he shouldn’t compare himself to something that could fly.

      “He died for nothing,” Ria said, as Sylver summoned a ball of explosive into his hand, and very gently took the trigger mechanism out of it.

      “I’m not going to argue with you, Ria. He tried to kill me, and I⁠—”

      “No, I know, I understand why you killed him, that’s not the part I don’t get. I can even sort of understand why they tried to kill you specifically. I even get that they couldn’t leave Mora or me alive because we might attack them in revenge. But why didn’t they even try to talk? You could have explained you can’t be killed, we could have killed one of them painlessly, or even found a way forward without killing anyone,” Ria said, while Sylver molded the explosive clay into small balls and fed them to Aleri.

      “There’s a good chance they had planned this from the start. Why else would they allow a complete stranger to accompany them? They knew the sacrifice room was ahead and decided it was better to sacrifice a random guy than one of their own,” Sylver explained, as Aleri told him that he couldn’t fit any more clay inside, and Sylver started gently wrapping it around the shade’s feet.

      “That… I didn’t think of that…” Ria said as Sylver allowed the bird shade to check if the weight was small enough for her to fly.

      “On the other hand, it is possible red robe made a split-second decision, and these three are completely innocent in regards to the attempted murder,” Sylver explained, as Ria formed a tendril for Aleri to sit on as Sylver took the clay ring off one foot, and spread out what remained so the shade was balanced.

      “But why did they run?” Ria asked.

      Sylver felt around his shadow and decided how to approach this.

      “Because they are unaware that despite being a witch, I am fair and reasonable. One of them attacked me so, of course I’m going to try to kill all of them in retaliation,” Sylver answered, and summoned the blue-robe heir’s brother’s finger and melted the flesh away.

      “So, you’re trying to catch them to explain that?” Ria asked, and if it weren’t for her completely serious tone, he would have thought she was sarcastic.

      “No, I’m going to kill them. If I can, I’ll leave one alive to help me get out of here,” Sylver explained.

      “Why are you going to kill them if you think there’s a chance they’re innocent?” Ria asked, head cocked to the side.

      Sylver finished loading the tiny finger bone up as much as his mana allowed and gave it to Aleri to hold in his beak.

      “Because it doesn’t matter if they had nothing to do with the attempt on my life. I killed one of theirs, therefore they will eventually try to get revenge. So, it’s better to kill them now, before they tell their sect and inevitably turn this into an even bigger pain in the ass,” Sylver explained, as Aleri flapped his wings and disappeared.

      “I see…” Ria said.

      Sylver waited for his mana to regenerate back to full before he gave Aleri the signal to start.

      “Personally, I really do think they planned this from the start. I say that, because I think the brother sacrificed himself so they wouldn’t have to. Maybe it was prearranged since the moment they came in here, maybe he used up all his strength or something and thought he was useless, but as I said, it doesn’t matter… What about you?” Sylver asked.

      “What about me?” Ria asked.

      “Do you want to kill them? For the attempt on my life, on Mora’s, and on yours?” Sylver asked.

      He heard a shout from up ahead, but no explosion.

      There was a pause, during which Sylver heard a swishing sound, followed by a muted explosion.

      “I don’t know. I would have defended you if I saw it coming but killing them now, in retaliation…” Ria said.

      Sylver waited for his [Advanced Water Manipulation] to connect to the water that had been stored using [Bound Bones] in the finger bone Aleri had been carrying.

      “I appreciate the honesty,” Sylver said, getting close enough, then felt his mana core almost shit itself as he forced his mana through one of the shades using [Greater Undead Channeling] and made shards of razor-sharp ice explode out of the water.

      He could tell right away this was ineffective, but despite appearances, he wasn’t trying to kill anyone.

      He just wanted to get their shoes. Although he wasn’t going to complain if someone was unlucky and lost an eye to his ice.

      “Why aren’t you angry?” Ria asked as Sylver concentrated on his spell, and Mora clogged up the mechanism in the ceiling and stopped the darts from flying out using a thin sheet of compressed string.

      “In regards to the attempt on my life? To be perfectly honest, I’m angrier at the fact that he said ‘I’m sorry,’ before slicing us up. If you’re going to attack someone while they’re off guard, don’t fucking warn them. I mean, what if he was slow enough for me to stop him because of that?” Sylver asked and was nearly thrown off Ulvic as the shade came to a sudden halt.

      Once again, they had a choice between three different passages. And as he predicted, the blue arrows on the walls had been scratched out and soaked in enough Ki that Sylver wouldn’t be able to figure out which arrow was the newest by examining the paint.

      “Wait, so you don’t care that he tried to kill you?” Ria asked, as Sylver jumped down from the large wolf, and very gently felt around the floor with his mana.

      “Not particularly. As I said, it was either an on-the-spot decision, which I can both understand and respect, or it was planned from the start, which I can both understand and respect. If he hadn’t said ‘I’m sorry,’ there’s a possibility I wouldn’t have killed him,” Sylver explained, channeling his mana through the palm of his hand and smiled a little as dark green footprints appeared on the otherwise perfectly clean floor.

      The mossy footprints weren’t as clear as Sylver would have liked, but considering they had literal droplets of water to work with, he couldn’t complain.

      Sylver wasn’t sure whose shoes he successfully marked, but he had a feeling they weren’t going to split up. They presumably understood he wasn’t just a simple [Swamp Lord], and were hopefully cautious enough to stick together.

      “So, you killed him because he showed remorse for what he did?” Ria asked.

      Sylver followed the footprints that went through the middle passageway and pinched the bridge of his nose as the footprints continued appearing in front of him.

      “I just realized… they might have lied about the end being close… They’re faster than us, so unless they stop at some point, we could be chasing them for days. And this footprint thing isn’t going to last forever, there isn’t anywhere near enough moisture in the air to sustain it,” Sylver said. He jumped back onto Ulvic, and tried to come up with a plan that didn’t involve waiting for them to run into a dead end.

      Their options were limited, by the fact that this was essentially a maze. If Sylver tried to veer off course, he doubted he would be able to find them. And while he fumbled around to find the end or a way out, those guys would either leave, or get to the end and leave.

      Once the moss on their shoes ran out of water, that was it. Sylver could track the blue-robe heir using the brother’s blood, but it would only point him in the heir’s direction, it wouldn’t help Sylver navigate a maze.

      He patted himself down, and as his fingers brushed up against the soft, faintly glowing pages, he got an idea that he really didn’t like.

      He stared at the glowing page with the word “QUESTION” written on it.
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      Should I chase after them for a day or so, before asking the ancient dragon to help me?

      Would I even be able to explain what I need help with?

      And then what? How could it help me?

      Could it teleport me directly to them?

      Will it even help me?

      What if it decided that I’m incompetent, or thought I was working against it?

      Thankfully, Sylver realized he was inside a dungeon that contained a hat that belonged to the person who imprisoned the aforementioned dragon. This felt like it could lead to a life-threatening misunderstanding.

      He was very gentle as he folded up the mana-soaked piece of paper and put it back into his robe.

      “What do you think the chances are that they will get stuck in one of those twelve door testing rooms? With an enemy they aren’t able to defeat with a single swipe of the sword?” Sylver asked, as Ulvic jumped over one trap, and then another.

      Most had already been tripped, and given the lack of corpse, were ineffective, but there were a couple that had waited for Ulvic’s foot to activate it. As Sylver looked through his available perks, and out of habit, his status, he found a solution for his problem.

      Mora was already halfway to sticking herself onto his back when he summoned a dagger and carefully moved his internal organs around.

      “What are you doing?” Ria asked, as Sylver’s robe started to wrap itself around her, and gradually shrunk until it was almost thin enough to be described as skintight.

      “I am going to hope we’re close enough to them for me to cover the distance in under a hundred seconds,” Sylver explained, as he held his dagger with one hand, and used his other hand to line the tip up properly.

      Ideally, Sylver would have remembered he possessed this perk and used it the moment they started to run, but there wasn’t a whole lot he could do about his past mistakes.
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      Sylver took a metaphorical deep breath, glued his eyes onto his HP, and slowly stabbed himself through his first heart.

      According to the system, stabbing his first heart was worth 450 HP, whereas cutting his head clean in two did a little under 50 HP worth of damage. Sylver twisted the dagger and made the hole he created a huge pain in the ass to fix but was thankfully provided an extra 200 HP worth of damage.

      It didn’t hurt, he didn’t feel “woozy” from his blood pressure dropping slightly, but the gaping hole in his chest immediately started to feel itchy. Sylver pressed on, and slowly pierced his lung equivalent, and while it did feel like being strangled, it was only worth 250 HP.

      Sylver stabbed himself through the eye, slit his throat, and even forced a liter of blood to leak out, but the system simply refused to drop his HP below 20%. It was as if it was mocking him for wearing a flesh suit over his “real” body.

      It also seemed to calculate the damage based on how annoying it would be for Sylver to fix.

      Sylver moved his hand to his back and slid the dagger between his vertebrae. His legs spasmed for a second as he became paralyzed from the waist down, but more importantly, that bit of damage pushed him right over the edge of 400 HP.

      The amount of strength Sylver’s legs could give out remained the same, but the amount of force he could exert per second increased fivefold.

      Sylver’s old body, before his transformation, wouldn’t have been capable of this. The bones in his legs would have shattered, along with his knees and possibly his hip.

      But his new body merely destroyed Sylver’s enchanted boots from the sheer pressure the soles of his feet exerted onto the leather material.

      Sylver hit the ground running, and after about ten steps, realized running on all four would be the better option. It was fortunate that his spine was currently in two parts because it provided him with the proper flexibility to bend his back like a cat as he ran.

      He pushed himself forward with his legs and simultaneously pulled himself forward with his hands. It was significantly easier said than done, but Sylver got the hang of it quickly enough.

      Mora helped him by reducing the air resistance, as Sylver sprinted through a slowed-down world. The darts flying from the ceiling, which had previously been nothing but dark blurs, now flew slow enough that Sylver was certain he could catch them.

      After roughly twenty steps, or leaps, or whichever word a person would use to describe a necromancer running on all fours like a wild animal, Sylver realized his mind was faster than his body, just enough that his movements came across sluggish. Sadly, he was too preoccupied with keeping proper form and enhancing his limbs to provide himself any further magical assistance.

      Ria kept count for him, by the time he was close enough to the running cultivators that he could sense the sweat dripping off their backs, he had eighteen seconds left.

      He had eleven seconds as he turned the corner and could see all three men running just a bit slower than him.

      Sylver didn’t waste a fraction of a second as he leaped toward the blue-robe heir, and channeled every drop of mana into his arm, as he prepared to slice the boy’s body into two.

      He ignored the sharp pain on his hand as Ki washed over him and focused everything on killing the boy.

      Sylver had five seconds left. Orange robe stopped running and turned around on his heel. The orange bathrobe-wearing cultivator grasped the hilt of his sword, and even with his enhanced speed Sylver still couldn’t properly see the man’s movements.

      He knew exactly what the swordsman was about to do, as Sylver released the spell and hated the fact that he needed literally another quarter of a second to “win.”

      To Sylver’s eyes, the blurry man awkwardly crab-walked forward and gently waved his sword up and down as if he was trying to shake off paint from the tip of his long brush.

      But he wasn’t painting a picture, he was slicing Sylver’s extended arm into flat patties, and was gradually moving up his wrist, forearm, elbow, bicep, shoulder, and then Sylver’s head.

      Having realized that getting blue robe right now just plain and simple wasn’t on the table, Sylver used what little mana he had available to fling his entire cut-up hand slices at the blurry man’s face. He was about 50% certain he was looking at an afterimage, but he got lucky and managed to use his own bone fragments to scratch the man’s eyes.

      Sylver didn’t have enough mana to properly gouge them, but he did succeed in forcing the man to break his stance for a fraction of a second.

      Sadly, the now blind man’s focus returned, and he continued gently waving his sword up and down Sylver’s head, and with every blurry swing of the blade, sliced through Sylver’s forehead, eyes, nose, mouth, neck, shoulders, and finally, his sword shattered when it collided with the top of Sylver’s unbreakable ribcage.

      The small head inside Sylver’s chest, the one that contained Sylver’s “real” brain, had been purposely squashed down into the ribcage, the way a turtle might retreat into its protective shell. But because Sylver’s ribs had a limited amount of space, the top part of his skull was in the open.

      Sylver didn’t see what had happened, but the moment [Hare’s Great Escape] ran out, he was flung toward the wall and landed into a pile of his own flesh and bone discs. He didn’t even get a moment to catch his breath, as orange robe tried to stab Sylver through the chest with what remained of his sword.

      He felt Ria work in tandem with Mora to deflect the blade, but neither had the physical strength to stop cultivator’s attack. Sylver summoned two bombs right in front of his chest and detonated them.

      Since his back was already against the wall, and Sylver had thankfully managed to get the angle right, he mostly remained where he was. The shockwave from the explosion shredded the front of his robe and ripped apart every inch of skin on his chest, stomach, and thighs, and it was only now that Sylver discovered that his legs had also been sliced to pieces.

      Sylver’s pain was blocked by the fact that he was undead, and what little managed to slip through was drowned out by unadulterated rage.

      A part of him had to admit orange did good, and while Sylver couldn’t help but respect his suicidal attack, he simultaneously knew just how much effort fixing his body would take and lost all sympathy for the bastard.

      To his credit, orange robe didn’t try to finish Sylver off this time, and since the explosion had almost breached his Ki armor, he had mere seconds of life left.

      “IT’S HIS CHEST!” the man screamed so loudly that the volume threatened to burst Sylver’s eardrums.

      As the man took a breath to scream again, an invisible floating razor wrapped around his neck. It immediately sawed through his brittle Ki armor and sent bright blue sparks flying everywhere, as Mora’s magic interfered with what remained of the man’s Ki.

      Sylver hadn’t realized he had been holding his breath, until he saw the man’s head fall to the ground a moment before his orange bathrobe-wearing body did.
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      Even though there wasn’t a second to spare, Sylver was plain and simple too angry, and disappointed, to properly concentrate on pulling himself back together. His paper-thin meat circle slid toward him, and like slugs climbing up a desecrated corpse, slithered into a pile that formed his chest, neck, head, and finally created a limb that could roughly be described as an arm.

      Sylver had to mix his [Necrotic Mutilation] armor and his shadow into the limb to hold it together. Thankfully his legs had only been cut in four places, and Mora had already brought them to him by the time he was done aligning one of the mana channels in his hand.

      Sylver forced his legs to heal first as he got up from the floor and walked over to the corpse that had all but killed him.

      There wasn’t so much as a droplet of Ki inside the man’s body. Sylver absorbed him into his [Bound Bones] storage with the same ease he absorbed corpses of magical creatures.

      Under different circumstances, Sylver would have taken the time to sit down and lick his wounds, but even as he shuffled the discs that made up his arm to get them in the right order, Ulvic was already forming underneath him to hopefully catch up with the two remaining cultivators.

      He was barely in one piece, struggling to form a fist with his left hand, he was in severe pain that he was ignoring, but aside from that, Sylver was almost done.
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      Sylver clicked his tongue—the order was still wrong.

      He knew his internal muscle structure inside and out when he initially made it, but because he wanted his body to naturally develop, it was now a mysterious mess. It wasn’t just putting the discs in the right order, Sylver also had to make sure they were facing the right way.

      It felt like building a house of cards, where the cards are made of meat, and you’re also riding a giant wolf, while a very small arachnid attached to your back is actively siphoning your mana away.

      Mora had told him she was doing something to help him catch those two but couldn’t explain exactly what it was. He gave her all the mana she asked for, since gluing his hand back into one piece didn’t take all that much.

      It wasn’t even that difficult, it was just annoying and time-consuming.

      Sylver had already tried to slow them down using Aleri, but didn’t have that much water left, and more importantly, one of them had a ranged attack that destroyed the flying shade before it got close enough.

      They were slowing down, yet Ulvic wasn’t even keeping up with them, if it weren’t for the fact they couldn’t maintain their full speed when they turned corners, they would have been long gone.

      It also didn’t help that Sylver was in a great deal of pain. It wasn’t a physical pain, despite the source being physical, it was more akin to the kind of pain men felt when they saw another man getting hit in the unmentionables.

      An unconscious reaction that Sylver had trained relentlessly to suppress. And yet he felt winded, despite not having lungs, and hurt, even though he had severed all of his pain receptors. His brain wasn’t even currently functioning. It was just a slab of meat he’d stitched together so his head wouldn’t fall apart.

      Sylver still had what some undead referred to as “humanity.”

      He was alive enough that his soul treated his body as if it wasn’t dead, and similarly made him feel what it thought he should feel.

      If it weren’t for his extremely high pain tolerance and his soul manipulating capabilities, the “pain” would have incapacitated him.

      Technically speaking, Sylver wasn’t undead.

      It required a certain amount of mental gymnastics to call a man capable of getting chopped up “alive,” and yet, if you went by the standards certain snobby wights set, Sylver was one of the living. Even though he was a floating skeleton when they made this assessment.

      According to them a “true undead,” felt nothing. It didn’t feel hungry, cold, it never felt anger, sadness, happiness. A true undead was basically a very smart animal. It did what its body required of it and nothing else. A creature guided solely by natural instinct.

      As something of an expert in all things undead, Sylver considered this type of categorization closed minded and exactly the kind of bullshit he expected those prophecy-producing wights to come up with.

      But he couldn’t hate those see-through assholes, because as he remembered the conversation they’d back then, he also remembered what he did to prove them wrong, and as a result, got an idea.

      Sylver scooted back from where he was sitting on Ulvic’s back, and as he summoned the corpse of red robe and orange robe, and did his best to stop what remained of his lips from curling into a smile.

      He grabbed the two corpses by the backs of their necks and focused on the inside of their chests. There wasn’t any Ki inside of them, but he could feel their flesh reacting to every slither of mana he forced inside of them.

      Or perhaps Sylver was rusty, he couldn’t remember the last time he did this directly. He normally had one of his shades do it for him.

      “I’m sorry,” Sylver whispered, as he reached inside himself and paid close attention to how his vocal cords moved.

      The two corpses shuddered, as Sylver forced their diaphragms to contract. They made a strange sound as they breathed in air, and it took Sylver a couple of seconds to remember to open their mouths.

      As he slowly relaxed their diaphragm and wiggled their vocal cords, they both seemed to murmur under their breaths.

      Sylver tightened his throat and did his best to mimic red robe’s final words.

      “I’m sorry,” Sylver said.

      “I’m sorry,” Sylver repeated.

      “I’m, I am, I’m sorry. I am sorry. Sorry, I am. I’m sorry,” Sylver repeated and forced the man’s mouth and throat to mimic his.

      “I’m sorry,” Sylver and the red-robed man said in near-perfect sync.

      “I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry. A little lower. Sor-ry. Spring remind me to practice this when we get home,” Sylver and the corpse said in unison.

      Spring quietly added ventriloquism to Sylver’s ever-growing list of skills to brush up on.

      “Betty Botter bought some butter. His tongue is numb. How can a clam cram in a clean cream can? Actually, mine is numb too. Betty Botter. Betty Botter. Betty Botter. Betty Botter bought some butter. Near an ear, a nearer ear, a nearly eerie ear. Four fine fresh fish for you. Good enough,” Sylver and the red-robe wearing corpse said, as he tightened his grip on orange robe’s corpse.

      “It’s his chest. It’s his chest? It’s his chest! It’s his chiseled chest! Che-st. Chest. It’s his chest. Chest. How close am I, Ria?” Sylver asked.

      There was a moment of pause, during which Sylver felt around for the source of his tongue’s numbness and discovered a small shard of blade embedded in the back of his throat that had blocked a blood vessel. He made his flesh push free the piece of metal and spat it out.

      “It’s his chest,” Ria said in orange robe’s voice.

      “It’s his chest,” Sylver repeated, but Ria shook her head.

      “It’s his chest,” Ria said.

      “It’s his chest,” Sylver repeated.

      “Can you genuinely not hear your accent?” Ria asked, as Sylver and red robe simultaneously coughed.

      “I genuinely can’t. Is the pitch, right?” Sylver asked, and Ria nodded.

      “Is this because you’re undead, or is this because you don’t breathe, or is it⁠—”

      “I don’t want to talk about it,” Sylver interrupted, adjusting his grip on red robe’s neck.

      “It hurts,” red robe said quietly.

      “Help me, it hurts,” red robe continued, as Sylver struggled to get enough air into the man’s dead lungs.

      “IT HURTS!” red robe screamed, louder than Sylver intended, but too loud was better than too quiet. “HELP ME! IT HURTS! I CAN’T TAKE IT! PLEASE, HELP ME!” red robe screeched, then Sylver shifted his attention to orange robe.

      “I DON’T WANT TO DIE! PLEASE HELP ME! PLEASE! I BEG YOU! HE’S GOING TO KILL ME! PLEASE SAVE ME! IT HURTS!” orange robe screamed, while Sylver adjusted the man’s volume until it was about as loud as red robe.

      “Does this actually work?” Ria asked as the two men continued screaming for help.

      “More often than it should. But if it doesn’t, it will at least lower their morale. If anything, it should work better than ever, since they don’t know I’m a necromancer. Then again, they do seem disciplined enough to leave their comrades for dead,” Sylver said, as he summoned two wolf shades and threw the corpses screaming for help onto their backs.

      They weren’t as fast as Ulvic, but that was exactly the point. Sylver wanted blue and purple robe to think they were losing him so they would slow down a bit to catch their breath.

      Although it was unlikely they would do that, since Sylver felt trace amounts of Ki brush against him from time to time and had to assume they knew exactly how far behind them he was. He did his best to meddle with their sensory Ki, but aside from suppressing his presence, there wasn’t anywhere to hide in this narrow passageway.

      For now, all he could do was wait for one of them to feel sorry enough for their comrades to turn around and attack him.

      He decided to check his options for [Vigorous Conditioning].

      Oddly enough it was almost a repeat of the previous rank up. Sylver’s choice was between an increased resistance to darkness-based magic and another 20% decrease to his body weight.

      Except this time there was a third option that Sylver had to assume was gained because of all the times he had taken an explosive to the face.

      [Skill: Vigorous Conditioning (V) [A]]

      Skill level can be increased by receiving damage.

      
        
        I – Increase resistance against [Positive Energy] by 25%.

        II – Increase resistance against [Physical Damage] by 40%.

        III – Increase Stamina Regeneration by 50%

        IV – Reduce body weight by 20%.

        V – Increase resistance against [Physical Damage] by 25%.

      

      

      Sylver, Ria, Mora, and the two corpses begging for their lives, continued running after blue and purple robe, up until the point the stupidly long passageway ended in a dead-end.

      Sylver immediately shut the two corpses up and jumped down to the left side of the closed door. He looked at his messed up left hand with regret and decided it would be faster to grow himself new muscles than it would be to solve this meat puzzle.

      As Sylver pressed his finger up against the wall, white smoke started coming out of his left hand’s sleeve. He ignored his body’s protest and allowed the magic to chew through his flesh as he made a hole in the wall using a tight beam of abyss magic.

