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Chapter 213 - The tide of fate







“Pack the tools and get moving; it’s going to rain again!” a disheveled middle-aged man yelled at the group of kids inside the cave, yanking on their chains, which were hooked to his leather belt. His expression looked grim as he observed the clouds gathering in the sky.

“Fucking storms, never stops; this kingdom is really going to shit…” he complained, waiting for the kids to get out of the hole. The entrance was too narrow for him to go catch them, so all he could do was yell louder.

“Ah… We’re going to have to drain the damn hole again tomorrow, aren’t we? Well, that’ll be the second group’s problem; I just hope the dirt we just removed doesn’t flow back in… FASTER, YOU DIMWITS, DO YOU WANT TO DROWN DOWN THERE?!”

As he kept yanking on the long chains, a boy carrying a shovel almost as tall as himself was first to come out of the small entrance of the underground tunnels. Before long, more children came out crawling one by one, all tied at the neck to their own chains like a pack of dogs. They were dirty and silent, wearing rags, their hair cut short, each carrying different mining tools like small picks and buckets filled with dirt.

“So much trouble for these fucking dwarven ruins… Come on, throw the tools in the lockbox; we’re climbing back up to camp. It’s going to be a big one today; we’ll be fucking drenched if you’re too slow.”

The children obediently followed the orders; they had been there for weeks, and they knew not to talk if they wanted to avoid getting hit. This man wasn’t the worst of the slavers, but he wasn’t the kindest either. The wooden stick in his right hand wasn’t strictly to help him thread the sloped paths up the mountain.

After the man made sure the tools were all properly secured inside the steel box, he locked it and placed a few planks and bags full of sand in front of the ruins’ narrow entrance. The group started walking toward the mountain. It would take them a good hour to reach the mountain and one more to climb all the way up to the slavers’ camp, but they were all walking forward no matter how exhausted. Their lives depended on it. Soon, the storm would get worse, and the entire valley would be underwater for a while until the excess water drained out through the only way down, three narrow rivers.

As expected, it soon started raining. The slaver cursed as the rain hit his face, but he kept walking until something unexpected happened that stopped him dead in his tracks.

The wildlife of the mountains was thrown into a frenzy. All at once, the silent valley was filled with the cries of countless panicked animals. Thousands of birds flew up, leaving the safe haven of their nests in the trees.

“What in God’s name…”

The mountains shook, and violent tremors caused instantaneous landslides and destruction.

The children panicked and cried; some were yelling, and some were trying to flee, only to be cruelly reminded of the presence of a chain around their necks. The man yelled, ordering them to calm down, but the quakes didn’t stop, and chaos overtook the small group of children.

Only one girl was still calm among them, hoping for an even bigger quake to come. When the time was right, she locked her feet against a protruding rock, grabbed her chain, and threw herself back. She was the one to yank on her chain this time. It wasn’t much, but the slaver had already been having a hard time standing through the event; he fell flat on his back, throwing more of his usual angry curses.

Before the man could stand up from the mud, the girl jumped on him and stabbed his eye with a sharpened animal bone she took out of a fold in her clothes. Who knew where she had found that thing? The children screamed in panic, and the man screamed in pain. While he was still trying to understand what had happened to him, the girl unhooked her chain from his belt.

Trying her best not to fall from the incessant quakes, the girl gathered her chain as she ran away through the bushes.

*Ding!* ‘[Shenanigans] reached level 23’

The girl ran toward the direction of the closest river; she knew the terrain well, observing it from afar every time it was her turn to go down the mountain and into the excavation site. Following that river was the second fastest way up the mountain, and she still needed to get there. For one thing, she had to escape the incoming flood, but also, her older sister was still in the slavers’ camp. She had to find her. Her sister was much more intelligent than she was; the girl had no doubt in her mind that she would have also found a way to use the natural disaster to escape.

The girl reached the river, but the rain wasn’t letting on, giving the water the appearance of a wild torrent. She had to stop running; the seismic activity was too much to stand, and the mountains shook so violently that they looked like they were about to explode.

It got stronger and stronger until the world gave out. Cracks opened in the ground, bright rays of purple light streaming out from underground, painting the sky in their sickly hues. The mountain left the ground in a deafening rumble.

Like grasped by the omnipotent hands of an invisible titan, the mountain on which the girl’s sister was still a prisoner got hoisted up into the sky in one big piece. Everywhere around the girl, many bits of land suffered the same fate, rising to the skies above. Large chunks of the mountain fell down like many meteorites in a cataclysmic display of destruction, crushing the forest and nature underneath in a rain of stone and rubble.

The sudden cataclysmic changes in the landscape transformed the river; it swelled up, picking up even more speed as the water hurled itself downstream.

The girl was helpless to fight against the surging wave; she tumbled in the water, struggling not to drown. During her fight for survival, she glimpsed at the unfolding horror. Countless flying monsters escaped from underground. Following the purple light, they covered the cloudy sky like a blanket, their large wings almost halting the rain.

The torrent carried the girl away from the mountain that kept rising, entering the clouds, completely detached from the ground. From under the mountain, more monsters were escaping, so much so that their movements formed a hypnotic tide. There were thousands, millions of them.

She had fought all she could, but her body was too weak; she had been pushing it far past the limits of her stamina.

Her hand hopelessly reaching for the mountain, her consciousness faded, stolen by the current.



Pareth, cradling the unconscious Sofia like she was fragile glasswork, appeared inside an unknown tavern outside of the tower amidst a lively group of two women and a small Vampire.

Panic ensued; some of the tavern’s guests drew their weapons, and others fled as Mornn did her best to calm everyone down. Eventually, things calmed down; there was no fighting as everyone saw the Skeleton did not attack anyone and was carrying a passed-out girl.

Pareth disappeared after Alith grabbed Sofia, and the group did their best to explain the situation to the city guards, who came running before they left to carry Sofia to a calmer place.



Sofia woke up feeling a wet sensation on her lips. She reflexively ‘counterattacked’ as she regained consciousness, headbutting Alith away.

Ouch! “What was that for!” Sofia cried out, rubbing her forehead.

“I should be the one asking that! Look at what I get for healing you!”

Mornn was on the side, leaning against a tree and heartedly laughing her ass off, while Astelia was red like a ripe Apra, covering her eyes but still looking through her fingers anyway.

Alith stood up from the ground, dusting herself off as she mumbled an explanation laced with more pouting complaints. “I didn’t want to do that shit either, alright? But you didn’t wake up, and since my skill got more effects at level 200, I couldn’t stand there and just not heal you; even Pareth’s heal didn’t work, so it’s not like…”

What the…

What… Where…?

“I’m relieved you actually woke up, though…”

Sofia was confusedly trying to piece her memory together as she couldn’t stop herself from speed-reading the system window Alith had just opened for her to see.

[Maiden’s kiss] : The love of a beautiful maiden is an universal cure, old as time itself. You can heal someone else by kissing them. Efficiency proportional to your attraction and affection towards them.

The maiden’s kiss is no small deal, a great pain calls for an appropriate treatment, now has double efficiency on poisoned or near death targets.

A true kiss is a proof of love, the true maiden’s kiss is capable of curing all ailments no matter how dire, only death may separate the lips of two beings linked by fate.

Mana cost proportional to the required healing.

(Next function unlocks at Skill Level 400)

Oh that does explai-

“Holy shit, SARIA!” Sofia yelled, drawing the attention of the few nearby passersby.


Chapter 214 - Tears of a lost child







After Sofia’s little emotional outburst, the group headed to a restaurant to have a long chat in a VIP room. The first topic was the circumstances of Sofia’s sudden and late arrival, and Mornn was the one trying the hardest to piece things together because she knew the least.

“So, let me get this straight. Your long-lost sister, that you thought dead, is alive because you saw her name on one of the Spire’s scoreboards. And that was on the last floor, where she finished second or third overall, AND you finished at rank 1 and won an actual crown?”

“That’s… about it, yeah.”

“Maaaaan, I knew this quest was rigged, Sun is always like this! What am I supposed to do? Get rank zero?” the tall elf complained; she looked deflated and defeated in her seat, “Congratulations on the win and the good news then. Do you know how to look for your Sister already?”

Sofia had a bitter expression as she shook her head. Certainly, there were many ways to search, but search for what, how, and where? How many girls named Saria were there? And if she kept a low profile, who exactly would have even heard of her?

And it had been so long, it was possible that even if they passed by each other in the street, Sofia and Saria wouldn’t recognize each other.

Astelia found an opportunity to stop stuffing her face with ice cream and tried to help, “Maybe we can find her fast, actually? We have embassies everywhere on the human continent; someone has to know something. We could also offer a bounty? I can try asking Moon too, but I would not count on that…”

“You could also put up a request for information at the adventurers’ guild? You have that citizenship now, might as well use it. I wouldn’t mind going back to Drakron, too; it’s been a while,” Alith added.

“I don’t know where to even start… But I appreciate the help. She probably believes me dead too…”

Mornn fixed her posture, grabbing a roasted chicken leg; she lightly waved it around as she spoke, “You know, Sofia, I don’t know you that well, but. If you’re strong enough to finish as the all-time first in the trial, finding one lost sister shouldn’t be too hard.” She bit into the chicken and kept talking with her mouth half full, “I can hook you up with an old diviner if you want. His prices are high, but he’s very good at finding lost things. You’d have to come to our city in the desert, though, bit of a long trip.”

“Yeah… I- I’m not even sad or discouraged or… If anything, I’m too happy to explain how I’m feeling right now, but it’s so sudden. It makes it… Hard to focus on anything. I just need some time to get my thoughts together, I guess. A diviner, uh…”

[You have been affected by : confusion. But your skills negated the status]

Sofia jumped on her chair as if she had just gotten shocked by electricity.

Astelia and Alith asked if Sofia was all right.

“Yes! Yes, I-. Woah. Sorry, one of my skills just activated on its own.”

“That’s all it took for you to stop acting like a wet mop? What’s this skill? I need it, too.”

Everyone stared at Mornn.

“What?”

Pareth chose the following second of silence to appear in the room, leaving a small envelope on the table and disappearing again.

Everyone urged Sofia to open it. Was this a message from her lost sister? Was Pareth trying to communicate? Inside the envelope was a single sheet of paper; on one side was a pencil drawing of a Dragon mask, and on the other was a very short message:

‘Quickly seek the wind fox, good luck - Sen.’

Valeure?

“Hey, looks like we know where your next destination is. Do you know the wind saintess or want me to guide you? Met her recently so I know the way,” Mornn offered, wiping her mouth.

“No need, thanks. I also met her once already.”

“That so?”



Sofia having regained a bit of composure and with a clear goal, the subject matter moved to everyone’s results in the trial. The others had not yet shared their ranks as they had decided to wait for Sofia to be there as well.

Alith had the worst performance, failing at floor 89. Both Astelia and Mornn expressed that they also found it particularly hard, though they couldn’t discuss the details without being censored.

“I couldn’t use my ghost form, so I really didn’t have a chance. But that’s not a problem anymore with my race evolution, so it’s fine, I’ll perform better on the next one. My exact rank isn’t even worth talking about; I’m in the four thousand…”

“You were so close to the main rewards…” Astelia bemoaned.

“Eh, no point worrying about it now. I did the best I could.”

Mornn nodded in approval, “You did good for someone who’s not even alive, shorty. You were just unlucky that floor 89 was a bad matchup. What about you, Astelia?”

“Rank twelve.”

The tall elf stared, glassy-eyed, at the small vampire who was somehow still eating when everyone else was stuffed.

“You managed to pass 97!? Ugh. It was too much…”

Astelia failed against the Master, and Mornn failed at the orbs? Woah. Astelia was the one who started from the lowest spot as well. “So you failed on 97?” Sofia asked Mornn.

“Yeah… I just couldn’t… Too much too fast…”

She’s so tall; I can see how that would be an issue with the orbs, and her skills, for the most part, don’t look like they would help much. But Astelia found the black orb? It’s too bad that there’s this damn censor…

Astelia explained more, taking her time to find the right way to avoid being censored, “It was a floor very well suited for me. It was not easy, although I managed without being hurt too much. But floor 98 was impossible. I had to give up there. Were you close to finishing 97?”

“Not at all. During it I went from rank 433 to 348, when completing the floor gives rank 62. So mine was among the worst attempts, even. Well, I’ll say it, though, 300 out of who knows how many is not too bad. Sun might beat me up later, but I’m fine with my score.”

“97 and 98 were both very close calls for me too…”

Alith pointed at Sofia’s crown, “How was floor 100?”

“Uh… How do I explain that in a way that won’t get it censored… Whatever you may be thinking of, it’s worse than that and then worse again. And if you still think ‘there could be a way,’ then you’re not there yet.”

“You’re saying that… But you still won?”

“... I can’t say anything more, it seems.”



The friendly discussions lasted through the night all the way until dawn.

Alith had explained to Sofia that Zerei had left ahead to start building her school, which she had explained in a letter passed down to them by a city guard. Following that, it was decided that after a quick teleportation to the goatkin city-state, Mornn would take everyone back to the human continent on her giant sword, as it was by far the fastest way they had to cross the sea.

When they arrived in Hooasow, the group split up; Agran picked up Astelia, promising they would be on the lookout for any trace of Sofia’s sister. Mornn also left, explaining that she had to return and report to her Oracle quickly before he came to fetch her himself. Before that, she gave them an explanation of how to reach Herzal, the elven capital in the desert, and the name of the Diviner she had mentioned before. That left Sofia alone with Alith in the city, on a random bench in the middle of the night.

“So, we’re going to find your sister or what?”

“I can’t believe I’m saying that, but that is the plan. You’re going to come with me?”

“Uh? Yeah. What else am I gonna do? Let you chase after your past alone again? Last time I did that, you started murdering the whole church. I might take some time for myself again after you find her. But what kind of a friend am I if I leave right now?”

“Let’s go to Valeure’s place then.”

“Alright! I want to see the immortal fox lady, too!”

Sofia stood up and started walking through the street, “She might not even be there again though…”

Alith jumped off of the bench, trailing behind Sofia, “Then we can wait for her to show up. You won’t be able to focus on anything else anyway, might as well follow this clue for now. If it’s from Sen, it should be reliable. Also, Saria is probably stronger than you by now, I reckon she can survive a bit more until we find her, right?”

Sofia’s gait as she walked regained a bit of energy. After a few steps along the unlit homes of the city, she turned around.

“Hey, Alith.”

“Yeah?”

“Thank you.”

“Wh-... Sofia, are you crying?”


Chapter 215 - Old monsters







It was still the middle of the night; Sofia and Alith had just left the city.

“So we go straight up?”

“That's how she took me there last time. Oh, right, wait, I should put on the brooch she gave me. Alright, grab my hands.”

“Don’t you think it’s dangerous to keep the crown?” Alith asked.

“I don’t believe she would try to steal something for us, but I could see her try to buy it. Supposedly, the system makes sure nobody else can take it, though, so there’s no reason to be worried about that.”

Sofia deployed her wings; she could tweak their form now, so she made them as large as she could to get more traction. The effort required on her end was the same no matter their size anyway.

Sofia and Alith shot up through the night sky, piercing multiple thin layers of clouds. The mana and the breathable air were quite thin where they were headed, but this was no longer an issue for their improved bodies.

It did not take long for them to reach Valeure’s floating ruins of a house. It was softly lit by countless small blue wisps of light, and the small foxes normally running around during the day were all sleeping in packs.

Sofia landed at the exact same spot Valeure had helped her land the first time.

Alith was more than a bit impressed by the flying abode, “Is it really fine for us to just enter like that?”

“It was her who said I could come back, so it should. It’s not like we’re a danger to her anyway, I don’t believe we could do anything reprehensible here and still manage to escape even if we gave it our best effort.”

“Right… Well, we’re just here to ask for help. It is still the middle of the night, though.”

“What does night even mean to us at this point? I could probably go months without sleep now. And you don’t even need to sleep at all.”

“Not wrong, Sofia. Not wrong…”

Alith had more to say, but their chatter stopped when the many floating blue lights moved in unison, lining the borders of seemingly random parts of the floating ruins to form a glowing path.

“See, Alith? No need to worry about a thing; she already knows; we’re lucky that she’s here.”

“Hmm. Let’s follow the light then.”

The light path led the duo to one of the rare roofed parts of the ruins, a large room with closed-shut stone doors.

“Let me open up to the guests,” a muffled, calm, and deep voice sounded through the door.

Sofia and Alith took a few steps back so the doors would have enough space to open outwards. They did so on their own a second later after being filled with mana.

Sofia had found the voice strangely familiar. She understood why as soon as she got a glimpse of the people behind the door.

[Saint - Lv. 449]

[Hero - Lv. 299 (412)]

[Mage]

Three persons stood in the cozy carpeted salon that might as well be called a bunker, considering the amount of ritual circles adorning its walls.

The first person was the eternally bored Valeure, floating in the air as usual.

The second was a tall and muscular bald black man in orange clothes…

And the third was a skeleton wearing a long black skirt hiding his legs and a soft-looking black cape draped over his shoulders.

Valeure, Orvod and a skeleton so powerful I cannot see his level. Where are we, the gathering of world-destroying monsters? Is it too late to jump off?

This has to be the TLDR guy, right?

Again, it was Orvod who spoke, “Well, come in.”

I totally killed his descendant. I- Uh. At least I saved the magisterium’s daughter, right? Right? Ahah…

A gust of wind pushed Sofia and Alith inside; there was nothing they could do to resist it; it didn’t do any damage, so Sofia couldn’t even try to dispel it. The doors closed behind them.

The skeleton had moved faster than Sofia could comprehend, he was closely observing her and Alith as they tried to find their balance. “Two most interesting new Rankers, aren’t they? This one is even wearing the crown with two of my gems. Great picks, number one. Are you interested in joining the Red Carpet?”

Though he moved his lower jaw as he spoke, the skeleton’s voice wasn’t anything physical; it moved directly through mana, imprinting itself into everyone’s thoughts.

“Two of YOUR gems?!” Sofia thought so loudly that it escaped her mouth.

“You didn’t think they came out of nowhere, did you? They sadly aren’t worth much without the crown, however, but they are my precious creations nonetheless. Your friend’s storage ring is one, too.”

Alith instantly entered the fray, “Are you an Admin?”

“Lords, no,” the skeleton rebutted, sounding indignant, he took some distance, “I’d rather die. My four best gems ended up there, trading; it’s all there is to it.”

“Are you done, Richie?” Valeure asked, sounding as lethargic as Sofia remembered.

“Maybe? I don’t know. My instincts tell me there is a lot to learn here. Aren’t you curious too? You never told me anything about them, always hogging all the fun, heh. This one is some kind of undead I never encountered, even! But they must have business with you, so please, do get on with it.”

“Thank you. Welcome back, Sofia. And you are Alith, correct? I am Valeure, Saintess of Wind, and this is my home. You are welcome here, too. Congratulations to both of you on your trial. Only a few more and you will be like us… What brings you here this time?”

Alith and Sofia nodded at the introductions, and then Alith looked at Sofia.

I get it; it’s my job from here; well, I have all the items, so…

“Thank you for your hospitality. I hope we are not interrupting anything…” Sofia started.

“We were just done discussing some urgent matters; your timing is quite lucky; do not worry about it.”

“Alright, thank you. We came seeking your help on a certain matter in particular, though it seems that I, in fact, have things to discuss with everyone present here today…”

“Oh oh? Everyone present? I am quite curious. Is it about the gems?”

“It is not, actually.”

“I see, I see, very well.”

Orvod spoke up, his deep voice calm like a spring river, “What may be your dealings with this old monk?”

Does he not know? What do I say, ‘I killed you in the first trial and also killed your son/ grandson, who knows’? It sounds dumb to say it, but it might be worse to say nothing… Valeure saw my murder history, and ‘Armand Anzan Ovohen’ is literally the first line!

What are the chances that he isn’t related to ‘Orvod Maurya Ovohen’ from the same church of the same kingdom?

I don’t think he’s related to Scripture anymore, though, or I would be very dead right now… Unless he plans to kill me when I leave, but then no matter what I say now, it won’t really matter… Might as well say it then.

“Uh… I apologize. I believe I may have killed someone from your family.”

“I am aware,” he answered without flinching. “Worry not about that. I thank you for saving Perenia,” he continued, performing an uncomfortably formal ninety-degree bow, “I apologize for the actions of my extended family. May you find it in your heart to forgive them. I have long distanced myself from Skyreach and its Church.”

Crisis averted?!

“All in the past now…” Sofia mumbled, still slightly nervous, “Speaking of which, this is not my first time meeting you.”

Might as well get that out of the way now, and the more interesting things I have to say the more likely Valeure is to help.

“I do not remember ever interacting with you, Saintess.”

“Yes, yes. Of course, I meant… How do I say this? Does the name Aurelia Grandcourt…?”

“Ah, so you have met a remnant of my past during your first trial, I assume. Aurelia…”

“Can I know what happened to her?”

“She died young, along with almost everyone present in the capital at the time.”

“The Alphageid uh…”

For the first time, Orvod seemed slightly surprised. “Did your trial expose you to this disaster? What was Vakeragon thinking…”

“Well, this is great; it will save us a lot of explaining, will it not? See, we old bunch are on somewhat of a war against these tentacular otherworlders known as the Phageid. This was the subject of this meeting, too. You three are still too weak to need to worry about it, but should you keep growing, we would gladly welcome you into our ranks as more than just commercial associates.”

“Us three?” Sofia asked.

“You heard what I said, necromancer. There is no hiding a skeleton from the oldest lich around. I do not know where you are hiding it, but I can feel its presence clearly, tied to your soul, present in this very room.”

Valeure was intrigued by the telepathic skeleton’s affirmations, “Necromancer? Did she train wildcasting necromancy on the side? I assumed it was a specialization…”

“No, this should be a part of her class.”

“She is Scripture’s Saintess, Richie. What do you mean a part of her class?”

“Not my story to tell; she would be agreeable to trade this information to you, I bet. I will not be scamming a young girl out of your money, Valy.”


Chapter 216 - Lost and Found







Valeure looked at the skeleton like he was the stinkiest pile of trash she had ever smelled.

“Tssk. Fine, whatever, we will get back to this later. You also had some dealings with that pile of bones, Sofia? Unless you had more things to say to Orvod here, too?”

“Ah, yes, I had one more question, may I?” Sofia asked Orvod.

“Of course.”

“Your level shows up strangely through my Saint’s perception; I have never seen it do that…”

“Let me explain. Our good friend Orvod failed his trial, forever locking his level at 299. As far as his progression aided by the system goes, at least. This would be the first part of what you see. You can probably guess the rest.”

“He found an alternative way to become stronger?”

“Exactly! See, I am older than the system, quite a bit older, in fact, and back then, it was much harder to get anywhere, magically speaking. Our most precious resource now is Mana, but it used to be Time. Especially for short-lived races like us humans,” the skeleton explained, nodding to himself. “And I ran out. So, I needed a way to become stronger, to live longer… See where I am going? Orvod here has been doing the same, progressing the good old way through precise magical body alterations and rigorous training. But he had the luxury of having been given all the time he needed by the system already and never had to become quite as skinny as me as a result.”

It does make sense that people used to have different ways of getting stronger. It shouldn’t be impossible to manually replicate what the system is doing when we cross filters either, right? “Then does the second number reflect his actual power?”

“Yes. It wouldn’t be very fair of the system to tell you his level is still 299 when his actual strength is closer to Valy’s, would it? So things ended up like this. As for me, if you wonder, I simply have the authority to hide my level.”

“Uhm, Sir skeleton, you wouldn’t happen to go by the name ‘Terrible limping drunkard: Richard’, would you?” Alith asked the question she fully well knew the answer to, with all the tact of a Dragon in a porcelain shop.

Alith, what the fuck are you saying!

Valeure started laughing hysterically from hearing Alith say that with such confidence, so much so that she completely lost control of her flight and started rolling on the floor. Orvod’s expression hadn’t really changed, but the skeleton was locked in place, frozen like a statue.

There are so many layers of shields and protection in this room… I probably wouldn’t even be able to activate the ring to Zangdar through this… Are we dead?

For a skinless skeleton, the lich was very expressive in his body language. From completely still, he turned to looking straight and composed, and then he began oozing the aura of someone weak and tired, like his skull weighed too much for his spine to support. But they aren’t even physically connected…

“A nickname I hadn’t heard in a long time, this one… Oh, you have his ring too… I cannot believe I failed to recognize it under that black glove of yours… You found brother Lú, did you not…?”

“We did, or what remained of him…”

“Found one of the displacement rings?”

He means the keyrings?

“Yes. It was on the skeleton of an elf, in a mage tower turned dungeon, somewhere in Skyreach’s flatlands.”

“So they managed to find one after all, and yet they never came to see me about it? I cannot believe this. Fools… “ Richard sighed and sat down on one of the room’s chairs, “Well, what is done is done. How did the rest go? Zangdar should have been lost somewhere in the Margin, right?”

“It was, and it was also infested with countless lesser Phageids and a few larvae. This is where we earned most of our levels up until now.”

“This is unsurprising. After the city disappeared, it was clear that they had activated the last resort defense mechanism, but since nobody ever came back… And we couldn’t track the landing position of the city either. Well, at long last, they have been found. No survivors, I assume? Did you get rid of all the Phageid?”

“We killed most, and whatever was left died in an explosion. Only Zhǎng Lú was left, but… To say he was alive might be an exaggeration. He left you a letter which should explain things from his perspective. This is what I meant when I said we had something to discuss with you as well…” Sofia explained as she produced the letter from Zangdar, or rather from Zhǎng Lú, labeled ‘To Terrible Limping Drunkard Richard’.

“I see.” TLDR grabbed the envelope and opened it on the spot. “This is genuine. Quite the way to go… Did he leave more of them?”

“There is one each for his wife and three kids, and one for a certain ‘Alkorm D’.”

“Give me all the letters for his family. I will bring it to them.”

Alith watched Sofia take out the envelopes; she questioned, “Are any of them still alive after all this time?”

“No. I will bring it to their graves. You may keep the last one, give it to Alkorm by yourselves; you will run into him sooner or later if you keep leveling, as sure as the sun rises every day. I sincerely thank you for bringing this to my old bones. I shall find an appropriate way to reward you.”

This guy owing us a favor might just be the best thing we got out of Zangdar.

“Did you find the books on his latest research?”

“No, I believe he must have destroyed them, I have read every book I could find in there but none explained how he ended up how he did.”

“As I thought, hmm. Maybe it’s for the better.”

“Whatever you say Richie, glad you found some closure, but we really should get to the main subject, no? You both originally came to see me, did you not? What did you want? You reconsidered selling me that cursed sand-producing item?”

“That was not it; we came because of this…” Sofia stated, producing Sen’s note out of her ring. The sheet of paper flew out of Sofia’s hand and floated in front of Valeure.

“Sen? Why would he send you to me… Is that dragon mask a cursed item you need? It looks quite old. Maybe eight or nine thousand years looking at the design?”

“I concur, with this kind of craftsmanship, I would guess a lizardman artifact, perhaps an Oracle’s mask. But these are all just suppositions.”

“We cannot know more unless we have it in person.”

“This is… It’s somewhat of a long story, is it fine if I spend some time explaining?”

“Have you forgotten where you are? Valy here pays people to share their story and you’re going to ask her permission to do it for free? You are much too generous with her.”

“Well, I am here to ask for help so…”

“Do not mind the rambling skeleton, Sofia. I am listening, but try to be concise; I may still need to leave at any moment.”

“Hmm. I was born in the Sovuln kingdom, I have an older sister…”



“And Sen sent you to me… Well, sorry to tell you, but I have not heard of your sister or anyone wearing such a mask yet. I can help you find her as a repayment of Richie’s debt to you if you wish.”

“You would do that, Valy? How unlike you to take care of your friends’ debt. Are you trying to show off in front of the new generation?”

“Shut up, Richie. You have a debt to them, and I have a debt to you, do you understand?”

“Alright, alright, you have a deal; I’ll probably still pitch in, though. Since I am here anyway.”

Alith was getting a bit impatient, “What do you suggest, lady Valeure?”

“You can drop the honorifics; it’s fine. In the current situation, I cannot move much. As Richie said earlier, we have some sort of a war going on at the moment, which is keeping us very busy. But, I do have many ears around; they will be searching for us, while you two should be going to Sovuln.”

“How would that help now that we know she’s not there?” Alith continued.

“If Saria, a young and classless child, survived on a flying mountain through the tide and the ebb, there would undoubtedly be clues to be found there. This wasn’t so long ago either, so it is in your interest to go fast before these traces fade.”

“The ebb?” Alith repeated.

“Orvod is familiar with this, I will let him explain before you go. I am confident that unless she is backed by someone as strong as me and purposely hiding her tracks, we can find Sofia’s sibling within a year.”


Chapter 217 - Pay to win







After thinking for a second, Valeure added one more detail, “I will also have someone searching for clues around the Ranking Spire since she was confirmed by Sen to have been  there.”

Orvod had been mostly just listening for a while but he had something to say this time, “They will need a space mage before anything else. Sovuln is not that easy to navigate even now.”

“And this is where Richie comes in; you said you were going to help anyway?” Valeure said, staring intensely at Richard the lich, who was still fiddling with the envelopes Sofia had given him.

“I see where you’re going with this; it is not what I had in mind, but sure,” Richard said, sounding exasperated at Valeure’s way of doing things without asking for anyone’s opinion. 

The skeletons froze, and his mana disappeared. The lich was no more than a pile of loose bones that fell to the floor.

What just happened? Sofia and Alith were surprised by the sudden turn of events.

Valeure seemed unfazed, “He will be back soon,” she assured them.

And the bones indeed started reassembling soon after, “Alright, Nicet is on his way,” the skeleton declared after his skull found its place back on his spine.

Some kind of rapid skeleton-swapping? It would be great if Pareth could do that…

Valeure spoke up again, “Nicetficis is a decent space mage and a very good investigator; he will be essential to your expedition; you can find more people if you want, of course. But I think your team should be plenty as is. As long as you follow Orvod’s guidance, that is. Hmm, I can also give you the option to do this with me instead; that would be much safer and faster. But you would have to wait until I have enough free time, which could take a good few months, maybe a year.”

A year? That’s a bit longer than I’m comfortable with…

Alith seemed to read Sofia’s mind as she answered for her, “We appreciate the offer, but I don’t believe Sofia will be able to wait that long. And you already called for that Nicet person, didn’t you?”

“Understandable, then go with Nicet,” Valeure answered with a shrug, ”I will also have someone look into the dragon mask in the meantime. If nothing comes out of all this by the next time we meet…”

“I will personally help as soon as we have secured our objectives. As she said, this could take a while, but none of us can move much more than that for the time being. However, you have helped me find a lost friend, and I shall make sure the favor is properly returned, I swear it on my ninth skull! Also… I can summon something to help you out on the way if you want. But that would essentially prevent you from getting any experience, so the choice is yours.”

“Will we need that?”

“I haven’t been to Sovuln much since the Tide; I must admit, I have been rather busy with tentacled monsters and annoying vegetation. Orvod, your opinion?”

“If the mountain is around where Miss Sofia believes it was, then you will not need any help. Nicet would likely be able to reach that far by himself with proper caution.”

Sofia looked at Alith, wondering what her opinion was; the only answer she got was a shrug.

“Considering Sir Orvod’s opinion, we will do without your summon, but thank you for the offer.”

“This is nothing, and besides, I have an interest in keeping you ladies alive. Right now isn’t the time, but me and a few friends will want to hear the full story of your adventures through Zangdar. Perhaps even with Miss Sofia’s sister around to listen too.”

“That could be very amusing indeed,” Valeure added.

“Hmm, now that I think about it, Sir Richard, could I buy the list of all necromancer skills from you? I also need a very heavy humanoid skeleton; I do not know if these are things you can provide or want to sell, but if so, I am interested.”

“An interesting request. Sadly, I cannot help with the necromancy skills. Of course, I could give you a big list of all known system skills, or most of them anyway, but it most likely wouldn’t be useful to you, or anyone else for that matter.”

“Why is that? I could really use that knowledge to plan my future synergies.”

“The actual skills you get after level 200 are partially random when it comes to generic classes such as the basic necromancer, making all efforts to plan around these skills useless.”

“So I have to keep being in the dark…”

“So do most people at these levels; it is simply how things work. The system could still provide you with the generic skills, but you are now strong enough that they will start to be tailored for you and your own mana pathways before you even unlock them. They will generally be stronger even at level one compared to your old skills if you didn’t already alter and enhance them.”

Yeah, I wonder how that will work with my class… Maybe that’s why my last passive took so long to get completed after I picked the words? I still haven’t tried it either.

“Thank you for the information; then what about my other request?”

“A heavy humanoid skeleton, well, I have plenty. Let us agree on a trade; give me anything, and I will pick a skeleton of equal value fitting your criteria; how is that?”

“I am a bit unfamiliar with how one should determine the value of a skeleton, but I am willing to go for it anyway.”

“You have a deal then; I will take any magical or historical item.”

“Who knew the day would come when I would see my lounge become a necromancy marketplace…”

Sofia looked through the pile of stuff in her ring, which was made by the person she was currently trading with. It was hard to think of anything precious enough to be of interest to him that she could afford to trade away.

But among all the trash she accumulated in her storage, she found something perfect.

Magical, historical, and perhaps sentimental. I can’t think of anything better; in fact, I wouldn't be surprised if he specifically hoped for this to show up because he should know it was there.

In Sofia’s hands, the carved midenicite tablets representing the different planes of existence appeared neatly stacked on one another.

“You did find these, after all, good trade choice, by all metrics, but… Did you forget one?”

“No. The last one… How do I say this? It was ‘retrieved’ by the subject matter.”

“Oh? Oh. Ooooh. I see. And you’re alive to tell the tale? Surprising. Very surprising. We will have a lot more to discuss I see. But back to the subject, I will be taking these as a part of our deal. Do you want a skeleton with any particular ability besides being heavy?”

“Not at all. It’s better if it’s not too tall so it can work indoors, or at least in some of them, and you know the other criteria already.”

“I will be back shortly, then.”

There goes the tablet set; not like they were of any use to us anyway.

Once again, the skeleton became a messy pile of bones rolling on the ground, though the tablets had disappeared from Sofia’s hands.

“Did you have those tablets last time?” Valeure asked.

“She did,” Alith answered nonchalantly.

“Really?! You should have traded them with me, come on…”

After the reaction you had when I mentioned the Deep last time? Not a chance. Richard seems a lot more casual about it. Actually, Valeure is acting a lot more casually this time around, too, is she not? Or maybe I’m misremembering because of how stressed I was back then… This is still a bit tense, but not as much. And Alith is with me this time.

There was a moment of silence in the room, and surprisingly, it was Orvod who broke it, “What kind of skeleton do you think he will bring, Valeure?”

“Ah, knowing him, it could be anything, but since he will try to fit all the criteria and keep a somewhat equal worth to the traded artifacts… Maybe the bones of a Juvenile Hammerhead?”

“That does sound plausible. I was more inclined to think of something akin to a variant Ogre, but I must have underestimated the worth of these tablets then.”

“These relics may look limited in terms of utility, but if we are speaking about historical value, they are worth a lot.”

“If you say so.”

Their little chat was interrupted by the sound of bones clanking; Richard’s body was reconstructing. As his skull found its place on his spine, he raised his arms, and a large amount of thick bones appeared before him. The sudden increase in weight destabilized the flying room, making it tilt for a second before whatever held it in place in the sky counterbalanced the forces.

“All is good; I have exactly just the thing for you, a Boneplate Mauler!”

Valeure and Orvod both had an ‘oh, that makes sense, yeah’ expression on their faces, though they said nothing.

It does look very heavy. Will it be enough to outweigh the Alpha Stone Ogre, though? What does this thing even look like when it’s not a pile of bones? It does not look very human-shaped… 
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Richard put on his best salesman voice, “I present: a mature Boneplate Mauler’s full and intact skeleton. A rarity this one, considering their tendencies to maim each other. These bear-like beasts have fully functional hands with thumbs as well as claws sprouting from the top of the wrist. But more importantly, as you can see and guess from the name, they sport a total of one hundred and twenty-six external bone plates akin to a full set of natural armor, along with numerous horn-like spikes all over. This one was slightly above level 450, if I remember correctly. They fit in most human-made habitats as long as you have large doors, and have quite a long reach, truly one of nature’s most elegant land-bound creatures. And as you requested, this is a heavy one, weighing in at exactly three thousand and sixty-eight kilograms.”

“Are you done, Richie? We don’t need so many details.”

“Oh, excuse me, I got carried away, anyway; it’s a very good base skeleton. Happy with it?”

“Yes! Thank you!”

Sofia quickly stored the bones; they were so heavy that it took a lot more mana than usual, about as much as Alpha Ogre Pareth. But that was with his 200% density boost active…

I hope you like this one, Pareth, because I think it’s going to stick around for a long time. Even Bookie wanted to come out and eat it!

“You can always come to one of my Red Carpet stores if you-”

Valeure’s calm expression crumbled out of nowhere, showing a frustrated frown; she interrupted the lich mid-sentence, “Richie, we need to go, right now.”

“Already? This never ends… It was a pleasure to meet you, ladies.” The skeleton and Saintess of Wind vanished out of the room. Leaving Sofia and Alith alone with Orvod.

“Where did they go?” Alith wondered aloud.

Orvod sat down on a chair now that the other two were gone, “They have matters to take care of; I will be joining them after I send you off with Nicet. But take a seat, ladies, I will explain when he arrives.”

Not long later, the stone doors opened, controlled by Orvod’s magic, revealing the presence of a beastman waiting behind them. He looked almost human if not for the smooth black scales climbing up the sides of his head, the lack of ears, and his vertically slit irises.

A Snakeman?

[Mage - Lv. 230]

“Hi? The boss called me here without giving a reason… Oh, Elder Orvod, did you need me? Is something wrong with the barrier?”

Elder? Well, he is old, yeah… But he also looks like he’s thirty or something like that.

Only after his confused introduction did he notice the two women in the room. “Ah, my apologies; hello, I am Nicetficis from the Red Carpet research team,” he introduced himself with a polite bow.

“Hi,” Alith answered first.

“Hello.”

“Nicet, you will be accompanying these ladies on a mission in the western region of Sovuln. Depart as soon as they are ready. Consider them VIP clients; they have a deal with Richard.”

“Understood, Elder.”

Will I also be called Elder someday? Please no.

“They will explain any details needed along the way, I merely need to brief them on the environment first; is your expedition material ready?”

“Always, Elder.”

“Good, this is Lady Sofia and Lady Alith; they need to locate and investigate a specific one of the south-west's floating mountains. I estimate it to be around the second ring, which means monsters at levels around 200. Do you still have one of the Ebb samples?”

“Right here,” Nicet answered, producing a rune-covered glass sphere with a single tree leaf inside, which was pale pink. As if caressed by a soft wind, the leaf shivered inside of the glass.

The corruption. So this is what they call ‘the Ebb’. The notification from that time I put a finger through the barrier was mentioning this, too…

‘[You have entered the dungeon : Sovuln, the ebbing kingdom - Certain Death]’

The sphere flew directly to Orvod’s hand, who stood up and came to stand in front of Sofia and Alith’s seat.

“This is a sample of the Ebb. It is a peculiar kind of monster, both an ooze and a mushroom. The spores spread by contact to most organic matter, and they will self-replicate by consuming the host until nothing but a hollow shell remains, such as this leaf.”

Great, I thought the color was weird, but now it’s the least terrible part of this thing. “Does it also spread through dirt?”

“No, but it does through roots. However, we have contained the spread to the remains of Sovuln for now.”

Alith seemed like she didn’t understand something, so she interrupted to ask, “How can there be monsters in Sovuln if this thing spreads through organic matter? Wouldn’t they all get consumed?”

“Good assumption, for the most part, yes, but some have adapted. There are three main types of monsters you need to be wary of in Sovuln. The first one would be the mutated animals and monsters, which have somehow developed a symbiotic relationship with the ebb. The vast majority of those cannot fly, but they are generally powerful and territorial.”

Orvod gave a sign to Nicet, who picked up the job of explaining, “Next are the many flying monsters. An almost infinite amount. If a flying island is still free from the Ebb, it will be one of their nests without fail. Their strength is all over the place, but the weaker ones usually get chased to the borders of the kingdom, which is what we call the first ring. The strongest ones near the center of the kingdom are a danger even to someone as strong as Elder Orvod.”

Then Orvod held up the sphere containing a leaf corrupted by the Ebb, “And the last entity you need to be aware of is the Ebb itself. Anything the Ebb takes over eventually becomes a monster. Plants, trees, wooden houses, animals, humans– as I said, most organic matter can become a part of the Ebb. Their level is usually proportional to their size, so stay away from corrupted houses and the like.”

How does a house even attack? “We can kill them, right?”

“Of course, but physical attacks are very inefficient; you need magic, fire is best at dealing with the Ebb, but whatever you do, no water magic. And in case of rain, you need to fly above or into the clouds,” saying this, Orvod gave the sphere back to Nicet.

I guess lightning should work fine.

Nicet summoned and put on a steel glove with long claw-like steel nails, then he activated the ritual circles engraved on the glass sphere, and a small hole appeared in it. With his gloved hand, he held a weird glass vial containing a clear liquid. Through the hole, a single drop of liquid left the vial and entered the sphere, landing on the light pink leaf while he quickly plugged the hole with one of his long steel nails.

“This is what happens when the Ebb is exposed to water,” he explained.

Inside the glass, the leaf bubbled and bloated; many tentacles burst outward, flailing wildly in the sphere. Using these new appendages, the leaf crawled around in the glass, poking it, bashing against it for a few seconds until it seemingly ran out of energy and shriveled back to its original leaf form.

And the whole kingdom is covered in this?!

Fuck, I was lucky that it took a while to spread. Forget the monsters the caravan had to fight when we escaped the country through the mountains in the north; this would have killed everyone.

And Orvod’s barrier around Sovuln is all that’s keeping it from spreading through the whole human continent? I know I killed him during my first trial, but I’m really glad he’s still alive right now…

Now that the leaf had calmed down, Nicet had time to reactivate the glass ball’s enchantments and close the hole, “Now imagine what happens when it rains, and every single blade of grass, every tree, every mutated monster becomes like this.”

The discussion continued like that for a while, with Nicet and Orvod explaining all that one needed to know to safely navigate the ‘Certain Death’ dungeon that Sovuln had become.



Orvod had left after making sure Sofia and Alith understood all the information about the Ebb.

“We will be working together for a while then. I am ready to go when you are, but I should get you protection suits just in case; that might take an hour or two.”

I don’t think we need much preparation besides swapping Pareth’s skeleton. I don’t have much gold left after using the Sun ritual so much, so maybe I can also try to replenish that a bit, I can go to the Vampire embassy and sell the scrap Orichalcum from my armor and the egg? I feel like the fused bone armor is probably just as strong now, so there’s no real point in wearing both. “We also have a few things to deal with first… It should be about four in the morning right now… Can you meet us at noon in front of the Vampire embassy? I think we should share more about our abilities and fighting style before going, might as well do that around a meal. We’ll depart after that.”

Nicet smiled at the proposition; he adjusted his jacket and nodded, “Fine by me. I will just need your measurements to adjust the suits, may I?” he asked, already holding a tape meter and a notebook.

The snakeman was very professional about the measurements, like an actual tailor would, although he looked a bit uncomfortable, which might have had something to do with Alith’s deathly glare, which followed him during the whole process.

“See you in a few hours, then,” the man said as he left the room before teleporting away.
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“They just left us alone in Valeure’s house,'' Alith remarked.

“It’s not like we would try to steal anything anyway. I’m going out to summon Pareth first, anything you need to do before we go?”

“I need my weapons repaired. The mithril got a bit dented, and the handles are in bad shape. Shouldn’t take long; besides that, it’s all good. Dopple doesn’t need any repair. I was looking forward to getting back to some alchemy, but that can wait until we come back from the pink place.”

“Oh, right, before we go, didn’t your hero's blessing have an evolution every 100 levels? I’m kind of curious about what you got this time.”

“Ah, well. It’s nothing much, just another special passive skill to put next to the previous one; let me bring them both up.”

[Heir of fire] ♢ : Apply a stack of ‘Devouring fire’ on target for every successful melee attack, up to 100 stacks.

(An attack needs to deal at least 1 health point of damage to be successful)

Devouring fire lasts for 3 seconds, renewed upon applying a new stack, and augments damage received from all physical attacks by 10%.

[From the ashes] ♢ : Upon killing an enemy of level equal or superior to yours, regenerate 1% Health and Stamina for every five stacks of ‘Devouring fire’ on them.

While directly inside fire or similarly hot environments, regenerate 1% Health per second and gain a temporary increase of 20% in all physical stats except health.

“Woah. You’re really shaping up to be a fire mage’s worst nightmare.”

“Mornn already got a taste of that even before I got this new passive. I wonder what I’ll get at level 300.”



Sofia walked around Pareth, observing him from every angle, “So this is what the whole thing looks like, not bad, it’s really like some sort of armored bear.”

Pareth moved around, quietly trying to adjust to his new form.

“Do you like it? That should be easier to fight with than the Ogre’s tall body.”

Pareth didn’t answer but he stopped moving to bow to Sofia, which was no longer too surprising at this point. That was one of the only ways Pareth seemed to be willing to communicate through; either way, Sofia was happy to see it.

His new skeleton was exactly as Richard had described it, like an armored, three-eyed bear-like creature with large bones and long, scary claws. The shape of the skull was the weirdest part to Sofia, who felt that it looked like someone had combined a bear’s skull and a giant prawn’s head.

I haven’t looked at his stats at all until now; he should have gotten a bonus from the level-up and even more from the Boneplate Mauleur skeleton. I even took the time to engrave it with Zerei’s rituals and everything this time; the air steps are really a must-have.

Let’s see without the [Sanctified grounds] first.

Name : Pareth Level : 200 ♢

Health : 980 400 / 980 400

Stamina : 366 800 / 366 800

Mana : 40 000 / 40 000

“Hmm, so your stats with no bonus right now are almost as much as they were during the trial with the [Sanctified grounds]...”

I’m a bit desensitized to big numbers because I know of the Master’s Health pool now, but that’s still a lot for our current level. I’d say the trade with Richard was worth it; I don’t even know if I could find anything better for the same size range. If I want heavier now, I’ll have to turn to bigger beasts…

“Also, you have forty thousand Mana now? I guess the base stats must have doubled from the filter; not too bad. You can activate the skill now.”

Name : Pareth Level : 200 ♢

Health : 2 862 768 / 2 862 768

Stamina : 1 071 056 / 1 071 056

Mana : 39 900 / 40 000

Now, these are real numbers. Good. Great.

Hmm, right, I can make two blessed constructs with [Bone dominus] now; it leveled up during the fight against Victory.

The shield was a fine defensive construct but the fact that I had to have it out for its effects to work was inconvenient. I could make something like a breastplate for added protection? But wearing that all the time would get tiring, too. Guess I’ll just make another ring, ten fingers after all, I can still fit many more.

And then I’ll make something for Pareth to wear, so he’ll always have it active, even in storage. Having him carry a shield isn’t great either since he uses a two-handed sword most of the time.

Hmm.