      Sylver was left with a bumpy and uneven skeletal arm. He closed it into a fist and opened it a couple of times, just to make sure the magic holding it together didn’t have any problems. It did, but as long as it could hold a dagger and form a fist it was good enough.

      Ria made short work of the mechanism inside the wall, and in mere seconds, Sylver was able to successfully force it open using a droplet of [Necrotic Mutilation]. Mora squeezed through the opening and moved Ria over with her, and Sylver materialized next to them on the other side of the door.

      The surprised look on blue and purple robe’s faces, who were both sitting in the middle of the empty room drinking tea, while crying, was almost worth the effort it was going to take to fix all the damage Sylver accumulated.

      While he was disappointed he’d been unable to trick them into attacking him back there, the cries for help had very clearly had an effect on them.

      “HEAR ME OUT!” Sylver shouted as he raised both of his hands to show them he was unarmed.

      He coated both of them in darkness, to hide the fact that one hand was missing skin, and for the exact same reason was also wearing a mask.

      It was hard to say if this was because Sylver was extra on guard against them or simple luck, but he felt something on his right side. Like his hand was caught between two impossibly soft cushions. On instinct more than anything else, he concentrated his mana and attention toward his right side.

      The blue-robe heir became blurry, and the next thing Sylver knew, there was a razor-sharp sword trapped in his fist.

      In the time it took a normal person to blink, blue robe twisted his sword in an attempt to pull it out of Sylver’s grasp, but all his efforts achieved was dislocating Sylver’s wrist.

      While he tightened his grip on the blade, he angled his left hand, summoned his ax into it, and tried to push it into blue robe’s face.

      Sylver had him, the edge of the ax head was a hair’s breadth away from blue robe’s eyeball. In another second, the ax would be coated in enough [Necrotic Mutilation] to force itself through his skull.

      He felt that odd soft pillow sensation again, but it was all around him this time, and too faint for him to figure out the direction.

      Without even realizing it, Sylver lost all connection to his arms, legs, and his outside head, as his indestructible ribcage was pushed out of his “body.”

      Thanks to [Lesser Perception], Sylver got to see the whole thing, as his squashed head and ribcage flew away from his body. Purple robe had his palm in the place Sylver’s chest had been a moment prior, and in front of that palm, was a Sylver-shaped hole in the middle of Sylver’s body.

      Purple looked as surprised as Sylver felt, as was blue robe.

      It was a slightly rectangular hole, and as Sylver’s ribcage collided with the wall and bounced off it with an undignified ping, he honestly didn’t know what to say or do. Sylver wondered if this was due to the massive difference in level, or if it was simply a bad matchup.

      Brute force was one of those things that could only be countered by an equal amount of brute force, and as amazing as Sylver’s body was, it didn’t stand a chance in a direct confrontation against a cultivator.

      Sylver could do little else but wait for enough magic to build up around him to form himself a set of arms and legs. Thankfully, despite the minor setback, Sylver still held the upper hand.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Using [Dead Dominion], Sylver had what was left of his body lunge at blue robe, and the moment the corpse with a hole in its torso made contact, he pulled at it. Since Sylver’s small ribcage weighed less than his dense body, he was flung toward it.

      Blue robe made the mistake of ignoring Sylver’s large body as he aimed his sword at Sylver’s flying ribcage, which was leaking dark smoke, while Sylver’s large body’s head made a clicking sound.

      Sylver used all the mana he could spare to create a flash of light from the spot blue robe was staring at, while he simultaneously made his old body lean down toward the man’s neck and allowed the spring-loaded jaws to snap shut. Blue robe screamed in pain, and⁠—

      Sylver didn’t get to see what happened next, on account of purple robe’s push, which once again sent Sylver’s ribcage flying, and made him lose connection to his temporary solidified darkness limbs. He bounced from wall, to floor, to ceiling with incredible speed, like a gore-covered pinball, and heard the sound of a door opening.

      He didn’t even see what was inside that particular door, as purple robe disappeared through it, and the door slammed shut behind him before Sylver even had a chance to stop his body from bouncing around.

      Still midair, Sylver materialized himself a pair of arms and legs out of darkness and waddled over to his body. It was still wrapped around blue robe, who was currently incapable of movement.

      The reason for that was the shiny lattice wrapped around every visible inch of the man’s skin.

      A sweater-less, and slightly smaller, Mora was sitting on blue robe’s back and informed Sylver he had about four seconds before blue robe freed himself.

      Sylver leveled his finger with the man’s nose and flicked it upward. There was a fraction of a second when Sylver’s beam of abyss magic sliced through Mora’s strings, that blue robe could have theoretically escaped.

      Theoretically being the key word here, because the blue-robe wearing heir didn’t react in time, and instead died from having his brain cut in two.

      
        
        [Human (Claw of the Blue Tiger) Defeated!]

        [Due to defeating an enemy 90 levels above you, additional experience will be awarded!]

      

      

      Sylver grabbed Mora before the man’s corpse had a chance to fall. She felt light in an alarming way. The word malnourished didn’t feel right, but going by the incredibly uncomfortable feeling Mora was emanating, whatever she had just done was a one-time thing.

      On a later date, Sylver would discover that Mora had different types of threads that she used, and the one she used to restrict the blue-robe heir took months to produce and refine. And while it was ridiculously strong, it also had a half-life of barely a minute.

      It was one of her trump cards, whenever she fought something she couldn’t defeat, and she’d used it up to help him.

      In all the commotion, Sylver had lost track of Ria, and it took her shouting at him for him to find her staff embedded deep in the wall.

      “Are you alright?” Ria asked as she helped Sylver wiggle the staff around to get it out of the deep hole purple robe had created

      Currently, Sylver looked like a man made out of solid smoke. His robe helped him maintain his form, but he didn’t have a face, hands, feet, and there were bits and pieces of his bigger body’s spine and muscles slowly floating toward the middle of the room, where Spring was being helped by Mora to piece some of it together.

      “The important thing is that we won,” Sylver answered, as he summoned Dai to help him pull the staff. The shade fell over when it finally dislodged and came free.

      “Is this what winning looks like?” Ria asked, as she absorbed the staff into herself, and floated over to Sylver’s hollow corpse.

      “Why did we come here again?” Sylver asked, crouching near his body, and tried to figure out if it was worth the effort to rebuild his outer ribs.

      Flesh was quite easy to heal, all things considered. Even if it was extremely dense, it would only take a couple of days for Sylver to regrow all of his skin.

      Bone on the other hand was a different matter.

      Especially his very fancy bones, which required a number of specific components to repair properly. He had enough with him to fix an arm and a leg, but he hadn’t planned on having to essentially rebuild his whole skeletal structure.

      His right arm was mostly fine, his legs were fractured, though good enough, but his spine had been shattered, as was his outer layer of ribs.

      The weird thing was that the damage shouldn’t have been that bad.

      Sylver’s extremely educated guess was that purple robe used the same thing Abril, the woman he’d cornered to get a meeting with the Bucklers, had used.

      “We came here to kill the two heirs of the Blue Tiger sect,” Ria said, in an oddly muted voice.

      “Did we kill them?” Sylver asked with a gesture toward the two corpses lying near his own, who were going to be patched up a little before he tossed them at the front gates of the Blue Tiger sect.

      “Yes,” Ria answered.

      “So, we came in here with a goal, and we’ve achieved that goal, and in your mind, this somehow isn’t a win?” Sylver asked.

      Ria very vaguely pointed out his, arguably, destroyed corpse.

      “How did he move that fast anyway?” Ria asked, as Sylver summoned a sphere of water into his hand and fed it to his corpse to make the flesh swell up and fill in the various gaps.

      “Cultivators can augment their physical abilities, it’s more or less the basis of everything they do. Mages focus on altering the world around them, while cultivators focus on altering the world inside of them.

      “But this… He did something, just before he moved, blue robe did it too… It didn’t feel like clairvoyancy, but even at their speed, I should have been able to perceive them…” Sylver slowly raised his hand in the air and made all the shredded blood vessels and nerves extend into the hole in the middle of the body until they formed a rudimentary net.

      Sylver removed his robe, and Spring helped him put his small ribcage/head combination into the mess of dark gore strings.

      “How do we counter it? If it’s purely physical, I can’t stop it,” Ria asked, as Sylver used one hand to hold his small ribcage in place while he slowly stood up.

      Spring and Fen walked around him and wrapped a very thick bandage around his torso.

      “It’s Faust’s problem now. I mean, I do hope that purple robe dies down here, and that’s the end of it… But the much more likely scenario is that this will snowball into something massive. He might get the hat, or maybe he’s already gotten out and is halfway to his sect as we speak.

      “Either way, he, and whatever problems he brings, are no longer my concern,” Sylver explained, threading his robe through the gaps between his inner ribs and the space where his outer ribs should have been.

      “Wait… Are we leaving? Is that what you’re saying right now?” Ria asked, with the kind of tone that made Sylver remember she wasn’t as experienced as him.

      “What’s the alternative? I chase after him and he simply shoves me out of my body again? We can’t ambush him, since we’re chasing him. I can’t curse him, because he has more Ki than I have mana, and while I am very tempted to simply throw myself and my shades against him until he’s dead, it would take too much time. We’ve already been down here for a whole day⁠—”

      “Ninety-one hours, twenty-two minutes, since the moment we left the sect,” Ria interrupted, as Sylver steadied himself, figuratively and literally, given that his center of gravity had shifted.

      “Anyway… Faust is better suited for this kind of fight,” Sylver said. He jumped up and down a couple of times to make sure his inner ribcage didn’t fall out.

      Sylver did a backflip, then a front flip, and then went through a series of stretches. His body was fucked, but it was still in one piece, and while it would take weeks to properly reattach all the various nerves and blood vessels to his smaller ribcage, he could still move and fight, and at this very moment in time, that was enough for him.

      His aim with his magic might be a little bit off since he wouldn’t have the coordination his arms and fingers provided, but it wasn’t that bad given the circumstances.

      A normal man would have been crippled beyond any hope of repair, or so dead it wasn’t funny, so while Sylver wasn’t happy about the condition his body was in, he wasn’t going to complain too much.

      He limped over to the door they’d initially come through and pressed his right hand against the closed door.

      “How are we going to get out?” Ria asked, as Sylver limped to the next door, and placed his palm against it.

      “Although it isn’t anything like any dungeon I’ve ever seen, this is undoubtedly a dungeon. You made a map as we walked through, did you notice anything strange?” Sylver asked as he moved to the next door.

      “Aside from the fact that the only way it makes sense is if this world is non-Euclidean?” Ria asked, and Sylver paused.

      Thankfully she realized she used a word he wasn’t familiar with.

      “It’s geometry where a straight line isn’t always the shortest distance between two points. Is this one of those things you need to be able to sense mana to understand?” Ria asked, Sylver moving onto the next door.

      “More or less. I don’t know if you’re aware, but our house in Arda is just a bit bigger on the inside. About ten to twenty percent bigger. I think I even explained it to you,” Sylver said.

      “No, you didn’t. I asked about it, and you said you would give me a book on the subject, but never did,” Ria explained. Sylver nodded and moved on to the next door.

      “It’s… damn, how do I explain this properly… Do you remember how I mentioned that sometimes a trip from point A to point B can take ten days, but a trip from point B to point A can take nine days?” Sylver asked as Ria nodded.

      “I always found that strange, since you always speak of teleportation magic as if it’s nearly impossible,” Ria said, as Sylver perked up when his palm touched the door, and he found what he was looking for.

      “A person teleporting from one place to another isn’t the same as space being naturally compressed. Look, Ria… It’s just a thing here. I don’t know how to explain it properly. Remind me to get you that book I mentioned, because it will do a better job of explaining this than I will,” Sylver said, as his right hand flickered with golden light.

      “Why this door?” Ria asked, floating over to Sylver, who was gradually making a hole in the wall for Ria to pick it open.

      “Dungeons do this thing so clairvoyants can’t map them out without coming inside. Sort of like extra locks on doors. But, if you’re able to sense primal energy, you’re able to tell which door has the most locks and which has the least. Except since the locks are on the sides facing the dungeon core, that’s only useful when you’re trying to leave,” Sylver explained, then paused for a few seconds to minimize the damage the abyss magic did to his weary flesh.

      “Alright…” Ria said uncertainly.

      “The point is, assuming Ki dungeons work the same way as mana-based dungeons, we should be on our way to Faust’s sect in a couple of hours,” Sylver explained, as he continued making a hole in the wall.
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      Sylver cradled the Mora cocoon in his left arm, as he jumped out of the fissure and landed on sandy ground. It was bright outside, and the fresh air felt like poison as it entered Sylver’s “lungs” and reapplied salt to every minor wound he hadn’t had a chance to fix.

      The sun blinded what remained of his eyes, and the sand underneath his feet seemed determined to make him fall.

      The trip to the surface had been uneventful, Sylver fought against two monsters that resembled stingrays that used their tail to throw their battle ax shaped bodies at him, but they were harmless once Sylver’s abyss magic separated them from their tails.

      Mora had fallen asleep at some point, and when she woke up and realized how exhausted she was, she compacted herself into a small sphere and wrapped herself up in threads. Sylver felt her stir when he reached the surface, but he told her to go back to sleep for now.

      As Sylver had told Ria, the quest was successful. He came here to kill the two heirs of the Blue Tiger sect, and he did just that. The details were largely irrelevant.

      In hindsight, he should have decapitated the blue-robe wearing heir the moment purple robe closed his eyes to cultivate his tea, but Sylver did what he thought was best, and didn’t currently possess the ability to travel back in time.

      Even if he did, he knew from experience he was too paranoid to trust a man who looked like him and claimed to be Sylver from an apocalyptic future. That sort of trick only worked the first two times, after that, Sylver no longer trusted men who seemed to know everything he knew.

      He fell for it again when a future version of Aether showed up, but thankfully the clairvoyant shape-shifting imposter wasn’t capable of copying Aether’s magic. The real Aether would have dodged out of the way or corrupted Sylver’s spell before he finished forming it, while the fake made the mistake of assuming Sylver wouldn’t actually use 9th tier dark magic against someone he considered one of his closest friends.

      For a few years after that incident, Sylver made it a habit to try to kill everyone he hadn’t seen for a while. It didn’t help his reputation, but it did keep everyone on their toes, and as Sylver intended, weeded out all the pretenders.

      Aside from that man who replaced one of the cook’s dogs. To this day, Sylver wasn’t certain how he missed him, but thankfully the man was too terrified of being caught and continued acting like a dog until the day he died.

      Sylver sucked in his gut as he inserted the forceps, and removed yet another shard of metal.

      It was almost funny.

      In the “I can either laugh or cry” sort of way.

      His flesh was dense enough to stop most of the metal from flying out of him, but not dense enough to stop a sword from cutting right through him.

      Now, in hindsight, what he should have done, the moment he realized red robe was coming after him, was to purge his body of all traces of positive mana, so that red robe’s Ki enhanced sword wouldn’t be able to cut him.

      But even if he did that, while whatever Ki cutting technique red robe used to make his cuts so smooth might not affect him, the very real sword, and very real cultivator strength, would still be a problem.

      Now, maybe, Sylver’s bones would be strong enough to stop the sword, but considering the man’s level, and the fact he used all of his Ki in that attack, Sylver didn’t like his chances.

      Sylver carefully pulled another shard out of his chest and dropped the tiny piece of splintered metal into the tray Spring was holding for him.

      The folded-up metal created a very pretty pattern on the blade, but as Sylver pushed the forceps back into his chest and started wiggling the shard back and forth to loosen it, he couldn’t help but hope that every single person involved with the creation of these blades died a very slow and gruesome death.

      When a normal sword shattered, you’re looking at maybe twenty to fifty pieces, somewhere around that, depending on how it shattered obviously.

      But these swords? With all their layers? Even if Sylver had been cut by one sword, there still would have been around three hundred shards inside of him.

      This was cruel.

      Even for Sylver.

      Then again, it was partially his fault for being in a rush and not considering how difficult it would be to remove metal shards from the inside of his slightly healed bones. Sylver knew the moment he started pulling them out, he wasn’t going to find them all.

      His only option was to either learn to live with pieces of blades stuck inside his bones, or to take a dip in an acid bath, where he would have to effectively tear his body apart to expose the metal.

      I’ll need a new body, Sylver realized as the forceps bent from the pressure he was exerting on them, and he ran out of patience.

      He stood up from where he had been laying on his back and manipulated the string Mora had provided him into stitching up his chest. He gently flexed his muscles and adjusted the tightness of the stitches.

      He looked down at the moving landscape below, as he stretched and further adjusted the stitches in his shoulders, knees, elbows, wrists, neck, and spine.

      Will was almost inside the clouds, and Sylver used a very simple illusion spell to make the bottom half of the shade’s body white.

      Sylver looked over to where Ria was sitting next to Mora’s cocoon. Ria had been quiet during the trip back. Unusually quiet.

      He got the feeling she was sulking.

      Which was strange, considering Sylver was the one who had lost all of his front teeth and spent several long and painful hours pulling shards of metal out of his face. Ria had merely lost the golem thing she built out of those metallic monsters.

      “Is everything alright?” Sylver asked, as Ria flinched from his voice, and lifted her head to face him.

      “Yes, I’m fine. Did you get all the shards?”

      Sylver didn’t even need to feel her soul to tell she was lying.

      Not directly of course. If he had to guess, she had chosen to interpret his question as “is everything alright, physically,” and then answered, “yes, physically, I am fine.”

      “Most of them, yes,” Sylver said.

      He hadn’t kept count, but he was fairly certain he got at least half of the shards. The pieces that were left were too small for him to feel inside his body using his mana.

      Ria just nodded, and then went back to staring at Mora’s cocoon. Her legs were pressed up to her chest, and she had wrapped her arms around them while resting her head on her knees.

      He normally gave people time and did his best not to pressure them, but in this case, Sylver also wasn’t in the mood to talk.

      Sylver summoned what few corpse parts he had left and used the few remaining clone pieces to restore the skin on his face and gave himself enough teeth that he wouldn’t feel embarrassed when smiling.

      As he mentally prepared a checklist of components he would need when he returned to his workshop in Arda, he suddenly got an idea.

      Sylver summoned the corpses of red and orange robe and focused on the tips of his fingers. A tiny piece of fungus appeared on all of his five fingers, and within a couple of seconds, grew until they met in Sylver’s palm.

      He had considered all the time he spent trying to create a fairy ring as a teleportation device a waste of time, but now that he had been given a couple of tips by his [Novice Chloromancy] perk, he saw all of his failed attempts under a new light.

      Normally, he would have been overjoyed at such an idea. But the fact the system was almost entirely responsible for it, spoiled the whole thing. It was tainted, the way a tiny speck of dark green mold inside the breadbasket tainted the whole loaf.

      As Sylver allowed the strains to get acquainted with one another in the palm of his hand, for whatever reason he decided he was done being upset about it.

      He’d never complained about using magic he stole from his enemies in the past, so why was he being so self-deprecating now? Even if the system was 100% responsible for every “bright idea” of his, so what?

      If anything, it would make eventually cracking it open all the better. Sylver knew firsthand just how painful it was to be killed by your own weapon. The fact that the system would be completely responsible for what he ended up doing to it wasn’t something to be upset over.

      It was almost worth celebrating.

      Sylver already knew it was possible to work outside the system. All the evidence he ever needed was sitting a couple meters away from him, quietly sulking about something she didn’t feel comfortable sharing.

      He’d never complained when the warriors he was fighting waited for him to get back to his feet, or in a couple of cases, threw him one of their weapons since they destroyed Sylver’s. To keep things “fair” or “honorable.”

      Well, he complained after he killed them, but never during or before.

      The fungus in his palm resisted his alterations, it was almost fighting him, but it was an ant trying to stop a mighty river from flowing.

      He felt a warning buzz in the back of his skull as he summoned a single [Corpse Blossom] seed into his hand. The buzzing remained, even as Sylver forced the mixture in his palm to attack the tiny pip.

      It felt stupid to say it, but the seed felt angry as it tried to disappear out of Sylver’s hand. A wave of revulsion passed through Sylver for a fraction of a second, as if he was witnessing some sort of unspeakable horror. But the feeling wasn’t his, it was something someone had tried forcing onto him and failed spectacularly.

      The buzzing at the back of his head retreated, the way the sea might retreat before a tsunami. Somehow, he could tell it wasn’t going to come crashing down on him.

      The system pulled back its arm, to see if he would flinch, but Sylver quite simply ignored it and continued trying to crossbreed his custom-made fungus and the magical seed the system so gracefully provided him.

      Sylver couldn’t feel the primal energy of the seed, but he could feel the fungus’ primal energy interacting with the seed’s primal energy. And while for most people that would be the equivalent of trying to pick a lock using a puppet controlled by strings, Sylver wasn’t most people.

      He spent a while just staring at the mixture, and with every failed attempt, got closer and closer to cracking open this system-given nut.

      There wasn’t any lightning, or thunder, or even a satisfying sound, as Sylver’s microscopic mycelium found a metaphorical crack in the seed and tore it open.

      It melted into the shimmering mess of fungus.

      The mixture of fungi changed from a dark green to a sickly yellow, and as Sylver poked and prodded the structure of its primal energy, changed once again into an alarmingly bright shade of orange.

      It had the consistency of warm honey, with a similarly slimy sheen.

      Sylver crouched next to red robe’s body and touched the man’s throat with the hand coated in bright orange fungi.

      It wasn’t as quick as Sylver would have liked, but the important thing was that it was thorough. Once it found the first vein, it followed the blood vessel to the heart, and then the brain. Sylver maintained contact with it, and with every dead end, adjusted the structure and instructions.

      And yet, even as the orange honey-like fungi pulsed with life and began to sprout, the system still didn’t have a snappy name for the mushroom.

      Sylver pulled his hand away, and the orange glove-shaped mushroom disappeared into red robe’s chest. The corpse made a hissing noise as the mushroom continued to slowly spread into every single muscle, bone, and organ.

      With a sound that almost sounded like a scream, the man’s mouth began to open. Red tendrils climbed out, and looked a bit like fuzzy hair, as they gradually covered the man’s face, and made it look like his bright red beard had grown upward.

      The hair-like tendrils reacted to Sylver as he stretched his hand toward them. They slithered up his fingers like tiny snakes, and one by one wrapped themselves around his fingers and hand. With every escaping bright red worm, the man’s corpse popped, fizzed, and sloshed, as the fungus absorbed and processed every inch of flesh and bone into the equivalent of a healing potion.

      Sylver watched as his hand gained layer after layer of muscles, tendons, nerves, blood vessels, and finally, skin, and nails. With every tendril that escaped the man’s mouth, his body contracted, his skin folded up, and his arms and legs were retracted into his torso.

      By the time Sylver had a fully formed hand and wrist, the only thing left of the red-robe wearing man was a deflated bag of brittle bones.

      Sylver clicked his tongue as he pulled his sleeve up, and saw that he had a hand, but everything between his shoulder and wrist was empty bone.

      
        
        [Mutating Override (III) Proficiency increased to 97%!]

      

      

      “I should have started with my face…” Sylver said as he experimentally closed his hand into a fist and opened it. Aside from the fact it looked like he was wearing a glove made of skin, there weren’t any problems.

      Sylver repeated the process with orange robe, and managed to completely fix his face, ears, and even some of the damage inside his throat.

      It wasn’t perfect, and the conversion rate was understandably terrible given the differences in density, but Sylver now had a way of healing himself.

      His shattered bones were still a problem, as were the shards of metal embedded inside, but at least his soft and fleshy parts could be fixed in a matter of minutes.

      Provided he had enough corpses.

      Even now he could feel the system buzzing in the back of his skull, like a bee behind a thick glass window. Apparently, the fact that Sylver meddled with it so indirectly meant it couldn’t interfere with him.

      He’d used the [Corpse Blossom] seed the system provided him, the [Alive Aloe] specifically, and perverted its constitution increasing effect into the equivalent of a healing potion.

      The reason the system hadn’t rendered him comatose from the attempt was because Sylver didn’t have the faintest clue how the constitution increasing effect occurred, and simply directed it at the fungus, which was partially made of Sylver’s flesh.

      He knew the system really didn’t like his creation, when he discovered he couldn’t use [Seed Store] on it. Not that it mattered, since Sylver could do it again using the same five mushrooms, not to mention the fact he had already mixed the spores into his bloodstream and could summon the bright orange fungus on command.

      Sylver continued experimenting with the invasive fungus and the other four seeds [Corpse Blossom] provided him while he waited for Will to bring them home.
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        * * *

      

      At some point during the joinery, Sylver remembered he had 10 attribute points to distribute, but he wanted to consult Faust on something before he used them.

      The way those cultivators managed to slither past his perception wasn’t normal. He would have known if they were teleporting, and simply being fast didn’t mean he wouldn’t be able to sense them.

      Mora was still asleep by the time they reached the area the Blue Tiger sect controlled. Sylver didn’t understand the specifics, but she was experiencing something akin to backlash from using her string to trap the blue-robe heir.

      In an odd way, Sylver was happy to hear that. He wasn’t happy that his companion was exhausted, but it was akin to discovering that you and a close friend were both allergic to the same thing.

      Sylver had Spring walk ahead of him, and he gave the skin suit wearing shade a crude bright blue mask to wear as he approached the main house of the Blue Tiger sect. Both Sylver and Spring spent a while walking around the area to scout it out.

      Sylver had planned to have the two corpses show up in a semi-respectful way, but as he leaned down to inspect a copper serving tray and felt a piece of metal drag against his spine, he changed his mind.

      Spring entered a public bathroom, snapped a tiny [Bound Bone] that contained the two corpses, removed his skin suit, assimilated it into himself, then returned to Sylver’s shadow.

      There was utter chaos as a man desperate to piss discovered the two partially mutilated heirs sitting on the toilet and screamed loud enough that Sylver didn’t even need a shade to confirm the bodies had been found.

      Sylver mixed himself into the crowd, as much as possible given his height and appearance, and while one group ran toward the screaming, Sylver joined the other group that was quickly moving away from the screaming. Once he was outside the area owned by the Blue Tiger sect, Sylver made sure no one was following him and headed for Faust’s sect.
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        * * *

      

      The fact the barrier was weak enough for Spring to almost pass through it worried Sylver, but he chose to remain optimistic.

      But as he walked through the barrier to Faust’s sect, as usual, his optimism was stomped on.

      When he left, the sect was composed of a walled-up piece of land, with a beautiful double gate serving as the entrance. Inside there was a one to two-story building, if you count the roof. More recently, a bunch of martial arts practice equipment had been built into the wonderfully green grass on either side of the path in the middle.

      What Sylver was looking at right now, couldn’t even be described as ruins.

      There was an enormous tear in the ground like someone had ripped the earth open. Debris of the completely destroyed building was littered throughout the opening, along with Faust’s training things, and thanks to [Dead Dominion], Sylver could also tell that there was blood down in the fissure.

      There was a ringing in his ears, as he felt a tightness form within his chest. Ria was saying something, but the only thing Sylver could focus on was the destruction someone had brought to the place he considered his temporary home.

      The home he forced his way into and accepted the responsibility for, which had been torn to irreparable shreds. Sylver tried to take a deep breath, but he had neither the lungs nor the calmness required for such an action.

      It wasn’t even anger he felt right now, anger was⁠—

      Sylver’s neck made a cracking noise as Ria forcibly turned his head. A man dressed in black with a white mask shaped like a skull was standing near him, and it took Sylver an embarrassingly long time to compose himself enough to hear what the boy was saying.

      “Master Faust has asked me to escort you to the new sect,” the boy said.

      Sylver kept his gaze fixed on the boy’s eyes, and gradually turned his body to him.

      “What?” Sylver asked, and with every second cooled down enough to think straight.

      “We have moved, Master Sylver. Master Faust has asked me to escort you to the new sect headquarters,” the boy repeated.

      “Lead the way,” Sylver answered and unclenched his fists.

      Sylver vaguely recognized the boy, even with the mask and concealing dark bathrobe-like clothing he was wearing. He wasn’t certain which one he was exactly, but he could tell by his soul he was one of the kids from Faust’s sect, and not just a random kid wearing the sort of thing people expect “necromancers” to wear.

      The black robe was fine, that was a very fair stereotype, but the skull-shaped mask almost felt like he was mocking him. All of Sylver’s masks were an oval shape, and if they were carved, they never resembled a skull.

      But the mask the kid was wearing looked as if someone had scaled down one of Sylver’s plain white masks to fit a child’s head and carved it into the shape of a skull. Sylver also saw that the boy wasn’t wearing his wooden carving on his arm and was instead wearing it on his hip.

      They walked in silence. Sylver had questions, a lot of questions, but he decided to save them for Faust. The suns had finished setting by the time they reached the new sect headquarters.

      The entrance was a brilliant green, with a giant white skull carved into the painted wood. Two fully grown adult guards stood on either side of the entrance, and after a nod from the boy in front of Sylver, moved to open the gates.

      Similar to the old place, the new one had blood splattered everywhere. There was blood soaked into the grassy ground, on some of the roofs, between some of the stones in the path, and inside the thick wooden walls, which were in the process of being repaired.

      Sylver lost count of the number of white skulls he saw as he followed the boy toward a five-story building, but he also saw a familiar symbol a couple of times as well.

      Although the color was different.

      Once again, two guards opened the doors for them, and Sylver saw a one-armed Faust choking on his tea when he saw Sylver standing there. His left sleeve had been folded and sewn shut so the stump wasn’t visible. He was also wearing an eyepatch on his right eye, and there was a line of very poorly sewn stitches on his neck.

      He was missing a piece of his right ear, and while Faust did look good with a shaved head, the burn mark on his temple ruined it.

      Faust coughed into his only hand while Sylver stared at him.

      “Do you want the short version or the long version?” Faust asked as he wiggled his stump toward the table, and a cup levitated to the empty seat and was filled by a similarly floating tea kettle.

      “Why a skull of all things?” Sylver asked as he walked over to the table, and with a flick of his hand, created a chair for Ria and Faust to sit on.

      Faust managed to look simultaneously ashamed and completely unconcerned.

      “I thought it would be… Look, I’ll be a hundred percent real with you, I was in a very strange headspace when I took this place over, and it didn’t occur to me how the skull thing would look. But by the time I realized it, half the servants already had it tattooed on their foreheads, and my thought process was that the symbol doesn’t really matter, so why not a white skull?” Faust explained as Sylver pinched the bridge of his nose.

      “Aren’t you going to ask how I did all of this?” Faust asked, as Sylver kept his head down, and tried to wish away the migraine forming inside his head.

      Spring spoke in Sylver’s place.

      “They attacked you, you defended yourself, and then you came here, killed their leader, and now you own everything they used to own,” Spring explained, making himself comfortable in a seat.

      “I mean… yes, but it was a whole thing. I sacrificed my arm, Michael nearly died, even Xalibur and Dog had their moment… You were gone for a week, and I managed to conquer a Green sect! I caught a sword with my teeth, Syl. You should have seen me, I was magnificent. All that shit Bruno said about feeling more alive than ever before, I finally get it,” Faust explained.

      “All the fights I fought before, win, lose, my heart was never in it. I didn’t care, but now… You really should have seen me, I had the whole underdog thing going, I was outnumbered, they had better equipment, I didn’t even have a sword, and I still won. I’ve never slept well, I don’t remember if I ever told you that, but I slept like a log after this, Syl,” Faust continued, as he enthusiastically waved his hand around.

      “You said servants, are they actually servants or are they slaves?” Ria asked.

      Faust refused to calm down and seemed like he was going to explode if he didn’t have someone to tell his epic tale of conquest.

      Which, if you summarized it, was the story of one guy beating up a bunch of other guys.

      Riveting stuff.

      “Honestly, both, kinda. They’re technically speaking my property, but the land their houses are on is owned by them, and I think they are allowed to sell that land to other servants, but I haven’t really looked into it. I doubled everyone’s wages, salaries, what have you, and apart from a couple of families, everyone seems content to stay here. To be perfectly honest with you, I’m not all that sure what they do?” Faust explained with a confused look on his face.

      “Is there going to be revenge or something? Is the Blue Mongoose sect going to attack you?” Sylver asked, as he stopped pinching the bridge of his nose, and straightened his back.

      “Nope, I won this place fair and square… They might attack you, specifically, for being a witch and all that. I recommend going somewhere public with that elf healer you mentioned. Make it look like you have friends in high places. How did it go with your thing?” Faust asked as he looked Sylver up and down, and despite Sylver’s best efforts, could tell he wasn’t doing too hot.

      “Pretty standard… You might have to fight a cultivator wielding an ancient [Hero]s artifact in a couple of weeks, possibly months, maybe days,” Sylver explained. Faust’s eye widened at his words.

      “Ah… So we’ve both been busy,” Faust said, in a tone that suggested the thing he had been busy with was as interesting as the thing Sylver had been busy with.

      Sylver laughed to himself, as he got exactly the non-reaction he expected from a man who used to be a [Hero].

      “I need to patch myself up. Is there a private place for me to do that, while you tell me how exactly you conquered a whole sect within a week?” Sylver asked.

      Once again, there was something almost childlike in Faust’s smile.

      As Faust led Sylver to the fifth floor, which had been converted into a room/workshop for Sylver, he began explaining how it was a calm and ordinary day when the entrance was smashed open.
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      Sylver adjusted the collar of his robe while Faust finished pulling the last piece of blue jade out of the sword hilt Sylver had given him.

      In hindsight, Sylver should have saved his trick with the orange fungus until after he was done pulling all the metal shards out of himself.

      His skin looked as if a zebra and a dalmatian had a child, and then someone pushed it through a meat grinder.

      It wasn’t the threads that made him look like this, it was the fact that his skin was pearl white, and his blood was just short of pitch-black. Every tiny cut and bruise stood out like someone spilled ink on snow.

      His right arm looked like a chessboard, and his legs like marble. Most of the damage was in his torso, the upper half specifically, but the fact Sylver had been pushed out of his body, had spread the metal shards around.

      It was like putting your shoes on, while your foot is covered in sand.

      In fact, the metal still stuck inside his body was itchy in much the same way sand tended to be, except more similar to shattered glass, or several internal wooden splinters. Sylver had successfully cleaned out the area around his spine and joints, but he would have to wait for the rest to come out naturally.

      “By any chance, is there a Ki technique to create a powerful magnetic force?” Sylver asked, as Faust tapped the handle and uncovered the blue jade inside.

      “There is, but it has more to do with manipulating a single weapon, as opposed to pulling out tiny pieces of metal. More importantly, it wouldn’t work on this, Jet Steel isn’t magnetic,” Faust explained, indicating the remains of the blade that had belonged to one of the men Sylver killed.

      “Jet Steel?” Sylver asked.

      Faust had used that word earlier, but he was more interested in telling his story than explaining himself.

      The man’s storytelling abilities weren’t awful, but they weren’t great either. The biggest issue was that the focus of his story was wrong.

      Sylver wasn’t interested in what set of moves Faust used to defeat unnamed sword wielder number eleven, because they could all be summed up with “I swung my sword harder and faster than the other guy.”

      Granted, hearing the thought process of an ancient cultivator that was proficient in all types of martial arts, weapons, and techniques might have been interesting, but not when Sylver was the one listening.

      Admittedly, Sylver was slightly biased. Although, he wasn’t wrong. Once you’ve fought one cultivator, you’ve fought them all.

      Sure, sometimes, they do something unexpected, like breathing fire, sprouting wings, or their sword transforms into a metallic copy of them, but those are rare, the vast majority of cultivators either use a sword or their fists and rely on pure strength and speed.

      In their defense, it’s usually more than enough to defeat everything in their way.

      Until it isn’t.

      The outcome of a fight between two cultivators can usually be predicted by comparing the difference in physical abilities and experience. And while this wasn’t universally true, the fact they were bound by honor, typically meant there wasn’t a whole lot of cheating.

      Now, it wasn’t as if fights between mages were always interesting. There are only so many times you can watch two men flying around shooting fireballs at each other before you get bored.

      When two mages that use the same magic get into a fight, it always ends up looking like a game of badminton. They just throw shards of ice at one another until one of them runs out of mana.

      Cultivators focused on the area inside of their bodies, while mages focused on the area outside of their bodies. There are a limited number of ways to move your arm around, but a near-infinite number of spells a mage could use to affect his surroundings.

      Fire, air, water, earth, darkness, light, lightning, lava, ice, smoke, healing, death magic, the book of Known Magical Affinities was so gargantuan that it had to be divided into twelve parts!

      Even then, every single book was thick enough to be used as a weapon. Magic might not always be as flashy as cultivation, but there was so much variety that it didn’t matter.

      Even the alchemy cultivators’ practice usually ended up creating a potion or a pill that resulted in them eventually punching harder.

      As a mage, Sylver, a low tier alchemist, knew how to make a potion that turned the drinker into a five hundred-meter tall tentacle monster that shot lasers from its forty-two tentacles.

      “Jet Steel is the local name, I always called it a Wave Blade. The two metal alloys are mixed in such a way that when you channel Ki through them, the Ki exits the edges in waves. The end result is essentially an extremely fast sawing motion. Theoretically, given enough Ki, it could cut through literally anything. I saw a whip made out of this material once, you wouldn’t believe how much of a hassle it was to deal with,” Faust explained.

      “I can imagine…” Sylver said as Faust continued carefully carving away the wood the blue jade crystal was embedded in.

      “You want to know how they managed to move in a way that you couldn’t react to them,” Faust said after a few seconds of silence.

      Going by his tone, he’d hoped Sylver had questions about his story. And, again, it wasn’t a bad story, it just wasn’t very interesting to Sylver.

      Faust’s nameless sect was attacked. He defended everyone. The people who attacked him said they were the elite, and Faust decided since he already defeated their elite, it would be a piece of cake to defeat everyone left.

      He was half right. Those guys might have been the elites, but the Green Mongoose sect still had a fuckton of cultivators. Luckily, the kids under Faust’s care were in pretty good shape thanks to his efforts and backed him up in what ended up being a lengthy battle.

      They won, took the cultivators they defeated as hostages, and spared their lives in exchange for their whole entire sect. Then they used the funds in the sect’s storeroom to pay off the debts of Faust’s sect and founded a brand new, debt-free sect in the territory previously belonging to the Green Mongoose sect.

      Sylver was a bit confused on that part but wasn’t curious enough to ask for details.

      The long and short of it was that Faust conquered a piece of land, and under the laws of this place, now owned it. Because the children ended up helping him in the fight, they accepted payment for their help without any complaint and had enough to bury most of their dead comrades.

      There were still a few who hadn’t been buried, but it was just a matter of time until the child that felt responsible for paying that specific burial debt earned enough jade to pay it off.

      “Was it like this?” Faust’s body became see-through, and a split second later, Sylver felt him appear behind him, as the see-through body still sitting down disappeared.

      “Or like this?” An after image casually walked five steps forward, but all the while felt that Faust was already standing in the spot the after image ended up at.

      “Or like this?” Faust asked, and his body became blurry, and Sylver felt the same pillowy sensation near his shoulder when Faust appeared behind him.

      “That one, how are you doing that?” Sylver asked as an annoyingly coy smile appeared on Faust’s face.

      “Is this really your first time seeing this? How low level were the cultivators you fought in the past?” Faust asked.

      Sylver tried to remember the name that kid with the white eyebrows used.

      “The Lorr Rank Monarch?” Sylver said, and Faust’s smirk fell off his face and was replaced by a pale look of utter disbelief.

      “The Lorr Rank Monarch,” Faust repeated.

      Sylver felt the life leave the man’s body and was caught off guard by the amount of confusion emanating from him.

      “He had very bushy white eyebrows,” Sylver added.

      “Holy shit…” Faust whispered.

      There was a strange moment of silence, as Faust plain and simple couldn’t wrap his head around Sylver defeating someone that powerful.

      “Wait!” Faust said a little too loud. “What color were his eyes?”

      Sylver sifted through his memories. “They… one was blue and the other was orange?”

      Faust lowered his head into his hands. “Holy shit…” Faust repeated while Sylver shrugged. Faust looked up at the stitched-together corpse. “Is he dead, or…”

      “Very dead, yes. He had some sort of reincarnation thing going on, but I put a stop to it. I’m trying to remember if I attacked him, or if he attacked us… The Ibis was on good terms with most high-ranking cultivators…” Sylver explained as he consulted his memories.

      “You killed the Lorr Rank Monarch…” Faust repeated as if Sylver had said something absurd.

      “I’m pretty sure he attacked us… I had Rook with me, and back then I only took him with me when there was an active threat… No, wait… I remember, his disciple attacked us, and then we attacked him. He sent us a message swearing revenge after we killed his disciple, and Aether teleported me right into the cave he was hiding in,” Sylver explained with the casualness a person would use when discussing a particularly average lunch.

      “Was he strong?” Ria asked.

      She hadn’t said a word since Faust started telling his story, and had stayed with Mora in the corner the large horse-shaped monster had chosen to build her regenerative cocoon in.

      Faust lifted his face out of his hands and first stared at Ria, and then almost reluctantly stared at Sylver.

      “The Lorr Rank Monarch is a demigod 10th tier Archmage equivalent…” Faust said. Sylver made the choice not to comment on Faust’s comparison and forced his face to remain peacefully neutral. “How did he die?”

      Sylver scratched his chin. “He survived my attempt to disintegrate the mountain, and then… He had a sword made out of lead, killed a couple of my wraiths, and then… I remember sealing his soul to prevent it from moving into a new body… I don’t think it was instant death magic, but… I’ll be honest with you, Faust, I don’t remember.”

      Faust stared at him with the strangest mixture of disbelief, awe, and a bit of resentment.

      “How can you not remember?” Faust asked with unfiltered astonishment and bitterness.

      “Must not have been a very interesting fight. Maybe I did kill him with instant death magic, I’ll ask Edmund when I find him. He was there as backup because I distinctly remember him whining about not doing anything on the trip back, and he brought the wrong wine,” Sylver explained with a note of annoyance.

      Faust continued staring at him for a full ten seconds before he chose to pretend Sylver hadn’t said anything and moved on from the conversation entirely.

      “It’s called Rifting. At least, that’s the most common name for it. I’ve also heard it called Bubbling, Snorkeling, and Sliding. There are variations, as you just saw, but the basis of them all is the same,” Faust explained.

      “Is it a Skill or a Perk?” Sylver asked and Faust shook his head.

      “Neither. It’s not really a technique, it’s more of a… You wouldn’t describe walking a certain way as a technique, right?” Faust asked.

      “How do I stop it?” Sylver asked.

      “You don’t. I mean, since you’re incapable of sensing Ki, once it’s started, you won’t be able to stop it. The only thing you can do is either predict what they’re going to do or prevent them from getting into it,” Faust explained.

      “Can you explain what you mean by ‘getting into it?’ And is this something anyone can do?” Sylver asked.

      Faust wiggled his stump at him, and Sylver felt something extremely soft rub against his torso.

      “Can you feel that?” Faust asked. Sylver touched the area in question and could feel something there.

      “What is it?” Sylver asked, as Faust lowered his stump, and once again became blurry and appeared directly in front of Sylver.

      “In places with a high concentration of Ki, the Ki can sometimes clump together, for lack of a better word. Bruno told me you have the same thing with mana, but it’s on a bigger scale. It’s why going from Arda to Torg takes longer than going from Torg to Arda. Sort of the same thing here,” Faust explained

      He once again became blurry, and Sylver realized a half second later one of the daggers floating around inside his robe was missing and was now in Faust’s hand.

      “Does time dilate when you’re inside those clumps?” Sylver asked.

      Sylver’s dagger was in his hand now, but his left boot had been taken off and was being held by Faust.

      “It depends on the amount of Ki in the bubble, and how much skill the person Rifting has. One minute is the limit. But it takes a lifetime to get to on minute, even I can barely do forty seconds. From what I’ve witnessed, and going by your description of their attack, they can do around four to five seconds,” Faust explained, as Sylver’s boot was back on his foot, but the dagger he’d been holding was replaced by a pencil.

      “What are the weaknesses of this thing?” Sylver asked, and felt a very weak trace of Faust’s soul as he disappeared and repeated in front of him.

      The pencil was gone, and Sylver’s dagger was back in his hand.

      “A single Ki bubble can only be used a handful of times. The bigger the bubble, the more times it can be used, but again, it depends heavily on the user’s ability. It’s also really difficult to stop something already moving,” Faust said, as Sylver raised an eyebrow.

      “So as long as I don’t stand still, they won’t be able to get me?”

      “No, they will. But the Ki bubbles aren’t spherical, they can be tall, wide, thin, in a spiral, rectangular, you get the gist. So if your hand is moving forward, to cut your hand, they would need to move their sword along the same axis your hand is moving, but in the opposite direction. What can sometimes happen, is that there isn’t enough room for them to maneuver their blade to move opposite your hand’s direction,” Faust explained.

      “But since I have no idea what the shape of the bubble I’m standing in is, I can’t position myself to minimize the amount of room they have,” Sylver said.

      He felt a fizzing sensation on his exposed face as Faust stomped his foot as if he’d missed a step.

      “And now the bubble you’re in can’t be used for Rifting. But yes,” Faust said.

      “Can more than one person use a bubble at the same time?” Sylver asked.

      “Nope. It’s first come, first served. You also might have noticed I could only Rift from very specific places. It’s where the name comes from. You can only enter a bubble from the edge of the bubble. But the good news is that most cultivators won’t be able to Rift as seamlessly as me. You’ll see them take a deep breath or stay perfectly still for a moment before they start trying to Rift,” Faust said.

      “How vulnerable are they during that moment?” Sylver asked, and Faust nodded approvingly.

      “Almost completely defenseless. You can’t maintain a Ki barrier while Rifting. Also, it takes a lot of Ki for normal cultivators to enter a Rift. More importantly, every single step and swing costs ten times what it would outside of a bubble. It feels like moving through an extremely viscous and invisible jelly. Which is why I have some good news,” Faust said.