“Hey, you know what, I’ll make you a crown like mine. You deserve one, too.”

Sofia admired her work; she had to slightly alter the design to fit Pareth’s current weirdly shaped skull but the front of the crown at least looked similar, except that it was made of blessed bones.

“My status page is really looking crazy…”

Name : Sofia Aphenoreth

Age : 21

Class : [Saintomancer] ♢

Level : 200 ♢

Health : 29 600 / 29 600  

Stamina : 29 699 / 29 699  

Mana : 314 512 / 319 100         

Main Specialization : [Eclipse Skeleton]

Alteration chance : 0%

Secondary Specialization : [Heat Death]

Active Skills (6 / 8)

​[Spine of the Black Sun] - Level 200

[Heal Undead] - Level 71

[Summon Blood] - Level 200

[Maiden Banshee] - Level 200 (Lv.200)

[Graveyard of the righteous] - Level 200

[False immortality] - Level 3

Passive Skills (6 / 8)

[Blessing of the Deep] - (2/4)

[Vakariazrehafin of Sorrow] ♢

[Exalted Exoskeleton] ♢

[Venerable physique of the primeval void] ♢ - Doors of the Light forging realm

[Bone dominus] - Level 2

[Erredian Rot]

Classless Skills (8 / 9)

[Fast reading] - Level 58

[Way of the Fool] - Level 22

[Sprint] - Level 38

[Identify] - Level 2

[Mana manipulation] ♢

[Evasion] - Level 32

[Radiance] - Level 26

[Quintessential] ♢

Special Skills (1)

​[The Book of Skeletons] ♢

Summoned heroes (3 / 4)

●        Lv.200 Pareth (Holy Boneplate Mauler Eclipse Skeleton)

●        Lv.200 Alith (Alith)

●        Lv.200 Book of Skeletons (Book)

[Mark of Aphenoreth]

Available Active Skills :

●        [ command] : soul that none can resist.

●        [Restore ] : Infuse the target with mana to

●        [Ritual skulls of ] : ERROR

●        [ penumbra] : ERROR

Available Passive Skills :

●        [Runic ] : You are one with the runes of

Oh, right, I didn’t end up asking Sen about this, did I? Well, whatever, I’m almost certain it works how I think it does, and even if it didn’t, it’s still a good skill.

You have acquired the Classless skill : ‘One with Suffering’

There we go. Might as well do this too, I’ll just have to alter it myself later.

[Class Skill level up point is being used on ‘Heal Undead’, are you sure?]

[Class Skill level up point has been used]

‘[Heal Undead] reached level 200’

Am I missing anything? I still have that last hero slot to fill; well, it will come. I do not know what I need at this point; the book of Skeletons has got me covered for most random utility things. Pareth is a great vanguard…

Either way, it has to be a skeleton, right? It would be wasteful otherwise.

“Oh, I should try my new skills at least once.”

Sofia summoned the salamander skeletons from the book and spent half an hour practicing with the active effect of [Heat Death], the magic negation.



“Alright, for the grand finale, all at once.”

Five balls of fire shot out of the salamanders’ mouths, and right before they could collide with Sofia, they all disappeared. It was as if the attacks had been teleported away or straight-up deleted by the Gods, but the truth wasn’t simpler.

It was surprisingly easy to use; she could feel whenever magic was about to damage her, even when she couldn’t see it, and she would instinctively know the approximate cost to negate it. If she chose to, a ray of mana would shoot out of her body and collide with whatever magic was headed toward her. It would instantly spread across the enemy magic like a virulent plague and forcefully disperse its mana, leaving behind only a harmless mana fog. The whole process was so fast that Sofia had to do it many times before she could even figure that much out.

The five salamanders were almost running out of mana, so Sofia dispelled them. She was surprised to see her mana slightly bump back up. Right, [Heat Death] does that too.

‘Absorb 40% (Class level/5; maximum 100%) of the remaining Mana from nearby deaths; excess will be lost; absolute effect; 200 meters range (Class level).’

“Damn, I need to test that interaction too.”

The ten next minutes were spent carving a [False immortality] rune. Sofia then summoned a random skeleton out of the book and immediately dispelled it. Her mana went back up by 800 points, 40% of the skeleton’s mana.

“It really bypassed the rune! Wait, so… You’re telling me…”

Mana : 266 717 / 319 100    

Sofia summoned the squad of twenty-five Paladins from the book. Costing her a whopping 5000 mana.

[Solar Paladin - Lv. 200]

Health : 20 000 / 20 000

Stamina : 20 000 / 20 000

Mana : 10 000 / 10 000

Lifetime : 11 996s/ 12 000s

She dispelled one of the Paladins.

Mana : 270 717 / 319 100    

Such a good specialization. Sofia dispelled all the Paladins.

Mana : 319 100 / 319 100  

And I still have the rune on me. This is insanity. Too bad this is limited, the mana I’m consuming is actually Bookie’s fog. Sure, the Paladins only cost me 5000 mana, but they still take almost half the fog… Well, it’s good to know I can do this.

“That leaves only one thing to try.”

[Erredian Rot] : When activated, the light of your holy spells spreads ‘The Erredian Rot’.

Upkeep : 10 000 mana per second

This isn’t going to be spraying pink mushrooms everywhere, I hope. Maybe I should move to a rocky area, just in case.

Sofia watched her mana drop as she activated the passive skill, and she fired a quick beam of [Heal undead] onto a rock, on which were placed a leaf, a bone, and some meat, before deactivating the passive.

A film of black substance covered in pulsating black veins appeared all over everything the light had touched, even the rock. At first, the leaf almost instantly disappeared, turned to ash, and then the rot started eating at the rock. A hole was forming in the rock of the diameter that the beam of light had been. A second later, the piece of bone started decomposing, too, before the meat also turned to dust almost instantly. The black corruption started spreading all over the rock, out of the hole they had dug, but the veins were pulsating slower than before, and soon, it all disappeared. What was left was a hollowed stone on the ground with a bunch of ash-like black dust in the hole.

The sight was disturbing at first, but thanks to her mana vision, Sofia had understood what had happened. The black veins were draining mana. As soon as whatever they were draining ran out of mana, they consumed the object instead, and extremely fast at that.

At the end, their mana supply ran out; feeding on the stone wasn’t enough to supply the rot with the mana needed for its continued existence, so it ate itself.

It even ate the fucking stone!


Chapter 220 - Erredian Rot







Sofia spent some time flying a bit further to be absolutely sure she wasn’t about to endanger anyone with her testing.

First experiment: Book skeleton Vs. Erredian Rot.

The skeleton rat sat on a large stone before getting showered in holy light. The rot didn’t touch the skeleton, it appeared only on the rock below it and started doing its usual thing for a bit until it ran out of mana.

It can consume bones but it doesn’t touch the bone skeletons? Alright, come back out, Pareth. Deactivate everything, even the halo.

With some more testing, Sofia discovered a number of things, all of her skeletons, Pareth, and herself, along with whatever they were wearing was completely unaffected by the rot. Other living creatures, such as the living squirrel Sofia used for her experiment, were extremely not unaffected. There was nothing left of the squeaking test subject after just a few seconds except for a pile of dark gray dust.

When Sofia identified the powder, the result only said : [Carbon]

Isn’t that the thing the pirate crew used for their muskets? I wasn’t really listening when Alith was asking them about it but I think they mentioned something like that…

The rot had consumed a much higher volume of rock than the size of the squirrel, but most of the carbon powder was from the squirrel. Did the rest just disappear? I guess the rot will eat anything that’s not this powder? Or does it transform stuff into it?

Better to leave those questions for Alith; I am no alchemist.

“Since I’m safe from it… Isn’t it time for wide scale testing?”

Sofia ordered for Pareth to activate his halo, while she activated [Erredian Rot].

The rot started spreading all around Pareth. The longer she kept the skill running, the more black veins appeared on the thin black film covering everything in Pareth’s surroundings. It was spreading much faster and farther than Sofia had anticipated, so she hurriedly deactivated the skill. She could see trees more than a hundred meters away being consumed by the rot already.

Holy shit. This is a weapon of widespread destruction. It’s still spreading after I’ve stopped casting… Do I need to stop it?

No, it’s running out already, mere grass and trees aren’t enough of a mana supply for the rot to sustain itself. That’s pretty reassuring, actually.

About ten seconds later, there was not a single trace of the black rot left anywhere, but the forest clearing Sofia had been standing in had become a barren stretch of scarred land covered in Carbon dust already getting swept by the wind.

Imagine if I do this inside of a city… This is a disaster waiting to happen. I still need to be very careful about how I use this.

“I should try a few more things. Let’s see… A ball of bone should do the trick.”

With [Bone dominus], Sofia shaped a bone ball and quickly filled it with mana. The mana inside was leaking but it would last for maybe ten minutes to be empty again. A quick ray of [Heal undead] and the ball in her hand was covered in a black film pulsating with black veins.

It’s a bit warm and sticky. The mana is getting consumed quite fast, but the bone ball is unharmed for now; the rot isn’t weakening, though. Can I remove it with a bolt’s heat?

Sofia started channeling an Angel’s bolt, holding the forming magic near the rotting ball; not only did the rot not burn, it was pulsating faster, absorbing some of the mana gathered by the magic.

How do you even get rid of it once it’s on you? Amputation? Maybe non-magical fire could work? Anyway, I get why it’s so expensive to cast… I turned this stretch of forest into a wasteland in less time than it would take me to channel a bolt.

Now that I think about it, would this not be the perfect weapon to get rid of the Ebb? I’ll need to try it out. Speaking of which, is it about time I go back to the city?

Sofia searched for the sun in the sky, it was still not even close to noon.

I probably have like three or four more hours? I should keep some time to go buy and sell some stuff, but that won’t take too long.

Sofia walked out of the dead zone she had created and lay down in the grass. For a while, she lost herself gazing at the fluffy white clouds above.

Is everything that’s happened to me real?

I could wake up tomorrow on the orphanage’s bed, all of this just a weirdly detailed dream. A long illusion.

It has been, what, two years? So much happened in so little time I’m not even sure I remember it all. The days of being a captive at the Church feel so far away…

How old is Saria now? Should be twenty-four. She’s been gone for longer than I’ve been with her. Will she even remotely be the same person now that she used to be back then? Will she even remember me? Does she think I’m dead like I thought she was? Is she searching for me? How did she become so strong? I have so many questions.

I don’t even know what I should say if I find her.

‘Hey, Big Sis, I became a necromancer and kind of hoped that maybe there was a chance I could revive you somehow because I thought you died on a flying island more than a decade ago, but it turns out you’re not even dead. Also, I’ve been tasked to kill a god, haha.’

That’ll make for a great family reunion…

I need to stop being so weak.

Come on, Sofia.

Do what needs to be done.

Sofia forced herself to smile. Saria was alive, nothing else really mattered.

Alright. This isn’t like me. No point wasting more time…

Sofia was about to stand up when a massive figure loomed over her, eclipsing the sun above. She grabbed Pareth’s extended hand.

“You’re helping me stand up now? I’m not that weak, you know. But thank you, Pareth.”



Standing against a wall in an empty alleyway of the capital, Alith looked at Sofia skeptically, “What were you doing exactly? I thought you were going to sell things.”

“I needed to summon Pareth too; I just kind of started fiddling with my new skills after that…”

“By rolling yourself in the grass? You still have some in your hair.”

“Stuff happened…”

“You’re really terrible at hiding your thoughts, Sofia. I’m almost sad for you.” Alith shook her head and helped Sofia get rid of the green invaders by pointing out where they were while she kept talking, “good that I have our money situation figured out.”

“Huh, you do?”

“Well, we spent a while in the trial… The payment for the first auction of the stat candies has arrived.”

“Already? You said you get fifty percent, right?”

“No, no. WE get fifty percent,” Alith corrected.

“Sure… I’ve been the one hoarding all of the money we’ve earned together until now, though…”

“And who has done all the leveling from level 120 to 200? That’s right, you. Let me be useful to the group too; here, you get half of the fifty percent,” Alith said as she casually took a wooden chest out of her storage ring. Sofia stored the chest immediately.

What the fuck.

“This… This is a quarter of the profits?”

“What can I say? The nobles really went all-out trying to get these, both for themselves and their children. Some people also hope to be able to do like I did and work out the recipe by taking them to renowned alchemists, since they’re not soul-bound. I wish them good luck. So, not bad, right? I have to admit, I kind of impressed myself this time. Just wait until I can make the next tier!”

Still… Twenty thousand gold? They sold for eighty thousand total? Didn’t she say they would only auction ‘small quantities'?

“Oh, that’s right. Alith, you haven’t opened your gachapon boxes either! Should we do that now? There’s still some time before we regroup with the snakeman.”

“Hmm, why not, if we can find a place to sit. We just need to hope that I get the stat pills. Should be easy with my new skill.”

“How will a skill help with that?”

Alith showed a smug smile, “Well, my new race is very good, and one of the nice things about it is that it freed a classless slot by getting rid of the locked skill ‘[Human form]’. So, I had a free slot to take something better. Something that I fully intend to keep from now on.”

[Hero’s luck] : Are Heroes lucky? Some would say they were incredibly unlucky to end up where they are. Others will tell you that the blessings they get is more than sufficient to make up for any trouble their status as a Hero gets them into. Either way, now you are a decent bit luckier, whatever that means.

Restrictions : Only one Hero exclusive classless skill may be learned. Once forgotten, this skill will become permanently unavailable.

“Honestly Alith… This skill feels a bit fishy.”


Chapter 221 - Lucky connections







“See, told you I’d get the pills we need.”

“Health, Agility, and Speed… No Strength this time.”

“Three out of four isn’t bad; these all give 5000 points; imagine how much it’ll be when you eat ten of them. Your health is gonna jump from twenty to seventy thousand!”

“Somehow, I doubt we’re going to be able to eat that many. Supposedly, I’m already at the maximum amount of stats I can handle until I get a few more level ups. That’s what Sen said. With these giving so much, I feel like the number we can eat will be lower this time.”

“You know what, Sofia, you might have a point. Guess we can only try and find out. I’m eating these for now. You should open your boxes too.”

“Yeah… For someone ‘lucky’, though, you didn’t open a single box above C rank.”

“I got exactly what I wanted; if that’s not lucky then I don’t know what is. I don’t even understand why the stat pills are C-rank rewards when they’re so good.”

My turn then, I don’t even know what I would want out of this at this point. Another illustrated bestiary would be nice, the Slime one was very instructive.

[Congratulations! ‘D’ rank draw! You won : Jade skin pill(30min)*1]

“Oh, you got this one too, right?”

“Yeah, I don’t know if I’ll bother making more, though, if the recipe is simple, I guess? Don’t really care for the effects.”

“Well. Nineteen more.” 

[Congratulations! ‘D’ rank draw! You won : Jade skin pill(30min)*1]

Again? Alright…

[Congratulations ! ‘E’ rank draw! You won : Fluffy bath towel*1]

Sure, whatever.

[Congratulations ! ‘E’ rank draw! You won : Colorful mug*1]

[Congratulations ! ‘D’ rank draw! You won : Odor suppressant pill(30min)*1]

“That’s a new one,” Sofia remarked, showing Alith the small pill.

“Is it really useful? Not like we stink. Well, it’s yours, so I can’t eat it anyway. Interesting to know it exists.”

“Yeah… I hope my next boxes will be a bit better.”

[Congratulations ! ‘C’ rank draw! You won : Processing pill (+5000)*1]

“Wait, Processing?”

“A stat we’ve never heard of?”

“Maybe? You know how I got into a huge debt for my specialization and how it gave the name of the hidden stats, right?”

“You never mentioned ‘Processing’.”

“Because it wasn’t there.”

[Processing pill] : Consume to gain 5000 maximum processing.

Item level : 200.

Grade : Flawless.

“I don’t have an option for an advanced analysis.”

“I’d say eat it and figure out the difference, but considering you have to avoid gaining stats right now, I don’t know. Maybe that Nicet guy will know more?”

“Maybe. Speaking of which, we should hurry a bit.”

Sofia opened another box.

[Congratulations ! ‘C’ rank draw! You won : Processing pill (+5000)*1]

“Same again…”

[Congratulations ! ‘E’ rank draw! You won : Royal Rug*1]

[Congratulations ! ‘E’ rank draw! You won : 50 meters of sturdy string rope*1]

Sofia opened the boxes a bit faster, grabbing the content and putting it on the side. When the box disappeared, she reached for the next one.

There was no message when she opened it, and nothing inside the box. It also didn’t disappear. Sofia stared at the box, then at Alith.

“Something wrong?”

Sofia answered nothing and just turned the box to show Alith the non-existent contents.

“Oh. Did you get a defective product?”

Just then, a new system notification appeared.

[Congratulations ! ‘F’ rank draw! You won : Empty wooden box*1]

“Guess not. This is the product… I’m really getting scammed right now...”

“The next can only be better, at least.”

[Congratulations ! ‘B’ rank draw! You won : Bestiary illustrated series (Shades)*1]

“See, that’s actually good! Just keep opening them; we need to go soon,” Alith encouraged her.

It’s nice, yeah, but somehow, it still feels bad, I wonder why. Is it because the book on Slimes Alith got was hundreds of pages thick, while this one is so thin I can almost see through it? There must not be many types of shades… Nine more boxes. Surely I can get at least one A rank?

[Congratulations ! ‘E’ rank draw! You won : Fertile dirt bag*1]

[Congratulations ! ‘E’ rank draw! You won : Strong magnet*1]

“I got a block of steel.”

“And a bag of dirt. You sure there wasn’t a ‘Saintess luck’ classless skill that you could have picked? You look like you need it right now.”

Sofia sighed and reached for the next box in the pile; she had already gotten so much from the trial anyway; it was greedy to expect more. If nothing else, she already won 10 000 points worth of stats, which was not bad, even if she didn’t understand what the stat did.

[Congratulations ! ‘C’ rank draw! You won : Processing pill (+5000)*1]

Third of those…

[Congratulations ! ‘D’ rank draw! You won : Weightlessness pill(30sec)*1]

[Congratulations ! ‘E’ rank draw! You won : Wooden Flute*1]

[Congratulations ! ‘A’ rank draw! You won : Scroll of assisted inspiration*1]

[Congratulations ! ‘E’ rank draw! You won : Commander jacket*1]

[Congratulations ! ‘E’ rank draw! You won : Plate of sterile sterile fruits*1]

[Congratulations ! ‘C’ rank draw! You won :  Gold coin pile (+5000)*1]

“So, you got a blank scroll, a long jacket with sewn sleeves that you can’t put your arms into, a pile of gold, and a bunch of fruits?”

“Seems so. It’s interesting that you can get gold instead of stat pills. But going by value, I suppose you could say anything coming from rank B or higher boxes is worth over five thousand gold?”

“I don’t know, the book on Shades you got probably wouldn’t sell even for a few hundred, and it was a B rank…”

“Well, better than nothing; also, the scroll was A rank, can’t be bad, let’s look.”

[Scroll of assisted inspiration] : Infuse it with mana after writing your current issue on it; the system will provide you inspiration to resolve the problem. One-time use.

Item level : 100.

Grade : Flawless.

“Good potential, depending on how much the ‘inspiration’ helps,” Sofia commented.

“I wonder what would happen if you write that your issue is that you need to destroy Scripture.”

“Maybe I’ll do just that… But I guess I’ll hold onto it for now. It’s honestly not bad, although, honestly, this wasn’t the luckiest part of this whole thing.”

“What was, then? The gold?”

“No. It’s that none of this was written in Draconic…”

“Oh, right, you’ve got to deal with that now. Well, that’s one more thing done, let’s go eat, Sofia, I’m starving!”

“You still don’t really need to eat, don’t you?”

“This is this, and that’s that.”



The duo ate with Nicet and used that time to get to know the snakeman a bit more. His skills were more focused on utility than battle, but he could defend himself well, as could anyone capable of reaching this level. He was actually leveling mostly because he kept going to dangerous places for his research. He was an educated mage from a foreign academy and had worked multiple jobs before being recruited into the research team of Red Carpet by Orvod, who needed Space Mages to study the spatial anomalies happening in Sovuln after the Tide.

It turned out that Orvod had moved to Sovuln and built himself a nice place on a mountain until the Tide ruined everything. He had been the only one strong enough to fight back at the time but still had to escape when faced with the endless swarm of monsters. Since then, he had been trying to slow the Ebb until he found a way to contain it within a barrier. Now, he wanted to reclaim the kingdom, but few other strong people were interested in the dangerous expedition, and now the Phageid were keeping everyone too busy to care about Sovuln. It was like Valeure had explained before, too late to save anyone anymore and a pain to deal with, so interest in recovering the land was low.

Nicet had been working with Orvod for seven years. So to say, if someone was going to explore Sovuln, Nicet was one of the best guides one could hope for. After Nicet’s winded storytelling of the events, the group went over the exact plan of action. They decided on how they would approach Sovuln, considering it was better to avoid going through Skyreach altogether. Nicet also explained the details of the ‘anti-Ebb suit’, which was some kind of full-body skin-tight stretchy piece of cloth that supposedly had a slightly repellant property towards the Ebb’s spores. It also came with a full helmet with a glass pane at the front and several enchantments on it that aimed to let air and sound through.  

“The helmet isn’t mandatory, really, but if one of those pink tentacles happens to hit you in the face, you’ll be very glad you’re wearing it. The issue is you cannot really wear a real helmet over it,” Nicet finished his explanation as he took off the suit’s helmet he had put on as an example.

Sofia observed the enchanted helmet thing; it was a bit ugly and looked uncomfortable, but protection was protection. “That’s not really an issue for either of us.”

“Say, Dopple, can you eat this? Will it keep all the properties?” Alith asked, looking down. Nicet had a look of confusion written all over his face. It only worsened when Alith actually got an answer.

“Please, be serious. I can eat an enchanted masterpiece and keep all the properties, you think I wouldn’t be able to replicate the effect of such a simple fabric?”

“If you say so. Sorry, Nicet, I’ll be cutting this up.”

Nicet seemed to have many questions as he watched Alith cut the suit he had just made and feed it to the black piece of fabric covering her chest. He looked at Sofia for help or explanations, but she just smiled and shrugged.

“Mutant mushroom immunity acquired. It’s at times like these that Dopple is really useful.”

Nicet looked at Sofia, then at the suit he had just given her.

What does he want? … “Oh, don’t worry, I’m not going to feed mine to a talking shirt.”

“I have seen very weird things happen while I worked in Sovuln. But I must admit, this was still disturbing. This trip is going to be interesting, I can already tell.”

Alith chuckled. She crossed her arms behind her head and leaned back in her seat, “You’ve seen nothing yet; just wait until the tall one starts throwing lightning.”

“Lightning? Didn’t she say she was a Saint with abilities mainly related to necromancy?”

“Well…” Sofia’s voice trailed off.


Chapter 222 - Analyzing terrain







Despite being a space mage, Nicet could only teleport himself through long distances, which meant the group had to use Red Carpet’s teleportation network. Since they needed to avoid Skyreach, they teleported to Drakron instead, where Sofia put up an information request at the adventurers’ guild with a 5000 gold reward for any intel about Saria’s whereabouts.

The group then used the city’s teleportation network to jump to Derol, the southern coastal city from which they had once departed for the first trial. From there, they flew west, following the coasts of Skyreach from as far as they could. To be exact, Sofia was flying while carrying a large basket made of bone in which Alith and Nicet sat. They both had ways to ‘fly’, Nicet with some kind of levitation, and Alith with her ghost form, but they were painfully slow compared to Sofia’s wings. Both lifting that kind of load and flying with it wasn’t really an issue anymore at Sofia’s level, even less so with the crown giving a 34% strength bonus.

Nicet observed the coastline over the edge of his seat in the basket, “We should start seeing the corrupted territory soon. The Ebb doesn’t spread to the ocean, but the Spatial anomalies might, so it’s best if you stay far away.”

“Do I go further away?” Sofia answered with a question from above him.

“No, but don’t come any closer to the coast; I’ll tell you when to stop. If what you told me is accurate, I’ll try to find the shortest way.”

“Understood.”



Sofia stopped at Nicet’s signal, they were somewhere along the south-west of Sovuln's coastline. Nicet jumped out of the basket and started floating. “Come out too; we need to fly slowly now.”

“Aye”

Alith’s transformation was only partial, which allowed her to fly and be slightly resistant to physical attacks while still able to interact with the physical world. She could choose where to stop the change of her body from the physical to the spiritual plane now; this was the main trait of her new race.

Sofia stored the basket and reduced the size of her wings as much as she could while still being able to fly. Size mattered when it came to avoiding spatial anomalies.

“Follow me. I can clearly see the warping in space ahead, but for you two, it’s going to be harder. Alith, since you can see in the spiritual plane, you should be able to recognize clouds of discolored space. Our Undead employee says it’s subtle but discernible. For you, Sofia, since you said you have a good mana vision, you need to focus on the ambient mana currents and look for any sudden changes in its direction. Depending on the angle, you might even be able to see warped colors with the naked eye, but that’s rarer, mostly because the spatial anomalies tend to be higher in the sky. With the sky as a backdrop, it’s hard to see the changes.”

“Alright, we follow you,” Sofia confirmed with a nod.

“Try not to stray from the path I take.”

Nicet advanced slowly toward the distant coast. With a hand sign, he signaled to the two behind him to stop. “We have our first; this one is the most common vortex type; it’s right ahead of me; see if you can notice it.”

Really? I can’t see anything at all…

Alith seemed to have better results, “Oh, I can kinda see it; it’s spinning.”

“Yes, this vortex type is the most common and one of the most dangerous space anomalies, so it’s better to get used to them now. Are you having trouble finding it?” Nicet asked Sofia since she was still looking.

“Yeah, I cannot see it. Mana seems normal all around, as far as I can tell.”

“I’ll show you where exactly it is; it’s easier to find once you know what to look for.”

Nicet produced a slab of raw meat from his storage ring and chucked it forward. At first, it flew like it should until it was suddenly twisted on itself and torn apart, bursting into a mist of minced flesh and blood.

“Oh. I see it now; it really is like a slow spiral. Hard to detect.”

“And this is why you need a space mage. But still, I would feel better if you knew how to spot and avoid these. Just in case we get separated. Also, as a rule of thumb, the farther from the ground you are, the more space anomalies there are. The high-altitude sky above Sovuln is best considered a dead zone. Only flying islands and the space directly below them are somewhat safe.”

“What if you fly above a flying island?” Also safe?

“You can see the islands as an extension of the ground, the anomalies appear above like they would above the regular surface. Likewise, climbing mountains is alright; anywhere is fine as long as the ground is nearby. Though there are still spatial anomalies near the ground, even if in low numbers.”



Nicet guided them until they reached the sand beach, accompanied by the message welcoming them to the ‘Certain death’ dungeon. On the way there, he had introduced them to two more spatial anomaly types, the walls and the portals. Walls did exactly what the name implied, and portals were a one-way trip to a random place in Sovuln, but they were both easy to spot.

Alith grabbed a handful of sand, “The Ebb doesn’t like sand?”

“There is no vegetation here, so it won’t spread. But you have seen how it is further in.”

“Yeah, it’s pretty bad, all the plants are pink… It’s kinda nauseating.”

Sofia was of the same mind, the pale pink of the Ebb hurt to look at. In her memories, the green fields and forests had a much better allure. “For all its faults, Sovuln used to be a beautiful place; I’m sure you would have loved the forests there Alith.” 

“Well, we just need to get rid of the pink stuff and regrow some vegetation; we’ve got more than enough time.”

“That’s the plan,” Nicet confirmed, already walking forward.

Dopple rarely spoke unprompted, but he was awake now for some reason, “Disgusting stuff, there’s nothing good about this. It makes my fabric curl. I say you should burn it all.”

For once, I agree. “Speaking of which, I have a few things to try. Is it safe to attack the Ebb, Nicet?”

“As long as you stay away from it and your attack isn’t water-based, you should be fine. Some of the larger things can attack like the trees, but they can never reach us if we fly up a bit; the area above us is safe right now.”

So it’s best to try now. Do I start with the bolt or the rot?

Sofia started channeling an Angel’s bolt; it wouldn’t be a huge one, just enough to tickle the Ebb and see how it reacted; she aimed at a tree surrounded by tall grass, all covered in the pink Ebb.

Nicet was impressed by the flashy attack even when he knew it was coming. The bolt hit the tree, resulting in the usual explosion of blue flames. The Ebb shrieked. In a strange spectacle, the grass all around the explosion was uprooted and started fleeing the flames while producing high-pitched cries. After a few meters, they quickly re-planted themselves among the rest of the grass, creating a barrier of a few meters of bare dirt between them and the flames. Whatever the flames had directly touched became a molten pink-ish goo that burned until nothing but ash was left behind.

So it works… But not really. I can’t believe the grass rearranged itself to stop the spread of the flames. Clearly, this acts as an organized whole. I also got no kill notification. “Do we get no experience from killing them?”

“Only the very big ones with a core give experience. Kind of like golems. They’re called ‘Ebb colonies’; you’ll know when you see one.”

I see… The rot might not be as good as I hoped then. It will probably work for everything I can directly illuminate, but they will certainly spread and stop the contagion like they just did.

“I’m going to try something else. Oh, actually, it might be dangerous, so it’s best if you both can hide behind a wall.”

“Me too?” Alith asked in disbelief.

“Yeah, I’m going to make a thick bone shelter for both of you to hide in. Actually, this stuff is really dangerous. Just looking at it could get you in trouble.” It seemed that [Heal Undead] only spread the rot to what the ray of light directly touched, but since you can see it, and it’s light… I don’t know how safe it is for other people to look at it, even from afar.

“I have many questions, but you are the client so…”

Alith and Nicet hid in the temporary shelter while Sofia invoked a large ray of light over the Ebb, covering the area in black rot.

“You can come out now.”

The Erredian rot devoured the Ebb much faster than the fire. Under the thin film of veiny black rot, the frenzied grass shrieked and flailed around without much success. The rot was growing and spreading fast along the grassland.

Alith seemed impressed, while Nicet was at a complete loss for words. It only took a few seconds for an area large like a village square to be completely free of Ebb while the rot spread around, but the grass and trees in a large zone uprooted themselves and ran away. The rot hit the zone of bare dirt like a wall and finished consuming itself soon after in its endless all-devouring frenzy.

“It’s gonna be a while if I want to clear the entire kingdom, but that works much better than fire; what do you think?”

Nicet tried to regain his composure, he brushed the sweat off of his forehead, “I’m not even going to ask how you did that. Let’s maybe just avoid using it again while I’m around, please; I would still like to come back alive.”


Chapter 223 - I am become Death







Alith looked at the pink pastures that Sofia’s attack had barely harmed, then back at Nicet, “Say, didn’t Orvod tell us to fly up in case of rain? And now you’ve told us the sky is full of space typhoons and we shouldn’t go there. So which is it?”

“Both. Again, this is why I’m with you. If it does ever start raining, it’s best if you drop anything you’re doing and follow me,” Nicet explained.

With these last words of caution, the group started flying slowly, a few meters above the surface.

Nicet looked at a paper map he produced out of nowhere and carefully unfolded it, “According to my map and your story, the river you fell in should have been one of the three main rivers in this region. This is a pre-tide map, so it’s inaccurate now and the rivers no longer exist, but we can still follow the general direction. Our best bet is to check every flying mountain in the region; there shouldn’t be too many, maybe ten. Do you think you’ll be able to recognize it?”

Sofia nodded, “Unless it has drastically changed, I will know the second I see it on the horizon.”

“That would make things easier. Look at this map; we’ll be checking these two forks in the mountain chain first. If it’s not there, we can follow the main line deeper into Sovuln, but considering your story, I doubt it’ll come to that.”

The trio quietly flew over the pink fields and forests. It was eerie how quiet everything was; there were no floating islands around these parts, so the flying monsters weren’t active either. The Ebb had overtaken everything. The land was ruptured and upturned in many places, but when it wasn’t, it offered a disturbing spectacle of stillness.

Soon, they found a dirt road. It was well maintained; in fact, it was in the same state it had been before the tide; the Ebb had parasited all the vegetation around, so there was no new grass to reclaim the land despite the absence of maintenance.

Are the cities going to be the same?

Every so often, Alith asked random questions, “Would the grass attack us if we landed?”

“No, the Ebb rarely moves if not exposed to water or direct danger like a random lightning strike… What you really risk is getting contaminated, though the suit should prevent that, even if you’re not really wearing it.”

“Well, maybe it’s the best time to test Dopple’s abilities while it’s still somewhat safe. What do I do if I get some on me? Amputation?”

“That’s an option, but not if there’s still Ebb around when you do it. The best practice is to burn it away before it spreads, but essentially, the instant it gets into your bloodstream, you’re done for.”

I feel a sudden urge to carve an unlife rune right now for some reason…

Alith gradually switched back to being fully human and landed amidst the pink grass.

“Nothing’s happening. Guess I can still trust Dopple. But I guess if the best cure is burning, then I don’t really have anything to worry about.”

“I am almost offended that you still had doubts,” Dopple indignantly commented.

“Yeah, yeah, whatever you say.” Her testing done, Alith flew back up, “Hey, how long are we going to fly like this?”

“Hmm, I say we should find the mountain in three to ten days, depending on our luck? We usually work in the eastern and northern regions, so this place is a bit of an unknown.”



Nicet suddenly ordered the group to stop.

Sofia could only see a vague, tall, and pink shape on the horizon, “What is this? Do we need to avoid it?”

Nicet turned around, shaking his head, “No, we should kill it. That’s a windmill.”

Squinting her eyes, Alith still couldn’t see anything, “You can see that from here? I don’t. And killing it?”

“Sovuln’s windmills were mainly wood. Notice how there are no fields around here, only sparse forests? They move when it rains. Their level can be anywhere between 100 and 249, they are a pain to get rid of without the right skills, but with someone who can throw lightning, we might as well get the free experience as well as making this area safer.”

So I’m killing a windmill today? I’m not against it. “I can do it, but what if it survives?”

Nicet heartily laughed, “That won’t happen; maybe it’ll come speeding toward us, but it’s definitely going to die. It’s best if you can kill it on the spot, but if not, I can slow it down enough for us to flee and wait until it goes down to the fire.”

The scepter appeared in Sofia’s hand, and she started charging a bolt, “I don’t need to aim anywhere in particular, right?”

“Wait,” Nicet paused, “You’re not going to fly a bit closer?”

“I should manage to hit it from here; my aim is quite good.” And [Heat Death] supposedly should make it easier to hit distant targets. I think the staff also helps. Now, how much do I charge this?

Sofia checked for any spatial anomalies nearby but couldn’t see anything, so she took the liberty to go forward and up a little to get a better line of sight. As the lightning started to be a bit loud, she looked back, “Tell you what, I’m going to make it as big as I can; enjoy the show.”

When Alith heard Sofia, she started taking her distance, but seeing Nicet not moving, she went to grab his arm and pulled him away too, “You don’t wanna stay too close, or you’ll be a grilled snake.”

“Oh, thanks, sorry. I find this skill fascinating, don’t you? I’ve known lightning mages at the academy, but it’s nothing like this.”

“I come from a world where mana doesn’t even exist; this whole world is fascinating to me.”

“Ah, right. Well, shared feelings; being born here doesn’t make it less incredible… Let’s go a bit further away, the heat is…”  

“I was more worried about the blinding light, but sure.”

“Right, how can she aim when it’s like this?”

“It doesn’t blind her as much; the skill also protects her from the lightning and the heat.”

“Hmm. Is she about done?”

“No idea.”

Sofia wasn’t done; the bolt was currently at forty-five thousand mana points worth of destructive power. This used to be her maximum potential before the plasma started melting her body into oblivion. With her new stats and the sturdier bone armor, she was barely starting to feel the burn.

Sixty

Seventy

Eighty

Can I push it to a hundred?! I should work on the channeling speed because this is quite slow. I’ve been at it for like almost a full minute. And that’s ninety thousand. This is starting to really hurt. A hundred might be around the most I can hold.

One hundred! I can still push it a bit… A hundred and five thousand will be the same as seven bolts in one.

Right around 105 000 mana spent, her hand started disintegrating under the armor. Sofia let loose the monster she had created after a full seventy seconds of casting. Her final thought before a third of her mana flew off in the shape of a destructive spear of plasma was, ‘Shit, I should have used the Deep ring to make it even stronger!’  Right away, a loud thunderclap pierced everyone’s eardrums, and Sofia was sent flying back with a force she had rarely experienced before.

The wooden scepter was still red and crackling with electricity after the bolt departed.

‘You have defeated [Ebb colony (Windmill) - lv. 228]’

‘You gained a level!’

‘Remaining debt : 132 Levels’

Almost instantly, a huge blue explosion occurred in the distance. Alith couldn’t see the windmill, but it was impossible to miss the huge ball of blue fire and smoke rising into the sky. The clouds above shifted from immense force.

The trio was mesmerized, looking at the disaster Sofia had just created; after about forty seconds, the ground rumbled. Then it hit them, a shockwave of deafening sound, the sound of the explosion, breaking their freshly healed eardrums for the second time.

Maybe let’s not do that with the ring active. I don’t know why it wasn’t that bad when the Angel was the one doing it in the trial, but… Oh no, I know; his bolts didn’t explode for the most part; they ripped straight through the Alphageid and kept flying off into the sky… I might need to learn how to do that, too.

I kind of want to try that on Pareth and see how much damage that does. But maybe it’s best not to attempt that.

Sofia turned around to see Nicet chugging on a healing potion. She could see blood running down the sides of his face, “Are you alright?”

“Ah, hum. Yeah, it’s nothing. Say, are you really level 200?”

“Fresh out of the trial, yes.”

“Oh. If I may ask, what is your rank?”

Alith answered for Sofia, “She finished first. Rank one.”

“No wonder you could have a deal with the boss… Try to never show this skill to a lightning mage, alright? They are rare enough as it is… Also, I have contacts at a magical academy that might be interested in speaking with you. Ever thought about becoming a teacher?”

Me, a teacher? Did the lightning fry his brain?


Chapter 224 - The destroyer of birds







After Sofia’s explosive display of power, the trio kept moving forward without much trouble for a few hours until the sun started to set. Just then, they were starting to see the first few floating islands appearing in the distance.

Nicet slowed down, “This is where we stop for today.”

Alith didn’t understand where that was coming from, “We need to stop?”

“Yes, it will be dusk soon, and the first islands are in sight; we need to get a shelter before the flying monsters fly out of their nests.”

“Aren’t they supposed to be weak while we’re near the coast?”

“They are, I think most of them would be under level 150 around here. But it’s the amount of them that’s an issue. Anyway, I will handle this part, you can watch and decide after if you still want to move at night.”



Sofia and Alith watched as Nicet burned down a clearing of Ebb grass with a flame-producing artifact. The scene was a close recreation of Sofia’s first small angel bolt against the Ebb, just slower and less explosive. After that, he summoned out of his storage ring a bunch of stacked thin metal and glass panels covered in ritual circles. He rearranged the stacks with his spatial magic, and after sending some mana to activate the rituals, everything came together to form a rectangular block of steel with a few windows and a steel hatch on the roof.

“This is the research team's anti-Ebb portable base. Won’t help against something like the windmills if they attack, but it doesn’t let the grass in, and the flying monsters usually don’t pay it any mind as long as we don’t use light; come in.”

A storable compact house, that’s nice. I kinda want one too. I can make a house anytime with bones, I guess, but this one has windows.

There was a slight echo inside the empty block of steel, and the four windows gave a 360-degree view of the outside.

Nicet took out a few more things from his storage, all of very ingenious and compact design, like foldable chairs and compressed rugs. “So, a few rules to this, no light, otherwise the flyers will swarm on us, and avoid using too much mana as well. A bit of noise is fine; there are enchantments to dampen that. Now we just wait for the sun to come up again and the flyers to disperse,” he explained as he unfolded three chairs.

Sofia looked at the setting sun illuminating the floating islands through the window; quite a few clouds were gathering in the east, “What if it rains?”

Nicet hissed at the idea. “If it rains at night… It’s going to be unpleasant. The thing to do is still the same; we need to fly up and away from the Ebb.”

“So straight into the flying monsters?”

“Yes. We’re in no huge danger as it is; even with their numbers, the monsters here are too weak to be a mortal issue, but they will undoubtedly be a pain to deal with.”

Later, as the sun disappeared, the first monsters flew out from the flying islands. Thousands of them, covering the sky. Sofia was a bit shaken by the sight, it was just like in her memory. Alith was surprised too; she wondered out loud how so many monsters could even sustain themselves. There wasn’t even anything to eat on the ground, only the Ebb.

Nicet wasn’t watching; he was busy writing in a small paper notebook, but he answered nonetheless, “They don’t need to eat. They will swallow you alive given the occasion, and they feed on their dead; sometimes, the different species also hunt each other. But in general, they can survive almost exclusively on the mana in the air.”

With not much to do, the trio spent the night casually chatting in the metal house until the sun rose again and the clouds of flying monsters returned to the flying islands. There had been a lot of wind but no rain.



“I likely don’t need to ask, but the island we’re looking for isn’t any of those, right?” Nicet asked as the group kept flying north.

As if, these are so small. “No, think about a hundred times bigger.”

“That much? Well, let’s keep going. It seems there are fewer spatial anomalies around here; we can pick up some speed.”

The group flew past the first sets of flying islands; they were rather small, with the tiniest ones barely large enough for a house to fit in. From afar Sofia and Alith couldn’t see any trace of the monsters, so Nicet informed them that they dug tunnels to make their nests in. The flying islands were like giant ant nests but full of skinny and leathery rapacious birds. 

Some time later, it was Sofia who spotted something strange and stopped the group, pointing at the squirming pale pink thing in the distance. What the fuck is that thing?

“We have found our first mutated monster it seems. I can’t tell what it is exactly from here, but there’s no need to worry about it as long as it hasn’t seen us. Let’s continue.”

A while later, the first genuine flying mountain started showing its form among the clouds above. Sofia felt anxious until she saw it from close enough to confirm it wasn’t the one. Nicet nodded, and the search continued. They kept flying forward until a flying monster showed up during the day. It was some kind of long flying worm; it was still far away, but it was coming closer.

“Looks like we have entered the second circle; we need to fight this one.”

“Want me to give it the windmill treatment?” Sofia asked innocently.

“You really don’t need to go that hard; it’s probably barely above level 200 with this kind of size…”

“Understood, I’ll go with a third of the power then.”

Sofia brandished her scepter, and the flying worm couldn’t even reach the group before becoming a rain of fiery blue gore.

‘You have defeated [Blue sky wire wyrm - lv. 208]’

“The issue has been dealt with; let’s get going. After you, Nicet.” Being able to throw around thirty thousand mana in one attack and still be almost full sure is convenient.

I never noticed, but my aim is really good with these. Did I even miss once? Maybe there’s a part of the spell I’m not even aware of that helps track the target? I should really take the time to fully analyze the mana patterns of Angel’s bolt at some point. That would take years, though…



A few more diurnal flying monsters showed up during the day as Nicet guided them deeper and deeper into the Ebb-infested lands.

‘You have defeated [Blue sky wire wyrm - lv. 192]’

‘You have defeated [Blue sky wire wyrm - lv. 233]’

‘You gained a level!’

‘Remaining debt : 131 Levels’

‘You have defeated [Red sky wire wyrm - lv. 240]’

‘You have defeated [Blue sky wire wyrm - lv. 207]’

‘You have defeated [Red sky wire wyrm - lv. 249]’

‘You gained a level!’

‘Remaining debt : 130 Levels’

The sun rolled over, and once again, dusk came.

Sofia turned to the guide, “Nicet, can you find me a large space in the sky with no spatial anomalies?”

“Right now? We need to put down the shelter…”

“Yes, now. The swarms of flyers at night are weaker than the ones out during the day, correct?”

“Yes… But what do you intend to do, exactly?”

“Isn’t it obvious? Harvesting some levels.”

“This is a really dangerous idea. But if it’s you… Then maybe. I’m going to find you a safe zone, don’t stray from it until morning. Be careful, it’s easy to lose your boundaries when you’re flying with no landmarks…”

“Don’t worry about me. Just don’t put the base anywhere under, the Ebb reacts to blood, right? There will be lots.”

Alice was touching her face, “I think I won’t be joining you on this one, Sof...”

“It’s my debt that needs repayment anyway, not yours, just watch the show from afar. If the swarm is like last night, even if a bit stronger, then I’ll be fine. I just need to watch my mana consumption.”

“Good luck then, don’t get eaten. Oh, do you need more healing candies?”

“I still have enough, but thank you. Alright, show me the way, Nicet, we have oversized birds to slaughter.”



I can regenerate up to 17640 mana points a minute without the sun ritual. Or about a million per hour.

The rot and the bolts are expensive, but I also get some mana back from my kills with [Heat Death]. The night will last about eleven hours, considering that I start with a full mana reserve… That’s twelve million mana points to spend during the night. Staggering.

Considering the gains from [Heat Death], I estimate I should be able to sustain about five to ten seconds of rot per minute. I’ll spend the rest of the time mostly fighting with the mithril dagger and [Bone dominus]. If a stronger monster appears, I bolt it. If something I can’t handle shows up, I plunge to the ground while showering it with rot to calm the ebb, and bury myself with the graveyard while Pareth stays up to keep it busy.

Seems like a solid plan. I only need to be wary of how I move because of the spatial anomalies, but the area around here should be mostly clear, so as long as I don’t move much, it’ll be fine.

No wait, there’s a fatal error in my calculations. Monsters killed by the rot have their mana consumed, so I won’t get any of it back with [Heat Death]. So the more rot uptime I have, the less rot uptime I have?

Oh, they’re coming. Too late to change my mind now.

Sofia readied her armor, she wore the two dominus-blessed rings to augment her defense and passive regeneration, and took out the scepter and the mithril dagger.

As the sun disappeared below the horizon, the uncountable monsters left their nests and invaded the sky, coming from all directions.

Sofia was calm. These monsters were the symbol of the tide that took away her sister, but they had also been her opportunity to escape slavery. She wouldn’t fight them out of hatred, she only wanted two things out of this; to quell the visions in her nightmares… And to amass ludicrous amounts of juicy exp.

“Come. I’ve been dreaming of doing this for years.”


Chapter 225 - Wedding???







[Heal Undead] : Invokes a pillar of Holy healing light. Only heals the undead.

Max range and radius of 200 meter (1*Skill Level).

Heal the undead for 210 (10 + Skill level) Health + (5% of the healed undead’s maximum health) per second while the light is channeled.

The light pillar’s upkeep is 100 mana per second plus 1 mana per 2 Health points restored.

Does not work in restricted spaces.

How many can I touch at once with this? I could cover a larger area by casting smaller consecutive rays in the four directions instead of a maximum-sized one around me, but can I do that fast enough for the rot activation not to consume too much mana?

The apocalyptical screeching wave of flying monsters surrounded Sofia in a matter of seconds after night had fallen. She patiently waited for the closest ones to be about thirty meters from her before she fired her first ray of deadly holy light. The sky was illuminated by a large pillar of light for a brief second, with Sofia as its center. The flying monsters of all sizes recoiled at the sudden flash of light; their cries intensified as the black veins of the Erredian Rot covered them all.