      “If I have enough hard materials around me, the person attacking will run out of strength cutting through them… So, decoys and obstacles… I’m surprised they managed to cut through my bulletproof robe though…” Sylver mumbled as the daggers and darts inside his robe floated out of it and shaped themselves into a Sylver-shaped cage around him.

      “Oh, that was thanks to the Wave Blades. It’s ridiculously expensive in terms of Ki, but you can’t deny it’s a deadly combination,” Faust said.

      They both turned their heads toward the door that lead to the stairs just a couple of seconds before someone knocked on it.

      “Enter,” Faust said.

      A child dressed in black with a skull-shaped mask opened the door and threw an envelope at Faust, who caught it between two fingers.

      Faust ran his nail along the edge of the envelope and read the letter inside.

      “Your new friends are requesting a meeting. At sunrise, inside a tea shop called The Parched Parrot. Do you think I scared her off?” Faust asked, as Sylver took the letter from him and read through it, just in case.

      “Who?” Sylver asked.

      “The hottie who came last time,” Faust said.

      Sylver folded the letter up and disappeared it into his [Bound Bones] storage as he looked at the one-armed cultivator.

      “What are you… Oh, ok, the nine-point-five crazy woman. Did you do anything to scare her off?” Sylver asked.

      “Not that I’m aware of…” Faust answered.

      “Alright…” Sylver said.

      “I didn’t,” Faust repeated as if Sylver had accused him of something.

      “I’m leaving Mora here until she’s fully recovered. If you could bring her some goats or pigs or something, I would appreciate it. She isn’t fond of eating animals, but I’m all out of human corpses,” Sylver said.

      Sylver patted Mora’s cocoon, and the large horse-shaped monster made a noise similar to a whistle in response. Getting back into her large horse body had been difficult, and the unbreakable threads she’d used took a heavy toll on her.
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        * * *

      

      Sylver adjusted the bandage around his eyes as he leaned back in his seat and finished his fifth cup of tea. His hood was up to hide the scarring on the side of his face, and he had a white strip of cloth wrapped around his eyes to help him blend in.

      Now that Faust’s sect was a thing, wearing black robes wasn’t odd. The white skull that symbolized Faust’s sect that hung on Sylver’s shoulder felt a bit ridiculous, but he wasn’t going to complain too much.

      Just as Sylver was about to pour himself another cup of tea from the teapot at his table, a server walked up and replaced Sylver’s cup with an empty cup—there was a tiny note inside. He briefly touched the piece of paper with the tip of his finger, then headed for the men’s bathroom.

      He did as the note said, walked into the second stall, and still fully dressed, sat down on the wooden toilet. Sylver fiddled around with the multiple layers of soul armor around his body while he waited, until eventually, he heard the sound of a large stone being moved.

      He looked up to where a panel had been removed from the wooden ceiling, and a hand was gesturing for him to follow. Sylver used his [Bracelet of the Aurai] to create steps in the air for him and walked up them. Eventually he had to get onto his stomach to fit in the tight crawl space.

      Silently, he followed the man crawling ahead of him, and they reached a ladder. Sylver let his robe do the climbing down the ladder for him.

      He kept his shades in his shadow, on account of feeling something strange in the tunnels around him. The ground, ceiling, and walls were all made out of dirt someone had compressed as they dug the tunnels. A tiny lantern with a flickering weak flame sat on the ground at the bottom of the ladder.

      The man Sylver was following picked it up, and without a word, began to walk.

      There was something odd about the dirt the tunnels were composed of. Sylver could feel with his [Advanced Earth Manipulation] someone was actively channeling Ki through the walls.

      As the breeze Sylver felt changed directions, he realized someone was moving these tunnels around and were constantly altering the path the man in front of Sylver was taking.

      Sylver had tried to spar with Faust, but the end result was always the same. The moment Faust successfully entered the bubble Sylver’s body was occupying, it was over.

      It wasn’t over, over. Even if Faust tore Sylver to pieces, he still couldn’t do anything about his indestructible ribcage. But as he had said, Sylver’s only real options were to stop him before he entered the bubble, make him waste his energy on decoys and armor, or somehow predict his movements and catch him.

      The last part was due to the fact that it was very difficult to change direction while inside a bubble. Usually what happened is that the cultivator ran toward his target, then a bit to the side, entered the Rift, and as he slid forward, turned toward his target and attacked.

      Hypothetically, if Sylver figured out which direction his attacker was going to slide toward, he could stick out his hand to catch them. It’s what he had done with the blue-robe heir when he caught his sword. The problem with that was there was still more than enough wiggle room inside the bubble for his opponent to avoid him.

      Faust speculated that blue robe was simply inexperienced and wasn’t able to see what he was doing clearly. Purple robe, on the other hand, wasn’t that far off from being a master. The technique he used to push Sylver’s ribcage out of his torso sounded rather advanced, according to Faust at least.

      With all that in mind, Sylver decided he would prefer to have a bit more MP than speed.
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      The man Sylver was following flinched, as Sylver quietly rolled his head and hands until the altered mana channels finished settling in.

      They walked, and walked, and eventually reached a room made of carved runes. Sylver could feel the barrier disconnect him from the space outside as he stepped through the small doorway.

      The room was barely tall enough for Sylver to stand at his full height, the top of his hood brushed against the ceiling. He bent his knees a little so it didn’t get pulled back as he walked.

      Inside the room were several pillows strewn around the floor, and as the door behind Sylver was closed, he walked over to the pillows and sat down. He rested his back on the wall, and faced the only way in, or out, of the room.

      Sylver scratched his cheek as wave after wave of exploratory Ki washed over his body, and with every second, increased in intensity. It took him a while to realize the Ki wasn’t looking at him, and when he felt a soul very briefly brush against his soul sense and was pulled away, he realized the room had kicked out one of those invisible ghost’s Chrys had shown Sylver.

      Five minutes passed before the door Sylver was staring at opened, and a grey-faced Bear/Owl walked in, followed closely by a bloodied and bruised Wolf.

      Wolf helped Owl sit down, and for a moment, Sylver forgot that he was supposed to be afraid of these two people. They just looked like two old men, the kind that would play chess in the garden on a sunny day. One was massive and wide, while the other was small and stringy.

      “This is Hound,” Owl said with a gesture at Wolf.

      Wolf/Hound gave Sylver his signature smile, full of teeth, with the sort of expression that made him look as if he was about to growl at him.

      But Hound’s heart wasn’t in it. There wasn’t any genuine anger in his eyes. As if Hound thought his very presence would cause the [Necromancer] in front of him to shit himself, and anything else would be wasted effort.

      He doesn’t recognize me…

      Sylver continued his silent staring match with Hound and chose to be the first to break eye contact.

      “In exchange for rescuing Fobur Plateforged, we want you to help us defeat the recently appointed emperor,” Owl said.

      “Oh…” Sylver said.
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      An entire minute of dead silence passed since Owl said they wanted him to help them defeat the new emperor.

      A faint smile tugged at the edges of Owl’s mouth, while Hound continued staring at Sylver as if expecting him to lunge at them. Even if Hound didn’t think the man sitting in front of him was a threat, he still took his job seriously.

      “So?” Owl asked.

      Sylver placed his hands in his lap as he leaned forward slightly.

      “You’re a very fortunate man if all the people you dealt with agreed to help you kill an emperor without asking questions,” Sylver said, and the faint smile on Owl’s face turned into a full-blown grin.

      “Does it matter? You already have the blood of two innocent men on your hands. What’s one more?” Owl asked, getting a chuckle out of Sylver.

      “Guilt? Is that your angle? Since I already killed two innocent men, if I stop now, their deaths will be meaningless? Wouldn’t telling me they died for a good cause work better? Tell me the current emperor is a demon wearing a man’s skin. That in his free time he rapes, tortures, that he’s a vicious animal who hates the things I love, and loves the things I hate,” Sylver said with an almost bored tone of voice.

      Oddly enough there wasn’t any change in Owl’s face or his soul.

      Hound probably wouldn’t have heard a word Sylver had said, even if he wasn’t deaf. He was fixated on Sylver, the way a starving dog would be fixated on a giant slab of meat. His grey hair was tied in a firm ponytail, which made his face look sharper than it actually was.

      “I don’t need to convince you, because I know what kind of person you are,” Owl answered.

      Sylver rolled his eyes and could almost hear the muscles tighten in Hound’s neck.

      “Sure you do,” Sylver said.

      “You care deeply about the people you consider friends and are completely disinterested in the lives of those you don’t. I also know you don’t have any alternatives when it comes to saving Fobur Plateforged,” Owl explained.

      His grin gradually turned into a sly smile, despite Sylver’s unwavering blank stare.

      “Assuming that’s true, this is still the emperor we’re talking about. I’d like to know I’m not part of a suicide mission. Why do you want him dead?” Sylver asked.

      “You’re overestimating your involvement… How about this, we’ll tell you everything we expect from you, and after that, you can decide whether or not you’re comfortable with it,” Owl said. Sylver sat up and winced as he felt one of the stitches on his spine pull at his skin.

      “As long as you don’t say something like ‘now that we’ve told you our plan, you can either join us or die.’ Can you promise me you’re not going to say that?” Sylver asked.

      “That’s not how we do things. If you choose not to help us, you will be allowed to leave unharmed, no questions asked. But then you will have to find and rescue Fobur without our assistance,” Owl explained with just a hint of a laugh in his voice, and Sylver scrunched up his face.

      Sylver was pretending that Owl was talking about Edmund as opposed to Fobur, because for whatever reason they seemed to think that Sylver was willing to die for this Plateforged fellow. Which was good, because that meant their only bargaining chip was actually completely hollow.

      Sylver had to play pretend with them because he wouldn’t win against Hound.

      Difference in raw power aside, there was something about Hound that made Sylver’s gut twist into a knot. The last couple of times he’d had this feeling, he had been right to avoid fighting. And deeply regretted the rare times he’d ignored it.

      Sylver wasn’t even sure if winning was on the table.

      Sure, he couldn’t lose, but surviving and winning were not the same thing. If he knew what he was up against, maybe Sylver would risk a confrontation with Hound. As it stood, he had no choice but to resolve this kerfuffle without violence.

      “Alright,” Sylver said.

      “In a few hours, a man will cross the eastern border. He will be carrying a package. We want you to meet this man and swap a decoy package with his. You will then hold onto that package until the grand auction is over,” Owl said.

      “Are people going to try to steal that package from me?” Sylver asked, and Owl made a so-so gesture with his giant spade-sized hand.

      “If everything goes to plan, no. The package will be one of many. We hope that you will be overlooked and ignored, on account of being less, shall we say, prominent,” Owl explained.

      “Then what?” Sylver asked.

      “Then we will ask you to bring the package to a specific location.”

      “That’s it?” Sylver asked with a tired sigh.

      Great, they’re going to use this as blackmail to force me into doing other shit. Just what I needed.

      “Regarding your part in helping us defeat the emperor, yes. As for rescuing Fobur Plateforged, that is a bit more complicated,” Owl said, and Sylver gestured for him to carry on. “The head of the Blue Tiger sect will be found dead in his room in a week or so. He will have killed himself out of grief, on account of the death of his last two remaining heirs, and⁠—”

      “I was told the Blue Tiger sect had more than thirty heirs?” Sylver interrupted.

      “It used to, yes… After the head is found dead, a vigil will be held for him. High-ranking guards that defend the border and the location where Fobur is held, will have no choice but to abandon their duties to see to the burial of their sect head. The ones that remain will all be low level and inexperienced,” Owl explained.

      “So, I will be able to just walk in, grab Fobur, and walk out?” Sylver asked.

      “That’s the idea, yes. There are thirty people who will be breaking in at the same time as you, so your only job will be to find Fobur,” Owl said.

      What happens if I say no?

      Either they leave me alone, or try to kill me… If I attack them first, I could probably get enough blood to track them… Then again, Owl can teleport, and Hound is faster and stronger than I am…

      Do I lose anything if I agree to this? I’ll have to watch over a box containing a powerful weapon or something, but other than that? Faust can fight off the people coming after the box, which means corpses for me and XP for him.

      I’d have to go through with the jailbreak, but I could just walk in, look around, walk out, and say I found Fobur dead. Or I could rescue him, I’ve got enough of his blood to track him.

      Is there a way I could ask about the girl without letting them know why I want to find her?

      Sylver placed his palm flat against where his stomach used to be and was almost surprised to find it perfectly relaxed.

      “I have a few more questions,” Sylver said with a warm smile.
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        * * *

      

      Green curtains, green curtains, Sylver repeated to himself over and over again as he walked from one barrier-enclosed building to the next.

      He was looking for an abandoned building with dark green curtains. For whatever reason, even the “ghost town,” as Owl referred to it, still had perfectly functional barriers that required Sylver to physically walk from one building to the next.

      Spring was doing it too under the guise of his skinsuit, but even if Sylver could have multiple Springs, he only had the one skinsuit.

      He made a mental note to create more when he had time.

      “You’re going against the emperor, a man you yourself described to be ‘incredibly powerful,’ because your stomach didn’t hurt when you considered it?” Ria asked as if Sylver’s answer was going to change just because this was the fourth time she asked.

      “Once again, I am open to suggestions and alternatives. From where I’m standing, in exchange for moving a box from one place to another, I have an excuse to be around the Bucklers,” Sylver silently tapped out, even as Ria told him this house didn’t have green curtains either.

      He had initially tried to have her ride on Aleri to find the curtains that way, but enough of the houses had roofs that stuck out that Ria couldn’t see the windows, so they had to find it the old-fashioned way.

      “The healer elves?” Ria offered.

      In her defense, although she questioned Sylver’s digestive-based decision-making three times already, she always had a new idea.

      “I will obviously talk to Tarragon, but they wanted an answer right there and then, and I answered yes. If he knows something about the shield girl heir, good. But what if he doesn’t? Until we know for certain, we shouldn’t assume anything,” Sylver explained.

      They walked past ten buildings before Ria spoke again.

      “Why don’t they remember you? Do you not find that suspicious?”

      Sylver scratched his chin, as Spring informed him he hadn’t found the house with the green curtains.

      “They might have traded their memories away. Or it might be part of a ruse unrelated to me. Or it’s part of their master plan to deceive me. Honestly, Ria, stop trying to overthink everything. Sometimes weird shit happens, and it has nothing to do with you,” Sylver said, passing yet another house that lacked green curtains.

      “Alright… Do you actively decide not to worry about it, or is it natural?”

      “You get used to it. Or rather, you don’t have a choice when you have to multitask thousands of things. Worry about the things you can control and forget about the things you can’t. The moons don’t look right to me, Ria. Something is off about them, but I don’t know what. Can I do something about the moons looking weird? No. So I’m not going to waste my time thinking about it,” Sylver explained, as he leaned in through the barrier and told Spring to come back.

      “Weird how?” Ria asked, and Sylver rolled his eyes and started spreading his mana out to search the house.

      “Weird as in, there’s something off about them. I can’t be any more specific than that. The vast majority of my magic doesn’t require knowing the positions of the moons. I would go so far as to say it might be my imagination,” Sylver said. He used [Fog Form] to enter the house and materialized on the second floor.

      His shadow extended toward a pile of rubble and very gently pushed the bits of oddly heavy wood out of the way. Bit by bit, Sylver uncovered the package he was meant to carry to the eastern border.

      It looked like the kind of thing a bard would use to carry a delicate lute, except it was maybe three times as big. Sylver had to guess it was meant to contain a warhammer, battle ax, or a large spear, or maybe some sort of rectangular shield.

      As he used his [Deadly Darkness] shadow to stand the package up, he placed his hand on his face and massaged the area above his eyes.

      “They’ve got a 4th-tier mage working for them, fan-fucking-tastic…” Sylver said to no one in particular.

      His shadow placed the package upright against the wall. It was rectangular, a bit smaller than the size of a door, and thicker. It was covered in a very cheap-looking black leather, with scratched-up and rusty metal edges.

      There was a distinct piece of blank fabric wrapped around it as if it was a gift. The middle bit that would have been a bow instead had a wax-like seal in a very peculiar shade of red.

      Sylver crouched and moved his face closer to the wax seal until his nose was almost touching it.

      “Is this bad?” Ria asked.

      Sylver tapped the tip of his finger against the outer rim of the wax seal.

      “Assuming the decoy is identical to the real thing, they’ve got some really serious shit locked up in here,” Sylver said, as a tendril of [Necrotic Mutilation] extended out of his chest and began to wrap itself around the package.

      As Sylver stood back up, the package floated into the air and followed him as he began to walk down what remained of the stairs. It was only now that he noticed the weight distribution inside the thing was off.

      He spun it around while he walked, and it didn’t feel like any sword or shield that he knew of. Stranger still, the way the weight was spread out almost felt familiar. A thin layer of lead inside the package prevented him from peaking inside.

      The seal was fake, but Sylver was worried there was a trap inside that would let the man he was swapping packages with know he couldn’t be trusted.

      Sylver hid the large rectangular box floating above his head using an illusion, and while it wasn’t completely invisible, it was transparent enough that the few people out in the street this early in the morning didn’t notice it or pretended not to notice.
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        * * *

      

      Sylver arrived at the eastern gate with time to spare.

      Now that he was aware of this “Ki bubble” business, he was on guard for it. But the interaction between these Ki bubbles, and the primal energy Sylver was able to feel, was too faint for him to figure out where one bubble ended and the next started.

      The only thing he could sort of feel was when someone near him was inside one of these bubbles. Even then, it wasn’t perfect.

      Because if it was perfect, he would have noticed the fact that the transparent box leaning against the wall next to him had been replaced. He’d been watching it since the moment he had the thing in his possession, and even then, someone swapped the box out without him noticing.

      The only reason he even noticed the package was different, was because he leaned down to scratch his knee and accidentally touched the real 4th tier seal with his elbow.

      And while he was worried about the fact that someone had so easily bypassed his net of [Necrotic Mutilation], as he had explained to Ria, there was nothing he could do about it, so he wasn’t going to worry about it.

      It was bright enough outside now that the lamps had all been turned off, and people were waking up to go to work. Sylver had been watching the eastern gate like a hawk, but either the person who swapped the packages was already inside the city by the time Sylver got here or the group of guards guarding the entrance had failed at their jobs.

      Sylver didn’t have any misconceptions regarding the current limitations of his abilities, but having something he was actively looking after stolen right from under his nose, was embarrassing in a way that was difficult to put into words.

      Thankfully, Sylver had gotten somewhat accustomed to failure and wasn’t even that upset.

      Speed and Ki weren’t his specialties, so there was nothing wrong with someone running circles around him without him even noticing.

      Magic was his specialty.

      Like that poorly put together barely functional piece of shit 4th tier seal.

      As much as Sylver enjoyed the thought of cracking it open, just to prove he could, he had enough sense to swallow his pride.

      He twirled the large door-shaped box above his head as he made his way to Faust’s sect, as Ria quietly sat in the back of his robe. Since she spent the vast majority of her time back there, he had taken the time to weave a pocket of sorts for her, so she was comfortable.

      The two guards outside of Faust’s gates nodded at him as they swung the doors open and allowed him inside.

      Sylver didn’t bother using the stairs and simply jumped, landing on the roof of the main building. Spring opened the hatch for him, and as he descended into his workshop, he realized the large box he was carrying wasn’t going to fit.

      He gestured at the square hatch and pulled his hand toward himself, and the flat rectangular box tore through the small square hole. The shattered tile pieces smashed into even smaller pieces as they collided with the metal ladder and hard wooden floor.

      Sylver just looked at the pile of rubble he’d created and forced himself to calm down.

      “I take it, it didn’t go well?” Faust asked.

      Sylver turned to the man and saw that he was holding a ridiculously large bottle. It was as long as one of Sylver’s legs, and just as thick.

      “How many hoops have I been made to jump through at this point?” Sylver asked, thumbing at the package he’d been given and made it float over to him so he could sit down on it.

      “Let’s see… Two?” Faust guessed, as he used his thumb to flick the cork out and produced two large mugs seemingly out of nowhere.

      “It was a rhetorical question. But no, my trip to the ice place alone is at least a couple of hundreds hoops worth of jumping. And now I’ve got this thing,” Sylver said as he rapped the door-shaped box with his knuckle.

      “On the bright side⁠—”

      Faust stopped mid-sentence as both he and Sylver focused on the box Sylver was sitting on because it made a sound.

      Sylver stood and pressed his ear up to the box, and knocked three times on it.

      Something knocked back three times in response.

      Is this Aurick, or the shield heir girl?

      Or someone else?

      It’s about big enough for a small human to fit, or a very thin dwarf…

      “What’s in there?” Faust asked, as Sylver very, very gently placed the box down and ran his fingers along the edges.

      The way Owl had spoken about it, he had been certain there wouldn’t be anything alive inside. Owl didn’t say a word when Sylver asked if it was alright to bury it to hide it.

      Then again, if they have someone capable of crafting a 4th tier seal, a couple of life-supporting spells wouldn’t be that difficult in comparison.

      Sylver pressed his ear up to the box again.

      “One knock for yes, two knocks for no. Can you hear me?” Sylver asked.

      He heard a single knock, yes.

      “Can you talk?” Sylver asked.

      Two knocks, no.

      Sylver’s voice caught in his throat as he tried to figure out how to approach this.

      If this is Aurick, I need to pretend to be on their side, so Owl, Hound, and presumably Lion, don’t try to kill me. But why would they bring Aurick here in a box?

      On the other hand, if this is the shield heir girl, I need to get her on my side, so she cooperates and I can sterilize her. What can I ask that would⁠—

      “What’s your name!” Faust shouted at the box.

      Sylver, Ria, and Spring all turned to stare at the wise cultivator, who had enough power to take over an entire sect in a week.

      “Is everything alright with you?” Sylver asked with a gentle voice.

      Sylver felt physical pain in his stomach, as it took Faust too long to realize the problem with the question he just asked.

      Sylver did his best not to show it in his body language, but apparently, Faust could tell Sylver was looking at him while asking himself “this is my ally?”

      “I’m a bit under the influence,” Faust admitted, and Sylver chose to believe him.

      He very quietly stood up, and with a guiding hand on Faust’s shoulder, walked him toward the corner away from the box.

      “Do you have a technique to peek inside that thing?” Sylver whispered at the possibly drunk cultivator.

      “No,” Faust said.

      Why did I bother asking?

      “I could make a hole and⁠—”

      “You can’t. I mean, you can, but it will kill whoever is inside,” Sylver interrupted before Ria even had a chance to finish her sentence.

      Wait, I’m overthinking this. If it’s not the girl, does it matter who it is? Even if Nameless/Aurick is in there, so what?

      Should I just ask if she has a birthmark on her shoulder?

      Then what? Sterilize her and tell Tarragon I will kill his whole team if anyone so much as thinks about healing her?

      What if the current emperor is aware of the prophecy, and once Owl tells him they have the girl, he will come looking for her?

      Sylver looked to Faust and furrowed his eyebrows as he considered the wisdom of his idea.

      “I need you to bring ten people to the roof,” Sylver said. Faust nodded and disappeared into thin air.

      Sylver reconsidered his idea once more, and when he couldn’t think of a better alternative, used [Fog Form] to get to the roof.

      There was something almost sinister about the way Faust’s people stood.

      It was the middle of the day, and yet that somehow made the ten men dressed in black with white skull masks look all the more intimidating.

      “Could all of you please think the word Chrysanthemum, while picturing this girl in your head,” Sylver said, as he created a life-sized illusion of Chrys.

      Almost immediately, Sylver felt a pressure in his chest that nearly made him gasp. No more than five seconds passed before an impossibly pissed off and terrified sparrow landed on his shoulder. Sylver swiped his hand toward the illusion and dispersed it.

      “That will be all, thank you,” Sylver said to the group. Similar to Faust, they disappeared without a word.

      Sylver held the tiny bird in front of his face.

      “I’m sorry, it was urgent,” Sylver said to the tiny bird with a single glowing left eye.

      Sylver shifted his vision just in time to see a black raven land on the top of his head.

      “Please. Never. Do. That. Again,” the raven said.

      “I promise I won’t. There’s a box downstairs and a person is inside of it. I need you to tell me who’s inside,” Sylver said. The raven and the sparrow turned their head toward the location of the box, as if they could see it through the thick wooden roof.

      As the sparrow flew off Sylver’s hand and disappeared through the torn open hatch, the raven jumped down to replace it.

      “Can. Not. See. Inside. Box,” the Chrys raven said, as the glow in its eye sputtered for a second before it became consistent again.

      “Right… Thank you for trying,” Sylver said.

      The light in the raven’s left eye flickered, and then disappeared. The bird was beyond confused as it remained on Sylver’s hand. He grabbed it with his other hand, carefully placed it down, and walked away from it.

      “Now what?” Faust asked as Sylver ran his fingers through his hair.

      “I don’t know. I didn’t expect for her to react so fast, I thought I had at least half an hour…” Sylver said.

      “If you open the box, can you put it back to how you found it?” Faust asked.

      “I can, the seal has all the components I need, but I would have to spend at least fifty hours channeling mana into it. And to be completely honest with you, I’m not entirely certain my mana channels will be able to handle that,” Sylver explained.

      “So, the answer is no,” Faust said, with a smug tone that Sylver didn’t need right now.

      “Why can’t you just ask her about the birthmark?” Ria asked.

      “Because then she will think we’re only interested in her because of her birthmark,” Sylver said.

      “But we are only interested in her because of the birthmark?” Ria asked.

      “Yes, but then she will associate us with the same people who kidnapped her. She won’t trust us, and she’ll think us releasing her is a trick,” Sylver explained.

      “Alright, but do we need her to trust us? We don’t need her to do anything, all we want is to stop her from doing something,” Faust said.

      “Do keep in mind she’s part of an ancient bloodline, so there’s a less than zero chance that she isn’t a normal human girl. Once the box is open, who’s to say she won’t run away and we’re unable to stop her?” Sylver asked, and waited for his tired mind to come up with a solution.

      “What do we do?” Faust asked.

      Sylver gave himself a solid minute to think through his options.

      “If she is the girl I’m looking for, those four don’t matter… I’ll just take her back to Arda and have Lola watch over her… If she’s not, then Owl will know I’m not on his side, and I might not find the real girl in time… Technically, as long as the emperor is killed, the girl doesn’t matter… The question is, assuming they’re using these boxes to transport the girl, would they give her to me?” Sylver asked.

      “They gave her to you because they consider you to be weak compared to everyone else, right?” Ria asked.

      “That’s what they implied, yes…” Sylver said as Faust looked at him with a very unpleasant look of pity in his eyes.

      “I mean… There are people who are well above level 500 here. Compared to them you’re not exactly… Not to mention the locals don’t consider mages to be…” Faust’s voice trailed off, as Sylver just stared at him.

      “That’s a fair point. Except they’re not local. Or I don’t think they are…” Sylver said.

      “Why are you in such a rush to decide now?” Ria asked. “Sleep on it, and⁠—”

      “Because now that she knows we know she’s in there, the longer we wait, the greater the chance she decides we’re enemies and tries to run away. She’ll pretend to be on our side, and then⁠—”

      “I think you’re overestimating her. If her family was hiding from the emperor, that means it’s very likely she isn’t even aware of what’s going on. I’ve seen it before, it’s why three-quarters of the greatest warriors always come from nameless villages,” Faust offered.

      “We could ask the dragon,” Spring chimed in, and Sylver glared at the shade.

      “That’s a last resort,” Sylver said with a tone that left no room for argument.

      “Can’t you open the box a little, look inside, and close it back up?” Faust asked.

      “No. It’s a binary seal, either it works and the box is closed, or it doesn’t and the box can be opened,” Sylver explained.

      “And making a hole is out because it will kill whoever is inside…” Ria added.

      “Why don’t we kill her? A dead person can’t get pregnant, no offense,” Faust said.

      Sylver considered the question. And was unpleasantly surprised that Ria barely reacted.

      “If we kill her, that means we’ll have to wait for the emperor to die, and we won’t get help from Owl and the others. I’m also not sure how long it will take for me to get strong enough to kill the emperor… I would prefer to keep her alive until I was certain that using the emperor’s sword to free the dragon is impossible,” Sylver explained.

      In all the images the dragon showed Sylver, the sword was always stabbed into a living girl’s and boy’s chest, not their corpses. That, and Sylver was familiar enough with bloodline magic to know it very rarely survived the death of the blood’s owner.

      “Can I trust those four to underestimate me enough to leave something so valuable with me?” Sylver asked his companions.

      All three of them looked beyond uncomfortable, but Faust was the first to break the silence.

      “If I… Wait, can’t you just trace the magic the seal is made out of to find the other boxes? Assuming this isn’t the real one?” Faust said.

      Sylver did a quick estimate. A 4th tier seal would have more than enough mana for tracking.

      “That would work if we assumed they had one mage create all the seals for them…” Sylver said.

      There was also a chance that this was a trap. A test to see if they could trust Sylver or not.

      “We could spend all day arguing hypotheticals,” Sylver concluded.

      “We could flip a coin?” Faust offered.

      Once again, Sylver, Ria, and Spring stared at the cultivator. Sylver pulled a single gold coin out of his [Bound Bones] storage and looked at it.

      He closed his hand into a fist and made the coin disappear after a moment.

      “No, no coins, I know what I’m going to do,” Sylver said.
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      Sylver double, triple, and quadruple checked his work.

      He wasn’t doing this to buy time, he decided to open the box, and that was that.

      It was more to do with the fact that undoing a 4th-tier seal, with barely enough mana to be considered 2nd-tier, was fucking hard.

      And yes, while there was a fair amount of overlap between undoing a 10th tier seal, and a 4th tier seal, there was still more guesswork involved than Sylver would have liked.

      10th tier seals were arguably easier to remove, than 9th, 8th, and so on.

      A magical seal, regardless of tier, is simply a combination of several magically retardant components. The purpose of those is to slow down the magic a mage would use when trying to break the seal open and increase the amount of mana required.

      In some cases, the mana requirement could be increased to such a high degree that the seal can be considered unbreakable.

      Right now, if Sylver tried to use brute force with his current mana regeneration, it would take approximately nine years of continuously pouring mana into the thing until it eventually opened up.

      Alternatively, he could take the time to figure out the combination of mana retardants the seal was made out of so he could create a mixture of components that would neutralize them. But that wasn’t an option right now.

      The components weren’t the type you could buy in the local alchemist’s store. Not to mention the fact that Sylver wasn’t familiar enough with the materials a 4th-tier seal would use, and he was worried he would accidentally strengthen it instead.

      A 10th-tier seal was easy in that sense because Sylver was intimately familiar with all three possible magical retardants that it could be made out of.

      On the bright side, more often than not, seals were built with mages that used positive mana in mind. Which meant mages that primarily used negative mana could, theoretically, ignore the retardants and remove the seal as if it wasn’t made out of the positive mana equivalent of lead.

      Sylver checked his calculations a fifth time, as he opened and closed his hand and gradually saturated his finger bones with mana.

      He focused on the box and moved the small stack of calculations out of the way, then very carefully placed a single page on top of the seal. The drawing on the page was a rough copy of the seal, with five small holes in the paper.

      Sylver didn’t even need to say anything, as Ria placed her golden hand on top of the page and touched the seal using the holes in the paper as a guide.

      “When you feel it vibrate, start turning it counterclockwise. It will be very hard to turn it at first, but the moment you stop feeling resistance, turn it clockwise, as hard and as fast as you can,” Sylver explained, and Ria nodded that she understood.

      “What should I do?” Faust asked.

      “Just stand there and look impressed,” Sylver said, and Faust chuckled.

      “On a scale of one to ten, how amazing is this?” Faust asked.

      Sylver thought the question over.

      “Eight-ish? For reference, the thing I did for you and Bruno is about a five. I’m manipulating raw negative mana with the kind of precision that every reputable mage would say is impossible,” Sylver explained.

      Faust raised an eyebrow at him. “So, in your eyes, removing a magical seal is almost twice as impressive as creating two bodies?”

      “This is impressive in a different way. That was impressive because of how clever it was, this is impressive for how much practice a person would need to do it,” Sylver explained.

      “What happens if you mess it up?” Ria asked quietly.

      “4th tier seal, eleven centimeters in diameter, multiplied by the half centimeter thickness… Depends on how badly I mess up. Worst-case scenario, it will react with the mana inside my body, and I’ll be cannibalized by my own magic,” Sylver explained, as he placed his hands on either side of the seal and cupped them around it.

      Ria chose to keep her follow-up questions to herself as the waxy seal started to vibrate so hard that it made the leather-bound box it was keeping closed shake hard enough that Faust had to lean down to hold it in place. Not a great start.

      There wasn’t anything fancy. No dazzling lights, no showers of sparks, not even a lightning bolt, just a very uncomfortably intense buzzing sound.

      For an entire minute, no one moved, breathed, or so much as blinked.

      As the buzzing suddenly stopped, Ria turned the seal clockwise, and yelped quietly when it turned into a liquid, and almost instantly evaporated. The blank fabric wrapped around the box did the same.

      Like a water balloon that burst, a light pink liquid leaked out of the box and was quickly followed by a pale hand. Sylver grabbed the hand, while Faust tried to get a grip on the box’s lid to open it, but everywhere he touched, it just disintegrated as if made out of sand.

      Sylver’s robe helped him get a better grip on the slimy hand he, and he was very careful as he continued pulling. Inch by inch, he pulled a small woman out of the black leather-like box that was crumbling to pieces with every passing second.

      Sylver just barely caught a glimpse of the birthmark on the girl’s shoulder blade, because he couldn’t take his eyes off the thing she was clutching with her other hand.

      She was holding a small red ball, about as big as an apple. Inside was a small ship that was spinning in a lazy circle.

      Sylver was pulled out of his trance as the nude girl he was sliding along the slippery floor started to cough and belched out a stomach full of the same liquid she’d been swimming in.

      Sylver released her wrist, as she continued to cough and further add to the mess on the floor. Both Sylver and Faust just stared at her as she arched her back like a cat and vomited the last bit of gelatinous fluid.

      “Where am I?” the girl asked with a strangely familiar accent.

      There wasn’t any panic in her voice, her question almost sounded casual.

      No one got a chance to answer her, as she seemed to lose all strength and her body went limp.

      The only thing left from the box was a pile of smoldering black and grey sand that was dissolving in the very liquid it previously contained. Sylver didn’t even think about it as he walked around the unconscious girl’s body and took the small sphere from her.

      The boat inside the sphere stopped turning in a lazy circle and now pointed at her. Faust placed a towel on top of her to cover her up.

      “She’s breathing,” Faust said with a gesture toward the ripples on the wet floor she made as she breathed out through her nose.

      Sylver pocketed the small red sphere, and tried to focus on the girl. He discovered something very unpleasant.

      He couldn’t see her.

      He could see her with his eyes, but to his mana sense and [Lesser Perception], she didn’t exist.

      Faust tucked the towel underneath her, then lifted her from the wet floor. Her long blonde hair was glued to her scalp in a wet clump, her face was littered with freckles, but what stood out the most was the odd strength in her limbs.

      There weren’t any muscles of which to speak of, but her hands and feet swung with a heft that shouldn’t be there.
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      Sylver, Faust, and Ria were all sitting in a small square-shaped room. The shield heir girl’s bed was attached to the wall, and Sylver and Faust had a small circular table between them as they sat with their backs to the door.

      A small wisp of dim light floated near the ceiling and illuminated the somewhat cramped room.

      “So… we’re just waiting?” Faust asked.

      Sylver continued to play around with the small dark red sphere and watched the tiny ship inside slowly move back and forth, always pointing toward the girl. Sylver had rinsed off the majority of the slimy liquid, and right now had what remained of the box sitting in a large jug in his office.

      “She’s immune to magic. And smelling salts, as it turns out. So, for the time being, yes, we’re just going to wait,” Sylver explained.

      “How old do you think she is?” Faust asked.

      Sylver looked to the cultivator and then to the sleeping girl’s face.

      “Assuming she’s fully human… early twenties? She’s under forty for certain, going by her teeth. But look at how thin her thumbs are, one of her ancestors was an elf, possibly a high-elf,” Sylver explained.

      “I see…” Faust said.

      Sylver went back to staring at the small sphere Nameless/Aurick and company had most likely used to track this woman down.

      He wasn’t sure how to proceed from here.

      Faust’s people were in the process of buying all the dark leather they could find so Sylver could make a copy of the box the girl had been trapped in.

      He planned to act dumb when Owl asked him to bring the box to wherever it is they wanted him to bring it. “This is the box you gave me, what are you talking about?” Sylver would say.

      Because if they considered him incompetent enough to be incapable of opening a mere 4th tier seal, they would probably believe someone could have stolen the real box without him noticing.

      And if that didn’t work, he⁠—

      Faust grabbed the bed the girl was sleeping in to stop it from falling over, while Sylver stood up and steadied himself before opening the door and making his way down the stairs. The building was shaking so hard Sylver could hear the wood strain under the pressure as it swayed back and forth and flung the furniture all over the place.

      Sylver used [Fog Form] to get to the ground floor, but when he saw that the ground itself was shaking, he jumped into the air and kept jumping until he came out of the sect’s barrier.

      It was a strange sight to Sylver’s [Lesser Perception]. He couldn’t see the waves of Ki, but he could feel the mana being disturbed because of it.

      Off in the distance, there was an enormous cloud of dust, so big that it covered half of the Schlagen Mountains. As the dust dispersed, he saw that the twelve mountain peaks had been reduced to eleven.

      He used [Fog Form] to get back inside the building once the shaking stopped.

      “The White Boar sect has fallen,” Sylver said with an odd smile as Faust returned to his chair.

      “I take it you mean it has literally fallen?” Faust asked.

      “Either it’s a coincidence, or her being out of the box is somehow speeding up the decay,” Sylver said.

      “Decay of what?” a sleepy woman’s voice asked, and both Sylver and Faust looked to her.

      She was yawning into her hand, while she used her other hand to stop the sheet from falling.

      Sylver and Faust wordlessly took a step away from her, and the near festive mood Sylver had created was replaced by tense caution.

      As a general rule of thumb, anyone who woke up in an unknown location and wasn’t panicking was either stupid or powerful enough that they had no reason to panic.

      “Where am I? And who are you?” the woman asked.

      Sylver had been a bit off with his age estimates. This “girl” was in her late fifties. Her tone was polite, and just a bit regal.

      When neither Sylver nor Faust said a word, the woman continued, “My name is Anastasia⁠—”

      “Da’Munio. You’re Anastasia Da’Munio, first in line for the Varsun Duchy,” Faust said with an astonished tone.

      “Have we met before?” the woman, Anastasia, asked.

      Faust opened his mouth to speak, and then seemed to realize something that upset him immensely.

      “I uh… I knew your brother,” Faust said.

      Both Sylver and Anastasia noticed his use of the word “knew.”

      “Where am I?” Anastasia repeated. There still wasn’t any fear in her voice, but there was now a note of urgency.

      “You’re in the area around the Schlagen Mountains. My name is Faust, and this is Sylver,” Faust explained.

      Anastasia gave Sylver a very odd look.

      “Do you have a family name?” she asked.

      “Sezari. Sylver Sezari,” Sylver answered.

      Even if Faust hadn’t said that she was a noble, the calm and collected way with which she spoke would have given it away.

      “I’ve heard of you. You’re the one who brought my uncle back. You’re Lola Aeyri’s boy, right?” Anastasia said.

      “I’m a bit too old to be called anyone’s boy. But yes, to both. Forgive me for being direct, but why are you so relaxed?” Sylver asked the nude woman.

      A tired smile appeared on her face before she waved the question away.

      “How much do you want to escort me home?” Anastasia asked.

      Sylver didn’t react to her question, but Faust did.

      “Can I at least let my family know I’m alive?” Anastasia asked.

      Sylver was impressed with the subtle way she changed her voice. Now she sounded the age she looked, as if she was a defenseless little girl.

      But it didn’t work on him. As a man who fell for this specific trick too many times, he was immune to it.

      Faust on the other hand wasn’t as lucky to have suffered the way Sylver had.

      “It uh…” Faust mumbled out.

      “I’d like you to leave the room, Faust,” Sylver said calmly. He phrased it in the form of a request, but both of them understood it was anything but.

      Faust gave Anastasia an almost apologetic look, as his body became blurry and disappeared. Sylver waited until the door swung shut.

      “The way my uncle described you, I imagined you to be smaller,” Anastasia said. Her “little girl” persona vanished along with Faust.

      “I had a very eventful five years,” Sylver said.

      “Five years?” she asked, cocking her head to the side.

      “When exactly did your uncle return?” Sylver asked.

      They might have kept her suspended in time until the moment they needed her. Slowing down time wasn’t above a 4th-tier mage’s capability; it was just extremely expensive.

      “Not five years ago… Can you call the other boy back, I want to talk to him,” Anastasia said. Sylver shook his head.

      “If you will allow me, I’d like to explain the present situation,” Sylver said, with as polite of a smile as he could muster.

      Anastasia just stared at him. She didn’t nod, she didn’t shake her head, just stared.

      “You and the current emperor share an ancestor. The ancestor’s bloodline has thinned over the generations, and as it stands, the current emperor doesn’t possess enough blood to do whatever it is his father had been capable of doing,” Sylver said, as he relaxed his shoulders.

      “I’ve been told that you and the emperor possess two halves of a very powerful bloodline. If you two were to have a child, it would have the same abilities as your shared ancestor. The emperor hopes to use this child to continue ruling over this place,” Sylver explained.

      He waited for Anastasia to say something, but she just stared at him.

      “If that child is born, it would be a catastrophic loss for me. Initially, I planned to give you a potion that would sterilize you. But since you’re immune to magic, it won’t work,” Sylver said.

      He expected Anastasia’s eyes to widen in horror, but instead, they remained the same, and looked as if she was about to laugh at him.

      “There’s a slight issue with your plan,” Anastasia said.

      Her calmness was almost eerie. It was certainly better than hysterical screaming and crying, but this wasn’t just bravery, it was a complete lack of fear. Sylver would have been insulted if it wasn’t so genuine.

      “I’m aware of that,” Sylver said, and Anastasia rolled her eyes.

      “You won’t be able to sterilize me,” Anastasia said matter of factly.

      “It isn’t as difficult of a surgery as you imagine it to be. You won’t even see a scar,” Sylver said.

      “I meant to say, you can’t sterilize me. No one can,” Anastasia said.

      “It’s reversible. It will just take a couple of years after I put everything back in place,” Sylver offered, trying to understand what she was trying to say. Anastasia just shook her head again.

      Did I actually expect her to agree?

      Maybe I should have waited before saying it… Then again, Owl could decide to check up on me any minute.

      Actually, since the White Boar sect just fell, aren’t they already on their way here?

      “I’m invulnerable. No knife can cut me, no weapon can hurt me, no magic, spells, poison, technique, or whatever else can affect me,” Anastasia said.

      Sylver walked over to her.

      “Would you mind if I made sure?” Sylver asked. Anastasia slapped her hand down onto the table near her bed and pressed it flat against it.

      “Be careful not to cut yourself,” Anastasia said as Sylver’s robe placed a dart into his hand.

      He was very gentle as he placed the dart over the fleshy part between her thumb and forefinger and slowly started pressing down on it.

      For the first few seconds, Sylver waited for the dart to pierce her skin, as he gradually increased the force. The skin turned slightly white from the pressure, and just when Sylver was sure the dart was going to go through, he stopped feeling a reaction.

      It was as if he was trying to make a hole in a bar of steel.

      Sylver pushed harder, and harder, but even when he was applying so much force to the dart that his skin was starting to smoke, he couldn’t pierce the woman’s skin. He took the dart away, and there wasn’t so much as a mark from the dart’s tip on her skin.

      Sylver summoned a dagger, but this time didn’t bother being slow about it and stabbed the back of the woman’s hand with as much force as he could muster. The dagger cracked under the pressure, but the woman’s hand was completely unharmed.

      It was like trying to stab a statue with a toothpick. Sylver pinched her pinkie between his thumb and forefinger and ended up dislocating his forefinger from his attempt to crush her pinkie.

      “Ria?” Sylver asked.

      It will be difficult to convince Ria to do the surgery, but⁠—

      “It’s like she’s made of stone,” Ria said.

      Sylver looked down and saw a drill-shaped tendril fruitlessly spinning against the woman’s completely non-reactive skin.

      He tried to look at her primal energy using [Mutating Override] but she didn’t have any primal energy. It was as if she wasn’t there.

      Sylver had met “invulnerable” people before. But even the ones immune to magic had a primal energy field.

      If Sylver ignored what his eyes and ears were telling him, this woman didn’t exist.

      He got the feeling Ria wanted to say something, but he also got the feeling she couldn’t say it.

      System shenanigans… Of course…

      “How do you cut your hair?” Sylver asked as Anastasia pulled her hand back.

      “I have a perk that keeps it at a set length. Same for my nails,” Anastasia answered.

      “Do you need to breathe? Eat? Sleep?” Sylver asked, massaging his hand.

      Her complete non-reaction to the question disturbed him.

      “I feel tired if I don’t, but it won’t kill me,” Anastasia said.

      “Why did you pass out?” Sylver asked with a raised eyebrow.

      Even without his soul sense, he was fairly certain he would be able to tell if someone was pretending to be asleep.

      “Side effect of not eating or breathing for a while,” Anastasia answered.

      The worst part of it was that Sylver had no idea if she was telling the truth or not. Sylver might have been able to read her if he could feel her body with his mana, but his eyesight alone wasn’t enough.

      “What’s the last thing you remember?” Sylver asked as he sent Spring out to search for Faust.

      “Going to bed. Then I heard a knocking and knocked back. And now I’m here,” Anastasia answered.

      “Tell me if I’m right… You can’t be hurt, but you can’t hurt other people…” Sylver said.

      She was the “shield” heir after all. Anastasia shrugged.

      “My strength, dexterity, intelligence, and wisdom are capped at 0. I can hurt people, but I’m not good at it,” Anastasia explained.

      That sounded about right for someone who was “invulnerable.” Bloodline-related magic usually came with matching limitations.