Sofia closed her eyes to focus on her mana vision. Each individual monster had mana, the smaller ones only what should amount to a few hundred points, up to was Sofia estimated to be several thousand for the meanest looking of the winged abominations.

The rot was actively devouring all of that. Interestingly, the rot only cared about mana directly in contact with it, so when it touched the thin membranes of the monsters’ wings, it quickly sucked out whatever mana was in them before devouring the wings too, despite the monsters having plenty of mana left. They dropped like flies.

Notifications started raining like the bodies of the monsters; below, the Ebb was churning.

‘You have defeated [Ebon jagged-jaw - lv. 219]’

‘You have defeated [Quetzalcoatlus - lv. 243]’

‘You have defeated [Leather winged harrier - lv. 157]’

‘You have defeated [Crimson feathered crow - lv. 89]’

‘You have defeated [Mountain tunneler - lv. 112]’

‘You have defeated [Three-legged starbringer - lv. 168]’

‘You have defeated [Nest guard - lv. 220]’

‘You have defeated [Leather winged harrier  - lv. 174]’

‘You have defeated [Blue sky wire wyrm - lv. 190]’

‘You have defeated [Carrion flesheater - lv. 60]’

‘You have defeated [Skull-crusher - lv. 146]’

‘You have defeated [Ebon jagged-jaw - lv. 179]’

‘You have defeated [Young wire wyrm - lv. 91]’

‘You have defeated [Skull-crusher - lv. 198]’

Cut that off; only give me status effect notifications if needed. And prepare to give a full recap when I’m done.

The barrage of kill notifications instantly stopped.

Thanks, Mr. Scribe; much better.

Only a few seconds later, Sofia had to use another ray of rot-spreading light. The endless swarm was closing back in on her, their number not decreasing in the slightest despite the hundreds of dead monsters already piling up on the surface below.

They die when they touch the ground, that’s good because they still have mana, and that’s bad because I don’t get any mana back from [Heat death] since it’s too far. But it seems the rot from the fallen corpses is fighting back the Ebb, preventing it from consuming the dead monsters. The fight looks fiercer down there than up here right now already.

Health : 20 000 / 20 000  

Stamina : 20 063 / 20 067   

Mana : 303 016 / 319 100         

This is mostly a fight about keeping these numbers up. Stamina especially might become a problem for once, so I should be careful about not moving too much.

More monsters came rushing after the second wave of them was slaughtered by the rot. Sofia actually absorbed a bit of mana from some of the weaker monsters dying mid-air. But now the monsters were coming closer. Since she couldn’t afford to keep using the Erredian Rot only, her other main way of attack was her amor with [Bone dominus]. The first bird-like monsters who reached her were impaled by unexpected spikes of bones before their skeletons exploded inside of their bodies. Only for the bigger ones like the ‘Quetzalcoatlus’, which were much bigger than her and had a hide tough enough to resist the quick attacks of her armor, did Sofia bother moving and fighting back with her dagger. They were also the only ones who had done any kind of real damage to her armor and health so far, but overall, it was less damage than what the passive healing from her blessed constructs could heal her.

These big monsters dying to her hand usually had up to ten thousand mana, so she managed to retrieve some and spread the rot more often as a result. A few of the monster species also had ranged attacks, but they were, for the most part, laughably weak. The scepter absorbed most of them, and what rare stronger projectiles it couldn’t counter, Sofia knew she had to dispel with [Heat Death] for a few thousand mana each.

It took a good five minutes for a sustainable rhythm to set in, where Sofia knew exactly how much mana to spend and what attacks to look for. The whole process was smooth sailing after that, and Sofia sat in the sky as a seemingly invincible meat-grinder bearer of a virulent black plague.

Whenever the light shone, the Rot spread to more monsters. They were eaten alive, the rot gnawing at their flesh, giving them the appearance of freshly dead zombies. Some stopped, struggling to get rid of the Rot, and most kept fearlessly charging ahead, ravenously trying to dine on the invader in their sky.

Oddly enough, Sofia was relaxed. Amidst the death and screeches, she found a calm form of inner peace. And, of course, she didn’t forget to store the corpses of the most interesting monsters on the fly. Just because the Book of Skeletons wasn’t participating didn’t mean she wasn’t going to feed it.



About three hours in, a larger monster appeared, its level likely to be over 250. Sofia did nothing about it; Pareth appeared above the flying monster and grappled it, sending it crashing down into the writhing pile of Rot and Ebb below. It did not survive for long.

Pareth teleported back to Sofia with the dead body of the giant flying monster, and she stored both of them.

Health : 20 000 / 20 000  

Stamina : 17 202 / 20 067   

Mana : 247 986 / 319 100          

At this rate, I can easily hold until morning.

How many have I killed? Yet they keep coming without a shred of hesitation. There’s something very wrong about these monsters.



Two more of the bigger specimens appeared throughout the night, getting the same treatment as the first. One of them managed to land a few good hits on Pareth, but ultimately, it succumbed to the combined fury of the Ebb and Rot all the same. These monsters had a high level, but their abilities and intelligence were underwhelming. The tentacled phageid larvae had posed a much bigger threat back in Zangdar.

Until morning, the tidal waves of flying monsters coming from all directions never stopped.

Only when the sun showed up again did the endless massacre come to an end.

A good night of work.

Health : 20 000 / 20 000  

Stamina : 2440 / 20 067   

Mana : 28 598 / 319 100   

I was starting to overuse mana at the end, this was tiring. Sofia yawned as the sky cleared up; the monsters regained their nests in the flying isles. She looked down; the Rot and the Ebb were still fighting over the countless corpses; the land around had been dyed black from the carbon powder flying everywhere and sticking on the Ebb.

Sofia thought that she should send one more big wave of rot on the ground to clean everything up, but she might as well wait until she had a bit more mana for that. Instead, she was curious about the results of her hunt.

After deactivating her armor and taking a few seconds to appreciate the freshness of the morning wind, she watched for the first time the collapsed version of her notifications that the Scribe had been working on all night.

‘Extermination results:’

‘You have defeated [Monsters - lv. 23-99]’ *39 919

‘You have defeated [Monsters - lv. 100-199]’ *279 435

‘You have defeated [Monsters - lv. 200-249]’ *124 193

‘You have defeated [Monsters - lv. 250-276]’ *3

‘Total kills : 443 550; Average Kill per second : 11.7’

‘Damage spread : [Erredian Rot]=78%; [Bone dominus]=17%; Other=5%’

‘You gained a level!’ *113

‘Remaining debt : 17 Levels’

‘[Way of the Fool] reached level 23’

‘[Way of the Fool] reached level 24’

‘[Evasion] reached level 33’

…

‘[Evasion] reached level 58’

‘[Radiance] reached level 27’

…

‘[Radiance] reached level 36’

‘Dungeon clearance: Sky=2.8%; Ground=0.0%; Underground=0.0%’

‘For your mental health, remember to take breaks.’

Sofia was impressed by the results. Eleven kills per second, just that number was wild, and so was the total number of kills. Only a hundred and some levels for that many kills was a bit surprising at first, but considering the diminishing returns of such hunting methods, it was actually quite a lot. A few more nights like this one, and I might just get to 249 in record times. Even then, I probably wouldn’t go to the next trial for a very long time, so there’s little point in rushing things.

This night had fully displayed the true power of the Rot; all the monsters it had touched had died. And yet, even though Sofia had killed more monsters in one night than she had killed in total up until then, the scribe informed her that this was less than 3% of the monsters occupying the skies of Sovuln.

What does that even mean? I would need to do this thirty-three times to get rid of them all? There’s more than fourteen million of these flesh-eating suicidal birds? And they get stronger near the center?

No wonder no one has cleaned the kingdom so far…

Hey, at least I got some nice levels and even a few skeletons out of it; they were the three biggest ones. It might be better if I wait before feeding Bookie though, I could make bigger pages; I’ll see.

Nicet and Alith came flying up to Sofia and she almost instinctively formed spikes with her armor even though she had seen them coming.

Seems like I still need some time to get out of it.

Alith came up to Sofia, holding a wet towel and a jug of water. “Here, take care of yourself a bit; you look like a graveyard.”

“Thanks.”

“Ehrm, lady Sofia?” Nicet said.

Lady?

Nicet continued, “I have a young cousin who has been looking for a bride; he has also placed well in his second trial. Would you happen to...”

You what?! “I- I’m not, I don’t have time for things like these!”

“Oh, you don’t have to pay it any mind, but he would be interested, I’m sure, and he would probably kill me if he knew of today’s event and that I didn’t… So, yeah. Anyway, I think we can find the island you have been looking for today if we are lucky. Tell me when you are ready to go.”

Alith was glaring at the snakeman, “This isn’t a roundabout way of talking about yourself, Sir snakeman, is it?”

“Ahah, no, no, no. I wouldn’t!” Nicet defended himself as he backed off from the accusatory ghost, “I’m married!” he exclaimed, showing the bracelet shaped like two interlocking snakes around his left wrist. “My wife would obliterate me if I started courting anyone else; I really have a cousin who’s working at the north Elven academy…”


Chapter 226 - Back to the starting point







“We’re lucky that the weather’s been so good; we haven’t had to fight a single mutated beast either; we rarely get such peaceful conditions, even when Elder Orvod is with us,” Nicet rejoiced.

The flying monsters aren’t so bad, either. Even if the long-distance bolt isn’t giving much experience anymore… But reducing the debt to only sixteen levels in such a short time, how is it that it takes other people so long to level up? Hmm, well, that fire seer dwarf or whatever she was did level up super fast when I trapped her in the Thrombber nest. I guess most people just aren’t that fond of taking risks when I was ready to summon the undead from the start.

At this rate, my next skills will come faster than I thought.

Alith and Nicet were still talking, and Sofia had lost track of the conversation, but something drop-kicked her out of her daylight reveries. “IT’S HERE, THIS ONE!” she inadvertently yelled, pointing at the emerging shape of a tall and flying mountain on the horizon.

“Are you sure?” Nicet asked, sounding much less enthusiastic all of a sudden, “It’s quite far away to the northeast, and that's starting to be dangerous territory…”

“Not a shadow of a doubt. I’ve never been more certain of anything in my entire life; this is the mountain!” Sofia confirmed.

“Alright, we’re going, then, but the island is going to be teeming with monsters past our level, with maybe a handful above 300. So we will want to go for a stealthier approach.”

Alith progressively became more and more a complete ghost, “I can do this, but Sofia doesn’t really have much going for her in terms of stealth. And you don’t look like it’s your specialty either.”

Nicet’s thin lips drew a wide smile, “Well, you see, I had an inkling this kind of situation might present itself,” he took three vials of a blue iridescent liquid out of his storage ring. “These are top-grade invisibility potions, ten thousand gold each. Extremely inconvenient to use, but also the safest.”

“Are you trying to scam us now?” Alith looked unimpressed, “That sounds really damn expensive for what it is; I’ve seen invisibility potions go for as low as fifty gold a vial. And also, who spends that kind of money for two strangers?” 

“It’s company money; they value my skills much higher than a few thousand golds; there really aren’t many space mages willing to go out and extensively explore this kingdom dungeon, you know. And if you doubt the value, just identify them, though it won’t show much unless you do an advanced analysis.”

“Personally, I trust you; I don’t really see why you would try to do anything funny right now. But I guess I’ll [Identify] them.” Sofia reached out to grab one of the vials.

[Fae wings dust extract] : A potion brewed around the natural powers of invisibility of an extinct species of magicless fae. It will make you almost impossible to detect.

Item level : 166.

Grade : Precious.

[Fae wings dust extract] : Advanced analysis = 33333 Mana.

Yeah, here goes, that much mana is nothing now.

[Fae wings dust extract] : A potion brewed around the natural powers of invisibility of an extinct species of magicless fae. It allows light to flow through you and completely suppresses any sound, mana, heat, and particle emission.

Active skills will be unavailable.

May cause sensory deprivation, loss of balance and loss of own-body spatial perception.

Allows phasing through thin objects such as grass or pebbles.

Mana regeneration -75% while the effect is active.

Effect Duration : 6 hours.

Item level : 166.

Grade : Precious.

“Looks actually worth the price; what do you think, Alith?”

“Hmm, yeah, I have to admit it’s not on the same level as the lower grade stuff… And you’ll just give it to us?”

“I told you I’m not the one paying,” Nicet answered with a shrug.

“Alright, if you say so. When do we drink them?” Sofia asked.

“Let’s go near the island while it’s still day; we should make it there if we speed up a bit and avoid the stray flyers; it might be an idea to start being a bit more silent now already. I’ll explain more when we’re there. Take one each for now and store them.”

Finally, we’re going.

Sofia couldn’t stop looking at the floating mountain.

Saria… How did you even survive up there?

Could it be that she escaped the slavers’ camp before the tide while I was digging? No, that's properly impossible.

But so is surviving on that mountain with fourteen million flying monsters around, so how?



The group had made it under the mountain by the time the sun started to set. There were still about twenty minutes before the monsters came out, and all hell broke loose. So deep into the dungeon, the swarm would overwhelm Sofia long before she made it through the night if she tried her feat from the previous day again.

Standing on the dirt and stone at the bottom of the crater left by the mountain when it had left the ground, Nicet was swapping some of his travel equipment for battle gear and started to explain the situation.

“Well. First of all, you are lucky; the island is quite high and hasn’t been overtaken by the Ebb yet. That means we might still find traces of your sister if she really spent a while there. The flyers also mostly live in caves they dig themselves, so the surface will probably be relatively untouched. The bad news: this mountain is deep into the second ring and properly huge. This means there will almost certainly be a few monsters above level 300 in there, just waiting to peck our heads off the moment we get too close.”

But… “Won’t they fly out like the rest?”

“Some will, but not all,” Nicet explained, “someone has to stay back and guard the nest. That’s usually the role of the stronger ones. And as there are always multiple species living on the same island, that’s as many guards. Only the ‘Mountain tunnelers’ don’t have guards because they’re the ones who dig the nests for everyone and can live anywhere.”

Nicet explained the rest of the plan: he would set up the base right where they were now and give a tracking artifact to each member of the expedition. They would wait for the vast majority of monsters to leave the island as they joined the night swarm and would rush up there after drinking the potion. They could then spend the next five-and-a-half hours spread out and searching, alerting each other with the tracking device if they made important discoveries or were somehow chased by a nest guard. When the timer was up, they would return to the base before the potion ran out and wait out the night there, sharing their findings.

If that wasn’t enough, they would plan out a second outing with the knowledge from the first. Nicet had a second set of potions, but he couldn’t give these for free, ‘Even my value has limits…’, he had confessed.

Sofia had suggested the idea of using her undead birds to scout out the terrain and help explore, but Nicet shut the idea down, explaining that it would rouse the nest guards, which was a terrible idea.



Waiting in the base, Sofia couldn’t stand still. She couldn’t stop all kinds of intrusive thoughts that made her more nervous than they should. After what seemed like an eternity, the monsters started flying out. Endless streams of flying monsters gushed out of the mountain above. Sofia decided to prepare an immortality rune just in case; it would take a while for all the monsters to exit the mountain anyway; now that she could see the moment she needed to go fast approaching, she found it easier to focus.

After waiting until none of the monsters remained, they all gulped down their invisibility potions and disappeared.

Woah, the description didn’t lie; this is disorienting.

Not being able to see your own limbs was a bit of a strange sensation, but that aside, Sofia was used to the much stranger perspective shift from her demon form, so this was nothing in comparison.

She tried to talk, but no sound came out. Works as promised. Well, time to go, then.

Three invisible shadows left the steel base in the crater under the massive floating mountain. Sofia couldn’t perceive the other two at all, but she had seen the door swing open; someone else had left before her.

She looked up at the mountain, the underside was an inverse replica of the crater they were in and not much more. There were no apparent galleries from there. Sofia deployed her wings and carefully flew up.

First of all… I need to check the slavers’ camp.

Who knows, since she survived, maybe they all survived somehow. Did the slavers have anyone strong enough to survive the monsters, though? No way, or they wouldn’t have needed kids to dig up an old ruin… I know she was doing something with the gruel to try to get out of the cage, but that seemed hopeless. So how did she survive?


Chapter 227 - Pinned message







Sofia’s boots touched the coarse soil of the mountain. Just like it used to, the base of the mountain was covered in a thick forest, while the top was nothing but snow and raw, exposed stone.

Back here again… I don’t see the usual insects that used to bite us everywhere; must not have survived the monster invasion. Let’s see, the path to the slave camp should be around this side.

There was little to no indication of the flying monsters’ presence in the forest; it seemed they didn’t really ever enter it for some reason. Considering they weren’t too smart in the way of self-preservation, Sofia doubted that it was because they found it dangerous.

Maybe there’s just nothing of interest to them here. I can see any animals, after all. This forest is colorful, but it feels dead.

With even her own steps not producing any sound, the distant swarm of flying monsters was the only thing Sofia could hear. After a few minutes of searching, she found the path she was looking for. It was overgrown, but the lack of large trees in a long straight line going uphill made it easy to recognize.

Unless it’s a dried riverbed. Feels too narrow to be one, but what do I know…

Sofia followed the path. It was nothing like what she remembered, but admittedly, the forest had gotten more than a decade to grow. It didn’t take long for the log wall of the camp to show up beyond the trees. The camp was built in a small clearing of the forest and used to be completely walled off. The log wall was moldy and in disrepair, it still harbored the claw marks of the one bear that used to try to enter it every night. Some logs had fallen. Clearly, the camp had been abandoned for a very long time.

Let’s see what I can find here.

Sofia walked to the entrance of the camp; it was left open. I guess they tried to escape the monsters, so they opened the gate?

The interior of the camp was overgrown; everything was covered in moss and vines, and tall grass covered the ground. Of the several tents the slavers used to live in, not a single one was still standing, and the iron cages the children used to be locked in were in bad shape.

There are bones everywhere. I can feel them. It’s likely that everyone died here.

Sofia’s first reflex was to walk to the cages. By some miracle, the tarp used to protect the cages from the rain was still almost intact. There used to be six large cages under there. Two for the younger children Sofia was a part of, three for the older ones like Saria, and one ‘punitive’ tiny cage they used to punish misbehaving slaves. This tiny cage was essentially Saria’s semi-permanent residence in the slave camp. She always found a way to piss off the slavers just enough for them to want to lock her up in there but not enough that it escalated more than that. At first they had tried to stop giving food to the disobedient kids as a punishment, but what they wanted was a group of tiny workers to dig up dwarven relics. So having limp and starving kids was counterproductive.

Out of the six cages, three of them had crumbled into piles of rusty iron; the ones left were one from each category. The most pristine one was the one Sofia used to be locked in with other kids; it was rusty but intact and empty. The second one was the one Saria was in whenever she wasn’t being punished; the bars were pushed open as if something too big had forced its way in or out.

There goes the foolish dream of hoping they all survived.

It’s full of broken skeletons… They all died in there. Some skulls are pierced, and even the bottom of the cage has holes in it. A lot of the bones are missing. By the looks of it, a monster with a long beak had a free meal. Sofia looked inside of her storage ring; she had the corpses from the biggest monsters of her extermination night; it was three monsters of the ‘Quetzalcoatlus’ species, huge bird-like creatures with terribly long and sharp beaks.

It was one of those, no doubt.

Sofia counted the tiny skulls inside the cage, there were seven total. That’s everyone except Saria, then… Sofia stored the bones and moved on to the small cage. It was rusty like the others but empty. Instead of being broken in by the front, a bar was missing from a back corner.

So, she actually managed to break out of the cage. But how would she have escaped and survived after that? I guess the quakes gave her an opportunity like they did for me.

Sofia searched the rest of the camp. She found a lot of broken bones but very few tools or weapons, only some rust-covered broken scraps.

She probably escaped right before or while the monsters attacked and later came back after the monsters killed everyone to loot anything useful. Now, how do I find her trace? She had to have found a shelter to hide in while the monsters attacked at the start, or she would have suffered the same fate as everyone else in the camp. 

Considering the terrain and the violence of the quakes at the time, she couldn’t have gotten far before the mountain flew up and the monsters arrived, so where could she hide?

It was raining, and the valley was about to flood, so she probably wouldn’t have tried to go downhill. At the time, the animals got frenzied, and all ran away before… The animals ran away… Did she hide in the bear’s den?

Sofia’s mana senses were completely stifled by the invisibility potion, so she exited the camp and started searching uphill, where the bear was supposed to live, as it always attacked the camp from this direction. The slavers were either too weak or cowardly and had never tried to hunt it.

Sofia searched for a while; the remaining time on the potion was ticking down, but it was hard to find anything in the forest.

That’s it! So, it was a cavern in the mountain wall and not an underground den… This was hidden too well behind the wild plants, but back then, it would have been easier to stumble upon. Considering how well hidden it was, I don’t think I’d find a monster nest inside. Let’s see.

The den wasn’t very deep; it was a low-ceiling L-shaped cavity with a slightly larger space at the end.

There are bones inside!

The space at the end of the cave was high enough for Sofia to stop crouching; this was where the bear used to sleep; there was a pile of animal bones in a corner, likely what was left of the bear’s last meals. But these weren't the bones that Sofia was surprised about.

There was a human skeleton. To be precise, the corpse and skeleton of a tall adult male, still clothed and holding a broken weapon, in a very advanced state of decomposition; the skull had fallen and was broken on the ground. In Sofia’s memory, a single person in the slavers’ camp was that tall and wide, Hemdal, the leader of the slavers. His skeleton was pinned against a wall of the cave, held in place by a bent and rusty iron pipe. No way… The missing bar of Saria’s cage…

The iron bar had been driven straight through the sternum and spine of Hemdal and stuck inside the stone wall.

Did Saria do this? It doesn’t look like it was moved there after it died, so that means she killed him by impaling him against a cave wall. Thirteen year old, level 1 orphan class, ‘Blurry vision’, all brain no muscles Saria did this?

That guy had to be at least level ten… I can see an explanation, maybe. If she was chosen as a God’s Oracle and got a skill like Astelia’s [Moon Benediction]. She would need at least something like that to get that much strength out of nowhere.

Or she somehow got lucky and was credited for the kill of a monster, instantly got a class and several level-ups which allowed her to fight back against this guy? If so, she wouldn’t have needed to take the fight to a cave.

It’s pretty clear he must have been following her after she escaped…. But I don’t think she knew, or she wouldn’t have entered a cave that was most likely to be a dead-end. The position of his body does seem to indicate he entered after her. Which means it could be a trap she laid out for him?

But why let him get out of the narrow passage and stand up before stabbing him if she was already inside? She could have struck his head before he even stood up.

Something flashed before Sofia’s eyes for the shortest instant, followed by a huge headache.

She was rolling on the floor, trying to understand what had just happened; though the cause was clear, the thing she had just seen was a system notification.

I recognize this. Are you trying to harm yourself again, Mr Scribe?!

The pain wasn’t nearly as bad as last time, though. I guess he’s found a way around it? Are you alright?

Sofia’s remaining health tracker opened by itself, showing ‘Health: 20 000/ 20 000’.

Alright, good. I’ll take this as a yes. Now then, what did you want to tell me so badly this time…

Sofia had seen the contents of the notification. It had been extremely quick, but there were only three characters and she had [Fast reading], it said ‘?=9’.


Chapter 228 - Caught Rock Handed







?=9; That’s a riddle? How is this helping right now?

The answer is nine? Doesn’t mean much. And if that was it, just saying ‘=9’ would have worked better. Question equals nine, then?

Sofia looked around in the den and tried to make sense of the Scribe’s hint, but she was stumped; she kept visualizing the three characters in her mind until she figured something out.

Ninth… Oh. Ninth question? There haven't been many occasions where I was faced with nine questions in a row. I think I get it now. Thanks, Mr Scribe, that’s not something I had thought about. But that could indeed explain how Saria could have done this.

‘ “Ninth question : What one rule would you add, delete, or change if you could modify the system?”

“I would add a rule to punish harming children.”

“I see. You might be interested in knowing that there is, in fact, such a rule.” ‘

So in the end, it was the system that helped her, as a punishment for the slaver?

Since she was the one who did this, and considering she survived the monsters after that…

The most likely thing that happened is that she unlocked an unusually strong class which allowed her to accomplish all of this. Unless the system just gave her a bunch of stat or levels for free, but would it do that without giving her a real class first? It could also have given her a strong item… But then the possibility exists that the person it was meant to punish could steal the item and profit off of it.

Considering where she ended up in the spire’s ranking as well… My hypothesis is that she received a strong class.

Once again, Sofia’s total health tracker opened up by itself, but it came with a small bout of pain around her temples this time.

You confirm, then? Thank you, really. But don’t overdo it; it looks like even the opening of the health counter is starting to hurt you…

Sofia was now relatively certain that Saria had gotten a strong class, something violent enough that she could instantly fight back against the head slaver at level one and embed him into a wall. That was an encouraging start, but the trail stopped there. It did not seem like Saria had stayed for long inside the cave, or she would have moved the dead body out.

Should I call for the others with the tracking device? No… It’s probably better to just let them search, too; who knows how long Saria has been here? There might be traces everywhere.

The next logical step was to find a place to build a survival camp, hidden from the monsters and with easy access to food and water. Sofia searched around the den and the camp for now.

The mountain streams have died out, looks like the snow isn’t really melting much at this altitude. Going closer to the top is bad, though; the monsters have dug their tunnels on the way. And I don’t see Saria going there when the forest has more resources and looks untouched by the monsters for the most part.

No matter what, the best place should still be around one of the dried streams, even not much water is better than no water. There can’t be no snow melting at all.

Searching along the dried-up streams of water of the mountain ended up being a good bet, as Sofia eventually found a small metallic door in a recess of the mountainside. A large boulder was on the side, which might have once hidden the entrance, judging by the horizontal markings on the wall.

Saria could have never built this.

Sofia grabbed the handle and opened the door. It was unlocked; inside was a clean and straight but low passage cut directly through the mountain. Sofia had to almost get on her knees to advance; this size was probably perfect for Alith. Or dwarves.

Sofia walked further and further into the straight tunnel.

Does this lead to the other side of the mountain?

Finally, she reached the iron door on the other side. Behind it was not the forest or the outside; it was nothing but a vertical shaft with a ladder going both up and down. On the way down, just a few meters under the door, the ladder had been bent and broken, and the passage was sealed. It had been plugged by a blackish material that looked like it had been liquid at one point and hastily poured. The walls were made of a strange material too, It was smooth and rigid, but completely uniform in color. Like fake rock.

Sofia couldn’t resist the urge to break a piece from a corner and [Identify] it. The material was really tough, and she was surprised that she had to really give it all she had to break a small piece when she could crush regular stone barehanded without even trying now.

[Broken piece of Dwarven Ultra-High Performance Wall Mix]: This material is the greatest pride of the Gray Dwarf Clan’s engineering. Be it boats, ridiculous architecture, or even armor, if they have the money, this is what they will use. Goblins cower in awe of its impervious nature. The Gray Dwarves Elders would sooner kill themselves than reveal the secrets of its confection.

Grade : Valuable.

The gray dwarf clan. Never heard of it. Dwarves live in clans? I thought most of them just lived in the dwarven isles as a unified kingdom of sorts. They have a King, right? I’m pretty sure they do.

But most importantly, the dwarven ruins extend all the way to here? To think they had us dig all the way down in the valley when there was an entrance to dwarven ruins so close by…

I hope the monsters haven’t dug their way through these walls. Ultra-high performance or not, I don’t see that holding up against a level 300 monster. Though I suppose they would probably just dig around hard stuff like this. 

Sofia looked up the shaft; even with her dark vision, it was hard to tell if the entire ladder was intact, but it looked like it; there wasn’t even any sign of rust anywhere. Sofia climbed up quickly.

Guess the monsters really never dug through the dwarven walls.

The ladder was so tall Sofia was convinced it had led her to the top of the mountain.

That would have been hard to do for Saria… But maybe not if she had the strength to do what she did to the slaver.

Sofia pushed up the iron trapdoor at the top of the ladder; she was welcomed by a strong gust of glacial wind. At first, she thought it was the outside, but once again, it wasn’t. Or not quite.

The trapdoor was in the middle of a room; this was a small room carved inside of the very top of the mountain. A door on one side and large windows on the two others, gave the impression that this was some kind of an observation post. The last wall, opposite the one door, was missing. Where a sturdy wall supposedly once stood was instead only a gaping hole leading straight to the snowy and abrupt mountainside, giving an unparalleled view of the monster-filled sky.

Looks like I found Saria’s camp. 

In a corner were stacked weird dwarven devices; in the opposite one were the remains of a collapsed makeshift bed frame made of twigs, cloth, and iron wire. I guess she stole one of the slavers’ bedrolls, but it’s no longer there. Must have gone through the huge hole in the other wall. There was a bunch more stuff on small handmade shelves and in crude wooden boxes, as well as a few flying monster skulls decorating the furniture.

Before she could inspect the rest of the items in the room, as well as whatever was behind the door, Sofia couldn’t help but examine the hole in the wall a bit more. Something about it felt off. The ‘ultra-high-performance wall’ had been cleaved through cleanly; this couldn’t be the work of the flying monsters.

Sofia flew out of the room. Even from the outside, the cut was really clean, not only had it cut the wall, it had also cut the mountain around it as if it was someone’s dessert that they took a giant spoonful out of. Something else attracted Sofia, something strange in her peripheral vision. A handprint.

It was the kind of trace one would leave if they tried to grab the tower of a mud castle only to realize they would only crush it if they did that while their hand was already half buried into it.

Except that trace was taller than Sofia, and the hand was a scaled paw with long curved claws, strong enough to leave an imprint on the side of a stone cliff.

Well, shit.

I get why she picked the Dragon mask, now.

So I just need to search for whichever Dragon rescued and-or kidnapped Saria…

I’m relieved that there’s a trace at all. And a real confirmation she survived. And a big hint on how she might have escaped this flying mountain. I don’t need any divination skill to understand what happened here…

But now I have to find a Dragon? And my only clue is a paw-print the size of an average tree?

I need to return to the bottom and activate the tracker to let the others know I found what I was looking for. I should return inside and inspect the room in detail before that, though.


Chapter 229 - No brainer







Sofia flew back into the dwarven observation post that had once been Saria’s room. She felt the exploration of the mountain had been strangely fast and convenient compared to what she expected. The nest guards hadn’t been alerted so far, and finding the traces of Saria’s activity had been all too easy.

I guess I just know my sister well enough.

The room was missing a wall but there were still plenty of things left in there besides the bed. Among them were monster bones and tools made out of them.

Just how long did she spend here?

Most of what was left in the room seemed to be daily necessities, tools, and decorations.

I see no clothes or weapons. Most boxes are open and left in disorder; she probably took her most important things with her when she left. Despite busting through the wall, the Dragon probably gave her some time to gather her things…

Seeing a rusty blade under one of the shelves, Sofia bent over to observe it up close.

A saw… That’s got to be from the camp. It’s pretty dull. I didn’t see any tree stump down there but maybe she would’ve done that further from the entrance of her base. The cover of the forest seems to be the only thing preventing the swarm of monsters from approaching the base of the mountain… Do the monsters perhaps avoid plants because they fear the Ebb? They come from the same place, after all. That would explain why they all nest within the mountain cliffsides where there is no organic matter for the Ebb to take over.

Sofia looked around in Saria’s stuff, she was making a huge mess because it was hard to tell where she put her hands, invisible as they were. Her sister had probably been living in that place for quite a long time as she had made a lot of things out of wood, monster bones, and whatever she had managed to salvage from the slavers’ camp.

A hairbrush?! It’s still full of golden hair… If there was any doubt left, then that’s the end of it; we were the only blonde kids in the camp. I’ll keep this, just in case, yeah… What else is there? Wooden bowls, cups, she even had time to make a broom. 

When it came time to inspect all the mechanical Dwarven devices, Sofia just stored them to look at later. These were things that even Saria had given up on trying to use that were just haphazardly piled in a corner so they could wait.

I think there were more things, but they probably fell through the hole. Actually, there’s only heavy stuff left out of the closed boxes; anything that could be blown away by the wind likely was.

Lastly, Sofia opened the side door. Dwarven design toilets? Also, that’s a lot of spears. This was a small toilet room, which probably drained out of the side of the mountain. The place was already rather tiny but the side walls were also lined with handmade spears. Wood, bone, and scrap metal made dozens of spears; for the most part, they were badly damaged and coated in long-dried blood.

She sure didn’t spend her time here just doing nothing. She probably ate better like this than we did our entire childhood. Maybe I should try some monster meat, too.

But she couldn’t have gone past level 99. And some of the monsters here go all the way up to 300 and more. It’s impressive that she survived at all.

Sofia would have liked to find some kind of written journal or something along those lines, but both she and Saria had never learned to write back then.

I still think she already knew how to read a bit, but that was never something we could really use…

Sofia grabbed a few monster skulls from around the room and fused them together in a thick cube of bone. Then she flew out again, holding the cube that thankfully didn’t turn invisible like her clothes did with the potion, and started copying the shape of the Dragon’s paw print.

Drawing a flat map and making armor spikes is easy enough, but this is way harder… This is exactly why I considered taking [Sculpting]. Well, I can manage, it’s not too bad…

It was actually really hard to reproduce the details of the imprint left by the Dragon’s hand, and Sofia struggled to shape the bones for a while when her tracking device activated and started vibrating around her wrist.

Three vibrations. It’s already time to head back down?! It’s been five hours? Alright then… I just need to answer that I got it. Sofia cut the flow of mana to her arm, which is how one made the device send a signal. She also received one more vibration, which had to be Alith’s confirmation.

And now I need to move quickly because the nest guards could have picked up on the signals.

Sofia stored the cube, returned to the room, and jumped down the ladder hatch, sliding down to the bottom of the mountain. Then she left the dwarven tunnel, walked to the edge of the forest, and jumped down the mountain. According to Nicet, there were no spatial anomalies between the mountain and the ground below, so being careless like this was fine.

Sofia entered the base camp after struggling for a few seconds to open the door with her invisible hands. Am I the first here? She brought a bone out of her storage and waved it around as she looked at the empty space inside the base.

No answer?

Guess I’m really first.

Not long after, the door opened and closed again. Sofia waved with her bone. She was answered by the sound of a clap, and Alith appeared near the door, completely immobile for a second.

Ahah, she just slapped herself out of invisibility, I see.

“Point the bone to your cheek,” Alith casually said as more mana gathered around her right hand.

Sure. Sofia even bent over to make it easier to reach her face. A gentle slap across the face later, she was free of the potion’s effect as well.

“Thanks. We only need to wait for Nicet now.”

“His flight is slower; I think he’ll be here soon. You look happy, found what you needed?”

“More than I even expected!”

“Great. I found a few traces of activity too,” Alith enthusiastically recounted, “I mostly roamed around the forest, there were clear attempts at farming on the forest grounds, with a few crude gardening tools. I also found a small log cabin, though it was almost empty and in bad shape.”

“I see, makes sense, I found a lot, too, but let’s wait for Nicet before I explain, anyway, I have a good lead on what to do next!”

“Very happy for you! Hmm, but Nicet is actually taking a while. Think something could’ve happened to him?”

“If he’s not here in a few minutes, I could send some skeleton birds to look for him. They’ll probably die quite fast, though.”

“We can’t really go out with the swarm still in the sky if we don’t have the invisibility potion; even in my ghost form, I think some of them can see me.”

“Let’s trust in him, worst case, we’ll have to wait for the day, and we can try to locate him with the trackers.”

“Going on the island during the day is dangerous.”

“Not if we stay in the forest, I think.”

Their conversation was interrupted by the door opening and closing again.

Alith started charging a slap, “Looks like we worried for nothing. Point an object to your cheek, Nicet, I’ll dispel the potion.”

Nicet reappeared after the small slap.

“Thank you. A nest guard left the mountain after I activated the tracker, so I had to be extra careful in coming back. I found a fe-”

Nicet was interrupted by the ground quaking and the sound of a heavy impact nearby.

Shit! This is why I need to prime the staff!

From the window of the base, Sofia saw the talons of a flying monster. It was at least thrice the size of the biggest ones she had killed until now, and it was facing away from the base, for now.

Nicet covered his mouth and signaled that they shouldn’t make noise. The trio was immobile, hoping that the threat wouldn’t notice the base, thanks to its protection rituals.

Maybe it won’t see us. I hope.

The monster turned 180 degrees in a single hop, now facing the base. Nothing happened for a second until the beast’s huge, sharp-toothed beak appeared before the base’s window. The monster’s black eyes blinked; it had transparent eyelids that allowed him to keep staring without interruption.

The nightmarish vision of the monster’s maw only lasted for a brief second before it brought its head back up.

Finally ready!

Sofia grabbed Nicet and Alith’s arms. They looked at her but said nothing. Dozens of skeletal arms popped out of the ground and grabbed their ankles, bringing the group down.

I feel an underground cavern! Bring us there fast!

Alith and Nicet disappeared underground, only Sofia’s head was still out of the ground because she was taller. She only heard the sound of steel bending.

Then she was instantly transported to the underground tunnel she had felt before, thanks to [Graveyard of the righteous], sitting on the cold floor.

Did Nicet teleport us? Why is Pareth out? It’s so cramped that he barely fits.

“S- Sofia? Are you alright?”

Alith’s voice was shaking.

For some reason, Sofia felt a bit strange, but she hesitantly answered, “Yeah?”

It was only then that Sofia noticed the sparse splatters of blood around her and on her torso. What exactly…?

Sofia turned around, which startled Nicet so much that he yelped and almost fell on his back. It was then that Sofia noticed something else, her head felt light, her crown was missing. That was the point where the gears in her brain started turning again. “Did I… Lose my head?!”


Chapter 230 - Time flies, but ours don't







Nicet was strongly nodding, his eyes still wide open.

Alith pressed on, “Do you need more healing?”

“No, really, I’m fine, just a bit disoriented. The nest guard got me, I imagine?”

“More than got you! I thought you were dead!” Nicet exclaimed, still shaky and wiping off his sweat.

“Well. I didn’t think I could survive losing a head either, but it looks like it was fine? Pareth was the one who healed me, right?”

Alith confirmed that after the graveyard skeletons dropped the headless Sofia on the floor, as soon as she was fully corporeal again, Pareth had appeared inside of the tunnel and had used [Greater Heal] to re-head her.

He couldn’t get out before I was corporeal again. I need to think about that and let him out before using the graveyard to escape next time.

“So… I was likely saved by the one-hit-kill protection of the venerable physique.” And ghosts can’t bleed out so the graveyard skeletons took me all the way down here while I probably only had one percent health left. “And after that, Pareth healed me.”

Thank you, Pareth, you’re a lifesaver once again. Maybe someday I’ll be strong enough to save you too…

Sofia couldn’t tell what the skeleton was thinking, but he was prone and constricted inside of the dwarf-sized tunnels, so he returned to her storage, silent as usual. Leaving the group in the dark. It wasn’t an issue for Sofia, but she took out a lightstone anyway.

“Well, let’s n-”

Sofia was interrupted by a strong quake and a violent sound that came from above.

“Let’s not sweat the details; we should move…” she completed, looking up in the direction of the sound. “I think it’s digging.”

That seemed to shake Nicet out of his shocked state, and he took the lead of the expedition again; he advanced and helped Sofia up as he passed by her, “Yes, I will go first to check for traps and spatial anomalies; we’re going in the direction away from the mountain, follow me. This thing was at least level 300, if not more; we need to go fast.”

The group started moving, eager to leave the giant monster behind; they were about twenty meters away from where they had landed when the tunnel collapsed behind them.

“Think it’ll keep following us?”

Nicet kept advancing as he answered, “Probably not; no matter the size, it’s not immune to the Ebb.”

The tunnel was just like that one leading to Saria’s room, it looked like it turned to the right a few hundred meters ahead. Sofia was about to speak when her head was yanked back because of her crown scraping against the ceiling.

“Oh, your crown is back, Sof. And in one piece.”

“I was wondering how the system was going to deal with it being in a giant monster’s stomach. That’s convenient because I wasn’t going to go back and fight that thing. I wonder if it’s even possible to get rid of the crown if I tried or if it’s just going to reappear on my head every time.”

Nicet turned back to look at the crown. He had the face of someone with many questions, but he said nothing about it and started walking again. Instead, he decided to ask about the status of the expedition, “Did you find what you came here for? It might be hard to return to the mountain without alerting that bird now.”

“Alith found a few things, and I found even more; even if you have nothing, I have enough information. Thank you for helping us get here, Nicet. I can pay you if you want.”

“Great, I’m happy for you. It’s always nice to be reunited with your loved one; I hope you can find your sister soon. But to pay me? The boss might kill me if you do, just keep your money. And thank you, too; if not for your weird burial skill, I’d be dead up there. I couldn’t even teleport out of the base because of the enchantment protections, quite the design flaw; I need to bring this up to the R&D team…”

“You were ready to escape without us, snakeman?”

“One survivor is better than zero.”

He’s not wrong. “But did you find anything about Saria? Any detail could be interesting to know.”

“I found a few things. Things that identified as rain collection devices carved in stone, wooden dummies full of holes, and a bunch of wooden javelins. Essentially, it looked like the part of the forest I was in was used for physical training. And that’s about it; besides that, there was nothing but a lot of regular mountain forest. The side I was on had many monster nest entrances on the cliffs not far from the forest height, so I had to move carefully.”

Alith and Sofia recounted their findings too, as the group slowly made their way down the dwarven tunnels. Alith and Nicet weren’t especially surprised by anything until Sofia mentioned the Dragon and took out the bone-sculpted copy of the handprint.

“No wonder your sister managed to get away… A Dragon would have no trouble flying straight through any monsters and spatial anomalies here. I can’t say anything about that sculpture of yours, but you’re in luck; the boss knows quite a few Dragons personally; he might just know who that’s from. Not many of them would roam the human continent anyway. That’s the kind of move that gets the angels on their backs.”

“The angels prevent Dragons from coming here?” Alith asked.

“Prevention is a big word, it’s more a certain form of deterrence. Dragons are like… Flying disasters, most of them. The system doesn’t want them interfering with the development of the weaker races too much.”

Even Sofia was intrigued now, “You seem to know a lot about angels.”

“The boss knows a lot, and he’s not trying to hide it; just being around him long enough will make you learn things that will change the way you see the world.”

“Like what?”

Good question.

“Like the fact that humans used to occupy roughly 30% of the planet’s surface tens of thousands of years ago. Who knows how they ever achieved that. Now you’re confined to a single small peninsula, and so are all the beastkin like me. Just look at these ruins, this is clearly of dwarven origin, but the dwarves have been mainly living on their archipelago for thousands of years, so who can tell how this place came to be and how old it must be.”

“Interesting. Can you tell us more about the angels and archangels then?”

“Hmm, well, from what I’ve gathered, angels are dead people given an opportunity to serve the system. They protect the weaker races like us from external influence. Their autonomy is limited, and they cannot leave their designated areas, but they receive immense power to be able to do their job well.”

Wait… “The Angels are undead?”

“Uh. I never thought of them like that, but I guess, in a way, you could say they are? You’d be better off asking the boss; I’m not too sure. Studying undeath and unlife isn’t really my thing.”

Why did I delete [Lead the Dead] again? “What about the Archangels?”

“Sapient mana golems. They defend the system itself. Or so the boss says, never heard of one leaving its tower. And that’s about all I know about them, never seen one either.”

“And Seraphs like Sen are kind of like Angels, but to interact with us?”

“Your guess is as good as mine. The scribes are a big mystery to me as well, I have my theories, but it’s the kind of subject one’s better off avoiding. If not, you’ll find your own inner monologue censored before you know it, and that’s really infuriating.”

The group kept walking along the tunnel; they turned a few times before stumbling upon a dead end. The path ahead had completely collapsed. Considering how much the land had moved during the tide, it was almost impressive that they had been able to walk along this tunnel for so long. Nicet teleported up to check the situation outside. The nest guard was nowhere to be seen, but it was still night. The swarm of monsters in the sky immediately noticed him and swooped down, so he teleported back to the group.

They needed to wait until morning in the suffocating dwarven tunnels. The trio sat down and enjoyed some small talk until the subject of leveling came to the table.

“I think I should do another few night cleanups while we’re here, probably around the spot where I did it last time. It’s a low effort way to get some levels. Do you both not mind spending a few more days in Sovuln?”

“I’m still leeching off of your experience, won’t complain about it. But you’ll have to come with me to make the candies.”

“Deal. What about you, Nicet? You can go without us if you don’t want to wait; we should still be able to make it out…”

“As long as it’s just ‘a few days, ’ I am fine with it. I can keep studying the Ebb in the meantime even without my tools. Why the rush to level up, though? You’re plenty powerful already; this is around the level where most people stop and enjoy a wealthy retirement, only pushing further when their three or four hundred years of lifespan runs out. You’re both pretty young, right?”

“Aren’t you too?” Alith asked without thinking. It’s true that he doesn”t sound that old.

“Am I? It depends; I will be fifty-eight next month. Not really old if we consider how long I still have to live and how old some people around us are, but… Most beastmen my age are grandparents… Seeing your childhood friends lose their hair and have grandchildren… Sure doesn’t make one feel young.”

I never thought about this too much. Maybe because I don’t really have many friends.

Or they’re already dead.

“Sof… Why are you staring at me?”


Chapter 231 - Lousy Moonlight Sculptor

After three nights of relentless slaughter, Sofia, Alith, and Nicet were slowly headed for the coast, where they would take the exact same route they had used to reach Sovuln while avoiding Skyreach. They flew in relative silence, and Sofia took the opportunity to go over her status a bit.

One night to clear 113 levels of debt.

Three nights for 37 more levels… The experience penalty really isn’t playing around. The last level took almost a hundred thousand kills!

Total progress for the sky, twelve point eight percent. Not bad.

The classless skills are leveling nicely, at least. I still haven’t looked at any of the new keywords; I’ll keep that for after I’ve had a good rest…

Name : Sofia Aphenoreth

Age : 21

Class : [Saintomancer] ♢

Level : 221

Health : 20 420 / 20 420  

Stamina : 4030 / 20 487   

Mana : 9553 / 361 100         

Main Specialization : [Eclipse Skeleton]

Alteration chance : 7%

Secondary Specialization : [Heat Death]

Active Skills (6 / 8)

​[Spine of the Black Sun] - Level 200

[Heal Undead] - Level 200

[Summon Blood] - Level 200

[Maiden Banshee] - Level 221 (Lv.221)

[Graveyard of the righteous] - Level 200

[False immortality] - Level 3

Passive Skills (6 / 8)

[Blessing of the Deep] - (2/4)

[Vakariazrehafin of Sorrow] ♢

[Exalted Exoskeleton] ♢

[Venerable physique of the primeval void] ♢ - Doors of the Light forging realm

[Bone dominus] - Level 2

[Erredian Rot]

Classless Skills (9 / 9)

[Fast reading] - Level 58

[Way of the Fool] - Level 26

[Sprint] - Level 38

[Identify] - Level 2

[Mana manipulation] ♢

[Evasion] - Level 75

[Radiance] - Level 51

[Quintessential] ♢

[One with Suffering] ♢

Special Skills (1)

​[The Book of Skeletons] ♢

Summoned heroes (3 / 4)

●        Lv.221 Pareth (Holy Boneplate Mauleur Eclipse Skeleton)

●        Lv.221 Alith (Alith)

●        Lv.221 Book of Skeletons (Book)

[Mark of Aphenoreth]

It’s starting to become difficult to all keep track of.

Let’s check how the staff is doing, I’ve been spending all my extra mana on it, especially when I was still learning draconic inside the spire. It should be at least 20% done.

[Sofia’s Shadow Scepter] ♢ :

Must be primed to unlock advanced functions (524 097 086 / 1 000 000 000 mana).

Basic functions (Fueled by ambient mana or the user’s if lack thereof)

●        Absorbs the backlash of forcefully canceled channeling.

●        Cannot be damaged by the user’s magic.

●        Cannot be forcefully un-equipped.

●        Attracts and absorbs weak magical projectiles aimed at the user.

Advanced functions (Requires Priming)

●        Halves channeling time

●        Halves the mana cost per second of sustained magic

Currently holding : [Midenicite Catalyst] - (Legendary)

It’s almost halfway done?!

Yeah, this is why I picked [Rubedo], so much mana. If this speed is anything to go by… I could probably finish this in about two weeks by using the sun ritual to its full extent. We’ll go see Valeure first, then I need to finish the priming as soon as possible.



The group made their way back without troubles; they teleported from one city to the other and arrived in Hooasow early in the morning after a bit over a week of expedition. Rather than rushing to Valeure’s home, Nicet invited them to come and wait in a lounge at the Red Carpet’s auction house while he did the paperwork for his job and went to look for his higher-ups.

He came back after about an hour and led them to his office.

“Sorry to disappoint, boss’s not here. Neither is Elder Orvod or the Saintess, they still haven’t returned from when Elder Orvod left us. The only information I managed to get is that apparently, the boss gave Red Carpet plans for a few months in advance, which means he probably does not expect to be back before then.”

Sofia was a bit disappointed, but she tried not to let that get to her, “What can we do then?”

“As weird as it is to say, come back in a few months. I’ll be in this building most of the time, so you can come to this office or just ask the reception for me if I’m out, and I’ll keep you updated whenever you want. If you can make a copy of the Dragon handprint, I’ll show it to the boss as soon as he comes back so you’ll get his opinion even if he leaves again and you miss him.”

“Sure, I can do that; thank you again, Nicet.” It’s a bit of a pain to sculpt, but I can do it…

“Just doing my job; you can leave the hand here or at the reception when you’re done; if there’s nothing else, I’m gonna go. I left without warning, so… My wife is gonna kill me.”

“Tough luck, snakeman. I think we’re done here unless you know where I can get these ingredients,” Alith off-handedly said, giving Nicet a list of materials longer than her arm.

“This… Go to the reception desk, tell them I sent you and give them the list, they’ll tell you what you can buy from us. Some of these names I’ve never even heard of though, so we probably won’t have everything. You can always try your luck with the Adventurers’ Guild or the Vasperians for the rest.”

“Will do thanks. Here, take this as thanks for helping us so much and for free.”

“Candies?”

“You can [Identify] them on the way to see your wife. Oh, and be careful not to give these to someone who’s low-level; that could end up badly. Go appease your wife, then? Or are you waiting until she finds another snake?” Alith joked with a smirk.

“Oh, right. It was a pleasure to help you both, ladies; come here whenever. See ya!”

Nicet left his office in a hurry, pocketing the handful of candy without even trying to identify them.

“Which ones did you give him?” Sofia asked.

“I gave him my whole stock of Health ones; there were like fifteen or so.”

“That’s worth a small fortune.”

“Heh, we’re about to make the better version with the ingredients he just gave us an easy way to acquire. You said you’d come find the stuff with me, right?”

“Of course. If we need to move out of the city, though, It would be nice if I could finish to prime the scepter first. If that’s fine with you.”

“Not a problem; I have a few other things to take care of, too, and a good bath is very, very high on that list right about now.”

“Weren’t you supposed to always be [Presentable]?”

“The skill can only do so much…”



Sofia and Alith spent the rest of their morning at an expensive inn where they could enjoy a nice bath and good food. They then scoured the city’s many shops all afternoon, buying piles of useless stuff, some new clothes, and other such things that they knew they were never going to use. Sofia’s crown certainly drew some attention, but this time, no one was dumb enough to ambush her in a back alley. The night ended in a dwarven pub where Alith instantly became friends with everyone, perhaps in part because of how well she handled her alcohol but probably more because of all the drinks she bought for everyone all night.

Come morning, Sofia headed out of the city to set up the Sun ritual somewhere calm and sunny while Alith returned to the Red Carpet auction house.

[Sofia’s Shadow Scepter] ♢ :

Must be primed to unlock advanced functions (538 511 042 / 1 000 000 000 mana).

Just a regular day’s worth of mana, and it went up by like fourteen million? Guess I’ll only be sitting here for a few days.

Sofia had flown up north and set up her ritual on a bone platform she formed on the peak of the highest mountain she could find nearby so that she could be above the clouds.

Who am I kidding, there’s still clouds above, but not as much. That should be as much sun exposure as I can get without climbing on a trial tower or something like that.

Finally set up, Sofia sat in the ritual circle and sacrificed the usual 100 gold to it. Her regeneration was about 330 mana per second with the ring and crown; it shot up to almost a thousand points per second with the ritual.

After a full day of doing nothing but charging the scepter, the count had gone up by almost sixty million mana.

[Sofia’s Shadow Scepter] ♢ :

Must be primed to unlock advanced functions (597 539 625 / 1 000 000 000 mana).

I kind of wish I had taken [Meditation] right now so I could still train instead of doing nothing, but I can’t afford to lose any of my current classless skills. At this pace, I still need to stay here for about seven days…

Sofia spent the following week sitting on her platform atop the mountain, steadily feeding all her mana to the gluttonous staff. Since there was nothing else for her to do, she spent the whole time sculpting random things out of bone with [Bone dominus], as that didn’t cost any mana. Or rather, she could tell now, after using it so much, it used mana, but not hers. It used the ambient mana or the mana already contained inside the bones.

Her sculptures were a bit rough at the start, about the same quality as the Dragon handprint, and throughout the week, they became quite a bit better, if still not incredible. Her best creation out of the whole was a life-sized Alith statue. She still felt that its facial expression was a bit off, but no matter what she tried, she couldn’t make it better. The worst statue was the one representing Valeure. Sofia had struggled a lot with the fox tail, and even after spending a whole afternoon on it, it still looked like a trail of wildfire behind Valeure’s butt rather than a fluffy tail.

I need to get better and take those to a painter. Bone is nice, but I don’t have much control over the color; it’s all white after I work it into shape.

Sofia sat under the gentle moonlight, waiting for the regeneration of the last few tens of thousand mana points needed for priming the staff.

I wonder how much these might sell for; maybe I have a career as a sculptor just waiting for me if I decide to give up on chasing a God. Is sculptor a class? I wonder how they’d fight. It’s not like you can sculpt your enemies mid-battle; that’s just called being a swordsman…

Perhaps they can make golems out of their sculptures? But they’d need to craft a core every time, then? That‘s got to be expensive. Yeah, necromancy is just better. Kill stuff and reappropriate their skeleton, easy.

Sofia was lost in her thoughts and didn’t notice the counter of the scepter’s mana reaching its limit. In her hands, the weapon started glowing.

The black wooden staff was hot; it trembled. Charged with mana, it was glowing stronger and stronger, dispelling the night; Sofia had to cover her eyes. The blinding light only got stronger; Sofia could feel the weapon change in her grasp, like a snake shedding its skin; scales of black primus wood flew off of the weapon. Its shape changed; the mana inside it concentrated and swirled in thousands of small ritual circles that Sofia couldn’t make any sense of. It all got more and more intense until the crooked staff straightened into a new form, making a sound like shattering glass. The light receded, and Sofia opened her eyes to find a transformed weapon in her hands.

The staff was longer and straighter, almost as tall as herself; while still made of the same black primus wood, it was no longer black but transparent white and covered in countless golden runes. Inside it, Sofia could see orichalcum veins and a small but majestic Dragon horn brimming with mana from which the veins all originated.

The hand atop the staff still held the catalyst, but it had changed; no longer was it a skeletal hand or an avian hand, it was a stronger, more violent hand, a replica of Sofia’s hands in demon form.

Speechless, Sofia could only identify the scepter once more.

[Hand of the first Saintomancer] ♢ :

A weapon that has grown to resemble its user’s most used attack spell.

It speaks to you: ‘Never let me go’.

●        Absorbs the backlash of forcefully canceled channeling.

●        Cannot be damaged by the user’s magic.

●        Cannot be forcefully un-equipped.

●        Attracts and absorbs weak magical projectiles aimed at the user.

●        Halves channeling time.

●        Halves the mana cost per second of most sustained magic.

●        While casting [Angel’s Bolt] through it, absorbs 50% of the damage the channeling would cause to the user.

●        Extends the maximum reach of all skills by the length of the scepter (if applicable).

●        Inflicts electrical damage on hit (melee use only).

Currently holding : [Midenicite Catalyst] - (Legendary)

The weapon hungers for endless mana.

Item level : Sofia Aphenoreth’s current level.

Grade : Flawless.

Restriction : wearer must be able to cast [Angel’s Bolt]. Soulbound.


Chapter 232 - Call me a Lord







Sofia couldn't help herself as she kept admiring the staff from every angle. Even the crown was whatever; this, in comparison, was an object that had changed by its own will to fit her needs. When she stood up and held it with the lower pointy tip on the ground, the top of the catalyst held by the demon hand reached about the level of her eyes. Sparks of blue electricity flew around when she swung the scepter, and she found out about two new things she could do with it.

First of all, there was a Dragon horn inside of the staff. Bones. So now the staff was one of her two blessed constructs, and she found out with great joy that the protection from the blessing was extended to the whole object, not just the bone. Following that logic, she changed her second blessed construct to her own skull, after putting on a rune and trying it on one of her hands first, just in case. The verdict was that her whole skeleton had become much more resilient. Why it applied to the whole staff from the horn and only to her skeleton instead of her whole body, she didn’t know. But previously when she had tried it on her hand, it didn’t spread like this, so she guessed it was a hidden perk of [Bone dominus] reaching level 2.

The second new thing the scepter could do was to be used for the cast of [Spine of the Black Sun]. Like this, the sword form was more than three meters long, looking more like a lance with its tip swapped for a sword, which Sofia found worked strangely well. This also extended to the whip form. It was much harder to aim like this, but she could control the starting trajectory with [Bone dominus], which negated the issue. In fact, she could lash out with the whip without even having to swing the staff, just guiding the start of its motion and letting momentum do the rest. The sword and whip hits benefitted from the electrical effect too.

The Icing on the cake was the description of the skills updating to reflect the new casting and upkeep times, just in case she wasn’t sure.

[Spine of the Black Sun]: Invokes the weapon ‘Spine of the Black Sun’.

The Spine is a blunt segmented longsword that may also be used as an extendable whip.

Deals low physical damage.

Upon hitting an enemy with the Spine, creates a solar burst, damaging all enemies in a 5.00 (6.82)m (1 + skill level/50) diameter sphere around the point of impact.

The explosion’s power scales with the skill level and the strength of the hit.

Recover Health equal to 20% (Skill level/10) of the damage dealt by the explosion.

The spine will disappear if it leaves your hands.

Requires a 3 (1.5) seconds channeling to deploy. Costs 100 (50) mana per second to maintain.

[Graveyard of the righteous] : Create a 600 (601.8) meters (3*Skill Level) large and wide consecrated graveyard around the Saintomancer (Must be solid ground). The skeletons of the righteous dead are buried in the graveyard, their arms and upper body may surface to grab the Saintomancer’s enemies, incapacitate them and - or drag them underground. The skeletons have the relative strength and resilience of a level 200 (1*Skill Level) Paladin and cannot inflict any direct damage.

Requires a 5,58 (2,79) seconds (10 - class level/50) channeling to deploy. Costs 100 (50) mana per second to maintain.

Also, from her testing, the speed of charging Angel bolts had doubled, but the mana depletion had doubled as well. This and the [Erredian Rot] seemed to be the two exceptions out of ‘most’ sustained magic, since their sustained mana costs had not changed. The rot also did not spread with an extended maximum reach out of the zone touched by holy light. And that’s good. Because I would lose any and all precision I still have with it.

Also, how does it even apply to the spine’s explosion range? And the staff reaches my eyes when upright, so 1.82 meters sounds about right. Guess there’s 14 centimeters between my eyes and the top of my head, could’ve lived without knowing that.

I don’t even want to know how much I weigh. I noticed the wooden floors of the inn creaking a lot when I walked, and I didn’t even have my wings out… Pareth would probably blast straight through and end up crashing into the wine cellar.

Well, flooring issues aside, it’s about time I looked at my new skills, now feels like a great time.

[New Active Skills are available!]

[New Passive Skills are available!]

Yeah, yeah, I know. Let’s do the passive first since I have fewer keywords. I might want to start making two-word skills more often now with all the free slots I have.

Available Passive Skills :

●        [Runic ] : You are one with the runes of

●        [Venerated ] : Impose respect in the name

●        [ lord] : speed to all controlled undead.

Unless… I mean… [Runic lord] is fine, alright. But [Venerated Runic lord] though…

[Runic lord], from the descriptions, sounds like it would probably give a permanent speed enchantment to me and the undead around. Which, by itself, is good enough to take without looking back.

Venerated and lord in the same skill, though, it feels like a waste to not use them together, even if the descriptions don’t match at all. And with the draconic system, adding such imposing keywords might help push the skill in an interesting direction too…

But just [Runic lord] is a much safer choice…

Whatever, do it! Give it to me, [Venerated Runic lord]!

You have acquired the Passive skill : ‘Venerated ’

You have acquired the Passive skill : ‘Runic ’

You have acquired the Passive skill : ‘ lord’

Annnnd Sir Scribe wasn’t ready for this one, it seems, well, it’s alright, take your time. I’ll be looking at the actives while you deal with that.

Available Active Skills :

●        [ command] : soul that none can resist.

●        [Restore ] : Infuse the target with mana to

●        [Ritual skulls of ] : ERROR

●        [ penumbra] : ERROR

●        [Ceremonial ] : Invoke the authority of

●        [ pulse] : in a wide area around the caster.

Hmm. Interesting. I don’t see an instant pick like I did with the passives, but maybe that’s just because there are so many keywords… I have two slots to fill, but that’s starting to feel like not so much space anymore. Though I suppose that’s all I get until I finish the next trial when it comes to active keywords because the ones from level 240 will probably get skipped like before every trial.

[Restore command] still sounds like a solid choice, though its use will be quite limited in battle. [Restore penumbra] doesn’t feel right. [Restore pulse] sounds like it might be some kind of resurrection skill? Better stay away from these two.

I’ll just keep a list of all decent options or I’ll never manage to choose.

1-[Restore command]

What else can I do with ‘Restore’? Not much, I think; it doesn’t really go well with ‘Ritual skulls’ nor with ‘Ceremonial’. I guess maybe [Restore Ceremonial penumbra] might end up being alright? I’m not convinced. Next for the skulls…

‘Ritual skulls of’ kind of overlaps with ‘Ceremonial’, since religious ceremony is usually built around a ritual of some kind, like the Templars’ anointment ceremony. So I guess, just no double starting keyword this time. That does take care of a lot of combinations.

Then, in the basics, I have [Ritual skulls of penumbra], which I guess is an option; I have no idea what it could do, which I’m not very eager to bet on. Next is [Ritual skulls of command], sounds kind of like something with a mind-control effect similar to [Domination], like put the skull on someone like a helmet and it commands them? I don’t know. Doesn’t sound bad, but also not really the kind of skill I want to have. I’ll put it down as a viable option though.

2-[Ritual skulls of command]

And the last option for two word skulls is [Ritual skulls of pulse]. I can’t imagine what that would do at all, so it’s out.

Sofia paused for an instant. She opened her status and tried to think about what her skills lacked.

I have no active defense against physical attacks. Sure, I can try to parry with my sword, but if an attack gets past Pareth for whatever reason, like Victory’s flying sword, then I struggle to avoid it. So some kind of defensive or evasive active skill to pair with [Evasion] would be great. At least now I can counter spells with [Heat Death], so that’s not an issue.

Another thing I lack is a fourth summon, but I don’t think these keywords are gonna be it.

Besides that, I could use more offensive options. So far, it’s been angel bolts left and right, but what if I fight someone like Alith, who is immune to fire and explosions? Then, even the spine’s explosions wouldn’t do much besides apply the staff’s electricity. I also have the rot now, though. But it might only serve as a slow mana drain against enemies with high mana reserves like another saint, so in those cases, more attack is also nice. Simply having more attack patterns can make touching enemies easier. Might not have struggled as much to touch the master if I had a few more different options to cycle through.

A way to prevent enemies from getting close like Astelia’s [Repulsion] would also be incredible against all melee fighters. I do have the graveyard, but at these levels, everyone can jump over the skeletons or fly, so it’s been largely relegated to a movement tool. [ pulse] does sound like it could work toward that kind of repulsion skill, but what else could I pair it with? [Ritual skulls of pulse] might actually do just that? Oh, that would be good.

But would I take it like that or with something else? The options are ‘ command’ and ‘penumbra’.  [Ritual skulls of pulse command] or [Ritual skulls of command pulse]? No, these sound like they want to mess with people’s heartbeats again; this is not what I want.

[Ritual skulls of pulse penumbra] just sounds silly. But [Ritual skulls of penumbra pulse] does have potential. It could also be some kind of wide-area attack, which I’m not against. Two more good options down, then.

3-[Ritual skulls of pulse]

4-[Ritual skulls of penumbra pulse]

This leaves the ‘Ceremonial ‘ options to consider. As a whole, I don’t really like that keyword; it doesn't inspire me much. But I shouldn’t dismiss it so easily. Basically it feels like an empty word. Like it would add some kind of twist to whatever comes after but not much? Because it’s so bland, it should work with a lot of things.

[Ceremonial command] for some kind of mind control or maybe something like a boost to people, I give a ceremonial command to do something? Kind of like the effect of that one classless, [Zealot] that gives stats when fulfilling your God’s orders. Could work, but I don’t like it much. [Ceremonial command pulse] would be just the same thing but in a wide area instead of single target. And ‘pulse command’ is still weird.

[Ceremonial penumbra] could be many things like a stealth, attack, defense or utility skill. It’s kind of a random pick but I don’t think it could turn out bad. 

5-[Ceremonial penumbra]

I think ‘ pulse’ works better with the skulls, so I wouldn’t use it there in general. Following the previous ones, though, I have [Ceremonial penumbra command] and [Ceremonial command penumbra]. The latter doesn’t feel right, but the former… Maybe it could, like, create an area of magical shadow? Something like that could be strong, blind my enemies while I still see perfectly thanks to VPPV’s passive effects? One more for the list.

I think that’s all, so.

1-[Restore command]

2-[Ritual skulls of command]

3-[Ritual skulls of pulse]

4-[Ritual skulls of penumbra pulse]

5-[Ceremonial penumbra]

6-[Ceremonial penumbra command]

I have two slots. I can take any two of those that don’t overlap. What do I want to do with this?


Chapter 233 - Scribe’s overtime







After a lot of deliberation, Sofia settled on [Ritual skulls of pulse] and [Ceremonial penumbra command] for her active skills. What she hoped for specifically with both of these was some kind of area control to go along with the graveyard. Either by repulsing enemies or drowning the area in shadows. Something like that. With both of these there's a good chance at least one does what I want. And that leaves me with only ‘Restore ’ left for later.

Sofia looked at her status, but so far the three skills she had selected were all unavailable. Then the first skill finished processing; it was the passive resulting from the combination ‘[Venerated Runic lord]’, the name was in the common language, [Runeforged Overlord]. But the description is in Draconic! Come on…

That’s one fat description too, especially for a passive skill.

As Sofia was trying to translate the skill, she felt her fingertips burning up.

What is this?

It was a familiar sensation, just like an Angel’s bolt slowly crossing over the threshold where it started to hurt to channel it. In a sudden discharge of energy, the pain flowed through her arms as thick runes engraved themselves in her skin, and then the pain moved to her chest and finally her wings. Though her bone wings usually had no sense of touch, she still felt the acute pain go through them as the runes were magically etched into her being.

What the fuck. This actually looks a bit cool. They’re glowing even. Is that holy light? Hmm, they feel a bit like scars to the touch. Thankfully there’s none of them on the palm of my hands.

The runes on her arms were softly glowing; it was a very dim yellow glow. Meanwhile, the runes on her chest and wings were just like gray scars.

Hmm, they’re all over my thoracic cage essentially, but they dodged around my breasts? Oh, they reach under them, though. What’s the point of those? No one’s ever gonna see them unless I wear something like Dopple, such a waste of cool runes. And the ones on my wings are fine, I guess; gray on white isn’t very visible.

Can I make the ones on my chest and wings glow, too? This must be some kind of self-strengthening effect, right?

I don’t really feel any different.

In a hurry to discover the effects of her new runic tattoos, Sofia translated the skill faster than she had ever translated anything. She was very confident in her translation as well; seeing the numbers as she translated it, she used a level-up point from the second trial on it before she was even finished.

[Runeforged Overlord] ♢ : Your body has become one with runes of power.

This skill has three tiers of power; you may activate the higher tier at any time, but returning to a lower tier requires to either take no damage for 100 seconds or become unable to sustain the tier’s cost or conditions.

The effects and cost of subsequent tiers are added together when active simultaneously.

In your presence, all undead and yourself gain the following effects:

___

Tier 1 (No cost; Requires the user to have arms) :

Become unwilling to attack this skill’s user.

+20% Speed (Skill level /10)

___

Tier 2 (0.5 (0.25)% max mana per second; Requires the user to have a torso) :

+20% Speed (Skill level /10)

+20% Strength (Skill level /10)

+20% Agility (Skill level /10)

___

Tier 3 (2 (1)% max mana per second; Requires the user to have wings) :

Successful attacks inflict a short-lasting [Confusion]

Reduce all incoming damage by 20%

Omnidirectional free flight

Acceleration resistance

+100% Speed (Skill level /2)

+100% Strength (Skill level /2)

+100% Agility (Skill level /2)

Woah, it’s quite something! The scepter’s mana reduction is really an incredible thing to have now; it doubles the uptime of this whole skill. When I activate tier three I get a total of 140% speed, and it also allows Pareth to fly. That’s big news. But 1.25% mana per second is a lot, and having a ton of mana isn’t really helping. Also, it says you can’t cancel the tiers unless you take no damage for a while, but for tier three, I can just cut and regrow my wings, can’t I?

Sofia tried just that; the runes on her chest started glowing as well, a bit stronger than the ones on her arms, which then followed suit in the increased luminosity. 1% mana every four seconds, but I can feel the difference already. And this applies to all nearby undead! I could even boost TLDR now. After that, she activated the tier three, and her wings lit up like festival decorations, which also prompted the runes on her chest and arms to shine brightly. The difference in speed and strength was so much that it was disorienting when Sofia tried to simply walk on her bone platform. 

The omnidirectional flight is better than what I can do with my wings. I can just move however I want. That’ll be incredible with [Evasion]! And Pareth is going to be a real monster with this.

Sofia tried to then cut her wings to disable the skill, but she struggled to do so.

Oh, right, they’re part of the blessed construct now, I can’t even really reshape them anymore. Well, whatever, I’ll just wait for my mana to run out and the skill to go back to tier 1. Good to know that this is how it works. Depending on the circumstances, I might want to remove the blessing from my skull.

Sofia sat back down and watched as her mana was drained all the way down to zero by the shiny runes. I might want to start wearing sleeveless robes now. I already had to have an open back for the wings anyway so it’s not that big a jump.

While she tried to understand the runes on her right arm, letting her mana regenerate, a system notification appeared suddenly.

‘The skill [Ritual skulls of pulse] has been renamed [Skull Choir]; effects are unchanged.’

We’re doing aesthetic changes now? There’s been precedents of slightly altering names like [Blessing of Deep] becoming [Blessing of the Deep], but nothing like this. Though I guess I was able to name both [The Book of Skeletons] and [Erredian rot] myself, so it’s not much different. What matters isn’t the name, anyway.

“Finally! A skill I can read!”

[Skull Choir]: Invokes the Skull Choir Array formation to attack and blow away your targets.

The skulls of the skull choir are counted as a single skeleton.

The choir may only move in predetermined resizable array formations, will follow the user, and attack autonomously unless manually controlled.

The choir may use a different type of attack depending on the type of skull used as a model. Models will be consumed and permanently added as an available skull type.

If no skull model is selected, the default type is : Human, sonic attacks.

You can invoke a choir of at most 10 skulls (10 + Skill level/5; rounded down).

Requires a 1 (0.5) second channeling time.

Costs 100 (50) mana per skull per second to maintain.

If defeated or dismissed, the choir may not be invoked again for 3 minutes.

Currently known Array Formations:

-          Ring system Array

​(Next Array unlocked at skill level 50)

This one is quite chunky too. I can definitely feel the religious theme carrying over from whatever skill became ‘Ritual skulls of’. The upkeep is a bit on the expensive side for now but it’s manageable thanks to the staff. At least it’s not a maximum mana percentage.

So now I need to feed this skill skulls? Bookie’s not gonna like this.

Interestingly, it doesn’t say anything about the strength of the attacks. I suppose it’s because the skulls will be of my level? It mentioned blowing away targets, so that’s exactly what I wanted. Is this luck or is it Mr Scribe being nice?

Either way, thanks. Even if I don’t quite understand everything.

Sofia activated the skill with the maximum number of skulls. Ten small black swirls appeared around her, it reminded her of the teleportation hole in the arms of the Annihilator’s statue. Out of these swirls came cracked human skulls; they all had bright yellow light burning in their eye sockets, exactly like Pareth. Without a sound, they started orbiting in a circle around her in an orderly manner.

Hmm... What do I think of this?

Sofia flew up, and the skulls flew up with her, still perfectly spinning as if tethered to her. No matter how she moved, they followed perfectly with no delay, only slightly moving out of the way of her wings if necessary before reentering the orbit. If she got too close to a wall, they would stop turning, and if she stuck her back against the mountain wall, they would arrange themselves in an arc to protect her from the other direction. She also found out that she could have them orbit as close to her as she wanted until it formed a sort of spinning skull belt or up to about a hundred meters away at the furthest.

After a bit more testing, she found how to increase and lower the rotation speed. Then she wanted to try out the ‘sonic attacks’, but she ran out of mana, and the Choir disappeared.

It’s not even that expensive, but I played around too much without even trying the main thing, and now I’m forced to sit out the three-minute cooldown…

Sofia was a bit grumpy that her testing was interrupted early when the skill resulting from [Ceremonial penumbra command] was finally ready.

[Reign over shadows]?

“Wait… It’s a summon skill?”

“I’m getting my fourth hero right now?!!!”


Chapter 234 - Did you say Queen?







[Reign over shadows] : Summon heartless shade: ‘Grand Animist Ihuarah’ to do your bidding. Grand Animist Ihuarah’s level is equal to yours and they may be resurrected for 99% of your maximum mana after they have been dead for at least seven days.

Grand Animist Ihuarah counts as every type of undead.

All non-sentient shades under your level will obey your orders as long as Grand Animist Ihuarah is under your command.

You may exchange position with Grand Animist Ihuarah for 100 000 + (Distance in meters*10) mana, 10 seconds cooldown.

The system just calls the hero by name in the skill? It’s not going to summon a shadow hero, but this person specifically? I didn’t know that was even possible. Also, ‘heartless’? Maybe I’m imagining things, but let’s see. There’s some additional stuff this time with the shades and the teleport. Interesting but not incredible.

Should I summon them now?

I should do that with Alith here I think.

Sofia stood up and deployed her wings; as she was about to jump off of her mountaintop bone platform, she froze. Her eyes glazed over as she stood motionless.



Sofia’s mind was hazy; all she saw was an endless sea of turbid, roiling gray, like an ocean of dense fog. She heard the faint sobs of a woman echoing from all around. In the distance, Sofia thought she could see the faint outline of the woman’s back, she was dressed in all white, like a bright light in the unending horizon of drab clouds.

The image of the woman shook and morphed; it became a huge and intricate ritual circle drawn in white blood. Sofia only saw it for an instant, but it was like carved into her retina, every line, every detail; she could still see them perfectly.



Sofia woke up from her trance; she had to sit down.

I would like to correct myself; I am not imagining things. There is no way this was not Sorrow.

I thought only Oracles received divine visions… This ritual… Is it the ritual for this skill’s summoning? Do I need that?

Uncertain, she tried to activate the skill. Nothing happened; her mana wasn’t responding at all.

Yeah, alright, I get it now. This is another gift, then? A special curated summon by Sorrow Herself?

“Alith is definitely going to want to be there.”



In a remote location of the craggy plains northeast of Hooasow, Sofia, and Alith stood in front of the completed ritual circle drawn in blood.

“And Sorrow taught you this whole thing in a ten-second vision? Here I thought I had a good memory…”

“There was definitely something She did to help me remember it because I couldn’t learn that in a year if I tried.”

“Yeah, no shit, that’s at least fifty thousand runes all around this thing. Who could even design that?”

“A God?”

“Yeah, well. Yeah. That or the lich guy, maybe. Think this new one will be from my world too?”

“Most heroes are from your world or the beastmen one, but who knows. There’s been standout summons from rare worlds; supposedly, that’s how most races appeared around the world in the first place.”

“Only one way to find out, your play, Sof. Any clue what an animist is, by the way?”

“No idea. You’ve seen the skill description too; I don’t know more.”

“Go then, let’s get this new hero in the team. Hopefully, they’re more talkative than Mister Big Bones over here.”

“I just hope they can come with me in trials, unlike a certain someone.”

“What can I say? I never had a choice. I kinda like challenging myself, so it’s nice to do them by myself anyway. Especially when you do all the leveling, at least like this, I feel like I earned my power at least a bit, you know. Well, you’re going to summon ‘em or not?”

“Yes, yes. Here we go.”

Sofia pumped mana into the ritual as she activated the skill. Her mana was drawn out of her body until she only had one percent left.

Ow, that… Getting emptied that fast doesn’t feel so good…

In the middle of the ritual circle, a black liquid appeared and started bubbling as if it were boiling. Slowly, a pitch-black thing started rising out of the liquid, which seemed to be the feathered top of a head.

A bird beastman? An avian?

No, is that a hat?

Oh, it’s some kind of hat with feathers on it.

It was hard to discern much because the thing was completely of an almost uniform black that made it look nearly flat, like a black silhouette. Slowly, the complete form of the person rose from the liquid, from the general shape of the silhouette, which was strangely hazy even when Sofia tried to focus on it; it looked like a man. A relatively tall, lanky man covered in large jewels, bracelets, baubles, and trinkets of all sizes and shapes, all just as black and unreadable as him. The other standout feature was the large round hole in his chest, but at this point, that’s exactly what I was expecting.

He looks human, I think, maybe. Hard to tell; he looks like a shadow, really.

The person had been immobile through the whole process, slightly hunched forward, arms hanging. Sofia was walking around him, the change in perspective allowing her to understand more about the shadowy person’s silhouette.

The shadow suddenly awakened. They looked around frantically before taking an audible deep breath before erupting in a strong voice, raising his arms to the sky.

“I HAVE BEEN REBORN!”

“PRAISED BE THE MERCIFUL MOTHER!”

The man saw the two women and the huge skeleton surrounding him silently; his attitude changed in an instant after his cry of joy. Turning toward Sofia, he kneeled. Or at least that’s how she interpreted the movement of the black thing in front of her.

“My Queen! I, Ihuarah of Sorrows, shall serve your holy lineage for eternity,” he solemnly declared, gesticulating with his arms and ending up with a clenched fist to support his point.

“I-, sorry to disappoint you, but I am no Queen…”

“No, no, you are,” he kindly explained, stating the facts, “You wear a crown; therefore you are.”

“This…”

“Hey, that’s a sudden promotion, but I wouldn’t say no to becoming a Queen too, you know,” Alith joked to save Sofia from an uncomfortable silence. Ihuarah straightened up and turned toward her.

“Amalgam, you lack both the essence and the crown; how can you hope to become Queen? Your dispositions are different. I feel not the presumption of a Queen in you. No, a Witch you are, your body smells of a thousand brews. It, too, is a most coveted position, one of talent and restless work,” the shadow’s voice swayed like waves as he spoke; Sofia found listening to him strangely relaxing.

Amalgam? Also he could tell that much about her from smell alone? Did I summon a dog?!

“Then what does the position of a Queen imply?” Sofia asked.

“Reign over ones such as I, of course. A shadow I have become. Your shadow, if you will it.”

“That is why I summoned you, yes… Though I did not expect it to be that solemn… Alith here is technically someone I summoned too, but she’s free to do whatever. So are you, if you want.”

“I shall follow you like your shadow, then, my Queen. That is my will. Should you want something done, order, and I shall do. So does the witch, am I correct?”

“Can you call me by my name? Also, you’re not wrong, I guess, even if I don’t follow her that closely.”

“As you wish, Alith, you may call me Ihuarah. What may your holy name be, my Queen?”

“Sofia. And can you also call me by name? It is likely going to become an issue if you keep calling me a Queen.”

“Hmm. Troublesome. I wish not to cause you such displeasure. If it is your wish, then I will do so. You may call this humble servant however you want.”

“Ihuarah it is then.”

“Welcome to the team.”

“Ah!” The shadow exclaimed. “Paintings! This is the fruit of this system contraption in my soul. I see. It says I should pick three, my Q- lady Sofia. Shall I?”

Oh, blessing time.

“Yes, these will be random blessings; you can choose the one that fits your abilities the best. We do a lot of fighting strong opponents so something which helps for that is good. But you can take whatever you want.”

“A blessing so easily obtained? You are truly deserving of the essence. Grandiose. Let us see what the great merciful mother has offered to make me a servant worthy of your will.”

Ihuarah grabbed the air in front of him three times, seemingly picking the three closest cards right in front of him.

“I assume… Yes, of course, such an advanced magic would allow such a basic thing; I am ashamed for thinking it might not. Here are the options. Please choose one for me; I know my abilities best; however, I will be assisting you, not myself.”

[The baptized hero has relegated his blessing choice privilege to the summoner.]

[Please select a blessing for the hero : Ihuarah]


Chapter 235 - Grand Animism







[Please select a blessing for the hero : Ihuarah]

‘Blessing of guidance

S rank

You are watched and tutored. Your God will sometimes grace you with guiding visions and quests with rewards. You may ask for a minor divine intervention once.’

‘Blessing of comfort

S rank

You are a master at handling spirits. Gain the ability to speak with the recently deceased and to heal soul damage. Your healing skills are 100% more potent.’

‘Blessing of radiance

S rank

You are the light chasing away the darkness. When fighting, inflict 1% more damage to your opponents per member of your main species they have killed (Human and Shade), up to 1000%. Any action that knowingly results in a death counts as a kill in this calculation. You gain additional stat boosts when fighting any opponent of a higher level than you.’

“Oh, great. These are all incredible, but I have no idea what to pick.”

Alith was able to read the blessings as well, “Well, it won’t be comfort, at least. Unless Ihuarah’s specialty is only healing.”

“I have, in time, mastered many crafts. Though I would judge my healing adequate, I was, however, fatally unable to prevent my own death.”

Sofia picked up on one line of the third blessing in particular. She had her doubts before, but it was hard to tell, considering Ihuarah was a mass of shadow, “So… You were Human?”

“It is so. I believe I still am, if slightly less evidently so. But I was fully Human at some point in the past. I am inclined to think an uncomfortable amount of time must have passed since then. I am arguably more human now than I was on my deathbed, in a way, appearance-wise, at least.”

“We’ll figure that out as we go, I suppose. So healing isn’t your main thing. What is it that you do, exactly? I know you’re an ‘Animist,’ but I have no knowledge of that word.”

The shade brought his hand to his face. It was hard to tell what he was doing exactly, but to Sofia, it looked like he might be playing with a short beard or something like that.

“I see, such knowledge has been lost. It is only natural; I left my Empire at the brink of collapse, unfortunate times. It would be hard to make my craft clear in a short time, but if you let me, I shall try to at least give you an outline.”

“Please do, then.”

“Yeah, I’d like to understand too.”

“Very well, then please, sit down,” the shadow said as it sat on the ground. “Animism was originally a belief that all things possess a soul. Objects, plants, nature, wind, the world itself,” he started, taking a second to bask in the view of the world around them, “It was later discovered that this vision was incorrect, however, but it inspired my school of magic. What I do is not unlike what has been done with the Skeleton watching over us, though this one is bearer of a true soul. My primary field of expertise is granting temporary ‘souls’ to any and everything. They are as many natural and man-made vessels to amplify and redirect my power. Some would call me a master of nature, presumptuous title, but it does give a clear idea. Aside from that, I am an enthusiast of all witchery and other hexes.”

So far, that sounds interesting; some kind of object necromancy? I don’t know if I should be happy to have another summoner or if that’s starting to be too much.

“Would you consider yourself a summoner?” Sofia asked.

“No, far from it. I apologize; it seems that my explanation was inadequate. Let me instead give a few examples if you would give me a moment to gather material.”

“We’ll wait, take your time.”

“Thank you kindly.”

The shadowy man collapsed to the ground like a squashed insect; he became a real shadow. Moving from one shadow to another, he sped off of the bone platform and down the mountain.

“There he goes. Think he’ll come back, Sofia?”

“I don’t see why he wouldn’t. If he wanted to leave, he could have done so earlier, just like you could.”

“True. I wonder what he expects to find atop a rocky mountain, though, even if he’s speedy. Unless he goes all the way down to the forest… Did you choose the most barren mountain on purpose?”

“I just picked the highest one nearby to be sure to catch more sun. Isn’t the transformed scepter neat?”

“It’s gigantic, you mean. Just like everything else about you, so that’s a nice fit.”

“Hey, what d-”

“I have returned.”

Ihuarah appeared out of Pareth’s shadow and spilled his loot on the ground: a few branches, dirt, blades of grass, and a random assortment of feathers. Did he just pick out literally anything he could find on the ground? This is what he’s going to use to show his powers? “Wait, before you start, Ihuarah, do you not have a status screen you could show us? The system normally provides that; it would likely help.”

“Status… Do you mean this?”

Sofia was baffled by the system window that appeared.

‘Name : Ihuarah

Age : ?????

Class : ERROR

Level : 221  ​

Health : A decent amount

Mana : 110 500 / 110 500’ 

“This is all kinds of wrong… Look at mine,” Sofia offered.

“By the Goddess. That is quite the difference. I fear this system may not be aware of the nature of my magic. Perhaps this will correct itself later?”

Sofia confirmed, “It has a tendency to do that, yes.”

“Quite practical. My ‘decent amount’ of Health is rather comical but not inaccurate. And also much clearer than this random number under it. So ‘mana’ is the word that has won the most hearts in the end. I was personally more partial to lifeforce... Either way, such a practical tool is very much welcome. Now, let me demonstrate some magic. Shall I attack this skeleton for that purpose?”

“Ask him,” Sofia answered with a shrug.

“May I?” Ihuarah asked as he stood up, collecting all of his random ‘materials’.

Pareth said nothing, but his armor of light appeared around his body, and soon after, [Sanctified grounds] activated; he clenched his fists, ready to defend.

“Here I come,” the shadow calmly declared. 

Mana around Ihuarah moved in strange, uncommon patterns as if led by his simple presence. The mana currents surrounding his arms especially were like clean mechanical gears, interlocking and gyrating in unison. It looked jarringly unnatural.

Ihuarah spread his arms and threw the feathers he had collected to either side. From there, it was hard to follow, but almost instantly, a pair of perfectly black shadow feathery wings appeared behind his back. Soaring up into the air, he threw a handful of green blades of grass at Pareth. Like hard steel blades, the grass produced metallic sounds as it hit and pierced Pareth’s armor. The grass missing the target and touching the bone platform below left deep cuts that Sofia knew had pierced straight through.

Pareth jumped up to strike back, producing cracks into the ground and throwing a simple straight punch that was strong enough to pierce through a castle’s wall.

The shadow sprinkled a handful of dirt in between him and Pareth. He punched the falling dirt, creating a giant dirt fist that crashed against Pareth’s. The colossal hardened soil fist cracked and exploded but it still perfectly blocked and even slightly destabilized Pareth even though it dealt no damage. 

As the last act of his show, Ihuarah threw the random bunch of twigs and branches up into the sky. A rain of logs poured onto Pareth, all falling vertically like giant wooden stakes trying their best to stab him, pulled down by a force much stronger than gravity. Pareth moved as soon as he landed and dodged, but he was hit by the first log while still in the air and a few more times later, which he had to punch against, as the logs falling from further up adjusted their trajectory to land on his path.

Ihuarah landed with a curtsy in sync with the last group of falling logs. His wings, the logs, the dirt, everything disappeared, crumbling into mana dust, swept away by the wind. He applauded his opponent. “I am not disappointed in Lady Sofia’s mighty warrior. I hope you might yet accept me into your ranks despite this lackluster display.”

Sofia’s mind was blank; when had someone ever heard of such chaotic magic? Even her own broken and randomly assembled together class was more coherent. But Alith had questions.

“Is all your magic like this? Do you actually need to throw stuff around? What if you run out?”

“A good part is, indeed. Throwing the materials is sometimes but not always required. I have the habit of doing so, most of the time, unless it hinders me in some way. And no, materials are not absolutely required, but to ask me to not use them is akin to asking a knight to abstain from using their sword. Not to worry, however, as you might have gathered; my weapons are most easy to procure. Storage is the only worrying issue. I will need many a pouch. But I talk too much. Did that help in your choice, Lady Sofia?”

“I- Yeah, I think. Maybe?”

I mean… The choice was between guidance and radiance. I kind of hate to pass up on guidance, considering we can get information and rewards from Sorrow. But well… I think Scripture has killed plenty of humans. Hasn’t he? It’s like the blessing of radiance is made for me right now. Except I guess it’s just a blessing against strong scumbags.

It just so happens I’m hunting a godly one.

In the end, I have no way of knowing how useful guidance might be, and I’m not too thrilled about having even more ‘quests’ to worry about. I have so much to think about already…

Radiance it is. Just like my classless skill.

“Alright, Ihuarah, you are getting the Blessing of radiance.”

“It is my honor; thank you for your choice.”

“Now let me explain why our goal is to kill a God.”

“Excuse me?”


Chapter 236 - Where common sense ends







“This… Might not be impossible. Truth be told, I will depend on many things. The main hurdle is knowing how much essence He has access to. An avatar getting killed is not completely unheard of. All it takes is a Dragon or two deciding to clean things up.”

Oh, that’s fine then, only a Dragon or two…

That meant little to Alith, “What if you had to compare your power to a Dragon?”

“Hmm, at my peak with the support of my entire Empire… I could have bested a newly born one, and when it comes to older ones… I might be able to survive for a few seconds.”

Good to know…

“So you’re saying there’s actually no chance, right?” Alith continued.

“No, there is a chance. All you have to do is to become about as strong as a Dragon, if I understand correctly, this would have us all here become just as powerful. Then our shared efforts would be more than enough.”

“Oh, right, I forgot one detail. We have a bit less than a hundred years left to accomplish this.”

“I take it back; my apologies, that is impossible.”

“Great, thanks, very encouraging,” Sofia answered sarcastically.

“Lady Sofia, do not take it so seriously. My words are merely the ramblings of an old man. The world has changed in my absence, and my knowledge might very well be more than obsolete. That being the case, would you happen to have a map?”

Sofia took out a slab of bone engraved with the map of everything she knew of; she had made it to keep track of her travels; it had most of the human continent relatively mapped out with a vague outline of the surrounding places like the beastman continent.

Ihuarah was fascinated by this map. “It seems things have changed a lot. So you mean to tell me all humans now live exclusively in the Avian peninsula? The Dwarves took over the goblin archipelago, and new races of human-adjacent beastmen colonized the entirety of the lowlands.”

“Where was the Empire you keep mentioning? Were you actually the leader? The way you speak about it…”

“Oh, no, yes? I was the Grand Animist, a position second only to the Empress. She managed the Empire’s territory and civilians while I managed the spiritual and military aspects. And where, hmm not that far but also hard to reach. Assuming nothing has changed… See the sea west of the human peninsula? It is a dangerous place. Beyond, there is a desert, a much larger desert than the one the elves occupy north of here, and also much more lively. Further beyond to the northwest is a deep jungle; my empire lay there. In ruins. Perhaps my mummified body still lives there, decrepit in a lost underground tomb.”

Sofia was a bit impressed at how important the man she had just summoned used to be. He knew a lot about things she never knew about. The entire human continent used to be Avian territory? Is the terrible menace that forced the Avians underground two thousand years ago… Humans?! No way, right? Would she hide something like that? Also, I think even Valeure mentioned she wasn’t sure what was beyond the West Sea, and Ihuarah used to have a thriving Empire out there. “Do you want to go back to your Empire?”

“No. Not much must remain. Perhaps later, my tomb might yet hold some treasure, but we shan’t go there now. Forget it. You need to focus on growing stronger first; such is the will of the Goddess. We cannot easily cross the sea anyway.”

“Why not? Sofia can fly, you as well, and I’m a ghost.”

“The issue is not simply ‘crossing the sea’. The issue is the Leviathan.”

“The Leviathan?”

“The largest known sea creature of this world. There it resides. And I do mean the largest; it’s hard to even comprehend how big it is. Crossing into its territory is suicide. Even flying above it, well over the limit of the sky, is like painting a big target unto yourself. You will die in the void of space with no one to bury you. Even Dragons seek the long way around. Its territory is rather vast.”

So even Dragons fear that thing. And I’ve never even heard about it? While it’s so close to Sovuln?!

“What ‘bout teleportation?” Alith asked.

“Those who have tried are no longer among the living,” Ihuarah answered.

“Oh. Well, maybe later then… Oh, by the way, I have something that might interest you. You can have it if you want.”

The shadow gently grabbed the cursed sand pendant out of Alith’s hand. He brought it near to his face, observing it closely, his expression as hard to read as usual.

“Interesting. This is an object with quite a few interesting currents to it. How does it work?”

“Send some mana to it, and when you see the inside, think about putting something in or taking something out.”

“Inside?… No!”

What is he so shocked for, now?

“Compressed space magic? In an object? How is that possible?! Can I really have something so precious?”

“It’s pretty common. A bit expensive, but we have larger ones too," Sofia explained.

“This… this much space is already plenty; we used to go through a lot for much less.”

“Oh?” They still had some kind of storage magic, then?

“You do not want to know. Especially for Ladies, the process of engraving spatial magic into the body was rather disgraceful... And may I know the reason this is filled with sand?”

“It’s cursed. Just fills with sand all the time. You’re gonna want to empty it often, or it’ll start to leak. Woke up a few times covered in sand, not the most comfortable,” Alith recounted.

“Cursed? That does explain the unusual magic currents. I have never seen something quite like this. I will gladly have it; the fine sand is suited for a large number of spells and sometimes hard to procure; this will be invaluable. I thank you for your generosity.”



The group kept talking about many things, but the two main subjects had been to put Ihuarah up to speed with the new world and the system, as well as Alith giving them the itinerary she had planned while Sofia had been busy filling her scepter with mana.