      The emperor probably has the exact opposite… Extremely high strength, dexterity, intelligence, and wisdom, in exchange for being made out of glass…

      And if they had a kid, the two would combine and create a person with a perfect defense and a perfect attack.

      “Can I speak to the other one now?” Anastasia asked as Sylver tried to come up with a path forward.

      I can’t sterilize her, and she’s simultaneously unkillable and vulnerable. Bury her underground and hope for the best? Throw her into space? Send her to Lola so she can seal her away?

      “If someone tried to rape you, could you stop them?” Sylver asked.

      He realized a half second after the words had left his mouth that there were about a million better ways of asking that. The woman had thrown him off with her lack of fear, and the fact he struggled to see her as a “living” creature.

      “According to my mother, there’s a size limitation. But aside from that, no,” Anastasia explained, and Sylver nodded.

      So, provided the emperor’s tool is big enough, I win? He won’t be able to impregnate her because he won’t be able to get his thing inside?

      Her skin moved a little when I touched her, it only started to get hard once I applied enough pressure for it to start hurting…

      Is that what her bloodline does? Stops everything before it has a chance to hurt her?

      Wait, the size doesn’t matter… He could just get a long syringe, and…

      On the bright side, since magic doesn’t work on her, even if she does get pregnant, I’ll have at least five months… Wait, fuck, if the emperor only needs the child to possess the bloodline, I’ll have less than six weeks…

      “I want to know if my family is alright,” Anastasia said.

      Sylver stopped staring into space and focused on her.

      “Only the women in your family are invulnerable,” Sylver stated.

      “Not all of them. Only the first child is invulnerable, and so far, they’ve always been girls,” Anastasia said.

      Always been girls, until the two separated bloodlines return to being one…

      On the bright side, at least I don’t need to worry about her running away, Sylver thought, as the door opened and Faust walked in.

      Sylver sat down in the corner, and barely heard a word Faust said to her as he tried to figure out what they should do from this point onwards.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 42

          

          

      

    

    







            Dearly Beloved

          

        

      

    

    
      The biggest bottleneck was Anastasia’s invulnerability.

      There wasn’t always a magical solution for every problem, but most problems had a couple of angles from which they could be approached.

      Take the emperor for example.

      An extremely powerful man, who Sylver will most likely fight at some point.

      His first option was to run.

      Tuck his tail between his legs and run away from the fight until the dragon is freed. Sylver could teleport back to Arda, he could dig down, he could find a fae creature and haggle his way into its safe realm. Sylver was an expert when it came to running away from opponents he didn’t have a chance against.

      His second option was to stay and fight.

      Not a great option, but the good thing about the living, is that they could be killed. It just might take a while, and Sylver might have to ask Lola to send him help, and he might cripple himself in the process, but he’d faced worse odds before.

      Sure, he didn’t win against those odds, but he put up a good enough fight. And even if winning against the emperor wasn’t on the table, he could always talk his way out of it. At the very least buy himself some time.

      The best option was not to interact with the emperor at all. Kill him without letting him see Sylver’s face.

      Keep the girl away from him long enough for the mountains to finish falling over, get Edmund from the dragon, and then leave.

      The plan was perfect in its simplicity.

      Except Owl knew Sylver had the girl, assuming he knew what was inside the “package” of course.

      When he discovered that Sylver didn’t have her, he was either going to deal with Sylver himself, or he was going to tell the emperor since the emperor is the one who’s supposed to be impregnating this woman.

      Anastasia’s story was fairly short. She went to sleep, woke up in complete darkness, heard a knocking, knocked back, and then a pale-faced man pulled her out of her slime-filled box.

      Except three years had passed between the moment she disappeared from her bedroom and was pulled out by Sylver. During that time her younger brother had taken it upon himself to find her and ended up becoming an adventurer of sorts.

      His search eventually led him to Arda, where he met a very friendly barkeep, called Faust. The brother got drunk, told Faust the whole story, and Faust offered to help him look for the girl. He introduced the brother to the Cats and the Cord, but as far as Faust heard, neither group managed to find the girl.

      He also never heard from the brother again, and currently didn’t know where he was, or even if he was still alive.

      But the past wasn’t important.

      The girl was here now. Demons, fae, considering Aurick might be a [Hero], it wasn’t out of the question he used magic that Sylver would consider impossible.

      It was one of the main reasons Sylver always did his best to keep away from them.

      Either they had some kind of ridiculous magic, or they just happened to stumble onto an artifact that just so happened to be perfect for them. Suspending Anastasia in time would be nothing to a [Hero].

      Not to mention, considering that she was invulnerable, it was possible she just didn’t feel the passage of time. Or maybe the slime inside was actively trying to hurt her, and because it was attacking every accessible inch of her, her own magic kept her asleep for three years.

      The how didn’t matter.

      Even if Sylver could recreate the box, and the seal, and hid her in the last place anyone would think to look, it would still be too risky. They found her once, they can find her again.

      Admittedly, they had to summon a demon to find her, but now they knew what she looked like and where her family lives. Her being impervious to magic would make any sort of clairvoyancy pointless, but Sylver had the feeling Owl wasn’t the kind of man to not have a backup plan.

      He’d go as far as to say he already made a copy of the red sphere Sylver had in his robe. Since the sphere wasn’t impervious to magic.

      So, hiding the girl was out.

      Any place Sylver could hide her, they could get her back from. Even if he threw her into space, it wouldn’t be that hard to bring her back. The only difficult bit would be breaking through the atmosphere, moving around in a vacuum using magic was child’s play to a mage.

      They’d have to fight through all the monsters swimming around up there, but the ones near Eira weren’t that big of a threat.

      And aside from the risk of Anastasia being found and returned, Sylver plain and simple didn’t want to subject her to the horrors of space.

      It was worse than being trapped underwater. At least when you’re at the bottom of the sea, you’re not going anywhere. Eventually, someone will dive down to get you.

      But outer space?

      If you don’t land on something, you just keep going and going.

      Forever.

      With no hope of ever coming back to Eira.

      Sylver had only done that once. Against a wizard that managed to create a magical loop that made it impossible for him to die. Sylver grabbed him, and threw himself and the wizard high into the sky, and then kept going.

      Then Sylver killed himself and woke up in a new body, back inside the Ibis, while that wizard was never heard from again. It was much later that Sylver realized the true awfulness of what he’d done to that poor man.

      Sylver couldn’t even remember why they were fighting, only that he didn’t have any alternatives.

      Another reason Sylver didn’t want to put Anastasia through this, was that he did have a much easier way to solve this particular problem.

      And apparently, Anastasia had arrived at the same conclusion Sylver had.

      As did Faust.

      Even Ria realized the obvious solution.

      It’s just that none of them liked it.

      And now that Sylver had brought himself into the present to listen to the conversation, he realized Faust hadn’t spoken for a while, and both he and Anastasia were staring at him.

      “I want to talk to my family,” Anastasia repeated before Sylver had a chance to find the right words.

      There was something about her eyes. Sylver’s perception of her had been heavily skewed due to her lack of fear, but this didn’t feel like simple boldness.

      “Would you not prefer to discuss the elephant in the room first?” Sylver offered.

      It wasn’t just that she wasn’t panicking, it was that she was looking at the situation from a completely emotionless point of view. As if it was happening to someone who wasn’t her.

      She’s weighing her options… Sylver realized as the door behind him opened, and a shade carrying a terrified crow walked in. Sylver was very gentle as he placed the small creature on the table and kept it in place with a small piece of [Necrotic Mutilation].

      “It might take a while,” Sylver said, as the bird stopped struggling entirely, and moved its head to stare at Sylver. “Apparently not. Chrys, meet Anastasia Da’Munio. Anastasia, this is Chrys.”

      Anastasia nodded at the raven with the glowing eye, and the raven did the same to her.

      “Has anyone died since I was gone?” Anastasia asked.

      The glow in the raven’s eye disappeared, and the bird went back to being scared shitless.

      “She’s asking someone, give her a minute,” Sylver guessed.

      “Do you have any relatives?” Anastasia asked.

      She was looking at Faust, so Sylver just lowered his head and went back to staring at the small raven.

      “Syl and a friend back home are the closest thing I have to a family. Oh, I’m loosely related to Martimer De’Leon, but only in name. I met him once, but we didn’t really talk,” Faust answered.

      “Where do you plan to be in ten years?” Anastasia asked.

      “I’m not sure. I have a… I’m cursed, and Syl’s helping me remove it. Until that’s gone, I’m going to be staying in Arda, or wherever he wants me to be,” Faust explained.

      “Even though you already have a whole sect to your name here?” Anastasia asked with a raised eyebrow.

      Sylver tried to stroke the back of the raven’s neck, but that only further scared it.

      Faust looked at Sylver, who answered without looking up from the bird.

      “It isn’t going to be safe to be here soon. Once we’re done, we’re going back to Arda,” Sylver said.

      “Do you work for him, or is it more of a partnership?” Anastasia asked, sitting up a bit straighter.

      “I mean… We’re experts in our respective fields. If Syl says to jump, I trust that he knows that jumping is the right move at that moment in time, and I’ll jump. And vice versa if it’s something cultivation-related, he trusts that I know what I’m talking about,” Faust explained, and Sylver nodded along.

      “I see,” Anastasia said.

      “Everyone. Is. Alive. Oliver. Da. Munio. Was. Last. Seen. five. Months. Ago. Near. Kereki,” the raven squawked out.

      The one Chrys had used earlier had sounded better.

      “Who’s the current Duke of Varsun?” Anastasia asked, then the light in the raven’s eye flicked for a couple of seconds.

      “Elmira. Da. Munio,” the Chrys raven answered.

      Anastasia was still perfectly calm and relaxed, but there was a half second of hesitation before she asked the question.

      “Have I been declared dead?” Anastasia asked. There was a pause.

      “Missing,” Chrys said, and Anastasia breathed out a faint sigh of relief.

      “Alright… That’s all I wanted to know, thank you,” Anastasia said. The raven stared at her for a while longer, and then turned its head to look at Sylver.

      He nodded at the bird, and as the light disappeared from its eye, handed it to a shade behind him, who left the room.

      Anastasia cleared her throat. “Just so I understand correctly, you’re not the ones that kidnapped me, right?”

      Sylver lifted the small red orb he had been fondling since he got it and placed it on the table.

      “They used this to find you. I helped them make it. I didn’t know who they were looking for, or why, I only knew conventional methods of tracking had been tried, and failed,” Sylver explained, as he rolled the small orb with the tiny boat compass inside underneath his palm.

      “What about the emperor ancestry business? How are you involved?” Anastasia asked.

      Sylver cocked his head to the side as he tried to get a read on her. He wasn’t used to looking at a person using only his eyes, and from her tone, Anastasia had training to prevent people from figuring out what exactly she was thinking by analyzing her body language.

      “The people who want to prevent it are holding my brother hostage. If the child is born, they won’t give him to me. There’s a time limit. I don’t know how long, but every minute the emperor doesn’t have his hands on you, the closer I get to having my brother back,” Sylver explained.

      “I see… Katia spoke to me about you,” Anastasia said.

      Sylver kept quiet as he tried to remember who Anastasia was talking about.

      “What did she say?” Sylver asked. It seemed like a safe question.

      “She said you’re very reasonable. And that you’re willing to go to great lengths to get what you want,” Anastasia said.

      Katia… Katia…

      Katia, right… The noble girl with the teleportation mage fiancé. She helped me convince Novva to try to get out of Tuli one more time.

      Anastasia turned to Faust. “I want you to marry me.”

      Faust, understandably, just stared at her.

      “Those are my terms. I realize neither of you are at fault for this situation, but if you want me to cooperate, so to speak, this is what I want,” Anastasia said.

      Sylver leaned back in his seat, suddenly feeling a lot more comfortable with the woman.

      “How about⁠—”

      “Can we talk outside, Syl?” Faust interrupted, already having one foot out of the door by the time he was done talking.

      Sylver followed behind him and left two shades to guard the door. He had one of the decoy shades take its robe off and placed it on the table in the room Anastasia was in.
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        * * *

      

      “You don’t have any ideas, right? Apart from the obvious?” Faust asked, with an odd note of nervousness in his voice.

      Sylver blankly looked at him.

      “Anything magical isn’t going to work, because of her thing. And all that leaves is Ki stuff, but I’ve got nothing, so you’ve got nothing. You’re not going to get a demon involved when there’s a simpler solution available. And we don’t know how long we have until Owl comes here to check she’s still in the box,” Faust quickly explained, as using his invisible hand to straighten out his bathrobe-like clothing.

      Sylver just watched as Faust loosened his belt and tied it into a much more presentable-looking knot.

      “Faust… I want you to be honest with me. Are you doing this just to help me? Or is this something you genuinely want? Think it over. Because I’m going to believe whatever you say to me,” Sylver said, placing his hands on Faust’s shoulders, and waited for the cultivator to make eye contact with him.

      Faust kept his head down while he fiddled around with his slightly stained collar.

      “I mean, I won’t lie and say this is ideal. We’ve only known each other for less than an hour… But when it’s right, it’s right. She’s unkillable, completely devoid of fear, I can bring her to any fight I want and don’t need to worry about a stray sword decapitating her, she’s calm, knows what she wants, and… I don’t know. This feels right to me, Syl. Follow your heart, dive in headfirst, and all that,” Faust said.

      Or rather quoted, since that was the advice Sylver had so wisely given him at the start of their journey.

      “In that case, I want to hear you say that you’re doing this because you want to. Because I’ve lost very close friends over things like this, Faust. If you’re not one hundred percent certain you’re going to be happy with this woman, tell me right now. I’ll figure out an alternative, you don’t have to do this.”

      About half a minute passed before Faust lifted his head and made eye contact with Sylver.

      “I’m sure, Syl. She’s invincible, fearless, and bossy in a good way. Also, she fell through the roof. How can I not marry her?” Faust asked with a nervous smile.

      “She didn’t fall through the roof?” Sylver said after a moment.

      “She did. Broke through even,” Faust said.

      “When?”

      “You pulled her box through the hatch on the roof and broke it in the process. Hence, my wife came to me by falling through the roof,” Faust doubled down, as Sylver tightened his grip on Faust’s shoulders.

      “Alright. Fine. Last chance to change your mind,” Sylver offered.

      “I’m sure, Syl. I mean, this is what I came here for… Shit… We can’t get a priest to marry us, can we?” Faust asked, and Sylver thought it over.

      “Do you know where Tuli is?” Sylver asked.

      “Northwest of Arda in the Sinis Sea,” Faust said.

      “Alright…” Sylver said, as he reached into his robe and pulled out an empty page and the ring Sophia had given him.

      After a few seconds, ink floated onto the page and drew out a map with several markers. “You’ll meet one of the Cats at some point anyway, but if you don’t, stop here and show them this,” Sylver said, handing Faust the page, and placed Sophia’s ring on top of it.

      “Right, they won’t be able to track us if we’re inside Tuli. Smart,” Faust realized, as Sylver rummaged through his pockets then placed a small bone into Faust’s palm.

      “That’s about five hundred gold coins, don’t enter towns if you can. I’ll give you Will too, so you can keep moving while you rest,” Sylver explained, and placed another bone into Faust’s booklet, and set the demon tracking orb onto it as well.

      “Wait, are we leaving now?” Faust asked with a dumbfounded look, as Sylver placed another bone onto the pile.

      “No. You’re going to very quickly tell one person you’re leaving, and that they’re in charge while you’re gone. Except they’re going to pretend you’re underground meditating or something, come up with an excuse why you can’t be bothered. The longer I can keep up the ruse that she’s still here, the better,” Sylver explained, organizing some spare clothing, bedrolls, food, toiletries, and a handful of armor and weapons, just in case.

      “What are you going to do for money? The ingredients are barely worth⁠—”

      “I’ll figure something out, don’t worry about me. Maybe leave some recipes that even an idiot could follow. I know some of the kids helped you out with your brewing. Worst-case scenario, I’ll sell the recipes. Or I might kidnap some alchemists and force them to make potions for me, the important thing is that you and Anastasia are as far away from here as possible,” Sylver explained, placing three more bones onto the pile, and finally summoned a bag and shoved the page, bones, and sphere inside.

      “What if you need us to come back?” Faust asked as Sylver turned him around, and started tightening the straps around his shoulders.

      “Chrys will contact you through a bird or something. After about a day of travel, break the bones. Take what you need, and leave the rest,” Sylver said.

      “Can you call Michael over?” Faust asked.

      “Which one is Michael?”

      “He’s got three lines on his belt,” Faust said, with a gesture at his own belt, which had five lines.

      It took the shades eleven seconds to find Michael. Another five to tell the boy Faust wanted to speak to him. And then the mask-wearing boy appeared next to Sylver.

      “I’m leaving, Syl is in charge until I return. If anyone asks, I’m underground revitalizing my ether linking meridians. Give me a ten-gram red jade,” Faust said.

      Michael nodded along and took a shiny red stone out of his sleeve.

      Sylver gave Faust an empty booklet, and after a flash of light, Sylver saw that the whole thing was filled with odd-looking diagrams and symbols that he recognized as alchemical recipes. Faust handed Michael the now dull-looking piece of jade and handed the booklet to Sylver.

      “That is all,” Faust said, then Michael nodded and disappeared. “Talk to Xalibur if you need help with anything. He’s more knowledgeable than he appears. What else…” Faust wondered as he and Sylver walked over to Anastasia’s door. “I wish we had more time,” Faust whined, as Sylver opened the door.

      Anastasia was dressed in Sylver’s puffy robe and was holding one of his masks.

      “If he swears upon his name to marry you, can you get started on the… baby-making,” Sylver said, unable to think of a less vulgar way to end his sentence.

      “Sure. But he has to swear first,” Anastasia said.

      Sylver got to watch as Faust took a deep breath and breathed out every drop of uncertainty he may have had. He stood straight, squared his shoulders, sucked in his stomach, and spoke in a clear and level voice.

      “I swear on my name to marry you,” Faust said.

      Sylver felt something roll down his cheek, and as he reached up to touch his face, realized he was crying.

      Anastasia gave Sylver a look, and Faust turned to him a moment later, and his face twisted into utter bewilderment.

      Sylver wiped his sleeve across his face.

      “Sorry, I always cry at these things. Come here,” Sylver said, gesturing at the one-armed cultivator, and pulled the man into a tight hug. “Be careful and stay safe,” Sylver said with a lump in his throat.

      “I will. We’ll come back once… well, you know,” Faust said awkwardly, patting Sylver on the back.

      “I’ll hold down the fort until then… Could you give us a minute?” Sylver asked Faust.

      Faust was understandably reluctant to leave his fiancée, but he trusted that Sylver had good reason for asking him to leave.

      Anastasia looked at the “cold-blooded psychopath,” as Katia had described him, and answered the question she assumed Sylver hadn’t quite figured out how to phrase.

      “He has kind eyes. And if you’re even half the man Novva of Pere said you were, then Faust must be someone really special. Are you going to try to threaten me?” Anastasia asked.

      “Please don’t hurt him,” Sylver said in a calm, albeit still teary-eyed voice.

      “I won’t,” Anastasia answered quietly. Just like with the crying, Sylver had once again caught her off guard.

      Sylver took the mask she’d been holding and stored it away, replacing it with one of his older masks, one he’d used when his body still looked like Ciege’s. It was smaller and would fit her face better.

      “We’ll have a proper celebration once everything is over. And for what it’s worth… I’m sorry you’re in this situation,” Sylver said.

      “Everything that happens, happens for a reason. And it’s not all bad. Consider what the alternative is,” Anastasia said.

      “It was very nice meeting you,” Ria said as she slipped out of the back of Sylver’s robe and materialized into a humanoid shape. She and Anastasia shook hands, while Sylver once again brushed the tears out of his eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Two days had passed since Faust and Anastasia left.

      Sylver watched the first sun begin to rise, while he scratched the underside of Mora’s head. She still needed some time to rest, but she at least started walking around now.

      The people down below scurried around like ants, the groundskeepers met up and discussed who would clean where, the maids picked up the laundry and moved it to the washing room, and the cooks started making their way through the herb garden, while the martial artists stretched and then left to hunt.

      Overall, the sect was running itself.

      Sylver spent most of his time experimenting with mushrooms, drinking tea, and talking to Chrys, who kept him up to date regarding Faust’s and Anastasia’s condition.

      The phrase “going at it like rabbits” came up more times than it had any right to, but it was an accurate description of their nighttime activities. And daytime activities too, when it was easier to have Will fly them than it was to run on the ground.

      Chrys didn’t get into the specifics of how things worked with Anastasia’s invulnerability, but apparently, there was enough wiggle room for Faust to do what he needed to do.

      Sylver hadn’t heard from Owl, the Bucklers, and sadly the eleven mountain peaks, remained standing without any issues.

      The fake box was buried deep underground. Sylver had filled it up with rocks to mimic the weight the original decoy box had before it’d been swapped for the box Anastasia was in.

      He assumed the decoy he had been given had contained a corpse, going by the weight distribution, but Sylver was worried using a local corpse would make it too obvious.

      As Mora lifted her head from Sylver’s lap, and on wobbly feet moved to her corner of the roof, Sylver saw a man wearing a symbol on his clothes that wasn’t a white skull.

      Xalibur had taken the time to explain to Sylver how exactly the symbol language worked in this place. After a moment’s pause to puzzle out the meaning of the symbol on the man’s torso, Sylver gave up and asked Ria.

      “He’s a messenger. From the Blue Rat sect,” Ria said.

      Sylver had decided not to ask the group of healers whether they knew about Anastasia, because it no longer mattered, and because one of Owl’s men might be watching them.

      He turned into fog and flew down the wall, materializing a few steps away from the messenger. Sylver took the envelope, and Michael showed up a moment later and paid the man for his service.

      Sylver opened the envelope, and as he started to walk up the wall to return to the roof, read through it.

      “Huh…” Sylver said to himself, folding the letter, and hid it inside his robe.

      “Good news, or bad news?” Ria asked as Sylver materialized inside his workshop, via a small hole he had made in the wall.

      “Good for us, bad for them. The Night Fever-like curse has infected more people than anyone realized. Just about every major sect is affected,” Sylver tapped out, as he got to his backpack and began to rummage through it.

      “So, we’re going to cure it?” Ria asked as Sylver found the folded piece of wax paper he had been looking for.

      “No, we’re going to go see the witches that live in the swamp. Or, more accurately, we’re going to join Tarragon’s expedition to find the source of the disease, which his group figured out came from the swamp,” Sylver explained, while he tried not to smile too hard.

      “And we’re going to ask them to cure it?” Ria asked, although she already knew Sylver’s answer wasn’t going to be a simple yes.

      “No. We’re going to ask them to help us infect the emperor. Maybe something a bit deadlier. Or something only a [Swamp Lord] could cure,” Sylver explained, not bothering to remove the paper, and simply swallowed it along with the powder inside.
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      Even if Tarragon hadn’t specified the meeting place, Sylver would have found him. To a person of Sylver’s specific composition, the ground might as well have had streams of liquid magma flowing through it. With Tarragon standing in the middle of the chaos—a volcano of mana engulfing his surroundings the way a cloud of ash would. As the level 417 [Ancient Druid] turned, so did every leaf, vine, and branch near him.