“If I understand this well, my former peak should have been around level 400. I am quite severely weakened at the moment.”

“You got that far without the system?”

“There are a great many ways to get stronger using mana, Alith. The system, however, has made them obsolete, I imagine. Why take risks and waste time when we have this option now?”

“True… What do you think about my plan then? Since you know about Apostles and relative level power,” Sofia asked.

“It is dangerous but far from impossible if your information is accurate. An ancient dwarven masterpiece might very well be worth that kind of risk. To fail at becoming Domination’s Sons… Fighting them will get us nowhere, but their minds must be long gone. The main danger would be their aura of domination.”

“We’re immune to that.”

“Immune to God’s influence?”

“Long story… We’ll explain on the way; Sofia has a whole lot to say about that. But anyway, you’re saying that it’ll work, right?”

“We must be careful, but likely, yes.”

Time to get back to the pyramid…

Alith’s plan for their next trip was rather straightforward; since Valeure and TLDR wouldn’t be there for a while, they would go north and try to clear the desert’s golem dungeon. Next, they would head for the pyramid and try to snatch the pieces of Gadur’s armor they had given up on the previous time. That done, they would keep going to the northwest in search of the Elven Capital to meet with the diviner Mornn had told them about, which might lead to more clues about Saria. Some of the herbs Alith needed would normally be sold there. Finally, they would go even further north to a place that, according to Red Carpet’s alchemists, was where the rarer herbs she missed for the medium stat candies grew. 

Thus, the trio departed north, but before they could even reach the red desert, the group reached ‘the green’ again, that stretch of land amidst the mountains that was completely overgrown by rampant vegetation. Ihuarah stopped them when they explained what this was.

“A high-level elf would have died there? Ahahah, no, this is so very wrong. Someone has been spreading such misinformation? This is nothing of the sort. This is the work of a single plant trying to grow, the Unstoppable Dimmerion.”

“Unstoppable Dimmerion? Do we have to worry about it?”

“No. It is a danger and an incredible annoyance to deal with, but once the flower blooms, nourished by this insufferable amalgam of plants all absorbing and feeding it energy, it will catapult away a single seed. Then this hell of greenery will wither here to grow again somewhere else.”

“Should I kill it?” Sofia suggested.

Ihuarah turned to Sofia without a word.

“What is it?”

“Lady Sofia… The ‘unstoppable’ part of the name is not a mere decorative word; it is a warning to young people such as yourself. If it was that easy…”

“Ever heard of the Erredian Rot?”


Chapter 237 - Land Art







The group had landed on a mountaintop that the verdant greenery couldn’t quite take over, as it was only raw stone.

Ihuarah was still adapting to the system, and he decided he really needed to read the full description of Sofia’s skills if he wanted to do his job correctly. She also demonstrated the principle of the Angel’s bolt and explained how Pareth and Alith fought while she was at it. It seemed he could be trusted, so Sofia decided to hold nothing back. Notably, the Erredian rot was not a name that struck a bell.

Out of all things, it was the most unassuming one that stood out to him.

“The blood never disappears?” he asked.

“Don’t think so, no. The Vampires bought it and never complained that it went missing or anything,” Sofia clarified.

“This makes no sense… The only stable conversion from mana to matter is the gas that makes up water. You can have it bind with another gas in the air and make permanent water, but to make any other kind of permanent matter with mana… It should be impossible!”

Sofia shrugged. “Well, it works.”

“Your magic truly is beyond comprehension… Has so much really been discovered while I was gone? I thought it might have been a few thousand years at most, but was I mistaken?”

Alith was impatiently walking around the group, spinning her weapons in her hands; she continued as she jumped into the conversation, “The system is a bit over three thousand years old, shadow guy, so you’re at least that much behind that a lot, don’t you think?”

“That is not beyond my expectations… Ah, no matter, I merely need to adapt to the new times; it might take a few, I apologize.”

Sofia shook her head, “Don’t worry about it; you adapted to your situation more than fast enough if you want my opinion. But that’s not the subject; do I try to kill that plant or not?”

“By all means, you are free to try, I doubt anyone would complain.”

“Do I go all out or try a sample first? Let’s try it small, I think.” Sofia sent a small ray of light toward the plants below; at the base of the mountain, 5000 mana worth of Erredian rot instantly coated a patch of the green’s wild plants about two meters in diameter. The rot didn’t instantly eat the plants; instead, it started growing.

Oh, this must be really full of mana.

“Is it not working properly?” Ihuarah asked, seeing that nothing much happened.

Right, the description of the Rot doesn’t explain much, even if he reads it. “No, this is expected; just wait for it.”

They did not have to wait for long; the number of veins on the black film that covered the patch of the green grew more and more in number, looking like a writhing mass of small black snakes, and silently, it started spreading. At the same time, the vegetation around the place Sofia had first targeted ran out of mana and started getting consumed.

“It is spreading quite fast. How long does it usually last?” Ihuarah questioned.

“When it’s outgrown whatever it’s eating and can no longer sustain itself, it usually self-destructs.”

“Convenient. The Unstoppable Dimmerion is also not striking back yet, which is surprising.”

Alith averted her gaze from the furiously spreading rot for a second, “Fight back? What do you mean fight back? With poisonous pollen clouds or something like that?”

“No, I mean with these,” Ihuarah answered, pointing at a gray mass in the distance coming from the green.

Sofia tried her best to understand what she was looking at, but it was too far for her eyes to give a clear picture. “What are those?”

“Zombies. Whatever the wildlife used to be around here, so they are probably quite weak, all things considered.”

Zombies? They’ll probably catch the rot, too. Ironic. And good riddance.

The group silently observed things unfold in the valleys below.

The rot really isn’t slowing down. It’s still picking up speed even, this is kind of scary.

By now, the rot was the most violent she had ever seen it; even when it feasted on the piles of dead flying monsters and the ebb, it was nowhere near this virulent. It was eating and spreading so fast that it had already completely cleared an area large enough to host a small village from any sort of vegetation. It was quickly spreading in all directions and kept picking up speed as it went. These plants must be absolutely loaded with mana. And it doesn’t even really show in the mana vision.

The zombies were taking some time to arrive; it seemed there were a lot, as they could be seen from very far away. The rot would reach them in a while. The group silently watched the Erredian Rot eat the best meal of its existence for about a whole minute. Sofia was a bit proud of her accomplishment of getting rid of the green. There was still a lot to clean, but at this rate, the rot did not look like it was going to stop anytime soon.

Then, right at the base of the mountain, plants started to regrow out of the bare soil at a worryingly high speed.

“What’s going on?”

“Your rot was not able to dig deep enough. This is the true nature of the Unstoppable Dimmerion. It has many deep roots and plenty of reserves to regrow its lost parts.”

“Oh, I see.” Sofia fired another ray of rot-spreading light below her. “So I only need to do it again until it runs out.”

Finally, the zombie horde clashed with the rot far in the distance. By now, the rot was spreading over the green like a tidal wave that couldn’t be stopped. The zombies stood no chance, and kill notifications started to trickle before Sofia’s eyes.

‘You have defeated [Zombie Runebear  - lv. 125]’

‘You have defeated [Zombie Follioon - lv. 42]’

‘You have defeated [Zombie Lightning Hare - lv. 112]’

‘You have defeated [Zombie River Kianka - lv. 146]’

Nothing very interesting. Let’s hide those. “Should I speed things up?”

“Go, Sof, we’ll be waiting for you here; maybe the main body of the plant can give us some good experience.”

Ihuarah seemed to agree with the idea, so Sofia started growing her wings further; the more mana she could catch with them, the faster she could fly. The runes from [Runeforged Overlord] actually spread over the new parts of the wings. I was wondering about that. It’s a bit ticklish.

“Alright, we’ll see. Just stand back and admire; it’s time for a light show!”

Sofia quickly checked her stuff, but she was already holding her scepter, and there was not much else she needed. She simply flew forward. As fast as she could, she accelerated, and when she left the area already infected by the rot, she started activating and canceling [Heal Undead] with the maximum size along with [Erredian Rot] every few seconds. Like this, she left new spots for the rot to spread from. Flying deep into the heart of the green-covered region, between mountains and over valleys, she covered everything. Sofia ran out of mana long before she reached the other side of the green, though she could now see a glimpse of the red desert on the horizon despite flying quite low.

Had Sofia tried this with a normal mountain forest, the damage to the environment would have been considerable but limited in scope. In comparison, the green was a perfect vector for the rot to spread.

“The notifications about the zombies have stopped. Already all dead? I didn’t get a single level out of that.”

Sofia flew back to Alith and Ihuarah. The area beneath them was already covered in blooming greenery again; it was still only short grass and plants, but that much was already a stark contrast to the desolate land it had been after the Rot cleaned it.

Another flash of light covered that in another layer of rot.

“I see why it’s named unstoppable. It is actually bound to run out at some point, right?”

“Certainly, yes. I have no experience in this, so I cannot say much more except that we should search for the core. Perhaps we may be able to harvest something from it if your black wave of death doesn’t swallow it all. It might make for good ingredients Alith might be able to use in witchery.”

“That’s an idea. By the way, what do you really think of the rot? What if I used it against a Dragon or that Leviathan?”

“Assuming you managed to touch them with it without dying, they would probably get rid of it before it has time to start absorbing their mana, let alone deal any real damage.”

“It’s that weak?”

“No, they are that strong. If you could keep applying it constantly throughout a fight, however, the result isn’t the same. Suddenly, you have a strong weapon constantly hindering the enemy and depleting their mana supply. But you would have to be able to survive long enough to attempt that.”

“Maybe I can upgrade it… Well, let’s get searching for that dimmerion core. Since I started this anyway, we might as well see it through to the end.”

“Really, trying to get rid of a dimmerion…”

The group flew up until Ihuarah pointed at a large tree in a distant valley, saying that it should be the core of the Dimmerion plant. Seeing this, Alith couldn’t help but ask a few things.

“Couldn’t we just burn down the whole thing? And what happens if you just get rid of the core? Doesn’t sound very unstoppable.”

“These plants do not burn easily at all; the rot spreading like it does is really unprecedented. Dragon Fire would perform as well, but it’s hard to imagine much else attaining such results. I couldn’t do that at my peak if I tried. As for the core, it is pointless to go for it unless you get rid of the plants feeding it energy; it will heal much too fast. You might as well try to excavate a whole mountain with a spoon.” 

“What about catching the seed when it’s mature and tries to spread to somewhere else?”

“That is the best way of handling it. A rather easy endeavor, all things considered; any of us could do it. The issue is time. Some Dimmerions take twenty years to reach maturity, and some take five hundred. Who is willing to sit five hundred years in such a desolate place just to be in place to catch a random seed? It’s not as if there’s only one unstoppable dimmerion either, sometimes there is more than one seed even.”

“There’s more? If they can duplicate like this, how can the world not be overrun by now?”

“The world manages itself; if it’s a plant, then there’s an animal to eat it.”

What the hell would eat this and want to deal with the stinky pile of zombie welcoming committee every time? What could even eat so much in the first place?

I guess the Leviathan probably needs to eat a lot if it’s as big as Ihuarah says… But it’s a sea creature.

Alith asked about what animal that would be but Ihuarah had no answer. He shrugged and flew toward the core, reminding them that his wings were on a timer, and he didn’t have that many feathers left. As they approached the massive tree-looking plant, Ihuarah had a suggestion.

“Lady Sofia, this would be a perfect time to show me the power of that Angel bolt you bragged about. Even with your rot, you will need a very strong attack to hope to breach the core. If you cannot do it, then all we did here was slow down the dimmerion’s growth for a few months.”

“I can do that, but I need a few minutes to get my mana back first… And we should probably fly a bit higher, then, I think we would be in the explosion radius right here.”

“Inside, from up here? Is Angel a secret word for meteorite? Your skill set is ridiculous. And I haven’t even said anything about your name and your blessing yet, but you should know it is worrying, I hope. I can see why Sorrow would choose to send me to you. I haven’t been revived for a day and already I have more questions than I had after my first encounter with the Headless One.”


Chapter 238 - Nuclear







Sofia and Alith both spoke at the same time, “The Headless One?”

“He is a coordinator of sorts for the Apostles of Spiritual Gods like me. If I understood correctly, Lady Sofia, you’re half an Apostle to Mother Sorrow.”

An ancient name for the demon king, then?

“Yes, that’s what my skill says, at least. I rarely use the Demon form.”

“An interesting position to be in, keeping a human body does have its advantages. But back to the subject matter at hand, as an Apostle, you will have to answer his call, if there is ever one. I wonder whether that would still apply to me as well. I suppose not since my form is akin to my old Human appearance.”

“So you were a Demon when you died and were brought back looking like your old human form…”

“Yes, surprisingly, the hole is still there even now,” Ihuarah said, pointing at the hole where his heart would be, “Not that I mind. The Goddess is the sole reason for my presence here today, still living. Sort of living.”

“I stole your place then. Do you want it back?” Sofia asked.

“That is an incorrect way to see it. I suppose, much like you, I am only half an Apostle now, in a way. But that is only a title; I am Sorrow’s Son, and you are Sorrow’s Daughter; that is what we must take to heart. Infighting amongst ourselves would be unsightly and pointless. I would never harbor the thought of taking what is rightfully yours, and the Merciful Mother does not take lightly to such betrayals. Last but not least, your ladies’ company has been very pleasant so far, short as it was, and I fancy myself an honorable man.”

“How is us being pleasant related to your honor?” Alith nitpicked.

“Be good to me, and I am good to you; the opposite is also true,” he answered righteously, “Now let me see that explosion; I have been promised a big fireball, and I shall get it.”

“How big do you want it? I have several levels of intensity I can go for.”

“Go all out, just look at this huge stalk of Unstoppable Dimmerion, your rot has been eating away at its energy supply, but the main stalk is yet untouched. You will need some really heavy artillery to get anywhere. I do not believe you will have what it takes today, but there is no reason not to try.”

“As you wish, we all better get a lot further, then.”

Ihuarah slowly backed away; he had a nonchalant attitude as if he was still thinking, ‘How bad can it be’, but the rot being what it was, he still followed the advice and moved with Sofia and Alith.

So, the scepter absorbs an additional 50% of damage now, I also have the tier three of [Runeforged Overlord], which can reduce damage by twenty percent, but the upkeep if I reduce my regen is still over four thousand mana per second. The bolt with the charging speed from the scepter charges up by three thousand mana per second. My theoretical charging limit should be around 200 thousand mana if I go at it raw. Since I made my own skeleton, a blessed construct that should help my hand survive a bit longer. Then I should activate the passive when…

Ihuarah was wondering what Sofia was doing, thinking she probably had to wait a bit for her mana to be full after all the rot spreading she did, which was indeed part of it. But she was actually mainly doing maths.

It took her a good while to add everything up, and it was in good part just guesswork, but her estimates showed her that the timing to do everything wasn’t as tight as she feared, and if she did everything right, she should still have some mana at the end.

“I’m about ready to start the preparations. It’s going to be quite something, so… Don’t be shocked if I do weird things. I need to regenerate mana in between, so you still have like ten minutes before I go, I think.”

“Nothing can shock me anymore, I think,” Alith commented, “what about you, Iwa?”

“Are we using nicknames already? Very well, Al, I personally am still shocked by the general situation I have found myself in, but it is no longer a surprise. To an extent.”

Sofia stopped paying attention to the two chatters behind her; now she had to make sure to get everything right and bring out her largest explosion yet. The better she executed it now, the easier it would be when she inevitably needed to do it all again but in a much more pressing and dangerous situation.

“Bookie out, give me the High Priest and the single giant bird, please.”

The book appeared in Sofia’s left hand, presenting the two pages she had asked for, the 50 000 mana High-Priest of Scripture and one of the many Quetzalcoatlus she had killed in Sovuln, valued by the book at only 10 000 mana despite the large size.

The two skeletons formed mid-air, Sofia grabbed the priest and threw it to the giant bird so it would be able to fly near her.

[Solar High-Priest - Lv. 221]

Health : 11050/11050

Stamina : 11050/11050

Mana : 42200/44200

Lifetime : 13 243s/13 260s

[Solar Quetzalcoatlus - Lv. 221]

Health : 66300/66300

Stamina : 66300/66300

Mana : 1105/1105

Lifetime : 13 242s/13 260s

They’re not bad considering the cost, and they have almost four hours of lifetime now. Alright, three minutes to regenerate the mana from that…

Next is the ring.

The exact inner workings of the ring were still unknown to Sofia, but it used the mana it absorbed through [Collapse] to feed her attack spells. So, making sure it had plenty of mana to work with was essential.

Sofia quickly flashed some rot below her to clean the area of any vegetation; when that was good, she landed and started charging a bolt. At around ninety thousand mana charged, she used [Collapse]; the ring of Zar absorbed all the ambient mana as well as the forming bolt on Sofia’s scepter, leaving nothing behind.

Good, it should be enough for a single bolt now to get back to full.

About seven minutes later, Sofia was ready to start. Flying above and away, she observed the stalk of Unstoppable Dimmerion. It was a big green tube the size of a century-old tree, ending in a closed purple flower. Ihuarah’s opinion was that it was better to aim for the base so that, hopefully, she could sever the roots. The dimmerion was now alone in the middle of a field of barren dirt. The rot had consumed all. In some places, the greenery was growing back already, but at least for a bit, the Dimmerion’s energy supply would be at an all-time low. Of course, Sofia had sent some rot directly onto the stalk, but although it partially stuck to it, the rot could barely absorb enough mana to stay on it.

The priest skeleton was on the flying monster’s back, ready to heal. “Unless I ask otherwise, start healing me after seventy seconds. You will need to keep the healing going for twenty to fifty seconds; just make sure my hand doesn’t disappear.”

Her mana full; Sofia activated her armor and raised her scepter, and blue electricity started forming around it. The first thirty seconds went by without any issue.

That’s 90 000 mana, almost as much as what I used to destroy that ebb-infected windmill.

Now, to go further.

She reached 110 000 mana, which was the point where she would have had to stop before the scepter’s upgrade. Now, she still didn’t feel a thing; her mana was depleting fast, but her health was full. The light emitted by the forming bolt was getting brighter and brighter as it kept taking a longer and smoother shape.

At around seventy seconds, with more than 200 000 mana charged, the light was starting to go down. The bolt of plasma wasn’t as wild as before, on the scepter, it was starting to become almost smooth, glossy. The damage done to Sofia’s hand was starting to accumulate, but the overall heat was the hardest part. The air around Sofia seemed to warp from the intense heat. The high priest started healing, and Sofia kept pushing mana into the destructive spell.

Pushing her body to its limit, the bolt reached the 250 000 mana mark. Sofia’s hand was disintegrating, unable to handle the energy. She activated the second and third tier of [Runeforged Overlord]; her torso and wings lit up with countless runes, and they shone even through the thick bone armor. Helped by the 20% damage reduction this provided, Sofia could keep charging, her hand barely holding onto the scepter despite the constant healing of both the priest and her two blessed constructs.

The bolt was starting to amass so much energy that the ambient mana was drawn to it in waves, slightly disturbing Sofia’s flight and adding even more power to the attack. 

It had been 96 seconds since Sofia had started to charge the bolt.

Just a bit more, hold on!

Ninety-eight.

Ninety-nine.

A hundred!!!

Sofia released the bolt.

Three hundred thousand mana points worth of power condensed into a pure, sky-blue bolt of lightning. Flying more than a kilometer away from the point of impact, she had thought herself safe. The bolt disappeared from the scepter as if it had never been there, and the world around Sofia turned incandescent white.

Fuck.


Chapter 239 - After Maths







It was not as bad as Sofia feared. For an instant, she debated switching one of her skills for [Friendly fire]. However, it turned out that the recoil from unleashing the bolt had worked wonders to throw her far away. She had felt nothing, but the force had been strong enough that after just a second, she was far enough to watch the giant ball of blue flames expand in the sky. She put two and two together and understood that she hadn’t felt the recoil like she usually did because of a single unassuming line of [Runeforged Overlord]’s third tier description: ‘Acceleration resistance’.

The giant ball of fire expanded toward the sky like a blazing mushroom, radiating so much heat that Sofia felt like she was getting cooked alive, even more than she was used to. She kept taking her distance, lost in a hazy, almost ethereal world of white and blue light.

Thankfully, Ihuarah and Alith were even further away; they had probably decided to take more distance when they saw how the bolt was taking shape, so there wasn’t much to worry about on that front. They were, in fact, still busy getting away.

Sofia’s health had taken a hit from the initial blast, but it was surprisingly tame. She was starting to have a lot of resistance stacked together. The 50% damage reduction from [Heat death] was one, then 20% from [Runeforged Overlord]; VPPV also gave 50% resistance against explosions to which she could still add the protection from the armor of bones and even some protection coming from casting the bolt itself, although that part had never been mentioned in the skill’s description. In total, this added up to more than 80% resistance against this giant fireball and the shockwave that came soon after.

The shockwave was much worse than the explosion; Sofia spat blood inside her helmet as she was sent flying even further away. The ground beneath shook, ripped apart by the tremor, columns of dirt sent flying in all directions, like erupting from the ground.

Finally, she managed to stabilize her flight and watch the results of the blast unfold, her health steadily healed by the blessed constructs. She knew Pareth had left the storage at the start when she panicked, but he didn’t have to do anything and since she survived with a lot of leeway, he had simply teleported back to her then into the storage.

The azure flames kept rising, tearing through the sky, as the light of the explosion slowly lost in intensity.

I did this?

I did this.

Is there a world where I survive standing in the middle of this fireball? Probably not.

Well, no one died this time. I don’t know if the Dimmerion survived, but I didn’t get any kill notification. Then again, it’s a plant, so who knows if it can even give experience.

Sofia lost herself staring at the flames. “Angels are even scarier than I gave them credit for.”

“I will reluctantly accept these words of praise.”

Sofia hadn’t felt or noticed the sudden appearance of the flickering being of light and mana beside her before it spoke. Now, she was frozen in place, not by any kind of skill, but by sheer pressure, like a prey paralyzed by the arrival of a predator.

“It- it is an Angelic weapon, a- after all,” she answered, stuttering, doing her best not to avert her gaze.

“Barely. Mine is a spear meant to pierce; yours explodes. I might copy it in the future like you originally copied mine, should the situation call for it. Fair trade.”

Sofia didn’t know what she could even answer; her mind was blank. Below them, the explosion cleared out, revealing the almost intact, if a bit charred, stalk of the Dimmerion, burning. Its innumerable roots were exposed by the explosion’s crater, bathing in a lake of lava.

“I came to issue a warning. Refrain from using such power in an inhabited area, or the System might send me to put you down. Rarely does someone receive this warning so early, consider it an honor.”

“Yes!”

“This is how I do it. Watch.”

Sofia couldn’t control her head as it turned to observe the shimmering being; it raised a flickering hand. Mana gathered under its control like silk threads, visible to the naked eye, weaving into hundreds of hovering ritual circles of different sizes that all slowly aligned to form a single uneven line. Energy coursed through the magical construct from one end to the other, and a blue line of light silently flickered, connecting the ritual circles and the still-closed flower of the Dimmerion.

The sound of a small-scale blast came a few seconds later as the ritual circles faded. Sofia looked at the source; the purple flower was shaken by an internal explosion, and wafts of blue flames escaped from a newly appeared hole. When Sofia looked to her right again, the Angel had disappeared.

Ihuarah and Alith flew over to the flabbergasted Sofia.

“What was that thing? Are you unharmed?” Ihuarah asked as he drew closer.

“I’m good. The explosion wasn’t so bad. Did you both manage to avoid it all?”

“We were far enough, Sof, don't worry, though I have to say I was a bit scared for a second when you disappeared inside of the explosion of light. Also, was that an Angel? It looked like how you described the one in the tower.”

“Yes, to answer both of you, this was one of the system’s Angels. You know the Angel from ‘Angel’s bolt’? That would be this one. He came to warn me that he would personally come to end me if I aimed that at a city,” Sofia answered as she pointed at the crater.

“Does the system really control such entities?” Ihuarah asked, surprised. “It must be a creation of the Gods, then. That or magic itself. This Angel, as you call it, could probably contend with a Dragon by itself.”

Alith didn’t understand the issue, “Is that surprising? The Leviathan you spoke of can also do that, can’t it?”

“You have no concept of the kind of strength we are speaking of… When we are done with your current affairs, I will try to arrange a meeting with a Dragon. The ones I knew should still be alive, even now. Then you can understand.”

“If Dragons are so impressive, why do you think that Angel can hold his own against one? I think his name is Acromegon, by the way. He was mentioned by name in my original [Angel’s bol] skill.“

“The way the mana of the world answers his call is something only Dragons should be able to do. That one spell he cast cost him nothing; he merely asked for it, and the mana around him did all the work.”

Was that how it happened? I was too focused on the structure of the spell itself; I never paid attention to the mana source. I wonder now if I could use this experience to improve my bolts…

Sofia looked at the crater of desolation she had created again. Or maybe I don’t need to improve it. “Well, anyway, what did you think of my explosion?”

“I don’t know if I should be scared or impressed, but the blue flames look nice,” Alith said, giving Sofia a thumbs up.

“I expected to be surprised, and you still outshone my expectations, my lady,” Ihuarah declared, “I have never seen a more direct conversion from magic to pure destructive power. You are definitely extremely talented at exploding things. I worry that my presence might be unneeded after all.”

“And yet the Dimmerion survived my attack… Your presence is appreciated. You haven’t had the occasion to help in battle yet, but in such a short time, you have already taught me and Alith plenty; that’s even more valuable.”

“I shall teach you plenty more. And once again, the name ‘Unstoppable Dimmerion’ is no overstatement. That you could affect it to this extent is already an achievement in itself. And I believe the Angel has finished the mission.”

“Let’s find out about that,” Alith said, already going down, ”I’m curious what I could brew from that thing’s core now!”

The group drew closer to the giant plant, finding it dead. The Angel’s attack had cleanly pierced the Dimmerion from the flower to the base of its stem, destroying it from the inside before finishing its course in the crater of lava, which had since started to solidify. Ihuarah asked for a Mithril weapon, sighing when he saw the plated dagger Sofia handed him.

“We will need a better mithril tool than this going forward, mere plating is inadequate to harvest precious material like this cleanly. I shall still do my best…” Ihuarah complained before he entered the hole in the flower, dagger in hand. Alith followed him inside.

Sofia wasn’t too interested in the inner anatomy of giant flowers. Instead, she replayed the memory of the Angel casting his spell in her mind countless times. She wanted to be certain not to forget it. She was given an opportunity to witness such an advanced spell construction, and she would not waste it. [Fast reading] had been crucial in memorizing as much of the mana patterns as possible; it had even gained a few levels from the experience, which she only noticed now.

‘[Fast reading] reached level 59’

‘[Fast reading] reached level 60’

‘[Fast reading] reached level 61’

‘[Fast reading] reached level 62’

‘[Fast reading] reached level 63’

‘[Fast reading] reached level 64’

‘[Runeforged Overlord] reached level 201’

The two heroes came out of the plant a few minutes later, each bringing out a plant part covered in translucent sap. Alith seemed genuinely happy about the gooey purple thing she was holding.

[Dimmerion core] : The mana core of an Unstoppable Dimmerion, can be fashioned into a mana storage device to fuel rituals or serve as an ingredient to lengthen the effect of potions.

Item level : 400.

Grade : Precious.

That’s quite a high item-level…

The thing Ihuarah was holding looked more like a seed, except it was large, like his torso, and similarly pierced by a black hole.

Sofia couldn’t hold back a light chuckle. It’s probably a seed of Sorrow.


Chapter 240 - Turn it on its head







Before going further north, Sofia remembered that she had not finished her testing of [Skull Choir]; she spent her last level-up point on it, instantly catapulting it all the way to level 200. This upped the number of skulls she could summon with it from 10 to 50, but most importantly, it unlocked more ‘Array Formations’. From the message that originally said ‘next array at level 50’, she expected to get four more, one every fifty levels, but she only received two.

‘Currently known Array Formations:

-          Ring system Array

-          Sphere Array

-          Wall Array

​(Next Array unlocked at skill level 250)’

At least these are a bit easier to use than the ring.

The sphere was what one could expect from the name; if she was walking, it would form a dome over her, and if she flew up, it would become a sphere instead. The wall was a formation that she could move around semi-independently from herself, unlike the other two. When she used it, the skulls would arrange in a grid formation, which didn’t even have to be vertical. Its main and easiest use seemed to be to simply have them line up behind Sofia and blast whatever was in front of her. Speaking of, it was time to test the attacks these skulls could unleash.

Sofia started simple, flying out of the barren zone she had created to find a large tree. She had played around with the maximum number of skulls and the arrays for a few seconds, but the mana expenditure was high; now, she waited out the three-minute cooldown and only summoned five. She ordered a single of her skulls to attack the tree. Its jaw opened, and the skull let out a war cry, ‘AH!’. The tree exploded, sending shards of wood flying in every direction; some hit Sofia and bounced off of the bone armor.

Oh, alright. Yeah. That’s not bad.

Just to compare, Sofia walked up to a similar looking tree and punched it herself. Her punch pierced straight through, her hand barely coming out from the other side of the hole she just made.

“I don’t know if that’s better or worse…” she muttered as she pulled her arm out.

Sofia opened her helmet and looked back, seeking her Heroes’ opinion, but they were still busy gushing over the DImmerion seed and not paying any attention to her. Sighing, she closed her visor again. Using [Bone dominus], she made the gauntlet of her armor larger.

Then she activated the second and third tier of [Runeforged Overlord] and punched again with the 120% bonus in strength. The tree was no more.

I’m still stronger than a skull.

But there’s fifty of them.

Oh, and I can’t deactivate the runeforged passive. Forgot about that… Well, if I’m going to waste my mana anyway.

Sofia changed her skulls to a wall formation, lining them up on her sides, and ordered them to all attack the tree stump one after the other. The first one finished blasting open the stump, and the other four basically only created clouds of dirt with their attacks. They all had their own different small war cry. Like that, she found out that the time it took for a skull to shout again was about three seconds. Lastly, she ordered them to sing; they tried, each echoing a random note, which only resulted in a strange cacophony.

Not very impressive for a choir…

Maybe I need a singer skeleton to teach them? Perhaps they can’t sing because I don’t know music well enough?

Sofia remembered the music played by Victory’s ghostly musicians, and as soon as she did, the skulls started harmonizing and singing to that tune. Then they disappointingly disappeared because she ran out of mana.

Guh. So close!

Now I need to go listen to a real choir and shamelessly copy the performance. Maybe I could hire a musician troupe for a private concert…

Alith tapped on Sofia’s back, “Are you done? We’re waiting for you, Sof.”

“Eh? Waiting? Weren’t you guys busy being mesmerized by some slimy seed?”

“Eww, Sofia. Eww. Stop playing with your bone bits, and let’s go for a second round in the pyramid.”



Ihuarah stood at the border of the desert. “The red sand moved all the way south until it found the mountains…”

“Something else used to be there?” Sofia asked.

“Plains. Nothing noteworthy, but it was better than this. Your pyramid thing is deep in the desert?”

Alith pulled out her compass, “Should be a three-day walk in this direction,” she confirmed, pointing north-northwest.

“That was when we were less than half our current level, though; we can go much faster now.”

“How?” Alith asked.

“Well, I can run very fast. You get in my storage ring and Ihuarah in my shadow, so I can carry you both, simple.”

“That… Should work. Unless Mister Shadow has a better idea?”

“Not really?” he answered. “If the book had access to animals that specifically go fast on sand, then we could have them pull us on a sled. But I have no idea how many skeletons are recorded there besides the few I have seen. My flight does not rely exclusively on ambient mana, so it would still work, but with the little power I am left with, it will not be particularly fast.”

“My idea it is, then. Take a seat on the Sofia express carriage.”

“Wait, wait. We almost forgot. Shouldn’t we clear the other dungeon first?” Alith stopped Sofia.

“It wasn’t far from the pyramid anyway, I’ll just aim for the bigger one first. The exact order doesn’t really matter,” Sofia answered lightheartedly.

“If you say so. Well, have fun running,” Alith said as she turned into her ghostly form.

Ihuarah wordlessly fused with Sofia’s shadow on the ground; she could barely feel his presence.

A few hours later, the night had fallen on the red desert. Sofia was happy to see a few [Sprint] level-ups and the pyramid appeared on the horizon.

‘[Sprint] reached level 39’

‘[Sprint] reached level 40’

‘[Sprint] reached level 41’

[You have been affected by : Domination. But your skills negated the status]

Sofia dismissed the notifications, “Looks like the failed Apostles are still there. By the way, Ihuarah, any explanation on the whole mutated demon thing?”

The shade popped out of Sofia’s shadow, “Of course. Call out Alith; she might be interested as well.”

Sofia nodded and sent some mana into her ring, which prompted the tiny ghost form Alith to come out.

“To explain an Apostle’s mutation into a mindless beast, it is extremely simple. This occurs when the soul of the Apostle rejects the divine essence. This most often is the result of a botched ritual. Ones like these are beyond saving. In cases where the soul has accepted the essence, it might still happen later if the body also starts rejecting the essence for whatever reason. This is easily fixed, however, usually through a good and thorough physical beating.”

So this is what happened to Zerei, I beat the curse essence back into her body? Then, the Apostle of Dread might not have been possible to cure, depending on why it had mutated.

“What if I steal the divine essence from the mutated Apostle?” I feel like the Angel bolts can do that now. I don’t see how else I could have stolen Victory’s otherwise.

“That would not accomplish anything of note besides adding one more essence to your soul. You already have a lot, in my opinion.”

“I need more, both for VPPV and [Quintessential].”

“If this edifice really hosts two such Apostles, then there are two essences to be had. However, considering their supposed level, we cannot risk anything of the sort at the moment.”

Yeah, of course… Still, now that I know the power of my charged bolts, it’s tempting to just try blasting the pyramid open. But then again, that giant bird in Sovuln was certainly weaker than the Apostles, and it ripped my head clean off my shoulders.

Sofia walked near the pyramid and started to scout the underground with [Graveyard of the righteous]; it had a range of three hundred meters now. The black primus resin bricks that the black pyramid was made of prevented them from going inside, but the group thought there might be an underground layer not made of the same bricks.

“No luck, there are several underground layers, which form an inverted pyramid under the real one; the issue is it’s all the same kind of bricks, as far as I can tell. Besides that, no caverns or anything like that.”

“Of course…” Alith sighed.

Sofia gave Alith a tap on the back. “That level 349 dwarf gave up on the armor, so it wouldn’t be easy. Oh, right, wasn’t there a key he left with the message.”

“I still have it, small stone key, look.”

Who knows what this might be for…

Sofia went on to scout the three other sides of the pyramid with the graveyard just in case, but the only places the skeletons could enter through were the main entrance and the escape hole Sofia and Alith had made before.

The group contemplated on a way to enter the pyramid and steal the armor that would be safe, like sending a swarm of undead rats inside to map out the place and then digging straight into the place the armor was from the outside. But there were always the problems of the primus resin blocking teleportation and going through walls, as well as the demons’ presence. Then, Ihuarah said something unexpected.

“I think I have an idea. But, it is risky. And lady Sofia will have to go alone.”

“What? How would that help? I’m the only one who can use the compass,” Alith retorted.

Ihuarah crossed his arms; he sounded confident, “Compass or not, what you seek is in there, is it not? Then she will find it.”

Alith kept arguing, she was still against the idea, but Sofia interrupted her.

“I’ll do it. Tell me how.”

“Grandiose! First of all, I require a few ingredients…”


Chapter 241 - Grand Heist-nimist







By pooling together the random stuff in Sofia and Alith’s storage rings, Ihuarah managed to find substitutes for the ingredients he needed and proceeded to explain the plan. First of all, they used the compass to triangulate the exact position of the armor piece. Then Sofia put on some immortality runes both for safety and to mask her presence. Ihuarah proceeded to make some thin wire out of the sand, having Sofia store it and explaining how it works while insisting that it would not hold its shape for long once out of storage. He also gave her some paste he made out of crushed resin that he carved out of the pyramid’s bricks, mixed with sugar and other stuff.

Finally, Ihuarah gave her temporary invisibility and used his magic to make a small air pocket in the sand under the pyramid, from which he then silently sliced a way inside.

Sofia’s role was now only to execute Ihuarah’s master plan.

And now I’m alone. Supposedly, the armor piece is sixty meters ahead.

This was one of the lower levels of the inverted pyramid under the regular one; Sofia entered directly inside of an unlit corridor.

I only need to be careful not to move too fast, not make sound, not trigger traps.

Sofia advanced through the dark corridor, which was not very different from the ones of the higher floors she had been trapped in the previous time.

More maze, uh? At least I’m used to that now. Such a pointless waste of bricks.

Advancing carefully, Sofia was especially wary of spatial shenanigans like the ones the dwarf had set up on the higher floors, but she didn’t find any. Her improved mana perception told her something about this place, which was that there wasn’t much mana at all.

As Sofia explored the level, she discovered a few rooms. The use for some of them was unclear; others were simply filled with holes in the wall in which zombies rested, eyes closed, their arms crossed in front of their chests.

Were these heroes necromancers? Who wraps zombies up in bandages, seriously? Were they too squeamish to look at their rotting entrails or something? If you’re going to make zombies, you should be ready to accept that they stink!

The zombies did not react to Sofia’s passage whatsoever, but she could feel their mana; they were clearly undead. Is the discretion approach working, or are they simply not attacking because of the passive effect of [Runeforged Overlord]? I almost want to poke one just to check, but that may not be so smart…

The further Sofia explored, the more asleep zombies she found lining the walls. Was that part of the ritual or something? I must be getting closer. I’d really like to have the compass right now… Dumb item; why did it have to be soulbound?

I need to hurry; Ihuarah’s invisibility charm won’t last forever…

Sofia had time to make an escape plan; she mapped out a good part of the floor and discovered alternative paths she could take to lead back to her exit point. After pushing further into the level, she found a set of two closed doors, physically sealed by some kind of yellow wax.

They’re in there, I guess. Mana’s completely blocked by the bricks and that weird wax. This is exactly like Ihuarah predicted; something’s keeping them in.

It’s not like mana can’t get in, though. The domination effect could affect us from the outside, so there’s obviously a way for mana to get out that doesn’t let the mutated Apostles through. I just need to find it.

The sealed room was undoubtedly some kind of central chamber of the pyramid, Sofia walked all the way around it, not finding any glaring defect which she could take advantage of. It was best if she found the way mana already had to communicate with the outside, but since her stealth was running out, she had to go for the slightly riskier plan instead.

Sofia found a good place to start her plan in the corridor along the central room, on the opposite side of the doors. I’ll go from the back of the room, higher chance that the armor is there. Ihuarah said it’s probably on an altar of some kind; that’s how Apostle rituals usually go.

Out of her storage ring came a brace, some kind of hand drill that Ihuarah had her craft with bones and bless with [Bone dominus]. She also took out the weird resin sludge he had made.

First, slather the wall with the resin paste. Use the brace to drill a little hole.

Sofia followed the instructions the shadow had given her. They had expected to have to drill through at least three layers of resin brick with that bone tool, which was why Sofia had to make it extra long and unwieldy; surprisingly, she only had to carve through one brick, and she was through.

Shit, did that wall not actually connect to the ritual room?

Despite her worries, Sofia kept her hands moving, taking the hand drill out of the pencil-sized hole. She quickly threaded the strange class cable Ihuarah had made from the pendant’s sand inside the hole and sealed the sides with the resin plaster she had already put on the wall.

She had been sweating during the whole process, creating a hole meant creating one more way for the Apostles to detect her and attack her through. Now she was safe, the glass cable supposedly only letting light and a minimal amount of mana come through, and she was in complete darkness at the moment.

Now, I’m supposed to look into the bigger end of the cable on my side; let’s see.

I can actually see inside!

Inside the room, from Sofia’s viewpoint, she could see a large room with ritual circles painted in red on the floor and walls. She could see the other side of the wax-sealed doors from there; the rituals extended over them as well. The two mutated Apostles were there, she could only see dangling hooves on opposite walls to the left and right.

Kind of goat-like hooves, black fur. And I can’t really see above that. I wanted to know what they look like… But I can’t move the cable more; it might poke out of the wall, and that could be bad. Though if they didn’t notice the drilling, silent as it was, I doubt they’d notice the cable.

Well, not the time to take risks…

Sofia found what she came here for, or at least she thought she did; there were three closed stone boxes on an elevated platform right under where she had pierced her hole.

Three boxes? I only expected a piece of armor on a stand or something… Can I manage that?

The plan was ‘simple’; supposedly, if she could solely thread a super fine bone filament through the hole with [Bone dominus] and touch the items with it, she would be able to store them into her ring as if she was touching them herself.

And since it’s using the mana already in the room and not mine, this shouldn’t alert them until the moment I store the items as long as I go slow enough. Then, I can cut the cable and re-seal the room completely with the resin plaster thing.

But can I really store these three big boxes all at once? Compound items are fine to store but it’s harder when things are far away. Simultaneously storing two things is still fine, but three? Why does storing things have to be so hard when taking them out is so effortless…

Since she had no time to hesitate with only a few minutes left on the cloaking charm, which was possibly the only reason the two Apostles inside hadn’t noticed her yet, she had to go fast. There was always the possibility to leave, refresh the charm, and come back in, but she didn’t want to have to go through this place more than she needed to.

Slowly, a bone thread as fine as a hair slithered through the hole in the tiny interstice between the brick and the glass cable. When it entered the room, she made it split into three and follow the wall, then the ground, until it reached the boxes. This was extremely hard to do, as her mana senses were blocked from observing the other side of the wall. She could only rely on sight and trust that the bone threads were doing what she hoped from the input she gave them through the side she held.

It’s touching, right? I think the threads are touching the boxes. Alright, now or never.

Sofia sent her mana through the bone threads to store the stone boxes.

She only managed to store two, the Apostles noticed; through the glass cable, she could see their hooves move on the walls. They screamed. Their yells had nothing sapient to them; they were the pure, mad howls of bloodthirsty beasts. With a clean cut of her mithril dagger, Sofia severed the glass and bone threads and hastily plugged the hole with the resin paste.

Then she ran.


Chapter 242 - Map of level debt







Two out of three is good! 66% chance of getting the armor, now I’m out of here!

The zombies had all awoken; they roamed the halls of the pyramid, searching for the intruder.

They clearly saw Sofia when she ran past them, turning their rotten heads to follow her movements despite the rune and the cloaking charm actively hiding her presence. But the many zombies did not attack. They simply looked. Afflicted by the passive effect of the runes on Sofia’s arms, they were ‘unwilling to attack her’.

The Apostles kept screaming, the pyramid shook, but they were not pursuing. They couldn’t. The number of prompts warning that [Domination] had been canceled increased in frequency, but the protection of the Deep was unshakable.

Sofia made it to the exit point; she summoned the graveyard, and the skeletons carried her to the surface of the desert through the red sand.

Alith ran toward Sofia when she emerged, “Are you alright?!”

“I’m good, let’s run!”

The whole pyramid was still visibly shaking from the outside. Just in case, they ran, going all the way to the entrance of the golem dungeon in the abandoned desert city.



Relatively sure that they were not being followed, the group allowed themselves to stop in the abandoned city. Sofia recounted her findings; Ihuarah was very proud that his whole plan had worked as he hoped, bragging that he ‘still had it in him’. When pressed about what that meant exactly, he refused to elaborate.

Sofia was bummed that she only got two of the three boxes, but both Alith and Ihuarah reassured her that this was more than enough. There was no suspense as to whether Sofia had the armor; Alith already knew well before Sofia escaped because the compass’ needle moved on its own while she stood still. From their point of view, Sofia was sad that she got bonus loot.

Ihuarah inspected the stone boxes, curious about their design, “This is vile. Riddled with curses. Forcing these chests open would be a very bad idea.”

“Well, it’s good that we have the key.” Alith grinned as she held the key up like a victorious warrior’s sword.

To take no risks, the group had one of the book’s skeletons open the chests with the key; they both popped open without any issue.

“Let’s see what you got!” Alith rejoiced as she ran over to look in the boxes.

The first chest was the one from the middle of the room’s pedestal. It contained a breastplate, a chainmail hauberk, leg armor, and the sollerets to go with it.

“I guess the other dwarf got the gloves and the helmet for building the pyramid,” Alith remarked. “Any commentary, mister walking shadow?”

“Armor-making is not my specialty. But this is a lot of mithril, while the inside looks like an enchanted Adamian lining.”

Sofia had expected the armor pieces to be dwarf-sized, and they were, so she wouldn’t be able to wear them even if she wanted. “Let me inspect them,” she offered, “the level 2 [Identify] will help.”

Alith held up a piece of the armor in front of Sofia, “Sure, start with the breastplate.”

[Gadur’s unbreakable breastplate] : The main piece of a full plate armor of Mithril and Adamian steel of the highest purity. This armor is heavily enchanted with one goal in mind and one goal only: being unbreakable or as close as possible. 

Grade : Legendary.

Inspecting the other parts, Sofia gave the final verdict. “The legs are like this too, and the mail is literally just tempered Mithril.”

“I think I’ll wear the legs; the size looks alright. Dopple will eat the breastplate; I don’t need the mail.” Alith shrugged.

“Not going to feed it to Dopple as well?”

Alith shook her head, “No point, the armor is better, giving the chainmail would be like throwing it away for no reason.”

Ihuarah looked at the mail hauberk, weighing it in his hands. “This has to be at the very least fifteen kilograms of mithril. This mail is an incredible boon. You should smelt it and get better weapons and tools forged since armor is not an issue anymore.”

“What about you,” Sofia asked, “do you not need any armor or weapon?”

“No. I merely need easy-to-procure materials. Though I suppose a bigger storage item would be practical, if not, I will go back to wearing many pouches like I used to. But not to worry, I will provide for myself when I have the liberty to do so.”

Sofia then said they would look for a storage ring while at the elven city before proceeding to inspect the contents of the other box. A single old parchment was rolled inside of several protective layers of silk. Sofia unfurled it and was surprised to find a blank scroll.

Ihuarah gave some advice before she could inspect it, “Send some mana into it.”

What if it’s a trap? It was in a protected chest, though; no one would do that.

Sofia sent some mana into the blank parchment; a single line of text appeared at the top, with decorative flair around.

‘Bastion of Domination’

“That’s it?”

With a name like this, maybe this used to be the plan for the pyramid and the Apostle ritual? Let’s identify that.

[Secret map of Domination]: Domination has left behind a map to the bastion of his previous Apostle. Only the worthy may enter. The blood of an Apostle shows the way.

Item level: 0.

Grade : Divine.

“Divine grade? Made by a God?”

“This is not unheard of, I once possessed an Item gifted by the Merciful Mother Herself.”

“Is that buried with your old body?” Sofia couldn’t help but ask.

“No, it had been a single usage apparatus; I would not die while still in such a weapon’s possession. But are you not going to proceed further with the map, lady Sofia?”

“Oh, right. I don’t know if it’s worth worrying about it, though, these guys had the ritual to become Apostles already, my guess is they probably ransacked whatever that Bastion is long ago.”

“I do not believe so. Divine gifts not bearing essence usually disappear once their intent is fulfilled; for it to still be there to this day, the true treasure of the Bastion must remain untouched.”