      Sylver could almost hear his voice echoing out of the surrounding flora.

      “Apologies for the late notice,” Tarragon said with a slight bow, as the man standing behind him stood up from the log he had been sitting on.

      “Is this everyone?” Sylver asked as he looked around.

      Tarragon gave him an apologetic smile, gesturing at the only man standing next to him.

      “This is Anise. He’s the closest thing we have to a curse specialist,” Tarragon explained as Anise nodded at Sylver.

      Anise had a pair of goggles around his eyes, and a strange-looking breathing apparatus around his mouth and nose. He was wearing gloves, and the skin on his face was a little too shiny. Going by the faint smell of mint, it was some sort of ointment.

      “One of his classes is [Healer], so even if he does get poisoned, he should be fine, but I didn’t want to take any risks. The monsters here aren’t the kind we’re used to,” Tarragon explained, as he and Sylver started to walk down the road that led to the swamp.

      “What exactly are we looking for?” Sylver asked.

      As Tarragon moved, his influence moved with him. Sylver could feel Tarragon’s grasp on the grass behind them lessen as he gained hold of the weeds in front of them. Sylver estimated his range to be in the fifty meters area.

      “We are looking for a redheaded lady of the night,” Tarragon said.

      Sylver waited for him to continue.

      “Does she have friends, or are we sharing?” Sylver asked and Tarragon started to laugh.

      Sylver had left Mora back in Faust’s sect. She was still recovering, and he wanted her there to make sure the sect had protection in the unlikely event they were attacked.

      He doubted anyone would attack them while he was gone. The effects of the Night Fever were devastating. The sects were all busy fortifying themselves to worry about a small fry like Faust, but he felt better having Mora there.

      “She almost certainly has friends. After we realized brothels were where the curse originated, we went to investigate them. She, along with three other women we’ve been able to identify, have been systematically moving around the Red Ring, presumably to infect as many people as possible,” Tarragon explained.

      “Systematically?” Sylver asked.

      “It certainly looks like it. Made the curse extremely hard to track down. We got lucky; all things considered. One of the patients Anise had been treating turned out to be patient zero for his district. Anise had a hunch and followed the metaphorical trail to a local brothel. There wasn’t anything obvious like a hex bag, but all the girls working there had strange magic surrounding them,” Tarragon explained.

      “Symptomless carriers,” Sylver said.

      There was a pause before Tarragon spoke again, this time with a hint of annoyance, “Quite right… We were looking at it backward. Because the children were the first to succumb to the curse, we assumed they were the first ones to be infected. We had also been assured it wasn’t a curse. They were very specific about that.”

      “They don’t have a high opinion of magic here, do they?” Sylver asked.

      “It’s understandable. Difficulty of getting inside aside, there’s not much for a mage to do in this place. They have a couple of spell blade types here, but those are basically warriors. They use their magic like a disposable throwing knife, they’ve got no respect for the craft. The only real mages these people have seen are us,” Tarragon explained.

      “And healing magic isn’t the memorable type,” Sylver offered. Tarragon smiled at him.

      The ground below their feet was uncharacteristically solid. Courtesy of several roots weaving into a sort of rug for them to walk on, that returned to their natural positions after Tarragon finished walking on them.

      “It’s memorable to the person regaining the use of their fingers, but aside from that, not particularly, no. Believe it or not, I’ve tried to have a [Pyromancer] accompany us. But I’ve been denied. The fewer people know about this place, and our somewhat secret alliance, the better. My grandfather started this whole thing… Apologies, I’ve forgotten what we were discussing,” Tarragon admitted, and Sylver smiled politely.

      “You were assured this wasn’t a curse,” Sylver said.

      “Yes, that’s right. One of their [Healer] equivalents allegedly confirmed that a curse couldn’t be responsible. We’ve been told cultivators can diagnose curses and diseases by examining a person’s meridians, but it turns out it isn’t as foolproof as the locals believe it to be. Granted, we’ve never seen a curse like this either, but… Anyway, reinforcements are on their way. In the meantime, we can at least figure out the source of this curse,” Tarragon explained.

      Tarragon continued talking for a while.

      He spoke of his experiences dealing with curses in underground dwarven settlements, spent a while discussing the merits of using potions alongside healing magic, and did his best to explain how a curse can spread without physical contact.

      Sylver wasn’t sure how familiar with curses Anise was, but if Tarragon’s explanation was to be believed, these people didn’t know shit about curses. Their only recourse against a curse of any kind was to blast it to smithereens with holy and healing magic.

      In their defense, that’s the proper way of dealing with ninety-nine out of a hundred curses.

      Sadly, Anise, and by the sound of it, the elves as a whole, weren’t educated enough to know that the curse they were trying to treat was the rare one out of a hundred.

      This Night Fever-like curse was very good. It wasn’t perfect, but it didn’t have to be. It just had to be better than the people trying to remove it.

      They weren’t even tracking this curse. The only reason they were in this swamp was that Tarragon found a piece of a leaf inside the shoe of one of the missing ladies of the night.

      They were tracking a leaf.

      Which, to be fair, wasn’t that far off from tracking someone using a drop of blood.

      Since there was a good chance they would get into a fight, Sylver decided to take this time to pick a perk for his [Swamp Lord] class. There wasn’t anything that would help him teleport through his mushrooms or anything that would boost his mana capacity or regeneration, but there were a couple that were promising.

      One was called [Steady Growth] and would make any plant Sylver grew get stronger over time. This also meant Sylver would have to carry this plant around with him or come to where he left it to maintain it. He also got the feeling this perk would measure time in days, rather than hours or minutes, and Sylver didn’t plan to sit still anywhere that long.

      The second choice was better.

      
        
        [Perk: Greater Greenhouse]

        –User is able to cultivate plant matter as if it was in its ideal environment.

        –Limited to [WIS/2]m

        *User must have had physical contact with the plant matter.

      

      

      It wasn’t anything new, technically speaking, but forcing a plant to grow when it didn’t want to required a lot of mana, and more importantly, effort and attention. This wasn’t quite as good as getting an upgraded version of [Fog Form], but it was certainly better than whatever the system would have chosen for him.

      Fuck, Sylver thought, as he gained awareness of every branch he stepped on. It was so annoying it was almost disorienting, and the system took its sweet time before it provided Sylver with a metaphorical off switch.

      He tested the perk and found that it gave him something a bit stronger than the current plant perception his [Chloromancy] trait gave him.

      Once he touched something, it was as if he was still touching it, even when he wasn’t. Sylver could feel the small fish swimming underneath the lily pads, even when they were too small for his [Advanced Water Manipulation] to perceive them.

      The group wasn’t disturbed as they walked.

      It was hard to say if it was due to Sylver’s earlier hunting, or because Tarragon was blasting enough mana into their surroundings that even Sylver would have been wary of fighting him.

      It also could have been due to the witches flying above them. They were hiding their presence, but that was useless against Sylver, especially when someone is staring right at him.

      There wasn’t any warning, or buildup, as Tarragon, Anise, and Sylver all stopped dead in their tracks, seemingly frozen in time.

      Nine women floated down from the sky, and with their wands pointed at the three men, landed on the marshy ground.

      They all wore a fuzzy dark green cloak that blended them into the mess of moss and weeds, along with cone-shaped pointed hats that were all hanging limply behind them.

      Two of the witches had one line on their sleeves, and the last had two lines on her sleeve. None of them said a word as they made a circle around Sylver and company, and began mumbling under their breaths while they moved their wands in a circular motion.

      Sylver always liked looking at witch magic.

      He didn’t like using it and would talk at length to anyone who would listen as to how inefficient it was, but he couldn’t deny it was pretty.

      It had everything people imagined, sparkling lights, bits of smoke, it even made a fancy hissing sound. From Sylver’s point of view, it was a six-pointed star inside of a circle, and inside the six-pointed star, there was a triangle.

      The triangle was just barely big enough to catch Sylver, Tarragon, and Anise.

      Sylver couldn’t even blame the alleged curse specialist.

      This curse was extremely powerful. Tarragon might have been able to stop it if he hadn’t been caught off guard, but Sylver and Anise had no chance.

      Well, Anise had no chance.

      Sylver on the other hand was enjoying one of the few perks of being born a full dark. The curse had more effect on Sylver’s robe than it did on him.

      Witch magic differed from other magic in the fact that it was meant to be done in a group.

      Mage craft was a solitary activity.

      One mage could help another mage’s spell, but it was very uncommon. Witches on the other hand practiced group magic exclusively. They were weak individually, some were downright defenseless if you separated them from their coven, but in exchange for that 9 tier, two equivalent witches could cast 4th tier magic.

      “We’re only here to talk,” Sylver’s voice said from up above.

      The witches snapped their heads up and saw an uncountable number of shadowy bodies standing on the tree branches, some armed with bows, others armed with swords, axes, and daggers.

      It surprised Sylver how difficult it was to move. If it was just a bit harder, he would have slipped out of his robe and tried talking to these witches while fully nude.

      Thankfully, it took him only a couple of seconds to undo the curse on his robe.

      “I’d like to have a word with you ladies,” Sylver said, as he walked over to Tarragon, and placed his hand on the man’s shoulder.

      “Or I can remove the curse binding my friend here, and we go straight into action,” Sylver offered.

      
        
        [A skill similar to [Appraisal] has been successfully blocked!]

        [A skill similar to [Appraisal] has been successfully blocked!]

        …

      

      

      Sylver felt like a hammer had been lightly smashed into his forehead, as the message appeared nine times, and going by the sudden uneasiness in the air, the witches had successfully seen Tarragon’s impressive level of 417.

      And whatever Anise’s level was.

      “Who are you?” the witch with two lines on her sleeve asked.

      Sylver’s hood fell back, as he ever so slightly lowered his head toward the woman.

      “Sylver Sezari. Necromancer, master of the dark arts, adventurer, and holder of several third-degree witch ranks,” Sylver said, and the witch hesitantly nodded back at him.

      “Why are you here?” the witch asked. She had a bit of fuzzy black hair peeking out from underneath her hat.

      “I’m here to see if we can help each other,” Sylver said while he pointed to himself. He gestured at Tarragon and Anise. “They’re here to track down a redheaded prostitute, who was purposely infecting people with the sleeping sickness,” Sylver explained and saw something peculiar in the witch’s face.

      It wasn’t shock, in fact, it was the exact opposite.

      “If you knew why we were here, why did you stop us?” Sylver asked as he tightened his grip on Tarragon’s shoulder.

      With his immunity to their curses, he didn’t doubt himself, but Tarragon and Anise were a different story.

      “We were going to make you think you found the girl’s corpse and would then scare you off with a level 800 monster before you had a chance to examine her,” the witch explained.

      “I see… And that works?” Sylver asked, and the witch gave him an odd look. “I get that it probably took you a month to prepare this curse, but… Anyway, would you mind keeping these two here for a bit?” Sylver asked as he decided not to question it.

      The witch just stared at him.

      “I swear on my mother’s blood I won’t raise my hand against you, except in self-defense,” Sylver swore, while he used his pointer and middle finger to cover his left eye.

      He could almost feel the collective relief, as the witch he had been talking to nodded and gestured for him to follow her.
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        * * *

      

      Sylver hadn’t been bullshiting about being a 3rd-degree witch, more than once.

      Granted, he was only a 3rd-degree witch for a couple of seconds, but that didn’t make it a lie.

      Hierarchy within covens was simultaneously straightforward and stupidly complicated.

      A witch who hadn’t made a contract with any spirit or demon was called an “initiate.” They handled the cooking, cleaning, and miscellaneous tasks the members capable of using magic were too busy to do.

      Above them were the 1st-degree witches.

      These ladies were apprentices to a 2nd or 3rd-degree witch and typically were allowed access to a portion of their master’s magic. Once they gained enough experience, they formed a separate contract with their master’s spirit, and from that point were considered 2nd-degree witches.

      2nd-degree witches had a considerable amount of range in their abilities and power. Some were weak enough that 1st-degree witches posed a threat to them, while others could form multiple contracts, with multiple spirits, and if they were powerful enough, could be recognized by a 3rd-degree witch.

      An old woman was standing outside the barrier that surrounded the coven. She had three lines on her sleeve and was backed up by two rather large women with two thick lines on their sleeves.

      “You’re a long way from home, corpse,” the old woman said.

      Her voice was low and raspy.

      “None of that, please. I came here to discuss the sleeping curse you’ve been spreading,” Sylver said, as he wagged his finger at the old woman the way he would at a small child.

      She almost smiled when Sylver wagged his finger, but she looked like she was about to spit in his face when he mentioned the curse.

      “Who are you with?” the old witch asked.

      “Does it matter? You want to hurt the emperor, and I want to help you,” Sylver said. At that, the woman lifted her head to look him in the eye.

      She had an eyepatch over her left eye, and there was a line down her nose that Sylver was all too familiar with.

      He’d gone through the same ritual once.

      An incision down the nose is made and the sinus is filled with a mixture of hallucinogenic herbs. The nose is then sutured back into shape, and the person spends several days in a drug-induced trance.

      It’s a very crude, though effective way of attracting a demon.

      The reason they split the nose apart, as opposed to just shoving herbs in through the nostrils, was partly because that was what the original ritual specified, and also because blood from a cracked open nose was different from blood drawn from a vein in the arm.

      This was another reason why Sylver never delved too deeply into witchcraft. It was too symbolic for his taste.

      Mage craft was straightforward. It wasn’t simple, but once you understood the governing principles, the only potential for failure was human error. A spell performed by one mage could be repeated by another and required the exact same components.

      Witchcraft was more art than science.

      If two witches gave up their “beauty,” the difference in power wasn’t something objective, like desirable features relative to the culture/location—no, the difference was how much each witch felt she was giving up.

      To an ugly woman, her beautiful eyes were all she had, while a beautiful woman still had her hair, face, lips, etc.…

      Sylver normally refrained from using this word, but witchcraft was dirty magic.

      “Come with me,” the old witch said. She turned around and started toward the invisible barrier.

      “I want you to swear on your book of shadows that I won’t be harmed,” Sylver said, taking a step toward the old witch and the barrier.

      He felt everyone stiffen, even the witches floating high above him and the ones hiding in the trees behind him.

      “I swear,” the old witch said under her breath.
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        * * *

      

      In the middle of the village stood a giant blood-soaked wooden pole that had a pile of skulls around it. Six pale blue flames floated near the top of the pole and gave it an odd-looking shine.

      A wall was wrapped around the pole in a U shape, with a large altar directly in front of the pole. The magic circle that surrounded the pole, and separated it from the rest of the village, was about twenty meters in diameter.

      Which meant the spirit inside was 5th tier, at best. Not a demon though, something local, going by the symbols carved onto the foreheads of the skulls.

      As Sylver and the old woman approached the totem pole and alter, the floating balls of blue flame lowered themselves to the skulls and made the various eyeholes light up.

      The rest of the village was standard. Small one-story wooden huts built to be as close as possible to one another, with just enough room for people to walk between them. There was a public bath, several outhouses, and the rest of the space was used for herb gardens.

      Two seats and a wooden table appeared just outside the circle around the totem pole, and the old witch sat down. The table was pressed right up against the edge of the circle painted on the ground.

      “What’s the plan after the man that was with me goes back and returns with a high-level party to retrieve the girl’s corpse?” Sylver asked as he sat down.

      “We are prepared for that. But he won’t come back,” the old witch said, as Sylver realized something.

      “I forgot to introduce myself. Sylver Sezari. Necromancer, adventurer, master of the dark arts, and 3rd-degree witch,” Sylver said.

      “Abby Metcalf,” the old witch, Abby, said.

      “Why won’t he come back, Abby?” Sylver asked.

      “Because a man will sit him down, and will come up with a believable reason as to why the swamp is off limits. Then your friend and his elves will do their best to quarantine, cure, and help those affected, and when everyone infected is dead, they will leave,” Abby explained calmly.

      Sylver scratched his cheek.

      “I don’t like where this conversation is going. But I appreciate that you’re being so direct, Abby,” Sylver said.

      “The emperor knows we’re here. He also knows we’re responsible for the ‘sleeping sickness,’ as you called it. The reason he won’t do anything about us, and won’t allow anyone to do something about us, is because then he would have to admit we exist,” Abby explained.

      “Let me guess… All the people here were children who were thrown into the swamp because of their low aptitude for Ki, who were collected by your predecessors, and were trained to be witches,” Sylver said, and Abby’s eye opened slightly.

      “Are you from Elanor’s coven?” Abby asked.

      “No. It’s just the only explanation that makes sense as to why a group of relatively powerful witches would hide in a swamp. Although I don’t understand why you wouldn’t simply leave. It would take several generations to get back to your current level of power, but what use is power if you can’t do anything with it?” Sylver asked.

      “If only it were that simple, little lich,” a voice spoke from Sylver’s right.

      A creature sat on his right, almost as if it was sharing the table with Syvler and Abby. The spirit chose to give itself the form of a nude woman, with a face that looked eerily similar to Abby’s.

      Sylver and the spirit locked eyes. The spirit’s body made a faint crunching sound, as its face gradually lost any semblance of humanity, and bit by bit, it stopped resembling a woman, and instead looked like a sexless skin-covered doll.

      “For your own sake, don’t be rude,” Sylver said calmly, and the creature blinked at him. This was probably the first time it had met someone whose mind was completely inaccessible to it.

      It spoke without moving its lips. If before the spirit had sounded like a young woman, now it sounded like a child talking from the inside of a deep well. “I told no falsehoods.”

      Sylver just looked at it with a bored expression then turned to Abby.

      “Why are you still here?” Sylver asked the old witch.

      “She can’t leave this place. No one born here can. They need the emperor’s permission, which they will never get,” the spirit explained, and Abby nodded in agreement.

      Sylver pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes for a few seconds.

      He imagined stepping into the spirit’s ring and crushing all the skulls surrounding the totem with his foot. Sadly, he needed Abby’s help, and although he wasn’t afraid of the spirit itself, these witches weren’t exactly harmless.

      “What was the point of spreading the sleeping curse? What’s the end goal behind it?” Sylver asked.

      “We were hired to do it,” Abby said.

      There was an pause.

      “And I’m guessing you can’t tell me who hired you, and even if I guess correctly, you wouldn’t tell me,” Sylver said, and Abby shrugged.

      “That’s a fair assumption,” the spirit answered.

      “But you are trying to hurt and kill the emperor, right?” Sylver asked.

      “We aren’t trying to hurt anyone. But if we were, this curse wouldn’t be strong enough. I reckon we would probably need, what? A couple tons of gold to make a curse powerful enough to kill the emperor?” the spirit said in a singsong sort of voice.

      The problem with the spirit speaking in hypotheticals is that even if it was saying something ridiculous, it wouldn’t be a lie.

      Sylver’s further attempts to get something close to a straight answer out of the spirit annoyed him so much that he had to stop talking for a minute.

      From the sounds of it, the only purpose of the curse was to annoy the emperor and the largest and strongest sects. Sure, the upper brass would be safe, but a sect without people to cook, clean, handle logistics, and so on, would at the very least get destabilized.

      The sleeping curse, which would eventually kill hundreds of children, was nothing more than a distraction.

      The witches went along with it because it was the only way they could acquire enough gold to craft an emperor killing curse.

      But that meant someone wanted the area to be destabilized for a reason.

      Which begged the question, what was Nameless’ plan? Or Owls, for that matter.

      Sylver gestured toward the ground, a small branch sprouted and grew until it was about as tall as Sylver was while sitting down. The branch pulsed with life, and in the blink of an eye, a flower appeared on the branch and promptly dried up, and was replaced by a bright green fruit.

      The fruit grew and grew until it was about the size of a person’s fist. It turned yellow, then red, and finally fell off the branch and landed in Sylver’s hand.

      “Normally I try to stay away from classics, but this seems the most appropriate,” Sylver said, tossing the red fruit to the spirit, who caught it.

      The spirit stared at the shiny red fruit, and as Sylver had predicted, a sick smile appeared on its pale and featureless face.

      “A poisoned apple?” the spirit asked with the glee of a child that had just been handed a large bag full of chocolates.

      “Cursed, but yes. I figure it’s easier to mix it into his food than have someone sleep in the same room as him,” Sylver explained, but the spirit wasn’t listening. It was already working on the apple.

      Sylver had hoped he would be able to help them improve their curse, but even if he could understand the framework and circuit the spirit used, he doubted the spirit’s pride would allow any alterations from a “little lich.”

      Sylver left the coven with the apple in hand, and as he made his way back to Tarragon and Anise, the ground shook beneath his feet. Aleri flew high up into the sky and confirmed that another mountain peak had disappeared into a cloud of dust.

      The White Dog sect was gone.

      And now only ten sects remained.
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      Sylver kept the apple in a sealed wooden box he’d made. He doubted something created by an enthusiastic spirit would get crushed by accident, but it would be stupid to take that chance.

      It was an apple after all. A fruit meant to be sliced and served.

      Without access to the Cat’s information gathering services, Sylver didn’t have the faintest clue as to how to approach this situation. He expected some help from the witches or the spirit, but both seemed content to let Sylver figure everything out on his own.

      His current plan was to walk up to the emperor and simply ask him if this apple tasted like cherries. As stupid as it sounded, this was a tactic that had worked a couple of times. If anything, it worked more often than it had any right to.

      Other ideas required finding someone close to the emperor that held a grudge, but that idea fell flat when Sylver considered the chances of someone of such a high position being anywhere near the Red Ring.

      Sylver spent their entire walk from the swamp to the Blue Rat sect trying to figure out a way to have a fragment of the apple end up in the emperor’s mouth.

      Xalibur did mention that “Sylvar Senary the friendly necromancer” would be invited into the emperor’s court, but the emperor had died since then, and Sylver wasn’t sure how the current one felt.

      Even if he was invited to see the emperor, would being the equivalent of a minor celebrity be enough for the emperor to trust a fruit Sylver gave him? Knowing Sylver’s luck, the current emperor probably had an allergy to all red fruits.

      On the other hand, if Sylver had a full day where the emperor was unconscious, he could end this “adventure” in a couple of minutes.

      Well, he could have, if Faust was still around to help him. It wasn’t as if the emperor didn’t have guards.

      Sylver could ask Lola to send him some S rank adventurer parties, ones that would be comfortable with toppling a rather large government and wouldn’t tell anyone afterward.

      If they do tell someone, who gives a shit? No one is going to believe them, and even if they do, so what?

      The high king might even give us all a medal for it.

      Sylver could play it straight, “I have a mythical fruit that will grant those that consume it unimaginable power!” Sylver would say, while the skies thundered dramatically in the background.

      I could have a high-ranking noble come here, and have them present the fruit to the emperor as a gift?

      Then what? Watch the nobles get executed when the emperor falls into a coma-like sleep?

      Have them present the fruit, and then get them out of the country before the curse kicks in?

      Not a bad idea, but would the emperor even recognize foreign nobles as being important enough to accept a gift from them without checking it for poison?