Is that so? The necromancy grimoire was a Divine item, too, wasn’t it? It was made by scripture, after all. But its purpose was not fulfilled. Probably because I’m still alive, and that wasn’t in the plans if I had to guess. Alright, the blood of an Apostle.

Sofia brought out the Mithril dagger and slashed her forearm, slathering some of the blood on the map. To her dismay, nothing happened.

“Is it because I’m only half an Apostle?”

“This… Lady Sofia, I believe it would only work if you take on your Apostle form.”

“You mean to say I need to take another ten-level debt to reveal the map?”

“That is my guess,” Ihuarah confirmed.

“Yeah, well. Let’s keep that for later, then. We came to this dungeon to get experience, not lose it,” Alith commented.

A grumpy voice interrupted the discussion, “Can I please eat already? I’m starving! Come on!”

Alith rolled her eyes and grabbed the breastplate,” I can give it to him, right?”

Sofia almost rolled her eyes, “Why do you even ask?”

“Finally! Yes! Ah, my strength from the good old days it’s coming back! Uogh! This is-”

“Eat in silence, you freak,” Alith ordered as she fed the Mithril armor to Dopple.



[You have entered the dungeon : Ruined city of Azar - Lv. 200+]

Alith took the head of the expedition once they entered the underground dungeon since she knew the way already.

“Here we are again. So, for a reminder, big earth golems everywhere, and that’s it. We can explore the houses but I only found a few vases and stuff last time. Nothing really useful. There’s two big locked doors at the end that I couldn’t reach last time, probably where we’ll find the boss and the item. I could go get the loot right now through the walls, I think, but there’s no reason to ruin the surprise if we’re going to clear the place anyway.”

We might not get that much experience here, now that I think about it, especially with three of us, even with shared experience, the danger will be lower.

“Ihuarah, can you fight the golems alone?” Sofia asked.

“I cannot be absolutely certain that it would be easy before I see them, considering my only plentiful resource right now is sand. However, I am not concerned about my survival.”

“Great. Let’s stay in a group and kill one each; if we all manage, then we split up, clean the whole place, and regroup in front of the locked doors. All good with the idea?”

“Good for me!” Alith enthusiastically agreed, “I really just want to try out the new armor. I like the legs; they give a nice sound to my steps, even. I feel like some important noble with these.”

“The Mithril’s dark green suits you well, Alith,” Ihuarah complimented, “With such an armor, you might want to practice your kicks; these solleret’s points are deadly hidden weapons. I am also agreeable with the idea of spreading out.”

“Alright, let’s go! Me and Pareth first.”

“Wha- No fair!” Alith complained from the side.

“Should’ve been faster!” Sofia laughed as she dashed ahead.

The sandstone walls of the abandoned underground city showed no obvious sign of deterioration, but the interior of houses dug inside the walls were in ruins. Most of the doors and windows that had once been there to separate the streets and the houses were gone. The houses were mostly empty; the group guessed that the inhabitants had left by choice or obligation but with enough time to pack up either way. Or the place had since been ransacked, but that explanation clashed with the remaining presence of the golems.

After only two turns through the streets, the first earth golem stood in their way, as tall and wide as the street, it was a wonder it could even navigate these underground tunnels without scraping the walls. Its body was entirely smoothly packed dirt controlled by streams of mana. Its core was hidden beneath, controlling the magic. Sofia could feel the location of the core in the golem’s left foot.

As soon as the golem detected the intruders, it charged.


Chapter 243 - Moral support







Pareth appeared in front of Sofia, armor ready. His weapon changed to a large shield, and he charged toward the golem. The two warriors collided, stopping each other in their course.

The [Spine of the Black Sun] appeared at the end of Sofia’s scepter. Without moving, she controlled the bone whip to lash out at the golem about fifteen meters away. The whip hit without difficulty, engulfing that portion of the corridor in an explosion of solar light.

When the light died down, everything but Pareth was covered in Rot.

The tunnel isn’t going to collapse, right? The rot shouldn’t eat at the walls too much because they’re so scarce in mana…

The golem tried its best to get past Pareth’s defenses, punching, kicking, and summoning solid mana-laced dirt projectiles, to no avail. About twenty seconds later, the rot had consumed most of the Golem’s mana and it started to consume it, eventually reaching the core, which disappeared too. Nothing was left but thin black dust.

‘You have defeated [Earth Golem - lv. 238]’

Looking at Sofia’s kill notification, Alith had a sudden epiphany. “Wait, wait. EarthGolem? I never picked this up, but EARTH Golem?”

“What’s wrong with it? I don’t really follow…” Sofia looked at Ihuarah for help, but he shook his head like he had no idea either.

“You guys… What does earth mean? Tell me,” Alith asked, looking at them intently.

“It’s just another word for soil, isn’t it? Like dirt is dirt, a bunch of dirt is soil or earth.” As far as I know. I think that was mostly used by farmers…

“Speak, Alith, what may be the issue here?” Ihuarah asked, intrigued by Alith’s strange and changing facial expressions.

“Well, ‘Earth’ is not just the word for soil… it’s the name of the planet I come from!”

“Oh hey, something like that wasn’t censored?” Curious. “But… You named your planet ‘bunch of dirt’?”

“I’m not the one who chose, you know… For all I know, dirt could be named after the planet instead. Besides, what’s the name of this planet we’re on now? How has that never come up until now? This feels like something I should really know.”

“A name…” Sofia looked at the shadowy man for help again, “Do we have that?”

“Not that I know of, but it is likely that we have one. What would be the use of knowing it, though, when we are stuck here anyway?”

Alith took a step back and crossed her arms,” Well… You do have a point. Can we really not leave, though? In my old world, nobody could fly, so leaving was really not a possibility, but here… What’s to stop you from going up?”

“Where would you even go? The only things nearby are the moon and a giant ball of fire. The other stars in the night all look quite far away.” And it doesn’t look like the moon has anything interesting on it, either. Not on the side, we can see, at least. It’s just a big, smooth ball in the sky.

“There are other planets nearby,” Ihuarah chimed in, “one can see them in the sky sometimes if they know where to look. Leaving the planet, however, is quite the challenge and a pointless venture to boot.”

“I’m intrigued,” Alith continued, “I wouldn’t mind seeing those other planets for myself. Could they have even stranger plants…”

“If you say so,” Sofia commented with a smile, “I’m curious as well, but what about the dungeon? We have plenty of walking bunches of dirt to worry about before thinking about the one we walk on, let alone the ones in the sky.”

“Right, let’s move, I’ll show you how you fight without a single skill!”

Sure. But why?



Alith stood true to her words, facing the next Golem they found at a crossing of underground streets; she ran around it, using her weapons to carve out its legs. When the golem collapsed, she changed to her ghost form and back. Just like that, she had located the core inside of its left arm, a few hits later and her mithril kamas sliced the Golem’s core in half.

‘You have defeated [Earth Golem - lv. 240]’

“Easy enough, you up next, Shadowman.”

“Can you not use my name?” Ihuarah asked in a light tone that Sofia interpreted as ‘currently rolling his eyes’.

“Sorry, but it’s a mouthful and a half, should’ve just changed your name like I did.”

“How is it in any way more of a mouthful than ‘Shadowman’? I will have you know that this is already my shortened name, back when I was an Apostle-”

He was interrupted by the thunderous arrival of yet another golem that the noise of Alith one’s falling flat must have alerted. More such heavy footsteps could be heard coming from two other directions.

It sounds like we are going to clear this place faster than expected. “Ihuarah, you get this one, Alith, the opposite side; I’ll take care of the middle lane; call me if you’re overwhelmed since Pareth is there too.”

Sofia was waiting, channeling [Graveyard of the Righteous] while Pareth used [Sanctified Grounds]. Realistically speaking, as long as you weren’t surrounded, the golems couldn’t outnumber them because of the tightness of the corridors. Unless a Golem with a much higher level showed up out of nowhere, Sofia thought this would go smoothly.

She was a bit distracted by the noise of an explosion coming from Ihuarah’s side, so she turned to see what he had done. He used the sand from the pendant as projectiles. Whatever sand he threw impacted the golem with great force. When the golem tried to attack, the Animist simply collapsed into the shadows, swiftly moving away from the attack and reappearing in a convenient blind spot of the Golem.

Meanwhile, a Golem clashed with Pareth’s shield. Sofia didn’t want to use the rot. If multiple Golems came after one another and she used the rot too much, the walls might actually be weakened enough that the dungeon would collapse, and she did not want to risk that.

For a second, she wondered how she should deal with the annoyingly tough dirt monster without the rot or explosions. She quickly gave up and summoned the book of skeletons.

Screw fighting. I have skeletons for that.

She brought out her bone tablet with a reminder for all of her book summons; there were quite a few now.

‘1 crow​(The best one)​​10

1 rat​​10

1 dog​​20

1 soldier with bow (5rat)​50

50 crows​​500

54 black turvins (Small birds)​540

100 rats ​​1000

25 paladins​​5000

1 Saltwater Spinefish​(???)​5000

1 Quetzalcoatlus​​10 000

1 Soguva​(not fluffy >:( )​10 000

5 fire salamander​​15 000

3 templars​​30 000

1 useless hero toxic plants​30 000

1 Stone ogre​​30 000

4 withered vampires ​​40 000

10 Dire wolf (weak for price)​50 000

5 Quetzalcoatlus​​50 000

5 giant ice spider​​50 000

500 Red Flailers (blood fish)  ​50 000

1 high priest​​50 000

10 female stone Ogre​​100 000

1 midenicite ingot fae?​500 000’

This is starting to be a lot to keep track of… Let’s go for a Stone Ogre; seems well suited for this; it can occupy the whole corridor fighting side-by-side with Pareth.

The book’s pages moved by themselves until it presented the one she wanted, and she ripped it off. A few seconds and some fog later, the stone ogre skeleton was up and rushing to the fight.

There we go; this is the real necromancer life. I should only fight directly as a last resort.

While the skeletons fought, Sofia made sure to stay in the middle of the intersection so that her allies all benefited from [Runeforged Overlord]’s 20% speed, and she started practicing the new version of Angel’s bolt she had seen the previous day.

The Golems died, leaving behind big inconvenient-to-fight-around piles of dirt that the next Golems could control and use to attack. The more they killed, the more came, eventually even coming from the fourth direction, behind them, which Sofia summoned the Templar trio to handle. From the center of the battlefield, Sofia had stopped trying to cast the new bolt, she got nowhere anyway, and she instead controlled her graveyard skeletons to help on all fronts.

Despite being surrounded, the group fought without an ounce of panic. Surprisingly, the side where the golems died the fastest was Ihuarah’s. He had stopped using his sand explosion tricks, and he simply attacked like a shade would. The exact same kind of strikes that had once beheaded Sofia in another underground dungeon. The shadow struck from the walls with deadly speed and accuracy, cutting straight through the Earth Golems’ hardened shells.

The battle lasted for almost twenty minutes, during which Sofia’s mana barely moved at all. Ihuarah and Alith had been hit a few times, which Sofia summoned the high priest to heal since the tunnels were too small for [Heal Undead]. That had almost been the book’s last bits of fog, but she could probably squeeze out a few more cheap summons. The filter change greatly improved the fog capacity, more than Sofia had thought.

As the last golem fell, ganged up on by too many skeletons to fit in the tunnel, Sofia felt like she held her beloved Bookie in a new light.

This is not a one-off trick anymore. The skeletons can fight well, and for long; now that I can summon a variety of them at the same time, I don’t even have to do anything.

Ihuarah joined Sofia, and Alith also joined them after the skeleton priest was done healing her, the mithril armor did protect her body from direct hits, but she still suffered from the heavy blows.

“Well fought,” Ihuarah praised them.

“Yeah, nice fight.”

“I did nothing,” Sofia deadpanned.

“No,” Ihuarah disagreed, “you did a lot; the skeletons in the walls and the healing were all a great help.”

“Hmm… It still barely felt like a real fight to me. I’m really not used to being that safe. But glad you think the graveyard crew helped; I was worried they might be a hindrance sometimes. Are we done with the golems? We even got some nice levels out of this.”

“Hard to say, but there were a lot. Definitely guarding something of value. I am starting to understand this new concept of dungeons.”

“Well well well. I want to test my new armor some more; let’s go for the boss!”


Chapter 244 - Lost relics







The group progressed deep inside of the dungeon. There were no more golems to be found; it seemed they had all crashed into them at once, leaving only empty streets to explore. Alith brought the group to the large doors she had spotted the previous time, at the very end of a street was a long flight of stairs going straight down leading to them.

“And this has to be where it is, right? I couldn’t check last time because it was too far down, but I’m pretty sure. Actually, I should go check right now, don’t you think? Before we really enter.”

“Be careful,” Sofia said as she watched Alith already changed into her ghostly form.

Alith floated down toward the doors and phased her head through before coming back with a disgusted expression.

“Is something wrong?”

“I don’t want to fight anymore… You can go without me…”

Seriously? You don’t usually back off like that.

“Is it that bad?”

“It’s… Erhm. You remember those things you told me about, Thrombbers was it? Big worms with many legs?”

“Yeah?”

“It’s one of those but giant, like so big I don’t even know how it got in there. I’m not getting close to this thing.”

“Hmm. As long as it’s not over level 300, there shouldn’t be an issue.”

Ihuarah spoke up, “I have never heard of such an animal, and I have no qualms fighting it. However, I would suggest a cautious approach. Monstrous size alone has no intrinsic merit, but one can never be too careful around large creatures.”

Cautious approach… “If the room is big enough, I can probably send some rot in there.”

“That is an idea,” Ihuarah approved.

“Let’s try it out, I still have the hand drill thing.”

Sofia pierced a small hole through the door; she could summon blood through walls but [Heal undead] was harder to do the same with for some reason. Through the hole, she could see what really looked like the skin of a big Thrombber; it wasn’t moving.

Maybe it’s already dead?

Sofia spread some rot over the monster, keeping it up for a few seconds to really layer it well. Her doubts about the liveliness of the monster were soon dispelled by the thrashing and screaming of the creature. Its hundreds of acid-covered arms battered the walls and the doors from the inside. The dungeon shook under the hits; debris and dust fell from the cavern ceiling; some of the old wall-houses collapsed, but overall, the dungeon held.

“The potency of this rot is unsettling,” Ihuarah commented over the screams of the monster.

“I would tend to agree. But since the bolts are equally scary, I imagine all types of magic can eventually evolve into something just as bad.” But maybe that’s usually for the higher levels?

“A fair assessment.”

Alith was sitting on the stairs, “What about yours? Didn’t you say you used to be much stronger? What was your strongest spell like?”

“My strongest spell… That is a tough question. Many of my ‘strongest’ magicks are defensive in nature. The spell I am most proud of would fall in this category. However, I find myself unable to use it well at the moment... If what you want is a grand spectacle, I do have that, too, but it is a rarely used stratagem. Speaking of strength is of little matter, though, at my strongest, I could have crushed ourselves as we are now using a single finger.”

“We’re still that weak. It’s really not reassuring.” But I already know. I’ve seen the Alphageid.

“We are strong already, amongst the highest of the cognisant living. Very few people would push so far, at least in my time. Because there is still a long road ahead does not devalue what has been accomplished.”

“True that,” Alith approved, “I’m relatively sure in my old world, I would already stand as the strongest human to have ever lived. I could unify the entire world through pure physical strength; what would anyone be able to do when they’re all level 1? Even a ballista wouldn’t get through Dopple.”

Their casual discussion lasted until the screams of the monster on the other side of the heavy stone doors died down.

‘You have defeated [Young Thrombber Hivelord - lv. 299]’

‘You gained a level!’

“Oh, it’s over. This took a while.” And another level. That takes us up to 225.

“I know I didn’t want to fight it, but this is still a bit underwhelming. At least we’re rid of that thing.” Alith stood up and tried to open the doors, but she couldn’t, so she carved out an opening with her mithril weapons instead. The inside was relatively intact; the chamber’s interior was lined with a black stone that the rot did not touch for some reason. The corpse of the giant Thrombber Hivelord in the middle was completely covered in rot and actively being digested by it.

Curious, Sofia picked up a sample of the rot-impervious stone, she looked at it from up close and with her mana sense, but she couldn’t see anything special about it.

[Hardened Black Limestone]: A semi-precious stone which usually forms under the great pressures at the bottom of the black sea.

Grade : Valuable.

Interesting. I could use some of that if I want to make stuff that won’t break as soon as I use the rot near it. “I’m going to steal some of the walls’ stone; you should search for the magic item.”

“Yeah, Sofia, about that…”

“What?” Sofia turned around to see Alith holding a small chest made of the same black stone. There was an empty slot for a locking mechanism carved into it. Alith opened it, revealing a pile of black dust inside.

Oh. the rot got to it… “Well. My mistake. That’s all there was?”

“Yep.”

“Damn. I should have thought about that. We could have easily retrieved it beforehand, too…”

Alith shrugged. “Don’t bash your head over it, probably wasn’t that good of an item if it disappeared that fast.”

“You may have a point… But can we really say that when we see what the rot did to that huge thing?”

“Not like we can go back; anyway, we got four levels out of the dungeon, and that’s that.”



After the anticlimactic end of the dungeon incursion, the trio began a slow walk through the desert. They walked northwest toward the Elven capital, Herzal. They could have gone there faster by letting Sofia run for all three of them, but they wanted to keep talking instead. Sofia and Alith shared with Ihuarah their impressions of the world and their adventures through it, while he mainly offered a different perspective on things. Where his knowledge shined the most was geographical information. For example, they learned that the black sea mentioned in the description of the dungeon’s stone was located at the very north of this continent.

He had never been to the Elven capital, but he knew it existed in the red desert. It was a city much older than the system, possibly one of the oldest standing and still active cities in the world.

They were walking through the cold air of the desert at night when the ground shook slightly.

“Ladies, we have company.”

“What is it?” Sofia asked as Pareth was already out, glowing like a small sun in the night.

“The growling of the desert, it can only be one thing. Sandworms. They will try to come from under and swallow us; don’t let them. Move fast and target their feelers; it’s best if we each handle our own. We need to separate them as much as possible,” Ihuarah advised before he took some distance by fusing with their shadows on the sand.

Alright. Let’s just hope they’re not as big as the one we saw last time…

Heard him, Pareth? If there are more than three, then don’t stick with me; I’ll try to hunt one alone. Bookie’s still out of fog, so we can’t count on that.

Sofia’s armor grew out from her wings, covering her whole body, and the sword of bones appeared at the end of her staff. She dumped a bunch of bones in front of her and quickly manipulated them to form a large grid on which she stepped right as the sandworms finally attacked. They all sprung out of the sand at the same time; one of them came from under Sofia, but, unable to swallow the much too wide bone grid, it sent it flying and Sofia along with it, giving her an aerial view of the battlefield.

There’s at least twenty of them. But they’re not that big, only around fifty meters long for the largest.

The worms’ open maws were filled with countless concentric circles of teeth, and Sofia had a perfect view of the one right under her feet, her bone grid the only thing keeping her from falling inside before the worm hit the apex of its push and Sofia along with her bones were catapulted even higher into the sky.

Sofia felt her heartbeat accelerate before she fell; she illuminated the whole Area with [Heal Undead]. The bunch of red sand that had been projected in every direction as the worms emerged protecting them from much of the light, but some rot still grew on the monsters’ bodies. The worms’ mouths glew up in unison, white balls of light forming inside. Sofia wanted to check up on the others’ situation as she was the only one who had been launched up, but she had to focus; four of the worms were aiming at her.


Chapter 245 - [CHeat Death]







The balls of light in the worms’s maws collapsed and became violent beams of energy piercing through the sky. Sofia did her best to try to evade, but in this manaless environment, her wings were useless. Three of the beams were on their way to collide with her. She frantically activated [Heat Death], and her mana dropped by about forty thousand points; it left her body and collided with the beams, erasing them from existence an instant before they could reach her. After their attacks, the worms fell back down, burrowing into the sand, but Sofia managed to lash out at the one that had been under her, triggering an explosion of light and covering it in rot.

For a single second, the calm regained the desert as the red sand fell back. Sofia managed to see that everyone was still fine, though she already knew that Pareth was unharmed. Then, like sandy geysers, the worms emerged again.

I can’t use more rot; I need the skeletons!

Sofia barely managed to avoid being sent up again, but she was instead sucked in by the flows of sand filling back in the hole the worm closest to her had burst out of. Using her skeletal wings like long spider legs, she managed to pull herself out of the flow of sand. She also summoned the [Skull Choir] in the wall array formation with the maximum amount of skulls. The many skulls appeared in a giant vertical grid behind her. She would only be able to sustain it for about two minutes.

None of the worms’ beams of energy were aimed her way this time, so she lined herself up with the falling trajectory of the closest worm and waited for it to come back down.

Attack!

The skulls unleashed their shouts at once, battering the sandworm with air attacks like many invisible fists. The supple yet tough hide of the worm deformed under the attacks until it couldn't anymore and the side of the creature exploded, its entrails bursting out, its blue blood raining on the battlefield.

‘You have defeated [Adult Sandworm - lv. 236]’

‘[Skull Choir] reached level 201’

‘You have defeated [Adult Sandworm - lv. 210]’

Pareth had also cleaved one of the smallest sandworms in half. Sofia caught a glimpse of him from afar; he was wielding a sword of light more than twice his height, a design she recognized as the giant sword of the Sun saint.

Once again, the worms all buried in sync; it was a very coordinated yet chaotic assault. Sofia ran across the sand, but there were too many worms around where she was; she couldn’t evade. One second, she was in the desert; the next, she was deep inside of a worm’s maw, surrounded by a thousand serrated teeth.

‘You have defeated [Adult Sandworm - lv. 249]’

‘You have defeated [Adult Sandworm - lv. 216]’

The teeth closed in on her from all sides, pushing against her, digging into her armor. Quickly realizing that the worm’s teeth weren’t connected to its skeleton, Sofia could not use them to propagate [Bone dominus] and had to find another way out. She fought back, controlling her armor to form spikes she used, piercing at random where she could until she found a bone. The pressure of the maws was starting to mount up and Sofia’s Health trickled down.

Health : 17 488 / 20 500

Sofia fought to find a way out as the worm dug back into the sand; she was now upside down. The spike of her bone armor finally touched a bone, colliding with it without managing to pierce it; she made it coil around it and retract. This pulled her against the teeth, pushing them even further into her armor; her outstretched hand reached the worm’s bone. It’s the spine.

Health : 7 330 / 20 500

[Bone dominus]

The worm’s skeleton imploded, the bones collapsing onto themselves. The movements of the worm stopped, and the pressure inside its maw released slightly, but Sofia was still stuck.

She could feel the skull choir still attacking the other worms on the surface as it had been unable to follow her underground.

‘You have defeated [Adult Sandworm - lv. 240]’

It’s still alive. Sofia’s health was climbing back up quickly thanks to the blessed constructs and [Radiance].

Health : 8 465 / 20 500

Sofia still had a firm grip on the monster’s spine; she expanded her command over it. The crushed bones formed blades that hacked at the worm from inside until finally, she felt the pressure inside the maw release completely, the countless teeth no longer grinding against her armor.

‘You have defeated [Adult Sandworm - lv. 249]’

‘You gained a level!’

That was a big one.

She felt the choir attack once again and from the notification, it had killed another worm.

‘You have defeated [Adult Sandworm - lv. 212]’

From the distance… I’m about sixty meters underground.

Can I use the graveyard?

The [Graveyard of the righteous] had more than enough range to get her out of there, but she needed an area of proper solid ground to summon it on. She could do it from the side of the pyramid, but underground, it was impossible. Even if she had been able to do it on the sand, the mana-absorbing red sand prevented any such kind of shenanigans.

Sofia pulled out her book, but it wouldn’t eat the broken worm’s skeleton, both because she was inside it and because she had used [Bone dominus] on it, which made it improper for use as a summon. What else can I do?

‘You have defeated [Adult Sandworm - lv. 230]’

Sixty meters of sand was too much to climb through. For now, the worm’s body was still slightly protecting her from the pressure, but with how she had ruined its skeleton and flesh, this wouldn’t last for long; sand was already trickling inside. And Sofia was still upside down, which made things even worse.

I can use the exchange position teleport with Ihuarah. But then he would be stuck, too.

Sofia’s mana was quickly being drained by the skull choir still on the surface; at least it was still fighting with terrifying efficiency. Every time she felt them attacking on their own, another worm died.

‘You have defeated [Adult Sandworm - lv. 249]’

The next minute felt like it took forever as Sofia was waiting underground. She had used [Bone dominus] again to consolidate the bones of the dead worm and make them form a cage around her, helping to alleviate the pressure of the sand. Waiting was now her best option. Waiting until her health was full and her mana emptied by the skulls.

‘You have defeated [Adult Sandworm - lv. 238]’

‘You have defeated [Adult Sandworm - lv. 247]’

‘You have defeated [Adult Sandworm - lv. 222]’

‘You have defeated [Adult Sandworm - lv. 209]’

‘You have defeated [Adult Sandworm - lv. 229]’

‘You gained a level!’

‘You have defeated [Adult Sandworm - lv. 248]’

Sofia’s mana hit zero, and she felt the skulls disappear. There should only be a few worms left. It’s a bit of a waste, but I don’t see how else I could possibly get out.

Sofia activated her demon form, eating the black heart in her underground prison. Another ten levels of debt…

Health : 358 560 / 358 560

Stamina : 358 560 / 358 560

Mana : 0 / 358 560

Piercing straight through sixty meters of sand was no longer an issue. She could even swim through it like water.

As she neared the surface, something unexpected happened. The group on the surface had slain one more worm.

‘You have defeated [Adult Sandworm - lv. 249]’

Mana : 12 300 / 358 560

Sofia was still swimming up the sand, but she almost opened her mouth to curse as the feeling of mana coursing around her dry veins jolted through her. Not only did her mana not stay at zero, but it started climbing back up at the usual pace of about 350 points per second.

[Heat death] can do that?!!!

Like the sandworms before her, Sofia burst out of the sand. Her complete vision as an Apostle gave her an instantaneous understanding of the battle. Pareth was single-handedly holding off three worms, while Alith and Ihuarah were dodging two each, damage accumulating on both sides. Even Pareth had taken a hit, his skeleton a bit charred. He had likely been hit by one of the energy beams.

For the first time, Sofia saw the ‘feelers’ Ihuarah had said to target, some sort of small antennas ending in bulbous balls of purple flesh hidden under a flap of the worms’ skin. She could tell because that was what he was attacking from the ground with his elongated and sharp sword-like shade limbs.

Alith looked the worst; not very injured but clearly out of stamina. Her movements were sloppy. Sofia rushed to her side, colliding with the largest of the two worms as she activated the third tier of [Runeforged Overlord].

The explosive punch carved a hole right through the worm. Truly an Apostle of Sorrow. It was dead yet, however, which she fixed by jumping into the hole and touching one of the exposed bones.

‘You have defeated [Adult Sandworm - lv. 247]’

The other of the two worms that were attacking Alith had been charging a ball of light, and it suddenly changed direction, releasing its energy beam at Sofia.

[Regret]


Chapter 246 - Death Star







Using the skill of her demon form that allowed her to ‘take a different decision a few seconds in the past,’ she disappeared out of the attack’s way and reappeared directly in front of the other worm, ready to punch.

‘You have defeated [Adult Sandworm - lv. 220]’

In the meantime, both Pareth and Ihuarah managed to finish one of theirs, leaving only three worms alive.

With the third tier of [Runeforged Overlord] active, Sofia could fly despite the manaless environment, but her mana reserves wouldn’t hold for long. She flew directly to Ihuarah while the worm on him buried itself. Just as Sofia ran out of mana, being once again stuck at zero, she collided with the half-buried worm. Her hand pierced its skin, and she turned the monster’s skeleton to dust, killing it on the spot.

‘You have defeated [Adult Sandworm - lv. 203]’

Her mana shot up again, absorbing 45% of whatever the worm had left, and she immediately reactivated the runes on her body, allowing her to fly in Pareth’s direction. Ihuarah and Alith had followed, and the whole group collapsed onto the last two worms. Pareth dropped his weapon and grappled one before it could burrow, which Alith and Ihuarah focused on, while Sofia chased the last one, which had managed to hide underground.

Sofia could feel the monster’s movements through the sand; she chased it from the surface.

It’s about to emerge.

The worm was going to attack from under her; it seemed to be a common pattern of attack among the sandworms. Let’s see it try to swallow me. Sofia, in her demon form, had access to her bone armor now, which made a lot of difference; her defense was extremely tough to get through. Right then, her mana ran out again.

Contrary to her expectation, the worm did not emerge from the sand; what came out of the desert’s depth was a concentrated beam of energy that hit her directly. The bone armor was melting under the heat of the attack, and Sofia’s skin developed a nice char in the instant before she could move out of the beam. But the truth was, she barely felt it.

Health : 312 668 / 358 560

Stamina : 325 060 / 358 560

Mana : 0 / 358 560

That would have killed human-me, though. If I didn’t have mana for [Heat death] or a rune up.

Sofia allowed herself to do nothing while the worm was coming back to the surface. The instant it showed its ugly head out of the sand, she rushed in. Using her claws, she sliced off every single one of the ‘feelers’. The worm thrashed in the air, but it couldn’t throw her off despite its best efforts. Its sensory organs compromised, it fell on the side. Sofia cut up chunks of the worm, preventing it from burrowing until it died exsanguinated.

‘You have defeated [Adult Sandworm - lv. 246]’

One more good skeleton to collect!

Sofia sat on the worm’s mangled corpse; only a few seconds before she turned back to a human did she remember the Domination map, which she hastily slathered in her Demon blood. Her demon form transformation ended, and she could only wait in place for her body to recover slowly. She only threw one glance at the map, but it depicted a region she had never heard of, so she decided to worry about it later.

It’s interesting that the ones to die first while I was underground were the ones I had touched with the rot; all the ones I killed in demon form were free of rot.

It took a few minutes for the others to run up to her; the worm had been fleeing, and she had chased it quite far.

The battle cleanup was nothing special. Besides their skeleton for necromancy, sandworm materials hardly were anything of value. Ihuarah had a lot of compliments to give on Sofia’s Apostle form and he apologized profusely about forgetting that worms were a threat in this desert.

Counting the last one that she had especially taken care of killing ‘cleanly,’ a total of six skeletons were usable for the book of skeletons. Sofia made a page with one and a page with five. Sandworms were 100 000 mana each.

She also salvaged an additional ‘skull’ for the skull choir. The worms’ skulls were originally some kind of collapsible tube. It became very small when summoned through the choir, barely larger than a human skull, to be exact. The bunch of small bone tubes did not even have teeth; they were apparently separate. The tubes were very cute as they floated up in the air until they started spewing out energy beams.

Considerably weaker than the worms’ actual beams but also much better than the human skulls’ air attacks. They can’t sing, though, so not all upsides.

Sofia proceeded to create a large and empty bone cone. Due to the lack of ambient mana slowing down her regeneration to only a quarter of what it should be, it took Sofia a good minute to get back up to a hundred thousand mana, but she was finally able to summon her first giant skeleton.

As she watched the forty-and-some-meter-long skeleton form out of the mist, she only had one word come to mind.

Magnificent.

[Solar Sandworm - Lv. 226]

Health : 226 000/ 226 000

Stamina : 226 000/ 226 000

Mana : 45 200/ 45 200

Lifetime : 13 557s/13 560s

She latched the cone inside of the worm’s strange interlocking dual rib cages, let everyone in, and closed it back up, and the group now had a much faster mode of desert transportation. It can even go underground!

They were now headed at full speed toward the Elven capital city in the desert, Herzal.



The underground ride in the Sandworm skeleton was a bit shaky but much better than walking. At some point, Sofia noticed her mana regeneration going up, and Ihuarah explained that the northern part of the desert was just regular sand. This meant the elven capital should not be too far away.

Sitting inside the bone shuttle, Sofia felt equal parts excitement and dread. This city was older than the system itself, and the diviner might help her find Saria. But he also might not.

The inside of the conical shuttle was actually a square room with a bench on two opposite sides. Alith and Ihuarah were on one side, lost in an unending discussion about plants, while Sofia was toying with a ball of bone, sculpting it into many different shapes and then back into a ball. It did wonders to calm her down.

However, any superfluous feelings were thrown out the window anyway when a fourth person appeared uninvited inside the worm shuttle, sitting right beside Sofia.

The first person to react was Ihuarah, prostrating himself on the ground.

What in the w- HOLY SHIT.

[SUN]

Perhaps even more than the [Archangel] prompt she had once seen, the result of the [Identify] she instinctively threw at the intruder might have been the scariest thing Sofia had ever witnessed.

The meaning of these three characters was very clear.

The tall blonde elf who had appeared out of nowhere was a God in the flesh. Her mere presence was radiating so much mana that it was almost suffocating. She was wearing black and gold tight fitting clothes just like Her saintess did, and She looked almost normal, if not for Her pure white and softly glowing left arm.

She looked rather joyful as she looked around, observing the three travelers.

“Do I look that scary?” She said in a playful voice, giggling as She hid Her mouth with Her normal hand.

YES! But- I, uh… Where is [Poker face] when I need it?! “N- no. Thank you. For the blessing and the ritual.”

“It is my pleasure. After all, I had been watching your group since long before.”

“What? When…”

Sun pointed at Alith, “You were the one I had my eyes on. A soul fetched from another world by the Deep itself. I was curious enough to give you a blessing. Do you like it?”

Alith’s blessing… The SSS rank ‘Blessing of Phoenix lineage’, giving absolute heat immunity that might even allow one to survive were they to be thrown into…

The Sun.

And fetched by the Deep?!!!

Alith had been too stunned to speak, but being asked a direct question, she answered without thinking, “I love it. I only wish it synergized with my class a bit more.” After saying this, she froze with a tense face, realizing she might have committed a grave mistake.

But Sun seemed not to be bothered by the impetuous words; in fact, Her smile only deepened. “I can fix that if you want. In fact, I came to see you three because I felt a bit playful today, and since you came so close to me, I might as well have a bit of light-hearted fun, shouldn’t I? You all owe me at least this much. I love giving out quests, so I’ve prepared one for each of you! You have to take them!”

Ihuarah was still prostrate on the floor, yet his voice could be heard; it was oozing dread, shaky, broken, “Q- Quests…”

“Yes, yes! Smile!” Sun exclaimed, pointing Her index fingers at Her radiant smile. “I even have one just for you; I hope you will give me a better show this time, Velanihuarahton of Sorrow!”

“Please, God, no… Merciful Mother, save this wretched Apostle…”

The more Sofia observed Sun’s smile, the more she felt like Ihuarah’s dread was contagious. So far, Sun had been nothing but helpful, and Sofia had a relatively good opinion of Her.

[Congratulations. You have received a quest!]

In the flurry of system windows that appeared at once, one line in particular made Sofia reconsider her opinion of the lively, smiling Goddess.

[Penalty for failure : Death]


Chapter 247 - Rookie mistake







Sofia read over the whole quest, it was not as bad as she feared. At least she had the choice to reject it.

[Sun’s ordinance : Meet Sun’s Oracle in Herzal; Defeat all monsters in the Orbital Sun Temple]

[Rewards : Sun’s Divine essence*5, Gold offering exemption for ‘Generosity of Sun’]

[Restrictions : No external help]

[Time limit : 3 Months (Time spent in Herzal does not count)]

[Penalty for failure : Death]

[Will you accept? Yes/No]

Five divine essences? FIVE?!

Can I really refuse this? It would instantly unlock the light-forging realm of VVPV.

If VPPV has a third realm and it requires even more essence, then I’ll be glad I have those five. And with [Quintessential], that’s a very big upgrade to my mana perception too…

But a three-month time limit to clear a place of unknown strength and danger, with death as a penalty for failure… Can I take that risk? I would assume that she wouldn’t give a quest that’s impossible to complete. But who knows, maybe she’s annoyed that I beat Mornn in the spire?

“So, you will take them, right?”

I need to ask. “Is it really possible at my level?”

“Of course! It won’t be easy, you know? The difficulty has to be proportional to the rewards! But it’s not impossible; the system would never approve that!”

Yeah right… I don’t know how much I can trust the system when it comes to Gods. Sorrow was able to just force it to give me a skill so it’s definitely not a guarantee that there is no foul play. What about the others?

Alith was also looking at her quest; she didn’t think for too long, “I accept.”

“Wonderful!”

I don’t know… “Can I see your quest, Alith?”

“Yeah.”

[Sun’s trial of valor : Defeat the plant hydra in the Northern Flower Glades]

[Rewards : Skill fusion ticket; Specialization point(Free choice)]

[Restrictions : No external help]

[Time limit : 3 Months (Time spent in Herzal does not count)]

[Penalty for failure : Soul Death]

That’s almost the same. The rewards are crazy too, I get why she accepted. ‘Soul Death’ is a bit scary. I guess it means even my skill wouldn’t be able to revive her? It wouldn’t be a real penalty otherwise. But can Sun or the system really do that when our souls are protected by the [Mark of Aphenoreth]? I hope I’ll never find out.

On the floor, Ihuarah let out a long sigh, “I… I accept as well.”

After all that pleading and throwing yourself on the ground you’re going to accept when you have the option not to? You’re actually shaking! “You too?”

“It pains me so…” Ihuarah weakly replied, also sharing his quest.

[Sun’s second chance : Take the teleporter under Herzal; Activate the eight mirrors in the basin of spirits]

[Rewards : Location of the Locket of Lost Souls]

[Restrictions : No external help]

[Time limit : 3 Months (Time spent in Herzal does not count)]

[Penalty for failure : Soul Death]

Locket of lost souls? It must be an important item to him if he’s accepting even when he looks like that.

That leaves only me.

Sun stared intently at Sofia, which made it hard to think straight.

Five essences…

“Fine. I’ll do it.”

[Quest Accepted!]

“Hurray! Everyone’s aboard!” Sun happily exclaimed as she stood up. “My Saintess is also on a similar mission starting today. I will let you in on a secret, the one who completes their quest first gets a bonus prize!” She said with an exaggerated wink. “This will be all for me. Have fun, everyone!”

“Wait, do-” Sofia started, but Sun interrupted her, bending down and placing a finger on Sofia’s mouth.

“So greedy! I’ll be nice because you all accepted. The girl you’re looking for is not involved with any Divinity. I won’t say more! See you. And let there be night!”

Sun disappeared.

Well. That certainly was an encounter…

Not involved with any Divinity, huh. That means Scripture is not to blame for anything, for once. And it also means the Dragon we’re searching for is not the Dragon Saintess Valeure had mentioned. One less. There can’t be too many Dragons, surely.

“Say, Ihuarah, do you know how many Dragons there are?”

The shadow, at long last, stood up from the floor, “Is this really what one ought to think about after what has transpired here?”

Alith shrugged and answered in Sofia’s place, “Just say you don’t know if you don’t.”

“I couldn’t say, frankly. Perhaps twenty, perhaps thousands more. I only know of a few, but there are undoubtedly more.”

“That is not really helping. Oh, here is my quest, by the way.”

The trio tried to see if they had any information on the quests. It turned out that Ihuarah knew a lot about his own quest; he had heard of the Basin of Spirits, and the locket was apparently a lost relic of Sorrow, which he had been looking for when he was still alive. As for Alith, the northern flower glades were exactly where she was already headed, this was the breeding grounds of the rare plants she missed for the production of the new stat candies.

Only Sofia was completely in the dark about what her quest really entailed, ‘Orbital Sun Temple’ was a weird name for a place. Was it a Sun Temple on the moon? If it was, how would she even get there? Even Ihuara had never heard of such a place.

We have all the time we need to prepare as long as we stay in the Elven capital. Better than nothing. Three months is still worryingly short, though. If we fail, then we can only stay in the city forever to escape the end of the timer…

Sofia fiddled with the system’s interface for the timer to be displayed in a corner of her vision.

[Remaining time : 104d 23h 41m 28s]

Now that it was there, not staring at it became hard. This was a timer until her death, so it wasn’t something she could afford not to look at. She lost herself staring at the seconds go down while the sandworm kept digging forward; she was quite surprised when the timer stopped.

Sensing her orders, the sandworm stopped too, and slowly made its way to the surface.

“It seems we’re there.”

Ihuarah nodded, “It appears so. I will excuse myself soon, I hope you both will not mind it, I need to procure quite a few things before I attempt the quest.”

“Do what you want, Shadowman. Do you need money?”

“Thank you for the offer, Alith, but as I expressed prior, I shall provide for myself. It will not be an issue.”

“Aight’, I’ll go to the diviner with Sofia, I think, then we’ll probably get on with our respective quests. I don’t really intend to wait, but maybe Sofia would stall to train for a bit?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. I don’t mind giving up on the ‘bonus reward’ for fastest completion, but I’m not too sure the elves would be fine with me spending half a year here throwing bolts around trying to replicate what the angel did.”

“Ladies, do not forget to get that dwarven mithril mail melted and reforged. Proper weapons, tools, and armor can only be beneficial,” Ihuarah chimed in.

There was that. We can upgrade Alith’s Kamas. I don’t really know what I’d do with Mithril at this point, though. Maybe a shield? My dagger is still holding just fine. “We’ll do that. Oh, and let’s decide on a place to meet up when we’re done with the Sun quests. There has to be a good Inn or two in the Elven capital.”

“Yeah, just in case, we should also explain to him how our kill-communication system works.”

“Good idea.”

The worm had reached the surface before the end of their talk. Sofia opened the bone capsule they were in, revealing the orange sand of that part of the desert. The sun was setting to the east, painting the sky in a similar orange that seemed to fuse with the desert. Not far to the northwest, the group could see the imposing multi-level design of the elven capital built on an oasis. The stepped pyramid-like city of yellow bricks and verdant trees seemed to float several meters over the oasis’ water, feeding it with multiple waterfalls.

Sofia was mesmerized by the allure of the great city, “Where is all that water coming from?“

“And where is it going?” Alith added.

“You should ask the elves; I am certain they will gladly answer you… Look, they are coming to ‘welcome’ us already. This seems like about twenty guards?”

Alith looked in the direction Ihuarah was pointing at, “They look hostile.”

“Well, we are still standing near a giant undead sandworm. This would not make for the best first impression.”

“Crap, I completely forgot about that.” Sofia immediately dispelled the sandworm. “Maybe they didn’t see it…” As if…

Well. I know their Saintess. And I have a quest from Sun. There’s no way we would be in any real trouble. How high-level can a few guards be anyway?

Sofia [Identified] the strongest-looking guard as they flew closer.

[Warrior - Lv.300+]

Ah.


Chapter 248 - How bad can it be?







Sofia had dispelled the sandworm, but then she looked at Ihuarah, who was noticeably an undead shade too. Trying to cover this up was hopeless. She could only get on her best behavior, put on the good-girl smile, and hope that elves didn’t have any deep-rooted bias against necromancy. At the very least, Mornn did not seem to care. Then again, she did not seem to care about much except swords.

“Seriously. Who gets to level 300 and still works as a guard?” Sofia muttered.

“This guy, apparently. I like the armor design. Reminds me of K̶̨͈̲̯̟̲̘̀i̵̢̦̳͍͈̗͌͛̈́̂̊̋̓͘n̴̳̪̬̓̄g̴̲̻̭̙̻͊͗͋̐͗ͅ ̶̙̥̖̮̾̆H̶̨͉̣̮̬̽̈́̊̑̃̀͜e̷̬͈̘̩̘̫͂͠n̴̰̼̦̪͙͊̌̓͐̂͝ṙ̴̼̐͐͌̑͑͋y̵̧̖̞͖̓ ̴̬̎͗I̵̛̬̪̤͋̎̈́̅̈́͋V̶̢̮̹̖̰͐͝ͅͅ’s armo-” Alith noticed the weird reactions of Sofia and Ihuarah, “oh, that’s censored isn’t it? Nevermind… Anyway, it’s nice.” Alith had to cut her rambling short either way because the elves landed about twenty meters away.

The leader of the guard's group, an elf much taller than everyone else present and covered in black plate armor except for the head, was the one to walk up to them. His weapon was still sheathed, and his face was neutral, which were encouraging signs.

“Saintess. Welcome to Herzal. Who is your referrer?” The elf’s voice was cold like ice; he completely ignored the others, only addressing Sofia, which ticked her off a bit, but now wasn’t the time to stir up trouble.

Referrer… There’s something like that?! Sun? No, that's a bit of a big claim, even if it’s not false.

“Saintess Morning Star,” Sofia answered as confidently as she could, which she believed wasn’t extremely convincing. She’s the one who gave us directions…

Sofia looked for any kind of reaction but the elf was like a statue. He simply turned around, the sigh of which she almost sighed of relief to, but she managed to hold it in.

“Follow me. Do not stray,” the gigantic elf said, casually flying up and away in the direction of the city. Sofia managed to perceive the mana activation of his boots, which seemed to be what allowed him to fly.

Ihuarah casually disappeared into Sofia’s shadow, but Alith was hesitating to change to her ghost form. Sofia understood that. Since they saw the worm anyway… She summoned the book and quickly brought out the single Quetzalcoatlus to serve as a mount for Alith. Then she decided to also get on it, because why wouldn’t she?

The other twenty-odd guards were still a small distance away, staring at them, and they did not react. Sofia [Identify]ed a few of them as she flew over, they were all above level 100, some even over 200. After Sofia and Alith flew past them, they split up in three groups and flew up too, one standing behind and the other two to their sides, but still at a respectable distance.

So we’re surrounded, is what you’re trying to show? There is really no need for that when your leader is that strong. At least no one attacked, and they do not care about the skeletons. So far, so good…

Now that I think about it, nobody really ever cared about necromancy since the start. Did it even get me into trouble once? The Empire didn’t care, the Vampires don’t care, Valeure obviously does not mind; it seems the Elves also have nothing against it.

Is it just scripture’s Church that hates it, or what?  

I wonder what Saria will think about it. She’d think it’s a smart but impractical choice, probably.

What would her class be if she could pick? I think… Some kind of water mage, probably. But if the many spears on the islands say anything, what she got is probably nothing like that. Saria, the spear warrior? I really can’t see it. But then again, if that was her only option, of course, she would give it her all.

What kind of class did the system give her exactly? I can’t wait to find out…

Sofia’s random thoughts were interrupted by the view of the city from up close; it was impressive but also quite small, all things considered since it fit over the oasis. Even at sundown, the streets were lit by Lightstone and tightly packed with elves of all ages going about their life. Since the city was essentially a kind of big pyramid, there was probably a lot of housing space inside, while the outside streets seemed to be mostly open-air markets, shops, and parks. The elf guard captain didn’t fly down, leading the group directly to the second highest level of the pyramid, which, unlike the bustling streets of the lower levels, was calm and only occupied by a few guards.

They landed in a closed courtyard. Sofia dispelled the bird and Ihuarah showed up again while the last group of guards slowly descended behind them. The tall elf approached them again, “We will need our Saintess to come and confirm your identity.”

“That is fine with us.” Because the timer is stopped.

A few of the guards left the courtyard at that time, taking care to close the door behind themselves while the level 300+ guard silently kept watch over the group. Sofia found his cold stare a bit unnerving.

“They sure take a lot of precautions,” Alith commented, breaking the silence.

Ihuarah stretched a bit as if being in Sofia’s shadow had been an uncomfortable position somehow. “Truth be told,” he said as he yawned, “this is a warmer welcome than I had expected; I have been rougher on trespassers to my Empire, which weren’t such an explosive threat.”

Ihuarah… You know that iceface guy can hear you, right?

Before the atmosphere could get any more awkward, the doors of the courtyard flew open, revealing the strong figure of an elf wearing an open blue shirt and white shorts. The first thought that crossed Sofia’s mind was how the bursting musculature of this mountain of an elf would make even Victory’s incarnation feel inadequate.

[Oracle - Lv. 499]

499!

Hey, that’s half my quest completed, isn’t it? His necklace is even Sun’s divine rune.

“What an unusual bunch!” the oracle exclaimed in a lively tone, “You can leave them to me, Rehok. They are guests of Sun’s trials!”

For the first time the expression of the elf guard changed, his eyes wide open, his gaze shifted from the Oracle to the small group to the Oracle again. “So be it,” he said to the oracle, then he addressed Sofia, Ihuarah, and Alith again, bowing his head, “You have my sympathies.”

What?

The guard elf left, the lower-ranked guards in tow. Sofia heard him mutter something as he left, “Poor souls…”

Is it that bad?

The guard had all left, and the Oracle seemed uncomfortable, “Do not mind him, ahah… Let me show you to your quarters; you are free to use them until your quests are completed. I am Sundered Skies, Sun’s fourth Oracle. You may call me Sky, or just Oracle like everyone else does around here. I hope Sun didn’t force your hands too much…”

“So I get a room this time? Elven hospitality has evolved, I see. Sun has not forced us, but you should know how meaningless of a statement that is. I ‘wasn’t forced’ last time either,” Ihuarah replied, followed by a loud sigh.

“A repeat taker? You must have met my predecessor, then. You knew, and yet you accepted again and even let these two young ladies get roped in?” the Oracle asked, incredulous.

Him too? Should have we all denied the quests?!

Ihuarah sighed again, “They are smart enough to choose for themselves, I hate to admit it, but the rewards are worth the pain. At least with the system, we no longer have to sign a soul contract…”

The Oracle’s face tensed up at the mention of ‘soul contracts’, but he smiled and changed subject, “Mornn has told me about your case, Saintess; I can show you to old Rahkam’s divination parlor after I give you the keys to your rooms.”

Oh! Maybe he can help with that thing!

“I would be grateful. Speaking of which, there might be something else I could need your help with if you would be willing to hear me out. And my quest also requires me to meet with you, though it does not specify the reason.”

“May I see the quest?” The Oracle seemed much more relaxed speaking to Sofia than Ihuarah; he approached, his wooden sandals clapping against the ground were the only sound in the courtyard.

“Of course.”

The Oracle took a few seconds to read through the system windows, “Oh, that’s… Yeah you would need my help to get there, I will have to reactivate the old transmission system. That thing’s been out for longer than I’ve been the Oracle. What was She thinking… I think Sun might have gone a bit too far on this one, both for the task and the reward…”

Five essence is a big deal even to Sun, then. Well.

“I fought against Victory in the ranking spire. How much worse can it be?”


Chapter 249 - Countermeasures







Sofia’s last statement was met with questioning gazes. It had slipped her mind, but the subject of the ranking spire was entirely censored, so to everyone else, half her sentence had been completely unintelligible.

“I don’t know what it is you fought, Saintess, but the place Sun wants to send you to… It is so far away that the system does not reach it, and I personally have requested to explore it but was denied because She deemed it too dangerous.”

I see. “How do I get a refund? I am not so sure I want this quest anymore...”

“You can always just stay in Herzal. Life is good here…” the Oracle answered, avoiding Sofia’s eyes.

So even that level 499 guy is saying no refunds. Just what I needed, another death trap.

“Woah, I never expected the Sun, of all gods, to be a scammer.” Alith’s dry words pierced straight through the Oracle, whose forced smile was crumbling by the second.

“It’s not… I’m sure she has a reason to do this. Sun is annoying to deal with but not a malevolent God,” he defended.

“You’re Sun’s Oracle, and you still speak about Her like that. Yeah, that really paints a great image. I hope you know that we have the means to cause you a lot of trouble, too. In fact, it’s only a few names away, if you see what I mean. It’s nothing Deep, really, but the consequences won’t simply be annoyance. So I’d like it if you kept your part of the bargain in making the quests ‘not impossible’ because that is what we agreed to with your God.”

Sofia watched, incredulous, as the humongous beast of an elf was taking a step back as Alith took a step forward.

The Oracle looked like he really wanted to say something back, but after a few seconds of silence, he simply sighed and turned around. “Follow me to your rooms. We will deal with this how we can. I believe you can trust Sun, I will hear Her out. If she fails to make a convincing argument for the quest, I will contact someone to try to have it voided. This is the best I can offer.”

“Much better.”

“Well… Uh, thanks, Alith. I really appreciate it. This…”

“It’s nothing; let’s go; we still have to find the diviner for your sister.”

Sofia and Alith followed the Oracle, leaving Ihuarah behind in the courtyard.

“Merciful Mother... What did I just witness?”



The rooms given to the group were on the third highest level of the city, inside of the pyramid. Three guest rooms next to each other in a corridor lined with two more such rooms. The inside was surprisingly well furnished and decorated following what was probably typical elven interior design, with a lot of green and gold, just like the city itself.

The Oracle excused himself after giving them a few directions to the diviner and other important facilities of the city, as well as giving Sofia and Ihuarah each a specific time and place to meet him alone tomorrow for their respective quests.

As he had said before, Ihuarah quickly left to gather the things he might need, wishing Alith and Sofia good luck and urging them to contact him if they needed help with anything at all. He seemed relatively confident that Sun would not have lied and that the quest should be possible for Sofia. In his experience, Sun’s quests were like this, arduous but demonstrably achievable tasks with a reward one couldn’t refuse to rope you in. Of course, that didn’t mean it never killed anyone, much the opposite. As for why She did this, his personal theory was that She liked to see people suffer, but he wouldn’t repeat that in front of an elf.

Alith and Sofia set out to the lower city to find the diviner. They found the place he was supposed to be, but they were perplexed because it looked like any other elven house in the surroundings, just a random door inside of the pyramid. The nameplate on the side only said ‘Rahkam’s’.

Sofia knocked on the door.

“Yes, yes, coming.”

The door opened to reveal a graying old elf with a warm smile.

[Mage]

That’s all I get? He’s got to be at a high level…

“I didn’t expect you so soon; come in. Have a seat. Do you want a drink?”

“You expected us?” Sofia asked.

The old elf was already walking toward the back of the house, entering what seemed to be a kitchen; he looked over his shoulder, “I am a diviner, Saintess.”

I should be protected against divination by VPPV. Is he bluffing?

Not without suspicion, Sofia and Alith entered the home, closed the door, and each took a seat around a small round table. The elf came back from the kitchen, he placed three steaming cups on the table and sat on his own chair, yawning.

“Drink up; it’s just a sweet drink, nothing to fear. Do you know about my prices?”

No presentation, straight to business. Hmmm. “We have been told that it’s expensive without more detail.”

“Ahah, well. It depends on my mood. My son wasn’t too rude, I hope?”

“Your son?” Alith asked, puzzled.

“He’s tall, doesn’t show emotions, black armor,” he described in between sips of his cup.

“Oh, you mean the giant guard.”

Rahkam took a second look at Alith, “You could call him that.”

“Sure can. He was alright. Then what about your prices?”

“Ah, glad he didn’t cause too much trouble. My prices… For you, let us see. I want Sun’s signature.”

Excuse me, “What?”

“You heard me,” the old elf said with a smirk, relaxing in his seat, “Sky won’t get it for me, and Morning Star is much too unreliable. So you girls are my best bet. I help you find who you seek, and you help me in return. Is that not a good offer?”

It’s not impossible, maybe. We already met Her once. “Wouldn’t Sun know that you are asking for this right now?”

“Oh, She knows. None can hide from the Sun for long. But knowing and doing are far apart. To Her, I have little value. Unlike you.”

We have value to Her… She did offer five divine essences to get something done. If I stop looking at it like a trap, that is a big value offering. Which is why I accepted in the first place.

“Then you won’t help us unless we get you a writing from a God is what you’re saying?” Alith reframed the situation.

“I never said that. I’ll help you. But you’ll have to pay later, or at least try to. You don’t have to make it so dramatic, Alith,” the old diviner answered with a warm smile.

Should I be shocked that he knows her name or think that it’s a good sign for a diviner? Can diviners get names?

Sofia thought about the proposition, it couldn’t hurt to try asking Sun if she ever met Her again. “What if we can’t get it?”

The elf shrugged. “As long as you try, I will consider the debt paid.”

“Then we have a deal. Should I explain what exactly we are here for, then?” Sofia asked.

“No need. I have done my research in advance since I knew you would come.”

Did Mornn tell him about us?

Sofia was still unsure about this whole divination deal. She was holding the steaming cup of beverage that she had yet to try, but her doubts all vanished when the elf opened his mouth again.

“Let us find the traces of Saria Sellar through the threads of the world’s mana.”

Alith looked at Sofia, “Sellar?”

“Old history, this is no longer my name. Nor hers.”

“It is unbecoming to reject one’s roots as much as it is to reject one’s child, but the point stands. Sofia, I can call you that, right? Do you have anything of your sister in your possession? If not, we will have to use your blood.”

“I do,” Sofia said as she took a few strands of blonde hair out of her storage ring. “And you can also use my blood if it helps.”

“We shall see. Place the hair on the table.”

“How will that help?” Alith asked. There were diviners in her world, too but she had confessed to Sofia that she thought they were all bad actors.

“It has traces of her mana,” Rahkam explained, “This will help me find her tracks. I did spy her name through the echoes of the world, but that is limited. As for your names, I heard from the sword kid. You were hard to lock onto, the both of you. I only found you when you entered the city.”

“One of my passive skills does that. But Alith shouldn’t have that.”

“Because of your proximity, it’s one and the same. That being said, I am ready; please refrain from using any mana while I work.”

The old elf bent forward and placed his wrinkled hands over the strands of hair.

After he closed his eyes, one by one, complex mana structures formed around the diviner, piling onto each other, endlessly stacking together in complex patterns. The spell structure was complex and layered enough to give Sofia a headache just by looking at it. It grew and grew until the elf recoiled in pain, holding his head, and the structure exploded. The mana collapsed in a wave toward the old elf; he had lost control.

Backlash!

Sofia hurried to activate her ring.

[Collapse]


Chapter 250 - What rhymes with Dungeons







The ring of Zar absorbed all the mana in the room, completely preventing the out-of-control mana of Rakham’s spell from collapsing back into him. The old elf was likely strong enough not to die from something so simple, but Sofia wouldn’t let him suffer if she could help it, especially since she could guess what had gone wrong.

Maybe I could have warned him about the Dragon… “Is everything alright?”

Rakham didn’t answer straight away; he took a few deep breaths to calm himself first.

“I am alright, thanks to you. This could have been painful; I was careless and failed to expect such a violent response.”

“Sorry, we knew there might be a Dragon involved but never told you,” Sofia apologized.

“Well, you have handled the consequences, so that is no issue. In fact, had you told me, things would have likely ended the same way. There is nothing I can do against such a threat. Nevertheless, I found some interesting things,” Rakham said with a smile.

“Is Saria alright? Do you know where she is?!”

“Ahahah, calm down, lady. Your sister should be alright. Let me lay out everything I found out. Be aware, though, divination is an unreliable practice. Everything I tell you should be true, but details are hard to grasp, and no one can know the future; one can only make educated guesses.”

Alith and Sofia nodded through the elf’s explanations.

“With this reminder out of the way, here is the full extent of what I have seen. The traces of Saria, past the name and other details I had managed to find about her childhood before you showed up, starts at the southern beaches of Sovuln.”

“Not Sovuln itself?” Sofia asked.

“No, the environment in Sovuln makes it very hard to see through, but because her tracks start there, it can be said that she had never left it from her birth until that point.”

Alith also had something to ask, “Can you give precise dates?”

“No, I can somewhat give an order to things, a chronology but no time, if that makes sense.”

“Understood. Then Sovuln should be the starting point, yes,” Sofia confirmed.

“That much was obvious. From there, the tracks lead straight south, past the ocean to the southern continent. There, the tracks are much harder to tell apart, which should be the work of the Dragon. That being said, Saria has spent a lot of time there. It seems she sometimes explores the continent, but most of her time is spent in the same mountain chain. In terms of scale, it is about the same as the one separating the human peninsula and the red desert. Simply put, the Dragon’s lair should be in these mountains somewhere, and she stays there. I cannot give a more exact location; you saw what happened when I tried to find that out.”

Sofia nodded. “So the backlash was the Dragon preventing you from finding its position?”

“Precisely. But there shouldn’t be many Dragons in these mountains if you see what I mean.”

“So if we go there and find the Dragon…” Alith thought out loud.

“Is she a prisoner to the Dragon?” Sofia asked.

“Let me tell you more first. The tracks expand out to the two first trial towers, as one could expect. She should be at level 249 right now. Her class has something to do with dungeons, although I cannot say more about that. It should definitely be some kind of secret magic class, something which is not unheard of. We have someone here in Herzal whose class is [Speedrunner]; it is a unique class centered on doing everything as fast as possible. In my opinion, your sister’s class is something similar, not in concept but in uniqueness within the system.”

If she got a class out of the children protection rule of the system then it being a unique class isn’t surprising. Magic though? All I found were spears. Hmm.

“Now, concerning your worries that she might be a prisoner, I highly doubt so. As I said, though not much, she does seem to sometimes venture out. And the aura of feelings in the mana was not one typical of a prisoner. Her life seems to be led by determination and sorrow, not the despair and emptiness that long-term prisoners would have. Let alone the fact that her explosive growth indicates that she is being trained one way or another.”

“Sorrow…”

“Yes. Though it is a bit of a stretch of my abilities, I would confidently say that she most likely believes you dead. Assuming you aren’t seeking her for some kind of revenge, that is,” the elf continued with narrowed eyes.

“Of course not!”

“As I thought. Well. That is about it. The Dragon, I believe, should be rather young, judging by how much I managed to glimpse at before it stopped me. Perhaps it saw in your sister a great potential as a retainer.”

“So she might be a servant of some kind?” Kind of like a Saintess then, but for a Dragon instead of a God and without a related class…

“Perhaps. I cannot say anything with certainty; at the very least, I believe she does not resent her current condition. But whether she is a servant, a guard, an adoptive child, or simply a source of entertainment to the Dragon, I would not know.”

Entertainment? Would Saria accept that? I suppose if she can use it to further her goals she might not mind. But either way, this is another confirmation that she is still alive.

Wait for me.

“Can I go find her? Teleport there somehow?”

“The best way to find your sister now might simply be to go there yourself, yes. Do be aware though, that the Dragon now knows someone was spying on it, which could make any approaches dangerous. And the southern continent in general shouldn’t be approached by anyone under level 300 or with a similarly powerful escort; the southern wildlife can be unforgiving.”

“If there’s Dragons there, I could see that,” Alith chimed in.

“That is a funny thought, but Dragons are no wildlife,” the diviner explained with a chuckle, “There is one living on the human peninsula, too. Though he rarely ventures out.”

“Alkorm?” Alith asked.

“Oh, so you’ve heard of him. This one, indeed. Do you have a world map I can draw on?”

Sofia summoned her bone map and a bone pen, “There you go.”

“Is the thin line your own itinerary? You have been all over the place for someone so young.”

“It is what it is. I will be moving more in the future.”

“A respectable perspective. I value my life in the city, but though I rarely leave, one could say I travel the most,” Rahkam said with a wink, “now let’s see. See that narrow mountain north of the spirit forest? You even have it correctly marked outside of every neighboring nation’s borders. That is Alkorm’s peak.” He circled the mountain on the map as he explained. After which, he took the pen to the bottom of the bone slate and started scratching the border of the southern continent. In the middle of it, he drew a mountain chain and circled it. “This is where you want to search. Counting the valleys around, it’s about twice the size of the human peninsula. The southern continent as a whole is quite large. I do not even know of its boundaries.”

“Can you not use your divination to find out?” Alith asked.

“Not if I stay in Herzal; my range is wide but limited. And many a natural obstacles blocks the path. The western sea, Sovuln, the spirit forest, as many dead zones I cannot go through.”

Wait… “If you cannot see into Sovuln at all, how did you find out about our name?”

“Secrets of the trade, young girl. Ahahah.”

The conversation did not last for long after that, Sofia was lost in thoughts, imagining a thousand scenarios of what might have happened to Saria exactly and how she might be now. What might her goals be, why was she trying so hard to become strong, and how would she react when she found out that her younger sister was alive?

In the end, Sofia returned to her room for the day; she was too out of it to do anything else.



The next day, Sofia and Alith spent the entire morning wandering around the elven city searching for a smith willing and able to handle the mithril chainmail fast. Just finding a weaponsmith in the tightly packed pyramidal city was a challenge in and of itself, especially since the guards and the Oracle were the only ones allowed to fly in Herzal.

Eventually they did find a level 260 weaponsmith who accepted to work on a tight deadline for a fee of 10% of the mithril. The heavy chainmail was molten and reforged into two new kama for Alith, this time with fully mithril handles and blades, as well as a longer dagger and a shield for Sofia. With [Heat Death] for magical attacks and a Mithril Kite shield for physical attacks, Sofia really felt that it would be hard for someone not faster than her to get to touch her at all.

When Sofia had explained to the smith what happened to her hand while she cast her bolts and whether he had any idea of what kind of armor could offset that, he had asked to test the toughness of her current armor.

Past the moment of fascination at the design of the bone armor, he gave Sofia’s hand a few hits of his mithril hammer after leaving it in his furnace until it was glowing hot.

“Well, shit. Can’t help you with that, miss. What you want isn’t a good smith, it’s rare materials. Maybe I could do something for you if you brought a few hundred grams of Mithrium or a Dragon scale.”

A Dragon scale? A Dragon scale. Well, now I know the location of two Dragons, so…

“I’ll think about it; thanks for the advice.”

The smith had already shown a strong reaction when two young humans had strolled into his shop with several kilograms of mithril, but now the incredulous looks on his and his apprentice's faces were truly priceless.


Chapter 251 - Photosphere







The following afternoon was a nice relaxing time between Sofia and Alith, Ihuarah joined them at one point only to give his farewells as he departed for his mission right away. Whatever the pendant that was promised as his reward was, it was clear he was focused on giving his all to retrieve it. Sofia also asked around about old master Calm Breeze’s dojo, which nobody knew about until she dropped by Rahkam’s place again, who simply drew it as another landmark on her map, far east on the southern continent.

As the scheduled time for Sofia to meet with the Oracle approached, Alith decided to depart, too. She confidently declared that she would bring back the bonus reward for the fastest completion and that Sofia should be careful and could give up if she needed to. Worst case, she would be stuck in the city for a while, but surely they could get the quest revoked, or bypass the penalty. If it came to this, they would find a way.



“I’m pretty sure he said it’s around here…”

Sofia was currently facing a brick wall in a narrow alley of the city’s second to lowest level. A few meters behind was the busy night street of Herzal, where elves were out drinking alcohol and eating street food. This was the place the Oracle had told her to go; supposedly, the wall in front of her had a hidden mechanism of some kind to open a passageway to the city’s lowest level. Except she couldn’t find it.

Ah, whatever, this is getting annoying. Sofia summoned the [Graveyard of the righteous] to get her through. At this point, the skill was barely ever useful in combat, but she would never think of getting rid of it. Slowly but surely, the skeletal hands arose, gently grabbed her ankles, and pulled her down into the ground.

Oh, it was the wrong alley; after all, I was one too far to the left.

It’s the Oracle’s fault for giving such a vague explanation.

Sofia walked out of the wall directly into the passageway that led to the lower level.

Dusty. They must not come here often.

The absence of light was no issue; Sofia walked through the long corridor of orange bricks, trying not to pay attention to the doors on the side and the strange humming noise coming from behind them. Her destination was at the very end of this strange secret underground, a golden door engraved with Sun’s rune.

This should be the dead center of the lowest level; definitely not an insignificant placement.

As she approached, the door opened by itself by sinking into the ground.

Sun and the Oracle were already there.

Sun was the first to talk, “See, I told you she was coming.”

The circular room Sofia had just entered was covered in strange magical arrays. They looked nothing like regular ritual circles and more like messy agglomerates of parallel and perpendicular lines, but it was carrying immense amounts of mana. The whole point of it was clearly to fuel the golden platform at the center.

“I’m here. Please explain what I need to know. If it’s not satisfying, I'm not going.”

“Such an attitude, my dear. I am the Sun, not a god of trickery. I gave you this quest because you are uniquely suited to it.”

“How so?”

Sun walked closer, never dropping her signature smile; she stopped right in front of Sofia. Her voice was soft, “It has to do with your blessing,” she started before bending over, coming even closer to Sofia’s face. The pressure coming from her was intense, much harder to deal with than even an Angel’s presence; Sofia was frozen solid. Sun parted Sofia’s hair, cupping her ear with a hand; she brought her face even closer and whispered, “Young miss A- Phe- No- Reth.”

“Nice glove,” Sun added as she pulled away, the fingers of her hand trailing over Sofia’s, “I wonder where you got that.”

Sofia’s thoughts at that instant were about as clear as a sentence written without any vowels. Sun was dangerous in more ways than one, she felt, which was oddly fitting.

After another wide smile and a quick wink, Sun disappeared.

“Sorry about that,” the Oracle apologized, “She can be a handful.”

“... She’s not your daughter, you don’t have to apologize…”

“Herm, well, yeah. Let me explain more about the quest; she gave me some details before you arrived and some things I already knew. Do you know about electricity?”

“You mean that?” Sofia started channeling a small bolt, “I’m pretty familiar with it.”

“I see, well. Did you know that this can be used to fuel its own separate kind of magic items too?”

“What?!”

“Indeed. The issue is mana messes with that very strongly, using it here is a futile endeavor. Sun really is curiosity incarnate; she has lived for longer than you can imagine, constantly looking further and further away, pushing the boundaries of what is possible and what is known. Thus, She had this temple built near Her celestial form, in a place completely devoid of mana, in hopes to study this alternative energy source, one that, unlike mana, she can produce herself.”

“Wait… Gods cannot produce mana?”

“No. Gods can only receive ours. Through the collective feelings of us sapient beings, the mana leaked through our emotions, their essence forms and replenishes; this is the source of their power.”

I’m holding onto a decent chunk of scripture’s power, then.  “If we were to disappear, what would happen?”

“They disappear too,” the Oracle answered without hesitation.

“Then… By finding another energy source, isn’t Sun trying to find a way to get rid of us?”

“No, I told you; she wants to explore more, discover more. She cannot afford to lose any part of that.”

“Yet she would give me five of her essences?” Sofia questioned.

“This…” The Oracle walked around the golden platform. “I believe She sees it as an investment. If you can reclaim the temple, not only would She be able to proceed with Her experiments, but She can get you indebted to Her. Right now you aren’t worth much, but should you keep growing, the better your image of Her, the more power she will gain back from you, to no disservice to you either. The ones suffering from this would only be the other Gods.”

Does this mean there is a competition among Gods to snatch the worship of high-level people? And they invest early… The Lords have Essences too. I wonder how that plays into this.

“Should you really be telling me all this, then? Sir Oracle.”

“You heard Her. She has no time for trickery. And from my observations, I believe the best way to rope you in is to be as honest as possible about the benefits and inconvenience of the situation.”

Not wrong.

The Oracle continues, crossing his arms, “You strike me as the kind of individual who cares about the results more than the process, Sofia. Am I wrong?”

“You’re not. I suppose you had plenty of time to learn how to analyze people’s personalities. How old are you anyway…”

“Very old, compared to you, but what does that matter? No matter how old or how strong, there are things I cannot do, and today, you are tasked with one of them. Shall I explain your mission in more detail?”

“No doubt that I’m going to take it? I really should have kept [Poker Face]... Explain away.”

“First of all, Sun cannot go to the orbital temple Herself. A few thousand years ago, she launched this temple away from our planet for the reasons I explained earlier. This city was built on the relay meant to communicate with it. Three days after the temple reached its stable orbit around the sun, She lost all contact. More elves were sent, but none came back. It took Her a while to create tools to investigate what happened; simple magic was, for some reason, insufficient. Before I was appointed, She had already given up on recovering it, She has never stated why. And now it seems She believes you may be able to fix it.”

Because of the Deep? The quest she issued clearly mentions monsters.

The Sun temple is held by creatures of the Deep? Is that a possibility? Unless she meant something else. The blessing also protects against status effects… But that’s nothing special. No, if only I can do it, then…

[Blessing of the Deep] (2/4) : The Saintomancer was granted a name.

They may see the inhabitants of the Deep.

The Saintomancer and their summons are immune to the [Mind control], [Hypnosis], [Confusion], [Insanity], [Domination], [Soul Parasite] and [Instant Death] status effects.

(Next function unlocks at 3/4)

‘They may see the inhabitants of the Deep.’ It has to be about this. Now I’m curious too.

“How do I know that teleporting there is safe? And won’t my own mana regeneration mess with the things out there if it was built expressly to be far from mana?”

“I will go with you to confirm that, if it is unsafe, I have ways to get us out, although we might be stranded in space for a few months. If it is safe, I will leave because my mana would interfere with the orbital-support system of the temple. Although I can control it somewhat, Sun’s estimations are that my simple presence would sink the temple into the sun in around twenty minutes. That is what She told me a few moments before you entered. As for your mana, it should be fine for a while; I believe this is where the three-month deadline comes from.”

You mean you produce as much mana in twenty minutes as I do in three months. That’s a level 499 for you...


Chapter 252 - Higher beings







Sofia observed the teleportation platform, wondering if it was even safe to use such an old technology, “When do we go?”

“Whenever you want. A few things, though; first of all, you will need to put these glasses on if you do not want to end up blind,” the Oracle answered, handing Sofia a pair of almost pitch-black glasses that blocked light from all directions.

Sofia tried the glasses and she couldn’t see anything anymore. “This is as good as being blind.”

“You’re going on the sun; don’t even worry about it. The other thing is, the teleportation process should take about an hour.”

“An hour?!”

“The sun is just that far from us. So, do we go now?”

“Let me think about it…Say, mister Sky, you wouldn’t happen to have a free week or two to help me practice an Angelic spell?”

“...”

“It would make the quest easier. Do you not want to help your God reclaim Her temple?” Sofia tried with a smile and a wink, just like Sun had done to her.

“What have I done… Sure, whatever. Follow me to Mornn’s training room.”



It seemed the Sun’s Oracle had a lot of free time on his hands, unlike the other high-level people Sofia had met until now. The muscular elf was clearly used to teaching; he even had his own coach chair in the Sun Saintess’s training room. He was a bit surprised that Sofia was able to use the Angels’ magic, and no matter how he tried, he never managed to replicate it, but his advice to Sofia was invaluable. She had made basically no progress on the new version of the bolt until now, and by the end of the first week, Sofia was already able to use a slightly unstable but functional copy of it.

After that, he decided to see how she fought in a mock battle against him. His reaction was word for word: ‘How in the high heavens did you survive until now?’. After which he proceeded to give Sofia a second, much more painful week of training focusing on close combat and dodging. After the second week, Sofia was the one wishing for it to end.

‘[Sprint] reached level 42’

‘[Sprint] reached level 43

‘[Sprint] reached level 44’

‘[Radiance] reached level 52’

…

‘[Radiance] reached level 57’

‘[Evasion] reached level 76’

…

‘[Evasion] reached level 98’

“Good work. This should be enough for now. Go take a good nap and a shower, I will be waiting for you in the transmission room.”

Finally over! This guy never stops. This is what a real demon looks like!

No wonder Mornn is such a freak, I’m shocked that Alith could keep up with her at all.

Sofia trudged out of the training room, hurt and on the brink of passing out; no amount of healing could cure the fatigue she felt after the hellish training.



Someone else appeared in the training room after Sofia left.

“She holds rather well, don’t you think, little Sky?”

“For a magic class, she sure does. She’s been copying system tools even. But will that be enough for where we’re sending her?”

“We can only wait and see; perhaps she won’t have to fight at all. The circumstances of the Lords and their attack on me are still vague even after all this time.”

“There wasn’t any follow-up, was there?”

“Not after I gave up on the orbital station. It was a wise choice; what happened to Curse…”

“Aren’t you asking for a beating by sending her there after all?”

“If my assumptions are correct, we should be fine. There will never not be danger when interacting with the Lords, but this might be the best way to go about it. Since they have, for once, shown interest in something. Hopefully five essences are enough of a peace offering. Worst case, I give up on the station for good.”

“This is the most surprising part to me. It’s astonishing to see them so active all at once too. Even the dormant one seems to be awakening.”

“That is her work as well.”

“What, really?!”



To be fully prepared, Sofia took the time to apply three [False immortality] runes, as well as regenerating her mana by summoning and dispelling some book skeletons, absorbing their mana through [Heat death]. Then, after the book recovered all its fog, she headed for the transmission room again.

Oracle Sky was already there when she entered the room, sitting cross-legged on the teleportation platform, slowly feeding it mana.

“Finally there. Come sit with me, as I said, this will take about an hour. Don’t forget to put on the glasses at the end.”

“Alright. I forgot to say it, but thank you for the training; I learned a lot.”

“It’s the duty of us older folks to train the new generation.”

“Would you train anyone who asks?”

“Perhaps. Few have the determination to do so, let alone to see through to the end of the training.”

“I could see that… Is it not weird to be as strong as you are? I am still nowhere near that, but… I barely feel human anymore.”

And the demon transformations aren’t helping.

“Power is but a tool. It does not change who you are, only what you can do. Simply being around people for long enough will alleviate this feeling of yours; try to avoid prolonged isolation. But the hard part is outliving those very same people. I never got used to it.”

“I don’t think I would want to get used to that. But I see; thanks for the advice… By the way, if the teleportation takes an hour, and you would sink the orbital temple by staying there for twenty minutes, how will you leave?”

“... How much do you know about teleportation?” the Oracle asked in return.

“I know the basics, soul tunnels, space stretching…”

“Good, then, what we are doing right now is sending your soul out there; it’s pretty far already.”

“Really? I don’t really feel a difference.”

“Because the mana link is uninterrupted. We will be using this to transport both of our bodies there, but I will make sure my soul stays here. After confirmation that the teleporter room is safe and that you can proceed, I will use my own soul and the path we just carved as the anchor for the return teleportation. Which will be much faster. If the teleportation platform on the other end is dysfunctional, this will not work, in which case I will bring you back with me on a space journey.”

“What about the quest?”

“If it comes to this, I am certain that the quest would become invalid and be canceled by your scribe.”



After almost an hour of idle conversation, which included asking about the Dragon handprint that Sky knew nothing about, Sofia felt space stretch around her. Before she knew it, she was sitting in a similar but larger room with all kinds of tubes, buttons, levers, and black slates around. 

“Hmm, it seems everything worked perfectly. The situation also looks rather calm. This is your last chance to turn back, Sofia. You will not be able to reactivate the teleportation platform without clearing the station and reactivating the main engine; you do not have enough mana to teleport by yourself without it.”

“Activating the engine? How do I do that?”

“It should be pretty obvious when you see it is what Sun said. Will that be all? I must leave quickly,” Sky said, his voice uneasy.

“I will be alright; see you in a bit, prepare my reward in advance.”

Sky threw his head back in laughter. “Sure thing, Saintess, sure thing. Good luck.”

Gone. Just like that.

Alright, let’s see what present the Lords have left in this space temple. I said nothing, but it’s interesting that they would attack something unprompted like this. Sun must have been doing something that She shouldn’t have here. Was She really just trying to harvest Her own energy?

Sofia tried [Identify]ing the black slates on the walls only to be welcomed by an error message.

[ERROR]

[Couldn’t establish connection, user will enter temporary Scribe Only mode]

[To avoid operating slowdown, please keep at least 10 000 mana available at all times]

[Anomalies may arise]

[You will be reconnected when possible, until then, many sub-systems will be unavailable]

Oh, yeah, right. Can’t establish connection. We’re just too far, then.

Another [Identify] cast returned different results.

[Screen]: Used to display things, currently out of power.

Oh so it’s like the wall displays in the ranking tower, got it.

Looking around the closed room, Sofia managed to find a single working screen near the door. A few lines were displayed in weak red letters, written in elvish. Sofia smiled. Finally, studying that ‘Introduction to written Elvish’ I found in Zangdar’s castle is paying off!

‘Station Power Supply Control Panel

Power Supply Status :

Main Power Supply​​OFFLINE

Secondary Power Supply​OFFLINE

Emergency Power Supply ​ONLINE

Current module status :

Trajectory correctors​​LOW-POWER

Temperature regulation​LOW-POWER

Doors​​OFFLINE

Life support​​OFFLINE

Defense system​​OFFLINE

Transmission platform​​OFFLINE

Flare protection​​OFFLINE’

Below the lines, there was a drawing of only a few lines labeled ‘trajectory’. It showed the temple represented by Sun’s rune, with a line showing its orbit around the sun. Along the orbit line, a small note said ‘502 minutes per rotation’.

I don’t know what ‘Life support’ is for exactly but it feels like having this one be off isn’t such a good thing. The doors won’t open, but that isn’t too much of an issue. I can redirect the power with the side buttons I think.

Sofia pushed the (-) button lined up with ‘Trajectory correctors’ and the (+) button for the ‘Life support module. The orbit line around the sun updated, showing that after about half a rotation, the station would end up inside the sun. Oh, that’s not good at all. She quickly reversed her changes, fixing the trajectory. So If I do that, I change my deadline from three months to 4 hours.

Deciding that the best plan of action, for now, was probably not to change any parameters at all as the place was at least stable, she was about to quickly graveyard through the door when she felt a tremor.

Somehow, her body froze. This was not the instinctual reaction that had sometimes paralyzed her in the presence of higher beings like the Archangel; it was a different, overwhelming sensation she had only really felt twice in her life.

Aphenoreth?!
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I’m free to move again. Did he leave? Didn’t even see him.

Oh, right, I better put the black glasses back on. Really can’t see much with these on…

It’s a bit harder to move here. I feel heavy.

Sofia used the graveyard skeletons to phase through the door. Now, she could use it with or without the graves popping up without much effort, and the channeling was fast enough that she could use it to almost seamlessly activate it and walk through walls anytime. The teleportation room was at the very end of a corridor with three doors on each side. Sofia tried to analyze the contents of the closed rooms with her mana senses as she passed by, to no avail, as there was no mana around. She figured this floor was probably some kind of living quarters of some sort.

I’ll come back to this later.

Sofia kept going; the skeletons grabbed her through the door at the other end of the corridor.

This one’s thicker.

The other side was a small, empty, circular room with only some vents on the side and another thick door. What’s the point of this room, even?

Going through yet another door, Sofia finally understood why the glasses the oracle had given her were so dark. This door led outside, and after climbing a short ladder up, there was no more roof or anything like it; this looked to be the highest floor of the elven temple in space. The glasses were basically black, yet Sofia still had a hard time seeing anything through the light and glare.

I don’t know why I’m surprised. The sun is really bright. The temperature on the outside is really bad too… I’m sweating already. I can survive this, but it’s quite bad. Also no air. Plenty of light, though, so I’m not going to have any issue.

Actually can’t I survive off of just my mana now? I might not even need light to breathe anymore. Of course no ambient mana around here, but I knew that already.

Sofia deactivated her armor and wings. The wings were useless here, and the armor just made the heat worse.

If something gets a surprise attack on me, I have the runes.

Ugh. I feel a bit bloated, strange.

She looked around; this top floor of the orbital temple was like an observation deck, mostly flat, with guardrails along the side, stairs going down, and weird metallic poles sticking out of the ground. To her left, Sofia spotted Aphenoreth. He was leaning on the guardrail, staring directly at the sun, motionless, his brown suit and small flat hat still the same as ever. She walked up to him, standing on his left; she looked at the sun like he did. The station was speeding forward, like gliding along the surface of the massive ball of fire.

This is incredible.

Sofia tried to talk, but she couldn’t. In fact, she just now realized that everything was silent too. She couldn't hear anything except her own heartbeat. The great ball of fire and explosions that was the sun should be really loud, she had thought, but she just didn’t hear anything.

A system window appeared out of nowhere, characters filling it one by one.

[Observe]

Reading the message, she looked at Aphenoreth; he was looking up, so Sofia also looked up.

Oh shit. Is that the planet?

It’s not as big as the sun usually is in the sky. I guess the sun is just much bigger.

Even from afar, the planet was quite colorful, mostly covered in the white of clouds and the blue of oceans. It looks a bit like… A big catalyst I could put on my staff.

Hey, I can see the moons too!

Wait, the moons? Two of them?

At first, Sofia wondered if she was looking at the wrong planet, but she couldn’t see any other ones, although it could have been hidden by the giant ball of fire blocking half her vision. Looking at the moons again, it seemed a smaller moon was ‘hiding’ behind the larger one, moving in tandem around the planet.

If it stays like that all the time… We would never see the small moon. Crazy. How many more secrets is the planet hiding like that? I definitely want to go explore the moon and the hidden moon now.

I’m really glad that VPPV is helping my eyesight, or I would barely be able to see anything. It says it helps in low light, but it really made my eyes better overall.

Once again, Sofia tried to speak in vain and instead resorted to ‘thinking loudly’, knowing that there was a good chance Aphenoreth could read her mind anyway.

Thank you for saving me last time. And I also heard that it was you who brought Alith here from her world. Thank you for that as well. And for the name. I’m really grateful.

After a few seconds of silence, Sofia ventured into asking another question.

Can we see Alith’s planet from here?

Aphenoreth’s head slowly moved; he no longer looked at the sun or the planet but at Sofia. His blank expression and black eyes didn’t convey much, but the subtle shaking of his head was the answer. He then turned again to look at the sun.

No, uh? Is it because it’s too far away… How far could it be?

Are all the stars small shining suns in the distance?

How big is all that?

Looking at it from here… It feels ridiculous. Life, death, the system, gods, everything.

Well, I’m still a part of it all, anyway. And I have a mission to work on. If I understand correctly, it’s the Deep that attacked this place. I suppose this is why you’re here. Why did you attack this in the first place?

[Regulator]

So it was Ormoncleth’s doing. If the name is anything to go by, it intervened to enforce regulations of some sort? Wouldn’t I be a bother if I interfered now, then? Could I even do anything about it anyway? What should I do?

[Quest]

A tremor went through the station, the source of the shock seemed to come from behind, so Sofia reflexively turned around, but she couldn’t see anything out of place; when she looked back, Aphenoreth had disappeared. He had left behind something on the large guardrails, a midenicite tablet.

He brought it back? Sofia thought as she grabbed the familiar piece of blue crystal. It seemed to be the same one he had previously taken from her, but the carving depicting a cold looking Aphenoreth with elf ears was no longer. In its stead was a stylized carving of Sofia and himself in front of the sun, looking at the planet.

… I’ll keep this precious gift. Thanks again…

This was significantly less scary than the previous times.

Sofia looked up at the great void above, failing to find her planet again, but her mind getting lost in the immensity of it all nonetheless.

Alright... To the quest, then, I have as clear a permission as I can get. I need to find the monsters of Ormoncleth and get rid of them, I guess, if the quest objective is anything to go by.

Seems like a tall order. Not the finding part, but…

What would Ormoncleth even do to a place like this?

Sofia looked around the whole top floor; she could make out that the main body of the station was a big upside-down pyramid, like an upside down Herzal. There were three smaller upside-down pyramids linked to it by very weak-looking bridge corridors on three of its four sides. It was a wonder that they all held, Sofia thought until she realized there was a fourth such bridge broken in the middle.

Never mind, then. Let’s hope there wasn’t anything important in that part because it’s gone for good. This doesn’t make me very impatient to explore the side pyramids… If one of these breaks off while I’m on it, I’m gone for good. It was a good call to train the piercing bolts before coming because the explosive bolts are a big no-go here.

Before anything else, Sofia returned to the interior of that level; she checked every room one by one, phasing through the doors. She had been wrong in her first assumption that it was a living space of some kind; each room was full of nothing but cables and mostly dysfunctional machinery. It seemed the energy distribution panel was in the teleportation room because all the modules it deserved were right next to it.

All safe.

With that taken care of, she returned to the roof and took the stairs down to the level below. Sofia looked left and right, not sensing any danger so far, she walked along the guardrails. This level was built like a giant balcony, going all the way around a central block of more indoor stuff with exactly one door leading into it from each side of the station. Only by doing an almost full loop around the level did she find the stairs going down to the lower level. Since it was an inverse pyramid, each level was slightly smaller than the one above. Every level looked like it followed the same pattern of an external walkway going around a square walled-off section. Sofia was debating whether to keep going down and explore the entirety of the walkway or to go back up to the second highest level and explore its interior.

As she was contemplating her options, sitting on the first step of the stairs, something on the other end of the walkway slowly showed itself as it walked the turn. It looked like an elf, but its skin was gray. It looked dead, but it slowly shambled forward, gradually revealing itself.

An elf zombie? There’s something wrong with its head…

There was something inside of the dead elf behind its cracked face, spilling out of its burst cranium. Something large and iridescent, contracting and dilating, breathing.

This isn’t a zombie at all!

It made Sofia’s hair stand on end. Shuddering, she ran back up the stairs.
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Sofia ran all the way back up to the roof of the station, where she knew for sure that nothing could ambush her from behind. It felt safer, even if it meant there was a possibility she might get cornered there. Of course she could always use the graveyard to escape, but if she was left with enough time to do that, the thing probably wasn’t dangerous enough to warrant her escape in the first place.

At least for now, it did not seem like that creature had detected her.

How do I deal with this thing?

In this place with no sound, the unlife rune hid most of her presence; she was still visible, of course, but the thing might not have been able to see, or it would have undoubtedly noticed her.

Or maybe it did, but it still did not chase me.

Let’s test the waters a bit.

The book of skeletons made its entrance, and Sofia decided to send her one dog on a hunt, the same one that had been an elven kid’s temporary guardian in the trial. For only twenty mana, it was cheap and efficient. One couldn't underestimate the damage a level 226 hound could do.

The skeleton dog departed, followed by Pareth. Pareth wouldn’t fight; he was just there to stand safely at a distance and relay the images to Sofia.

I should have done that from the beginning; I really need to start acting like a proper necromancer. I’ve been taking too much risk until now.

Pareth and the dog found the creature on the floor right under Sofia; it had gone up the stairs.

Somehow, I hoped it wouldn’t…  What is this even? Some kind of parasitic mushroom? It looks a bit like one with the honeycomb structure that opens up when it breathes…

The iridescent thing inside of the elf kept dilating and contracting. When it dilated, it filled everything, spilling out of the mouth, ears, and eyes, as well as the broken back of the head, before contracting again. When it was contracting, the elf looked almost normal; should a walking corpse be considered ordinary.

Sorry, dog, you have to go. Attack!

The skeletal hound charged forward, swiftly closing the distance, and it lunged at the creature.

The body of the corrupted elf reacted with an unnatural motion, swatting away the attacking dog and sending it crashing into the walls of the station. The wall held, which was a testament to the durability of the station rather than the power of the creature because Sofia had felt the tremor it had sent through the station from where she was.

Sofia had expected the dog to die on the spot, but it was unharmed.

Ahahah, yeah, right. I don’t know why I didn’t do the math on that, but we’re completely in a place with sunlight. Bookie’s blessing is pulling its weight.

Sofia’s moment of relief was short-lived. The elf, in a single strong movement, grabbed the dog. It moved like it had too much strength and no finesse in the control of its body, resulting in exaggerated actions. It made the scene even more unsettling. The elf brought the dog before him. The skeleton fought back, clawing and gnawing at the monster, but no visible damage was inflicted at all.

The iridescent parasite inside the elf inflated like never before, it grew and grew until it took all the space in the corridor.

What the fuck is happening?!

Sofia ordered the dog to attack the thing rather than the elf, but the result was the same, and it couldn’t free itself from the elf’s iron grip. As the iridescent parasite grew, its empty honeycombs filled up. All at once, they released their contents, and a swarm of hundreds of bulbous spider-like iridescent blobs fell to the ground and started climbing back up the elf’s legs, up to his arm, crawling on it and onto the dog.

I’m losing the connection! Dispel!

The dog disappeared in a cloud of mana mist before she completely lost her link to it; that was the good news. On the other hand, the hundreds of parasites were now skittering in the direction of Pareth after having lost their prey of choice. This was terrifying enough, but to add insult to injury, they grew tendril-shaped wings and started flying.

Shit! Jump off!

Without any hesitation, Pareth leaped over the guardrails and jumped out of the station. As he fell toward the sun, the flying bulbous things followed him.

Sofia’s eyes were glued to Pareth’s health bar. As he flew closer to the sun, there was no doubt the rising temperature would start destroying him, but it still couldn’t hurt him if it counted for less than 10% of his health at once. The instant his life started falling, he teleported back to Sofia.

She ran to the side of the floor, looking down to see if the flying things came back up, but she couldn’t spot them anywhere above the sea of fire. Hopefully, they’re dumb enough to keep going down into the sun.

‘You have probably defeated [swarm of ???]’

Probably? You don’t have to say anything if you don’t know, it’s fine…

But damn… Your enforcer things are fucking terrifying, Ormoncleth.

And if I read my blessing correctly, I’m pretty much the only person capable of seeing them.

Yeah, I think I understand why no one ever comes back from the deep now. Also, these things could fly with no air and no mana because, of course, they would be able to do that.

I need to keep an eye on that monster; I cannot let myself get cornered.

Sofia summoned her best crow out of the book, it was likely it wouldn’t be able to fly, but she wanted to be sure of it. As expected, poor Crowie couldn’t leave the ground, so Sofia grabbed it and sat it on her head. Just be a danger alarm like you were in the spirit forest, alright?

Next, she summoned a rat, but the smooth surface of the station’s walls prevented it from being able to climb down; it fell into the sun as it tried to reach the lower floor by the side wall. Sofia dispelled before it could really get there. For some reason, she felt like the blessing wouldn’t be enough to actually protect the summons from the sun itself. She even felt that if they did fall in there, they might be gone for good. Perhaps it was just her imagination going a bit wild, but she still didn’t want to try.

I could scout with the graveyard, but I don’t want to send too much mana through the walls, considering why the time limit is what it is…

What else do I have…

The giant ice spiders!

The waste of 50 000 mana was a bit of a sting, but the skeleton spiders could thread webs and walk on any walls without issues, so they would be perfect for the unusual environment of the orbital station. Their ice magic would be useless, considering how hot the area was, but it didn’t make them any less useful.

Even with the five giant spiders appearing around Sofia, the roof was still very spacious. She sent a spider down. Hanging on its thread, it confirmed the position of the shambling elf; it was slowly walking forward; at this rate, it would be on the roof where Sofia was in a few minutes. At least there were no signs of the swarm anywhere it looked.

Alright, not too bad... hang in there, keep track of its progress, and try not to let it see you.

She kept one of the spiders with her and sent the other three to the other sides; their job was to stretch a web from the roof to the three small pyramids. The spiders spread out and came back, leaving two threads of magically reinforced spider silk between each platform.