      If Faust was here, he could have asked the cultivator if he was able to sense anything malicious inside the apple, but calling Faust back wasn’t an option.

      I should have asked the spirit to make it look gold, Sylver thought bitterly.

      He doubted the spirit would go for it. Golden apples were a whole other story, completely separate from the shiny red apple. If he had asked for a fruit to grant him power, then it would have been gold.

      Similar to gods, stories gained strength from the people who believed in them.

      Sylver had known a handful of mages that tried to increase their power by having bards sing songs about their great deeds, but as they’d later theorized, there’s a difference between a story that forms naturally and one that is forced to form.

      Because it was a type of sorcery.

      As far as Sylver was concerned at least.

      Bards were usually sorcerers. In all Sylver’s years, he had only met a handful that could be classified as mages, the rest all used their magic without being fully aware of it.

      The magic fae and spirits used was unreliable, and as Sylver was being shown for the hundredth time, inconvenient.

      On the bright side, he did get the cursed apple for free. The spirit was so excited at the mere prospect of participating in the downfall of a powerful figure, that it didn’t even try to haggle for Sylver’s gold, gems, or anything.

      But it wasn’t as if the apple came without any restrictions. The fruit had to be “eaten,” which meant shoving it down the emperor’s throat wasn’t an option.

      Sylver had learned from past experiences, that while locking someone up and starving them until they ate the cursed food was an option, dehydrating them until they drank from a specific cup wasn’t.

      Spirit magic didn’t adhere to any concrete rules and tended to function when it “felt like it,” to quote the Ibis’ head of sorcery.

      “Would you like to come inside for some tea?” Tarragon asked, pulling Sylver away from his thoughts.

      They were outside the Blue Rat sect’s gates, and the guards had already opened one of the doors.

      Come to think of it, there is one person who might be able to help me.

      “I’d be delighted,” Sylver said, and Tarragon gestured for him to follow, as Anise excused himself and left the two men alone.
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        * * *

      

      Rosa didn’t so much as flinch as Sylver suddenly appeared next to her. Sylver had waited until she was done changing before he used [Fog Form] to enter her room.

      “What do you want?” Rosa asked under her breath. The room was tiny, with just enough space for a bed and a small square chest that doubled as a seat.

      “I need to talk to you. We can talk here, but I think we would both prefer to talk somewhere else,” Sylver whispered back.

      Rosa buried her face into her pillow, and Sylver had to lean back as she tried to heal her tiredness away.

      “Is it urgent?” Rosa asked.

      “It is,” Sylver said.

      He might be called to rescue Fobur Plateforged at any minute, and aside from that, he was also worried that Owl might decide to check up on the box Anastasia had been in.

      “Tell Tarr someone in your sect was poisoned and you need a [Healer],” Rosa said.

      Sylver nodded and disappeared.
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        * * *

      

      The woman elf had dark bags under her eyes, and her ears were drooping so much that she almost looked like a pale dark elf. The guards standing near the doors opened them as Sylver walked inside Faust’s sect, and Rosa followed behind him.

      Rosa kept her head and hood down as she walked down the long stone path and was careful not to let the staff she carried tap against the ground.

      As Sylver gestured for her to enter the room he had enchanted, the woman elf froze. The walls, ceiling, and floor were covered in glowing sigils that were very clearly drawn in blood.

      She locked eyes with Sylver, and he could tell she was on the cusp of making a comment, but thankfully for both of them, she decided against it and stepped inside. As Sylver shut the door behind him, the sigils flickered with yellow-tinged light, as a glass jar in the middle of the room filled with a dark brown liquid began to bubble and froth.

      “This is vile,” Rosa said to an unconcerned Sylver.

      “But effective,” Sylver countered, indicating the empty room. “Do wait a bit before speaking about anything you wouldn’t want someone to overhear.”

      It wasn’t actually a soundproof enchantment, but given Rosa’s reaction, he didn’t feel like explaining that it was meant to boil people’s blood. Anyone who wasn’t meant to be in this room would feel a faint burning in their fingertips, followed by steaming blood exploding out of their eyes, nose, ears, mouth, and every other conceivable orifice.

      He learned this particular spell, or curse, depending on who you ask, from the same man who taught him how to create blue fire using water. The man in question used this “spell” to make an oven that cooked meat in seconds, whereas Sylver used it to create a section in his home that no one but him and some bloodless undead could enter.

      He rarely used it because of how much of a mess it made, but just like with all dark magic, the more specific the curse, the harder it was to block. The undetectable people listening in would need the equivalent of 6th tier magic to not get their blood boiled.

      “You’re here to ask the emperor for a safe place to grow your Eldar sapling into a full tree,” Sylver said. Rosa did her best to not react, but failed spectacularly. Her wooden staff made a groaning sound from how hard she gripped it; the muscles of her jaw threatened to cut their way out of her face.

      “My shades went through everyone’s things while I had tea with Tarragon. And I thought to myself, ‘what would healers need with a metric ton of mana probing equipment?’ Then I thought, ‘isn’t a dormant volcano a perfect spot to grow an Eldar tree?’ Then I remembered that you’re not part of the Council, and therefore any place you settled down would need to be able to withstand the Council attacking it,” Sylver explained, as Rosa stared at him with her now bloodshot eyes.

      The part he didn’t mention was when he didn’t have anything to do while he waited for Rosa to show up and decided to try to use [Greater Greenhouse] perk to grow himself a tiny Eldar tree sample.

      He then decided to check if it was pure enough to track the Council’s Eldar tree and instead discovered that there was an Eldar tree within walking distance.

      Rosa was hiding the sapling somewhere very close by, north of the Schlagen Mountains.

      Sylver and the woman elf spent about a minute looking at one another. Rosa’s eyes initially darted all over the place, searching for an exit, but she realized the room they were standing in was exactly as sinister as it initially appeared.

      Sylver hadn’t set it up with that in mind, but as Rosa’s mana began to move toward her head and chest, he was glad for it. She might have been pretending to be a professional [Healer] but the fact she blended in so well with the others meant Sylver wasn’t completely safe.

      “How do you know about Gorynych?” Sylver asked, and Rosa looked like she was about to have a heart attack. The fact he felt her use her healing magic on herself only made him more worried.

      “I need to sit down,” Rosa said. Sylver tapped his foot and extended his shadow toward the elf woman. She didn’t so much sit down, as much as slumped into the pitch-black chair.

      Sylver remained standing, while Rosa took long, slow, deep, breaths, one hand held against her chest.

      She looked like she was about to say something, but she instead lowered her face into her hands. At first Rosa took another deep breath, but it was very shaky, and rightfully so given that she started sobbing immediately after.

      Sylver remained where he was and searched through his [Bound Bones] storage for something resembling a handkerchief. The closest he found was a pillowcase, but thankfully Rosa stopped crying before Sylver had a chance to pull the large piece of cloth out.

      She used the sleeves of her robe to wipe her tears, and after a couple of slow deep breaths, her face stopped tensing, and the redness on her cheeks and eyes began to subside.

      “Why me?” Rosa said to herself. “Six generations worth of effort, and I have to be the one where it all goes wrong. My grandfather died for this. For the first time, the finish line is in sight, and I’ve ruined everything,” Rosa said in an indifferent tone that worried Sylver even more than the crying had.

      Sylver waited, mostly because he couldn’t figure out what to say, and⁠—

      “Just talk to him,” Ria said, poking a tendril out of Sylver’s back, and then pulled the rest of herself out of Sylver’s robe. “If there’s one person in this world that can solve any problem, it’s him,” Ria said.

      Rosa lifted her head to look at the black and gold girl-shaped liquid metal woman.

      “What is this?” Rosa asked with a vague gesture toward Ria’s floating body.

      “This is Ria… She’s a golem…” Sylver said awkwardly.

      “Talk to him. He likes you. I’ve seen how he acts to people he doesn’t like. Just tell him what’s going on,” Ria almost begged.

      Ria’s voice didn’t sound normal, the pitch was lower than usual, and her tone felt… motherly? Was she mimicking someone?

      “You’re not with the Council?” Rosa asked as she continued to calm down.

      “I’m not,” Sylver answered simply, and Rosa leaned her head back, fanning her bloodshot eyes.

      There was a fair amount of snot clinging to her right sleeve, and apparently she had been wearing makeup because there were smudges of it on her palms.

      Has she been holding this in since I spoke to her in the carriage?

      “I don’t know what to do. I just—I don’t know what I’m supposed to do,” Rosa said, as she stopped trying to sit properly, and simply slumped against the back part of Sylver’s shadow.

      He had to adjust the angle of her seat so she didn’t slide off.

      “Tell me the whole story, Rosa. Take all the time you need,” Sylver said, as he sat down opposite her.
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        * * *

      

      Ria was one hundred percent imitating someone she knew.

      From her choice of words to the subtle mannerisms, to the way she held Rosa’s hand and coaxed her into a calm state of mind.

      Not that Sylver was complaining, he wouldn’t have been capable of doing this.

      He didn’t have a soothing voice, or a relaxing appearance. Sylver’s mere presence tended to put people on edge, so much so that he considered leaving Ria and Rosa alone to speed things up. Sadly, that would ruin the blood-boiling spell, so the best Sylver could do was not look menacing.

      Rosa’s story wasn’t a good one.

      The elven “royal family” was divided.

      On the one side, you had the official head of household, the king of the high-elves, who coincidentally controlled the Council.

      On the other, you had Rosa’s family, people with fancy titles but no actual power or freedom. They were only alive because their great, great grandfather had some sort of extremely special magic that the Council couldn’t do without, and Rosa’s family’s safety was being used to motivate the old man.

      Rosa never met him and didn’t even know what his magic was.

      All she knew was that this man’s wish was for his family to be free, but the only way to do that was to detach themselves from the Councils’ Eldar tree. Except the only way to do that without getting killed, was to transfer their attachment from the Council’s Eldar tree to a different one.

      Which was easier said than done, given that there was only one Eldar tree currently in existence.

      Rosa started to tear up when she tried to talk about her mother, so Ria asked her to skip that portion of the story. Suffice to say, Rosa’s mother did some terrible things to give her daughter permission to leave their home.

      Tarragon and all of his elves were on the side of Rosa’s family, since quite literally every single significant sect was part of the Council.

      Except for the emperor, or according to Rosa, only the previous emperor.

      The new one was allegedly unaware of the deal her family made with the old cultivator all those years ago.

      The deal had been that they would plant the Eldar sapling here, and in exchange for protection, the emperor’s family would be granted a high-elf’s near-infinite lifespan with no strings attached.

      But the current emperor was too busy grieving to hear her out without his silver amulet-wearing advisor’s presence to listen and speak for him.

      Sylver leaned back and closed his eyes for a while.

      The good news was that he wasn’t taking anything away from Rosa. The protection the previous emperor had promised was already off the table, so the fact Sylver would be destroying that protection was irrelevant and didn’t need to be mentioned.

      The bad news was that he still didn’t know what the Council was after. What their end goal was, or even why they were going out of their way to control an isolated country full of cultivators. Rosa didn’t know either, all she knew was that the Council promised eternal life to those that joined willingly.

      Worst of all, Sylver didn’t know how to help the elf woman.

      He’d planned to handle the Council eventually, but Rosa didn’t have time to wait. Once Tarragons’ reinforcements arrived, she was supposed to return home.

      Rosa couldn’t stay here. She would be hunted down and caught, and even if she ran, there was nowhere for her to go. There was Arda, but even if she had Tarragon’s whole team with her, they wouldn’t make it.

      Sylver’s [Lesser Perception] informed him that Ria was looking right at him, with an expectant look on her golden mask of a face.

      She thankfully had enough sense not to make an offer only Sylver could make, but she hinted at it enough times that Sylver got the message.

      Ria wanted Sylver to save Rosa and her family by offering them the same protection he had given the dark elves. Along with the same promise to help them grow their own Eldar tree.

      But Sylver didn’t want to do that.

      While it would be nice to have a family of high-elves working for him, along with their supporters, Sylver wasn’t trying to build a country.

      He didn’t even know where to put the dark elves, let alone what sounded to be thousands of elves. Plus, if the Council was as big as Rosa made it sound, it would be a massive effort to destroy.

      Then again, Lola knows where their Eldar tree is…

      But telling Rosa about what Lola was currently doing was dangerous. Frankly, doing anything to help her would make the Council focus on him more than they already had.

      More importantly, any sort of disruption to the elves would be dangerous, since they are one of the few things standing between Arda and the invading Krists.

      As to who “Gorynych” was, he was apparently someone the Council had been searching for as long as they existed.

      She had asked if Sylver knew the name on a hunch, and as she explained, she did it in the hopes of getting a reaction out of him. So she could sell him to the Council so her family would have more room to move.

      In short, Rosa had nothing to do with the sword and shield prophecy that involved the emperor and Faust’s bride.

      She didn’t have a secret weapon to kill the emperor, didn’t know about what the Bucklers were up to, or that they were the ones who hired the witches to create the curse Tarragon’s group was trying to cure, she didn’t even know why the mountains were toppling over.

      Sylver sat up straight, opened his eyes, and looked at an oddly unconcerned Rosa. He decided to be honest with the woman.

      “Could you wait ten years?” Sylver asked.

      Ria reacted by cocking her head, and Rosa just blinked at him.

      “Wait for what?” Rosa asked.

      “You’re being held there against your will, but you’re not being tortured. Your great, great grandfather sounds like he might be, but you and your family aren’t, right?” Sylver asked.

      “Yes,” Rosa said coldly.

      “You’ve done me the courtesy of being honest. So, I’ll be honest in return. I can help you⁠—”

      “We’ll do anything,” Rosa interrupted, and Sylver held up a finger.

      “But I can’t help you right now. What I came here to do takes precedence,” Sylver said flatly.

      If someone other than him had said that, Rosa would have argued with them and tried to further explain her point, but because Sylver looked and spoke the way he did, the elf woman couldn’t do anything other than slump and stare at her legs.

      Ria floated over to Sylver and placed her hand on top of his.

      “Is there anything I could say to change your mind?” Ria tapped out against his hand.

      “Ed comes first, you know this,” Sylver answered.

      He had initially asked to speak to Rosa with the intention of giving her the red apple to give to the emperor, but now…

      “Why ten years?” Ria asked.

      “I don’t know how long it will take Lola to handle everything, so ten years is just so she has breathing room in case things get complicated,” Sylver answered, and Ria shifted into her staff form.

      “Wait, your staff is a golem?” Rose asked.

      The sheer absurdity of her statement pulled her out of her depressive mood.

      “My main mode of transportation is a seven-legged spider that pretends to be a horse,” Sylver added with a straight face. Rosa tried to hold back her laughter, but ended up cackling into her hands.

      “Ten years,” Rosa repeated after she’d calmed down.

      “I’ll tell you something, Rosa, but I want your word you’ll keep this to yourself,” Sylver said, partly because he didn’t want to finish this conversation on a sour note, and mostly to cheer Ria up.

      “You have my word,” Rosa swore.

      Sylver paused for a moment before he spoke.

      “I consider the Council an enemy. And historically speaking, my enemies don’t tend to last long. They will be handled, but after I’m done here,” Sylver explained.

      “If there’s anything I can do to help, let me know,” Rosa said, and stood up, starting to clean the snot and tears out of her sleeves.

      “You wouldn’t happen to know a secret tunnel that leads straight to the emperor’s room, would you?” Sylver asked jokingly.

      “There’s allegedly a passage the previous emperor used to visit his concubines, but it’s more of a rumor than anything else,” Rosa said.

      “I see…” Sylver said.

      Rosa looked significantly calmer than when Sylver initially seen her inside her carriage.

      She didn’t look happy, but given the circumstances, it would have been stranger if she did.

      Rosa made a show of ruffling her hair, pulled her belt out, and redid it the wrong way round, while Sylver worked on undoing the writing on the walls.

      With [Dead Dominion], it was as simple as waving his hand. The walls and ceiling would need to be repaired due to staining, but Faust’s sect had more rooms than members, so it wasn’t that much of an issue.

      After Rosa left, Sylver went up to the roof and sat down on the ledge facing the Schlagen Mountains.

      He just stared at the ten mountain tops, as if he could make the next one fall by force of will alone.

      But the ten tall mountains remained as they were, almost as if mocking him.

      Sylver pulled the shiny red apple out of his robe, and slowly rotated it in his hand. If not for his ability to perceive primal energy, he wouldn’t have known just how powerful the curse he held was.

      He remained where he was for the whole night and did nothing other than stare at the apple, while he digested all the information he had available to him.

      If he looked at his situation from a certain angle, he had already won. All he needed to do was wait the emperor out.

      Whatever happened to Sylver, didn’t matter in the grand scheme of things.

      Anastasia was far away from the emperor and was under the protection of a ridiculously experienced, and ridiculously motivated, cultivator. Sylver didn’t like comparing his strength to his allies, because he very rarely liked the outcome, but as long as he was focused, Faust was a force to be reckoned with.

      Even the people he’d spent a couple of weeks training were no joke.

      As long as Sylver didn’t screw anything up on his end, the dragon was basically free.

      Just as he finished this thought, he felt an uncomfortable softness on his skin, and a half second later realized his previously empty hand was now holding an envelope.

      Reluctantly, Sylver opened it and read the contents.

      The Buckler’s had decided against waiting for the Blue Tiger sect’s sigil and were instead going to give their prison break a shot right fucking now.

      Sylver considered not going, but then Owl would know he didn’t care about Fobur and would get suspicious.

      But if Sylver was being completely honest with himself, he wanted to do this. Because at least this way he was doing something.

      Even if it was just a simple prison break.
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        Sylver Seeker will continue in Book Six!
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        Make sure to join our Discord

        (https://discord.gg/5RccXhNgGb)

        so you never miss a release!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank you for reading Sylver Seeker 5

          

        

      

    

    
      We hope you enjoyed it as much as we enjoyed bringing it to you. We just wanted to take a moment to encourage you to review the book. Follow this link: Sylver Seeker 5 to be directed to the book’s Amazon product page to leave your review.

      Every review helps further the author’s reach and, ultimately, helps them continue writing fantastic books for us all to enjoy.
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        ALSO IN SERIES:

      

      

      
        
        SYLVER SEEKER

        SYLVER SEEKER 2

        SYLVER SEEKER 3

        SYLVER SEEKER 4

        SYLVER SEEKER 5

        SYLVER SEEKER 6
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        Want to discuss our books with other readers and even the authors?

      

        

      
        JOIN THE AETHON DISCORD!

      

      

      
        
        You can also join our non-spam mailing list by visiting www.subscribepage.com/AethonReadersGroup and never miss out on future releases. You'll also receive three full books completely Free as our thanks to you.

      

        

      
        Facebook | Instagram | Twitter | Website

      

      

      
        
        Looking for more great LitRPG?
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        The Apocalypse has begun. Monsters roam the Earth.
        To survive, he must master the System.
        A giant fireblast tears across Jaco's city as the Gates of Hell are ripped open. In an instant, billions are killed as human technology becomes utterly worthless in the face of the end of the world.
        Fortunately for Jaco, he barely survives the opening act of the Apocalypse.
        Unfortunately for him, he has to live through what comes next.
        Those who died in the initial blast are reincarnated as undead monsters. Massive fiery pits swallow up the center of every major city across the world. Demonic creatures make all realms of Earth their home.
        But all hope is not lost. The Angels left a parting gift before their defeat. A System that bestows Humanity the power to fight back.
        With it, Jaco shall master his Druid class and do whatever it takes to not only survive the end of the world, but to thrive.
        Don't miss the start of this new Apocalyptic System LitRPG by V.A. Lewis, bestselling author of Salvos and Amelia The Level Zero Hero, writing together with D. Pidge. Featuring loads of action, a detailed system, power progression, Druid abilities, and so much more!
        It's perfect for fans of System Apocalypse, Apocalypse Redux, and Primal Hunter!

      

      
        
        Get Advent of the Apocalypse Now!
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        Roll over and die, or become so strong nothing can stop him.
        
        Cast into a brutal military camp by his once loving master, Mateo feels like the last six wonderful years of his life have been a lie. With the mysteries surrounding him growing, Mateo knows that his only option is becoming one of the supernaturally powerful Duelists and growing in power until he can take his fate into his own hands.
        That plan is thwarted from the beginning when he gets stuck with the lowest ranked Root Card against his will, ensuring that his growth as a Duelist will always be excruciatingly slow. To make matters worse, the camp he has been thrown into is completely cutthroat and survival isn’t guaranteed by a long shot.
        Saddled with two other kids that he has never met before and a crow spirit bound to him by an ethereal chain, Mateo will need every ounce of courage, resilience, and mental acuity he can muster if he wants to make it out of the training camp alive.
        Don't miss the start of the next great Fantasy LitRPG Series by Seth Ring, author of the best selling Battle Mage Farmer and Nova Terra. Grab your copy today and join Mateo as he ascends through the flames of war.
        About the Series: Following a weak-to-strong protagonist, this series mixes epic fantasy action, mystery, cultivation, and a world with endless depth where little is as it first appears. This LitRPG/GameLit series is perfect for readers who enjoy exploring rich worlds and complex characters.

      

      
        
        Get Iron Tyrant Now!
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        Some men are born heroes. Others have heroism thrust upon them…
        Sorry... Really? Thrust? Anyway, Danny Kendrick was a down-on-his luck performer who always struggled to find his place. He certainly never wanted to be a hero. He just hoped to earn a living doing what he loved.
        That all changes when he pisses off the wrong guy and gets sucked into a fantasy realm straight out of a Renaissance Fair.
        Getting used to a new world is tough. It’s even tougher when you’re surrounded by axe-wielding barbarians, super hot elf assassins, strange magic, and a System AI that seems as interested in causing trouble as helping... or maybe just wasn't interested in being assigned yet another companion in the first place.
        Danny must adapt fast, turn on the charm, and learn to emrace his given Class if he hopes to master it and survive this dangerous new place.
        But he has a knack for finding trouble. Gifted what seems like an innocent ancient lute after making a questionable deal with a Hag, Danny becomes the target of mysterious factions who seek to claim its power.
        It's up to him, Screenie, and his new barbaric friend, Curr, to uncover the truth and become the heroes nobody knew they needed. And maybe, just maybe, Danny will finally find a place where he belongs. Perhaps, even where he'll thrive.
        Jump into this fantasy isekai LitRPG Adventure filled with unforgettable characters, loveable companions, unlikely heroes, slow-build power progression, and plenty of comedy. It's perfect for fans of Dungeon Crawler Carl, Scott Meyer's Off to be the Wizard, and This Trilogy is Broken!
        Come for the Adventure, stay for the Laughs!

      

      
        
        Get An Unexpected Hero Now!
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        For all our LitRPG books, visit our website.
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            Groups

          

        

      

    

    
      Don’t forget to join LitRPG Addicts and come hang out with me!

      I’m also very active and thankful for Redditserials, LitRPG Books, GameLit Society, Western Cultivation Stories (Xianxia and Wuxia, etc), Cultivation novels, LitRPG & GameLit Readers, and LitRPG Books Group!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            LitRPG

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group.
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