Now, if I take a bit of silk, tie myself to one thread for safety, and walk on the other…

Sofia used her silken tightrope to walk to a side pyramid. She wasn’t really skillful enough to perform such a feat, though she might have been able to if she really tried, but she just relied on [Way of the Fool]’s anti-fall function to walk on there as if it was regular stable ground. Just like that, she landed on the roof of the side pyramid without going through the dangerous corridors further below.

She turned around at that point to see the elf finally stepping out of the stairs onto the main roof. Too late, honeycomb monster!

That’s a good five hundred meters separating us now. I doubt it would be able to follow me on the thread, considering how imprecise its movements are, but I need to be careful of the flying swarm.

Though maybe it can’t use it again so soon? That would be helpful if it worked like that.

In any case, I should be careful not to give my position away.

Sofia crouched to hide behind the guardrail. She thought it was weird how this roof had one even when apparently no door or stairs led up to it, but who was she to criticize elven architecture. The spiders were spread out, hanging on the walls of the main and side stations.

I should take advantage of this thing being in an open area and not the sidewalks.

She cast [Skull Choir] with thirty human skulls in the orbital array formation. They appeared around her, but before she could even send them to attack the elf, she frowned.

They won’t actually work, will they?

She ordered one of them to attack, aiming at nothing. The skull opened its mouth, and nothing happened. No air… Of course, air attacks wouldn’t work. Just my luck… So much for trying to blow it off of the rooftop and into the sun.

And in this empty space, they can’t even sing either, completely useless!

Trying in vain to sigh because there was no air left in her lungs, Sofia dismissed the skull choir. I need to wait for the three-minute cooldown to try the worm skulls now…

And if they don’t work, I’ll just bolt the damn thing!

Sofia was making her plans to try to take out the monster when the spiders became agitated.

All of them? What’s going on?

Sofia’s head peeked over the guardrail, to her great dismay, she saw that the parasite inside the elf had grown large tendril-like wings, just like a scaled-up version of the ones its swarm had grown before.

She very quickly crouched back down.

The lack of air stifled a bout of nervous laughter.

Ah, yes. Just what I needed.
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An important detail about the corrupted elf growing wings was that he had been clearly looking in the direction of Sofia.

With few options left, she did two things, the first was to start channeling the graveyard, and the second was to order the skeleton spiders to jump straight into the sun if the elf found them. She debated leaving Pareth alone on the roof to confront the thing and see if he could at least injure it, but ultimately decided against it. Losing Pareth now would be more than a bit annoying.

She finally phased through the roof of the small inverted pyramid section she had been on before the monster could reach her. The cold grasp of the graveyard skeletons had never felt so warm. Since Sofia had been on the border of the roof, she was currently sinking through the external wall.

Can I spot those things while I’m in the spirit plane? Coming out of the wall at a random place could be dangerous. I can feel that this side section has three floors. At least there’s nothing ‘alive’ in there, nothing that has mana or a soul, at least…

The graveyard skeletons themselves could change freely from one plane to another; they were in a constant in-between, so as two of them kept pulling Sofia down, she ordered another to check if there were any elves in the first room and, if so, to come back into the wall immediately. The skeleton barely poked the front of its face out of the wall before it reeled back inside.

Pull me down faster!

I saw when I was walking on the spider rope that the door to the lowest level was just open. Hopefully, there’s a closed room on the middle floor…

Though she could vaguely map out the place due to most physical things being largely transparent in the spiritual plane, it also made the exact details hard to grasp. People’s bodies and most small objects especially didn’t really show up except for their soul and mana. But thick structures like walls, trees, and such they existed as these white layers of cloudy fog in a sea of white light everywhere. Long story short, she had to trust the graveyard skeletons to find a safe landing point free of elven horror. And though it pained her to admit it, the graveyard skeletons were her dumbest skeletons by a long shot. They just weren’t very bright when it came to anything that wasn’t ‘pull thing into ground’.

Still, the skeletons apparently found it safe to bring her out in the central room of the second floor. Just in case, she stuck her hand with the storage ring out of the wall, and as soon as it started to turn corporeal, she dumped Pareth out of there and looked through his eyes.

No elves. Thank fuck…

Sofia’s feet got caught in a bunch of metal doodads when she stepped out of the wall, [Way of the fool] narrowly saving her from falling face first on the brick floor as she stumbled forward into a gravity-defying position.

Just then, she lost connection to the two skeleton spiders that had been in the same place as her, which she decided to label the north building.

So that thing really followed me, as well as found and attacked the spider. I didn’t even realize it had jumped.

Until then, Sofia had still wanted to hold onto the foolish hope that perhaps these weren’t wings but some kind of feelers that just happened to look like the small things’ wings, but no, these were wings as well. She wanted to curse more, but she forced herself to calm down; panic wouldn’t help her. At least the thing had gone after the spider and not her, so that was something. Now, she had to hope that her trip to the spirit plane had been enough for it to lose her tracks.

Finally, she took some time to observe the room she was in. There was a lot of strange machinery everywhere. It was very reminiscent of the room in which she and Alith had fought the previous owner of Zangdar.

These won’t start spewing out steam, right?

Sofia’s next reflex was to walk up to the heavy metal door and try to open it; she was relieved to find that it was completely stuck like the other doors she had seen until now.

Nothing entered here in forever, I bet. So as long as I don’t do anything, I should probably be safe here, maybe. I don’t have anything better, at least…

Reflexively, Sofia tried identifying things in the room, but except for stuff like levers and buttons, the scribe seemed just as lost as herself when it came to knowing what these things were for. It seemed to be a whole thing, all linked to a big mechanical block in the middle of the room. The more Sofia looked, the less she understood until she found a locked glass case on a wall in between countless tubes and gears.

Behind the glass, on which the elvish words for ‘do not open without permission’ were engraved, she could see a thick book titled: ‘Flare protection module models’.

That at least answers what this room is for. Kind of.

There was a ‘flare protection’ module listed as offline on the main power panel. I don’t know what a flare is in this context. I doubt it has anything to do with the flare arrows of the Paladin scouts, but whatever it was, the protection clearly wasn’t good against a Deep Lord’s envoys.

There was a ‘defense system’ module too. I guess this was the one actually meant to protect against intruders. Maybe reactivating it could be helpful if I’m not part of what it tries to defend the place from… Who knows how much I’m mistranslating anyway? Half these words I have to guess.

Reactivating the station’s modules could be a good first step to try to get rid of these things.

Honestly, it’s interesting that this facility is in such good shape, considering what roams inside. The south building is missing but I haven’t seen much damage besides that. I guess the root question is why would Ormoncleth prevent its operation yet not just sink the whole thing.

Sofia felt a tug at her consciousness; the remaining skeletal spiders weren’t disconnected, but they were clearly trying to send some kind of message; they were showing the same kind of agitation they had when the monster had grown wings.

What is it now?

Pareth appeared next to Sofia; the room could host his large body without trouble, as elves were usually quite tall. He pointed at something on the side of the room before disappearing into her ring again. Some kind of barred hole. What’s that, air vents? It’s not like the elves can fit…

The revelation of what was to come made her skin crawl; she hurriedly channeled the [Graveyard of the righteous]. The swarm!

Without any kind of scouting, she sank straight through the floor to the lower level, her head phasing through the ground just in time to catch a glimpse of the sprawling mass of bulbous creatures gushing out of the vent.

Frantically looking around, she cursed in her heart; this room had the exact same kind of air vents; she rushed to the closed door and phased through. Now, in a corridor, she freaked out at the sight of even more air vents. Now that she knew about them, she could see them everywhere.

She ran randomly, phasing into every room she could find to see if any was safe. She couldn’t hear the swarm crawling in the walls, but more than once, she spotted their presence from the corner of her eyes as she phased through the walls. She had never been so thankful for a place to be so large and to have such a complicated layout; had the building been smaller, she would have been quickly surrounded.

In a hurry, she summoned her own swarm out of the book, the 100 rats.

Spread out, map the whole place, use the vents, and dispel yourself if the things so much as come close to touching you!

The rats quickly ran off, using the vents to their advantage; they were quick to spread around but also quick to disappear. Sofia hid inside the walls; this was soon to be the only safe place left on this floor.

The rats quickly found out that the swarm already occupied most of the building. The only place still relatively free was the third floor. They knew where I was from the start then, didn’t bother searching up there. That’s bad news…

It was then that the few remaining rats made a discovery. A single room for which they couldn’t find a way in. A room without air vents. Sofia was elated by the discovery until she understood where this was.

It was the room on the third floor that Sofia had passed by on her way down. The one she had skipped because the graveyard skeletons had detected the presence of an elf.


Chapter 256 - The random junk you collect along the way







If I want to keep my unlife runes up, I can’t keep wasting mana hiding in the walls…

Sofia had her ghostly skeletons carry her through the thick walls up to the third floor, taking special care to avoid the air vents.

The skeletons had previously backed up from that room, letting Sofia know that there was an elf in there, but the graveyard skeletons were quite dumb, so maybe they had been mistaken. Slowly nearing the closed room, Sofia focused without producing any results; to her senses, that room was still empty. Carefully, she poked a finger out of the wall to let Pareth out.

She felt a wave of relief when she discovered there was no iridescent creature lying in ambush inside.

So there was actually an elf… Credit where credit is due, I was the one giving a bad order this time…

In the spacious room, which seemed to be an office of some kind with much machinery of undecipherable use everywhere, a long-dead elf sat in an armchair.

Like a dried-up zombie. Looks like he tore down some of the machines to reinforce the door and plug the vents. This steel must be pretty damned strong if it can stop the level 200 rats.

Sofia’s first order of business was to make sure these barricades would hold. Basically, she just stacked more heavy things in front of the door and the vents. It wouldn’t stop the elven parasite thing, but it should be enough to fend off the swarm, which seemed to lack any attacking power whatsoever besides probably spreading the parasite on contact.

I never tried attacking them, did I? Well, I don’t really know how. The whip is the best option, maybe, assuming I can even hurt them.

Turning her attention toward the dead elf, Sofia quickly understood what had transpired in this place. The state of the room and the corpse told her all she needed to know.

This elf must have witnessed what had happened to the other elves. He had first barricaded himself and when he ran out of supplies, had decided to leave this world on his own accord rather than risk becoming one of the monsters.

And his body has survived long enough to tell the tale. It should have become nothing but a pile of dust by now. I suppose without air it works differently; no maggots or carrion-eaters either.

The fact that anything still works here after who knows how many thousands of years of neglect speaks volumes about both this strange environment and the elven technology. I can clearly see now that the mage in zangdar was studying the same kind of thing. I wonder if his own version would be considered an upgrade or the contrary…

I shouldn’t let myself get distracted. I have three months; how do I kill the corrupted elves? First, I need to know how many there are. Maybe there’s only one…

Sofia focused on her link with the few remaining rats, she hoped they could flee and survive long enough to be useful still. She quickly understood that no matter where they went, they couldn’t hide from the swarm, which seemed to track them wherever they fled to. Still, a few of them managed to survive by leaving the building altogether and finding refuge in the dark corners of the main building.

The ones left in the same building as her all got tracked down by the swarm and dispelled themselves before they could be taken. She could only lay low for a while and hope that her rune of unlife masking the heat and mana she produced would be enough to escape the scrutiny of the swarm. Considering it had found her once before, she was not hopeful.

Thus, she hid in her sealed room with a long-dead elf for sole company. She wanted to try to feed it to her book; it still had a skeleton, after all, but it would have to wait; she couldn’t risk using any external mana right now.



Laying low had paid off, nothing came to bother for the next hour, after which she put all the things she had thought of during that time into action.



In Sofia’s hand was a bone-made wireframe three-dimensional map of the entire northern inverted pyramid she was stuck in. After the spiders on the outside had to jump off, confirming that the elven-hosted monstrosity had left her for now, she sent one of her measly three surviving rats to check for the presence of the swarm. It was gone. Following that, she had them carefully lay out a plan of the place for her by ordering them to walk along every corner of every room, staying close to the wall when possible. It was then a ‘simple’ task of precisely making a small-scale bone sculpture out of their movements. She could easily track tens of birds on a flat map back in the trial’s labyrinths, but in three dimensions, following three speedy rats was already pushing it. She had to order them to slow down multiple times just to be able to keep up. Eventually, though, the result was worth the headache.

Despite only understanding the layout of rooms and vents without any indication of what room had what purpose, she wouldn’t have to navigate this part of the orbital temple blindly anymore. She also knew for certain that there were no other hostiles in there for now, which was a great relief.

Alright, next up is some reading.

Fishing around inside of her ring, among all of her chaotic but organized mess of possessions, she finally found the one book from Zhǎng Lú’s collection that she hadn’t read yet; it was a thick soft-cover book titled ‘Field usage of power cores in deployment of mana isolation fields and high-frequency lattice shields’

She needed a way to use a lot of mana without risking drawing Ormoncleth’s spawn’s attention, so Zangdar’s ‘mana isolation field’ was potentially exactly what she needed. She still had the power cores and the strange brass contraption that came with it, having never used them after getting them from the very same ring she still stored them in. Of course, she had contemplated learning to use it more than once, but the book was a pain to sit through. She didn’t understand a quarter of the words on each page. Either way, now she had the opportunity to use the damn thing, she would try again. Perhaps her newfound experience in deciphering the Draconic language would help her guess the meaning of the unknown words.

It hadn’t been an hour before she wanted to give up. Her progress was terribly slow, and she was on a tight time limit. She couldn’t afford to spend two of her three months reading a book. As she decided to close the book, she felt a small shock in her brain, and her health tracker opened.

Sir Scribe?

Sofia focused on the health bar; in front of it, another small system notification flashed for a fraction of a second. It sent a wave of pain through Sofia’s skull that made her reel back, gritting her teeth.

[pil]

As far as the Scribe’s communication attempts went, this was the tamest pain backlash from it to date. It was pretty clear to Sofia now that the scribe knew very well how to communicate but for some reason, wasn’t allowed to. Even when in scribe-only mode, the system must have had some safeguards in place to prevent scribes from acting out of place.

Pil?

Another riddle like last time? Or it could be just ‘Pill’, but an L got erased to save a character?

Pills… These? Right, I have three of them. Never ate them because Sen said I should level up a few times to be safe before getting more stats.

[Processing pill] : Consume to gain 5000 maximum processing.

Item level : 200.

Grade : Flawless.

Now is a good time, I suppose? Is ‘Processing’ meant to help me with the book? I hope this is what you meant because I don’t really see it if ‘pil’ is meant to be something else.

Oh, right, I still have this thing too.

[Scroll of assisted inspiration] : Infuse it with mana after writing your current issue on it; the system will provide you inspiration to resolve the problem. One-time use.

Item level : 100.

Grade : Flawless.

The situation isn’t desperate enough to use that now, but that’s an option… If it even works? It could very well not, considering the system apparently doesn’t reach here. Kind of strange that it could reach into the margin to Zangdar but not to the sun, which shouldn't be that far in comparison. I mean, it’s in the same plane at least.

Sofia really wanted to make the ‘mana compartment field’ work.  If she was right and the monster tracked her from her mana emission, it would allow her to create a safe space where she could relax, regenerate her mana, and try things without worry. And she would do it then and there and try to feed the dead elf to her book, which she knew usually spilled a lot of mana everywhere. The Book of skeletons, in general, was constantly leaking mana fog when it was out. Comparatively, she could take a regular book in and out of her storage ring a hundred times before using that much mana.

Alright, let’s eat the pills for the weird stat and hope this doesn’t make me more visible to the monster somehow.


Chapter 257 - Terms and conditions







Sofia wanted to try eating the three pills at once, hoping that it would help her better feel the effects and understand what the ‘Processing’ stat did.

It could be a bit dangerous, though.

But also, I have three runes on; it’s not like it’s going to kill me three times over, even if there’s some pill toxicity.

At the same time, they will magically enhance my body, so I don’t want it to emit too much mana… I’m going to have to take them one by one, I guess; maybe I’ll still see the difference anyway.

Sofia ate the first of the small pills.

They could seriously work on the taste a bit.

She chewed and patiently waited for the pill to take effect, but she couldn’t really feel any change, so she ate another one. Still nothing. After she had consumed all three, she still had no idea what these could possibly do. Unsure what to make of this, she opened the book again. It was the same thing with the same unknown words, and yet Sofia felt that she understood the meaning much easier now.

How does that even work?

It’s like… Like, I think a bit better? Like a sudden burst of clarity, except that’s my new baseline? No, more like I can focus harder. I can’t quite put my finger on it.

But that sure helps! I should be able to understand most of this book now, it’s still just guessing for the most part, but it’s easier now. So processing is like baseline intelligence, in a way. The ability to understand things faster? I bet that’ll help with modifying spells.

Well, thank you very much for the timely reminder, Mr. Scribe. Onwards with the cryptic book!



Even with a simplified learning process, the book was still very technical and full of unknown words, but after spending half a day on it, Sofia was certain she could set up at least the mana isolation field without trouble. The shield looked like it was much harder to use, so much so that three-quarters of the book were dedicated only to it.

First, insert an empty power core in the lower socket of the brass engine…

To adjust the range, turn the thing below the third spiky wheel…

After a good three minutes of fiddling with different buttons and dials all over the machine, Sofia finally heard a ‘click,’ which meant the engine was ready to start.

Now, all I have to do is insert at least fifty thousand mana in there, preferably in a short time.

So, either it works, and the mana isolation field hides the mana emissions, or I’m becoming a big beacon of mana for the elf monster and its swarm to collapse onto. I better double-check that I set it all up correctly…



It works!

In a bubble around Sofia, contained inside the room, she could see the excess wastes of the mana she just used to start the engine; it was all trapped within. And now, if I step out of it… I can’t see the mana!

To think you can set up something like this anywhere. That’s quite something.

Finally, Sofia could dispel her unlife runes and watch her mana slowly come back up. It was only a quarter of the usual speed because there was no ambient mana to fuel her regeneration. If I stay here to have the zone soak up my excess mana once I’m full, I can use it as a fast mana regeneration bubble later.

I should make a small sun ritual circle inside while I’m at it. She’s the employer, no reason for Her not to help.

After the ritual activated, her regeneration went up from about 86 to 102 points per second.

Better than nothing.

Finally, she could let bookie loose without fear of it attracting the monster. The old elven corpse disappeared in the fog between the pages. Sofia grabbed the levitating book and inspected the newly formed page. As expected, it was a single elven skeleton, going for a measly 500 mana. Should I say it’s worth two and a half paladins, or rather a twentieth of a Templar?

Sofia summoned the skeleton. Like most other skeletons from the book, it did not move without an order. No weapon, not much magic; what is he?

[Solar Engineer Elf - Lv. 226]

Engineer? Something to do with that thing being called a brass engine? The Zangdar hero did have an elven wife, so there is some kind of link. Hmm… Didn’t I see a similar word somewhere recently? I did, I'm pretty sure, like in an [Identify] description. Oh yeah, that’s it; the weird walls on the flying island were supposedly ‘Dwarven Engineering’... Walls have nothing to do with this engine contraption, though. I might have been jumping to conclusions too fast.

But then. What can you do?

Can you make walls? Were you the wall repairman or something like that? Annoying that I can’t see its skills. Show me what you can do. But don’t leave the bubble, and don’t break the room.

The skeleton executed the orders. It walked up to the seat that used to host its dead body and started with a light touch, disassembling it. It had only taken a few seconds; the previous elven design seat had become three neatly arranged piles of metal, stone, and leather, with a handful of nails and thick jagged screws on the side. It was still the same old materials in the same form, waiting to be reassembled.

That’s it?

The skeleton proceeded to start drawing in empty space, its fingertip leaving behind luminous trails of unmoving light. The drawing of a chest appeared, and when the skeleton was done drawing, the light expanded and shot over the materials, sticking them together until they formed the same chest the skeleton had just drawn. A stone and metal chest with an interior lined in leather, complete with an integrated lock and assorted keys.

Interesting. Can you make anything as long as you have the materials?

The skeleton didn’t move, but Sofia understood that the answer was probably no.

What about defending yourself?

The skeleton disassembled the chest and drew a large shield and a rapier; instead, once assembled, it promptly equipped them.

I see. The materials are really limiting. I’m guessing you can assemble some crazy stuff because if not, I don’t see how you’d survive with just custom-made swords and shields.

One thing she noted about the process was that the creation of items sometimes cut the materials into smaller pieces, but it didn’t seem to be able to stick them back together. However, she could clearly feel that the sword and shield's relative power and toughness were much better than that of the base materials; they were infused with cyclical flows of mana, the same as her own spine-sword-whip.

This is a great find! It won’t be very useful in battle, but the quick manufacturing of items would make many craftsmen die of jealousy. It will no doubt be very useful… Just not now.

Great skeleton, terrible context. I wish it could tell me what it’s still living past him knew about the weird Deep parasites. Why can’t skeletons talk…

Sofia hadn’t yet unsummoned the book of skeletons; she felt it become agitated. What’s up with you? It shook a bit and opened by itself, weakly ejecting a small piece of jewelry. A ring? Oh, I didn’t even loot the corpse before feeding Bookie. He usually eats everything, so why spit out the ring?

[Ring of the clean hand]: This silver ring has been imbued with fluid-repellent magic. It prevents liquids from sticking to your hand.

Pretty random, but I’ll take it. Liquids already don’t stick to my gloves, though. I guess I’ll give it to Alith.

Now, let’s carve the runes again and go on a hunt!



Sofia had first expanded the size of the mana isolation zone past the walls of the room before having the graveyard crew take her to the other side. Staring down the abandoned corridor, she immediately remembered being chased by the iridescent swarm and had a sudden urge to go back to the safety of her closed room.

It’s gonna be alright… These things aren’t very intelligent, or I’d be long dead. I’ll be fine…

The eternal silence of the solar station only added to the pressure she felt. Being deaf in such a dangerous environment was more terrifying than any monster she’d heard until then. With the place and the enemies being devoid of mana, her mana senses were also useless. She had to deal with two of her senses being cut out. Weirdly enough, she could still smell some faint odor of something burning when she was not even breathing, but that wasn’t much information to go with. Probably just the smell of the sun?

Sofia carefully made her way down to the lowest floor of the building; she followed her three-dimensional map to the entrance walkway that linked this subsection to the main building; there were no windows anywhere, so this was the only way she could check on the outside without having to go through the walls.

Still flying right above the sun… Oh shit. Hey, Sun, this is a bit too much, don’t you think?

From this new point of view, she had spotted something she hadn’t noticed before. At the bottom tip of the inverted pyramid main building, there was what looked like a long pole going down, straight into the sun. Sofia had followed its path down with her gaze; it was hard to see up to where it really extended; staring straight at the ball of fire and trying to see small details wasn’t exactly easy, even with protection. But the part that gave Sofia an existential crisis was not the pole itself nor the sun beneath. It was the giant iridescent whale-like creature that ‘swam’ at the surface of the sun for a second before fading under a sea of raging fire.

She checked the quest again.

[Sun’s ordinance : Meet Sun’s Oracle in Herzal; Defeat all monsters in the Orbital Sun Temple]

No. No, no, no, no.

It’s not IN the temple. It doesn’t count.

It cannot count.

This thing is the size of a city.

I’m already having trouble dealing with a single small one.

There’s no way I’m supposed to get rid of that.

Am I right?

Please…


Chapter 258 - That’s what she saw







Sofia was still at the door of the walkway. She had been staring at the sun until her eyes started to hurt, which wasn’t too long, but the Deep whale hadn’t resurfaced.

Maybe I saw wrong. Ahah.

Let’s just say that I did… I need to focus on the small one first. There may be multiple even. If they took over every elf that was manning the temple except those that managed to end up like the engineer one I found.

Let’s hope there weren't too many personnel in this temple.

Who am I kidding? This place is big enough to host hundreds of people… But I only saw one on the outside, so that’s promising. They’re clearly powerful enough to break the walls and doors, but they don’t, so that’s also good news.

Perhaps if I just made a bone cube to hide inside of, they wouldn’t even try to break it to get to me.

I’m not going to try that, though.

But I could try walling them off... The range on [Bone dominus] is only twenty-two meters, but if I hide behind a wall and use a fog skeleton as a lure… Well, one thing at a time.

First, let’s locate that thing again.

Sofia walked back into the northern building, carving open a hole in a random room’s door with her mithril weapon before returning to the walkway. She brought out the book and used the page with a single rat, unsummoned the book, and ran back to hide further in the room she’d just opened.

Lords, I was so scared that it might be coming from behind me…

As she hid, the rat quickly advanced, stopping in the middle of the walkway. Sofia really hoped that the elf monster wasn’t in the same building as her anymore. If it had gone back to roaming on the path around the main building, not only did it mean she wasn’t currently stuck in the same place the monster was, but also that she could reliably set up traps on the path the monster liked to return to. If it was just walking at random, then the situation would be a bit worse.

It did not take long for the rat to move. It jumped on the spot once before running off to the main building. Bad news.

If the monster came walking from the main building, the rat was to wait until it came close and jump into the sun. If not, then it was to lure it towards the main building. One jump before that meant that it had come from the sky, while two jumps meant that it was a swarm that had come.

It really came flying again?!

The rat should lure it away, at least…

I’ll have an issue if that thing comes flying as soon as I try to use mana, but it took about ten seconds to get here. I can work with that.

I’ve seen with the dog that physical attacks were a desperate cause.

If the whale is anything to go by, even the sun’s temperature isn’t a reliable way to kill them. What does that even leave me with?

Trying to cast a bolt is just gonna give my position away, not counting the damage it would do to the temple. The rot would also attack the structure, so it’s annoying to use.

Oh, the rat jumped down. Good job, you survived quite a long time. Hmm well. Let’s return to my safe room and get to work.



It took Sofia several days to think of a proper plan and to set it up. She was currently in her safe room, but she had prepared a trapped room not far from there. Getting it right had been a tedious process. She had to make sure to lure away the monster first every time she wanted to use magic outside of her mana isolation zone. She couldn’t expand it more despite having enough power cores for that because she simply didn’t have enough mana to fill them up. Not in a short time at least, and this trapped room was the only place near it where the architecture was right for her plans without tearing everything down.

It was a relatively small room of about seven meters long and large that she emptied by hand. She had checked the interior of nearby walls with her graveyard skeletons for any pipes that might get damaged before she pierced small holes leading to two other rooms and carved her own door to a third room. There was also a hole in the ceiling that led to the outside and more stuff she had prepared on the side. Most importantly, every square centimeter of wall, floor, and ceiling in both this room and the adjacent ones was covered in a thin layer of smooth white bone.

She left the safe room to go into one of the side rooms. From the small hole in the wall, she had a perfect view on the middle of the trapped room and the hole to the opposite side room.

She had also replaced most of the floor’s doors with bone doors to make moving around easier and safer; only the safe room she didn’t touch since it worked perfectly how it was.

Her side-room was partially covered by the mana isolation field’s boundary allowing her to hide inside it or to come out to use her magic on the other side if needed.

Such a convoluted layout all for that one monster…

I know now that it’s dumb enough to follow the rat every time, so I can have it come here multiple times. That’ll be really important. Unless the first plan works.

Once more, she summoned the poor lonely rat out of the book, but along with the three templars this time. The templars stood unmoving inside of the isolation zone while the rat scampered at full speed through the air vents, down to the first floor, and onto the open-air walkway, at the same spot he returned to every time.

Without surprise, the elf abomination came flying, but for the first time, it was led inside of the northern pyramid. The rat led it through the corridors and up the stairs, luring it toward the trapped room.

As the monster flew behind the rat, trying and failing to grab it multiple times due to its imprecise movements, Sofia and the templars got in place. Sofia stayed inside of the isolation zone, channeling a piercing angel bolt with one templar to her side. The second one took the bone doors to reach the opposite side room, and the third one was behind a door leading to the trapped room, ready to rush in if need be.

The templar on the opposite side’s job was to leverage his invincibility that came from the sunlight leaking into the room through a hole in the ceiling that Sofia had made. He was to intercept the bolt should it somehow go through the elf to avoid destroying the elven machinery that was, unfortunately, on the other side in the next room.

The rat entered the trapped room. The elf and his iridescent parasitic Deep puppetmaster followed. Sofia stepped out of the isolation zone, and the monster was lined up with the hole in front of her. She released the Angel’s bolt.

The precautions to intercept the bolt with the templar proved useful; the bolt crashed into the elf’s torso, carving a hole straight through and coming out from the other side and into the templar’s raised sword.

What exactly…

The elf was pierced, but the parasite inside of it was unharmed. It was as if the bolt had phased through it like Sofia liked to phase through walls. Sofia was a bit unsettled by the unforeseen result, but she proceeded with her plans nonetheless.

Out of her storage ring and directly over the elf, she summoned a bone cage, blessed by bone dominus, and had the ground of the trapped room instantly open up slightly to let it slide into it, locking it in place.

With the monster trapped, she activated [Heal Undead]. The pillar of light formed in the void on the outside, shining onto the roof and streaming into the trapped room by the hole in the ceiling.

The dried and cracked corpse of the elf was instantly covered in rot. But once again, the creature inside seemed unharmed, the holy light bouncing off of its iridescent skin like it hit many small mirrors, dispersing it in every direction.

Sofia was happy that her precautions against her own attacks worked, the templar soaking up the bolt and the bone-covered walls being protected against the rot. But she couldn’t say the same about the success of her experiment.

The parasite slid out of its host body, leaving the dead elf behind; Sofia saw a glimpse of the monster’s true form as it fled, sliding through the bars of the cage.

If she correctly understood what she saw, the monster was actually a larger version of the bulbous spider-like things that made the swarm. The only difference was that the top of the bulb had bloomed into the constantly expanding and contracting honeycomb structure that birthed the little swarmlets.

The parasite fled, and Sofia also followed her protocol in case of the monster’s escape, she ran to the back wall and used the graveyard skeletons to phase right back into her safe room.

She trembled in disgust as she pictured the parasite sliding out of the dead elf’s body again and again in her mind. Yet, deep inside, she rejoiced. The trap room hadn’t been worthless; for the first time, the monster had fled.


Chapter 259 - Blood runs Deep







About a week later, Sofia was having a hard time; forcing the monster out of the elf’s body had been a mistake. Before then, it was still quite slow when it walked and predictable, it used to follow the rat Sofia used as a lure without fail. Now, its behavior had completely changed. It had never stepped into the trapped room again and didn’t follow the rat. Instead, it ran around the corridors, fleeting from hiding spot to hiding spot. It was impossible to keep track of it, and Sofia had to be very careful about anything she tried.

The parasite had just ambushed her rat.

Shit, I lost connection.

The book of skeletons shivered in her hand; it opened by itself, showing the page of the rat. The page burst up in smoky blue flames and burned down in an instant.

The rat’s page was gone.

No! My skeleton!

That’s not… They can do that?!

I was right to be wary from the start. What now? Does that mean the rat is a beehive thing too now? I hope it didn’t keep Sun’s blessing if it is…

Dealing with a single one is hard enough…

This better have been worth it.

The rat getting caught wasn’t a simple byproduct of Sofia's inattention; it was actually another experiment of hers. The skeleton rats, in general, had no combat skills whatsoever, but they were very smart, fast, and uncannily aware of their surroundings. It was no coincidence it had managed to evade the Deep creature’s grasp until now.

Though I would have liked it better if I didn’t lose it.

The goal of the experiment was to try coating the monster with some of the black shade dust that had been in her storage ring for a while. It seemed that attacks like the angel’s bolt went straight through the monster’s iridescent body, but the rot-spreading holy light had actually been reflected by its skin when it was in the trap room. So, if Sofia could just cover its skin with something more conducive to the light, she might be able to cover the monster with rot.

In her downtime while the rat worked in tandem with the engineer skeleton to create powder-splashing traps and spread them around, she had been practicing to get the spell version of [Heal Undead]. Having more control over the rot spread would allow her to avoid hitting the temple by accident and might also allow her to use it in restricted spaces. It wasn’t quite there for now, but there was progress. In Sofia’s opinion, both her experience with tampering skills and the effects of the Processing pills were helping her progress fast. Fast enough that she had good hopes to get this done in just a few more days instead of months.

It also helped that the magic behind [Heal Undead] was quite simple, but thinking about that would lower her sense of accomplishment.

So far the shade dust traps had all failed. At first she thought the monster was simply too fast to get hit, but by going herself and exploring from as far as she could stand, she had seen why her traps never worked. The powder simply flew through the monster like the angel bolt had. As if the creature was not of this world, a ghost of sorts.

Sofia had missed it because, until then, the elf had been actively interacting with the world around it, mostly by trying to grab the rat. For some reason, it still walked on the ground and never tried to go through walls, but it certainly wasn’t a physical entity anymore.

Not entirely, at least.

To grab the rat, it would have to be somewhat physical, was Sofia’s hypothesis.

So she let the rat get caught. During the time that it touched the rat, it would have been sprayed by a nice rain of black shade dust. If that could actually stick to its skin, there were two possibilities. If it had brought the powder with it into its own dimension, which was probably the Deep, chances were that she could now touch that with the light and spread the rot. If not then maybe being covered in the powder would force it to stay fully in the physical plane, in which case she could probably actually pierce it with a bolt now.

The worst-case scenario would be if it shed the powder as soon as it stopped being a physical entity.



The next day, Sofia confirmed that the rat had indeed become the host of a small iridescent honeycomb. As luck would have it, skeletons weren’t great hosts for the monsters.

The rat was, in fact, exactly where the ambush had taken place. The creature was growing inside the skull, but the magic that kept the bones together had faded. So, the actual host of this newborn Deep creature was not a rat skeleton but a rat skull. It looked like the small host prevented the creature from developing correctly, its many spider-like legs were weak and wobbly, unable to even lift it. It was also covered in sparse patches of black powder, just like the ground around it.

It grew small tentacular wings when Sofia approached, which seemed to come at a cost, as the honeycomb instantly shriveled to a size smaller than it already was. Pareth was quick to appear and used his [Chains of the four seals] to restrain it. The magical chains of light were one of the many things Sofia had tested for Rot-conductivity while she was stuck inside of her safe room. The conclusion was the chains were able to spread the rot through direct contact.

The rot grew on the ground where the chains sprouted from, but that couldn't be avoided, more importantly, they were firmly grabbing the monster.

It works?

It works!

IT WORKS!

Sofia wanted to yell, but her lungs were still desperately empty. She was enthralled by the cathartic sight of the tiny honeycomb monster shriveling under the attack of the rot. The monster contained no mana to feed the rot, so it was instantly getting consumed instead. Though the rot wouldn’t survive for long without a mana source to feed on, the monster was still small enough to get consumed entirely ten times over.

Soon, it popped like a bubble, weakly dumping its liquid contents all over the floor. Sofia jumped back to avoid being touched by the sudden splash, but the liquid did not look especially dangerous. It had the same iridescent property as the monster and seemed a bit more viscous than water.

Deep blood?

Sofia was torn between taking a sample, trying to get rid of the liquid, or simply leaving it there. Pareth’s appearance and his skill, as well as the rot, had all used mana; the other monster knew their current location now, so they couldn’t dally. In the end, she left the blood as is and fled as fast as she could.

Sitting in a bone chair in the safe room once again, Sofia’s smile of victory did not last long. She was almost out of the black true shade dust. She re-read its description again.

[True Shade Dust]: The remains of a purified True Shade killed by holy light. Can be used to fuel rituals, brew potions, or dye clothing and armor. Does not reflect any light. Highly flammable while in powder form; store with caution!

I still have plenty of the white version, but it says that it scatters all light instead of not reflecting any. That’s the exact opposite of what I want to do. I just need them to absorb the light.

As it is, I can probably have engineer skeleton to make three more traps, maybe double that if I go around trying to sweep the remains of the previous traps.

Maybe I could use the carbon that’s left behind by the rot. It won’t consume the bones I’ve touched, but I can still eat the blood from [Summon Blood], so I can technically get an infinite amount. It’s a black powder, too, but it’s more shiny. Perhaps it would still work as a good replacement.

In fact maybe just covering the monsters in blood could work.

It’s kind of funny that I killed the shades by splashing them with silverwater, and used their remains to throw at other monsters to kill them. If I collect the Deep blood, can I throw it at something else to kill it? Keep the chain running?

Hmm…

Is that the kind of thing I find fun now? I used to be into reading books. The stress is getting to me, I think…

I really, REALLY hate the damn silence of this place.

The sun is like a big giant explosion, for hell's sake. It has no right being so silent!

These last two years really did some damage to my personality, didn’t they?

Well… Actually, it was weird from the start. I never exactly had what I’d call a normal life.

I should take a break after this.

If Saria is safe with a Dragon, then she can wait a bit. If anything, she should be the one coming to help me. She's not the one who's gonna die in a few weeks.

She probably would come, if only she knew…

I hope the others are doing better.


Chapter 260 - The little things







The throwables are ready.

Sofia was already taking a liking to the engineer skeleton. She could just give him a bunch of bones and random crap from her storage ring, and he would make useful items out of it in a few minutes. It seemed the items made like this were limited to mostly non-magical but this was already great. Right now, she was playing with her eight shade-dust-balls. Now I just have to throw it at the thing, and it’ll be covered in dust. Then I blast it with the light.

Her training with [Heal undead] had reached an interesting threshold. She could now cast it pretty much anywhere and in any direction, no matter the available space. But if she did, it was locked as a 10m large beam of light. Though it wasn’t as good as she hoped, it was good enough for the purpose of the quest. She had done some testing, and thanks to the lack of mana in the temple, the rot wouldn’t survive long after being applied. A flash of light would apply enough rot to eat through about a centimeter of the temple’s walls. As long as she didn’t overuse it in a single area or hit the mechanical elven structures that kept the whole thing afloat above the sun, she would be alright. She wanted to believe that, at least, because with only three months total to finish the quest, she couldn’t spend forever customizing the [Heal Undead] spell; in fact, she already only had about a month left, and training to alter spells was truly time-consuming.

And if a single flash is not enough to kill the parasite, I lure it or chase it somewhere else that the rot hasn’t damaged yet and blast it again. Rinse and repeat until it dies. Then again, for every parasite in the temple. 

Surely, I can get that done in a month. The temple is big but not that big. And there was only one of these things outside, perhaps the inside will be mostly empty too. That would be nice…

I need to make sure of where the trajectory correction module and the Emergency Power Supply are; spreading rot on those would be my last mistake. But for now, let’s go out.

Sofia phased out of the safe room and instantly summoned the four vampire skeletons out of her book. These were her pick for the chasing and luring of the parasite, they had proved to be extremely fast and agile, which was exactly what she needed right now. They would stay at a reasonable distance from her and each other when possible, with her as the center of the formation. Sofia’s safety was their first priority, and then luring the parasite of the Deep came second. She also had her three runes up, as she did every time she stepped out of the mana isolation zone.

The walk out of the northern section was silent as usual. Sofia was tense, ready to fire off a beam of light at the slightest sign of a vampire getting attacked, but nothing came to find them. On the way out, they passed near the abandoned rat skeleton; the iridescent liquid was still around it, untouched. Sofia tentatively took the skeleton book out, but it did not want to eat the rat again.

The opening leading to the outside walkway came into view; the first vampire skeleton was about to step outside when it suddenly turned back and tackled Sofia. There was a second of shock, but she was quick to process that the skeleton was protecting her; their loyalty was never in question. She trusted the skeleton, and in the time it took her to fall, she concentrated on resisting the influence of [Way of the fool], which would prevent her from being tackled to the ground, activated the [Erredian Rot], and sent a ray of light from the place the skeleton had been standing directed toward her.

I can’t hit the footbridge no matter what!

Sofia saw a swarm of the small parasites fly over her and the skeleton vampire who was pinning her down. They were not covered in rot. Fuck.

Pareth appeared, he was the one holding onto seven out of the eight dust balls. He threw one at the vampire standing at the back. The vampire struck the ball right as the swarm reached its level. Sofia activated the light again. The swarm was consumed by the rot before it could even turn back, showering the corridor and the vampire in its iridescent blood.

Sofia felt the world slow down for an instant, wondering what would happen to the tainted vampire.

At first sight, nothing.

Since it was like this, she re-focused on more immediate matters like the one Pareth had been dealing with, making sure she was safe. Although a Vampire had immediately gone to check outside after Sofia killed the swarm, it came back without a sign of finding anything.

The parasite is getting crafty. It’s no longer just ambushing me but sending its goons at me directly from a distance. And that was, without a doubt, an entire swarm, not just part of it.

I know you can’t do that too often, parasite; I’ve been studying you intensively these past weeks.

You messed up.

Pareth, come back for now. Wet skeleton, you go first, the other three, keep an eye on him, just in case. We run through the outside fast. We need to find the parasite before it can recover and send a swarm again.

Sofia brought out the book of skeletons again and summoned the group of 100 rats.

Twenty-five in each inverted pyramid; don’t go inside of the big one, just scout the outside, fast.

Just to be certain, she wasn’t getting bamboozled, she even sent a quarter of the rats to check on the north pyramid she was just leaving. It wasn’t too long until the rats found traces of the parasite. It was on the rooftop of the main pyramid, the exact place where she had met with Aphenoreth before.

It’ll take three good minutes to run there. I can’t wait that long; this thing can fly too… I could jump up there if not for the increased gravity.

No choice, come back out, Pareth, get ready to throw the balls, we’re going all-out.

The runes on Sofia’s torso lit up under her armor, and then her wings lit up as well. She was already at less than half her total mana; if she wanted to be able to use the rot, along with the third stage of [Runeforged Overlord], she could only afford for the entire confrontation to last a few seconds.

The only issue in this plan was that if the parasite didn’t choose to become physical to attack, she wouldn’t be able to cover it with the shade dust, but she had an idea for that as well, though it was a risky gamble.

With who knew how many more parasites and possibly a giant whale to kill in a very short time, she couldn’t keep taking as little risks as she had been until then. Now was the time for real progress.

As per the third tier of [Runeforged Overlord], Sofia and her skeletons all gained a mountain of stats as well as ‘Omnidirectional free flight’. Lack of air and mana be damned, I can fly too!

Sofia, Pareth, the four Vampire, and a bunch of rats all flew straight to the top of the main inverted pyramid of the temple. The parasite was there, its wings still deploying while it ran away in the opposite direction. She started channeling the [Graveyard of the righteous] as she flew up.

There’s nowhere you can go!

Sofia was many times faster than the parasite. She flew over it, dumping tons of bones out of her armor’s storage on her way. Stopping at the maximum range of [Bone dominus], she controlled the bones to close around the parasite like a bone coffin. The graveyard skeletons all started emerging from the ground around it, clawing at and into it. If the parasite was anywhere in the physical or spiritual plane, they would catch it.

Sofia could clearly feel the parasite push back against the bones; it was at least partially in the physical plane already, and some of the graveyard skeletons managed to grab its legs.

The parasite forcefully cracked the bones from the inside. It fought back, destroying some of the graveyard skeletons and freeing itself of the bone coffin, darting out of it like a magical bolt. It had even severed some of its legs to escape the grasp of the skeletons it couldn’t get rid of in that short instant. Fully deploying its wings, it took off.

Only to be squarely hit on its globulous body by a small bone ball full of shade dust as soon as it was about to take flight.

Sofia hit it with a ray of light. Then she hit it with another, angled in another direction, to make sure the rot wouldn’t touch the same part of the roof twice. She did this in all directions until the rot drew a perfect circle around the parasite. Flickering [Heal Undead] so many times only took a second. This was her fastest spell-casting to date. The parasite was thoroughly covered in a thick, veiny, pulsating layer of rot. It couldn’t fly anymore.

The parasite struggled. It reminded Sofia of the ebb-covered leaf going mad inside Nicet’s glass ball. Then, the struggling stopped. Is it dead?


Chapter 261 - Some Bloody Respite







The shrinking ball of rot shook once. Then twice, thrice, and finally, it imploded, collapsing on itself. The shrunken rot consumed its remaining matter in the blink of an eye, leaving behind only a small puff of carbon powder.

One down! Sofia was overjoyed. She smiled at Pareth, who had landed below her.

Then she ran out of mana and fell like a bag of sand. Right. Forgot about that.

She expected to hit the ground, which wouldn’t hurt her that much anymore; what was a ten-meter fall to someone of her level? But Pareth was ready to catch her. In one smooth motion, he helped her land softly on her two feet.

Thanks a lot, she thought, turning her head back to look into Pareth’s flaming eyes of holy light.

I’m sure you must be smiling too.



Sofia was on the bridge walkway leading to the eastern part of the temple. Her rats had confirmed one thing: all areas they could access were parasite-free. But they had found a few other things, which she needed to check out by herself. These included two inaccessible rooms in the eastern building where she was heading and one in the western one.

Once she cleared all the side pyramids, only the main building of the temple would be left. It was by far the largest chunk of the place, and by the look of it, it was currently completely sealed. She had found out that even the vents were fully blocked and locked with strange non-magical protection that she couldn’t quite grasp. Her understanding of it was that there had probably been some kind of emergency lockdown, though it failed to save the elves. They must have locked themselves with a parasite of Ormoncleth already in their midst, just like the Zangdar citizens had been locked away in the Margin with Phageids.

At least now I can walk outside safely.

If I forget about the whale.

Sofia hadn't caught sight of the whale again after the first time, but the thought of possibly needing to face off against it still haunted her. Hopefully, it wouldn’t have to come to that.

Making her way to the building, Sofia really questioned what could have possibly compelled the elves to design such a weird temple. She didn’t need any knowledge of architecture to understand that these flimsy, thin walkways connecting actual pyramids with no additional support of any kind anywhere was a terrible idea. The missing southern building only reinforced that sentiment.

The eastern building was eerily similar to the northern one, same layout same empty rooms everywhere. Some were labeled this time: elven inscriptions written over the doors, names such as ‘Dry Storage’ or ‘Secondary Infirmary’. All desperately empty.

The Oracle did say the temple was only running for three days before the attack. Then Sun sent a rescue crew and never heard back from them. I wish they had given me a number of elves to find. How many people were in the initial and rescue crews? Ten? Twenty? A hundred?

Sofia followed a group of skeleton rats to the first closed and barricaded room. It was in a far corner of the lowest floor. This time, her scouting method was to send a rat inside by way of graveyard skeletons. Looks like it’s safe.

Oh shit.

This one isn’t going to work for the book.

There was a single elf on the floor, back against the corner of the room. She had visibly decided to go on her own terms; she had probably used magic. There was nothing left of her skull except for a large and dried black bloodstain on the walls.

To have the resolve to choose to go like this… She must have been more than terrified.

It’s a few thousand years late, but… I apologize in the name of the Deep; may you find peace in the afterlife.

I never even believed in an afterlife other than as an undead, but who knows.

What even happens to the soul when… I shouldn’t get sidetracked, back to the quest. The other blocked room should be where one of the modules is.

That room was worse than the one before.

There had been three elves locked together in the small space. Their bodies told of a grim tale. From what Sofia could infer from the remains, it looked like conflict or an injury claimed a life, cannibalism claimed another, and suicide claimed the last. As for why they had never tried to leave, the answer was only a few meters outside of the room. It took the form of the shredded, hollow body of an elf whose parasite had left its host for another one. Traces of battle marked the walls around the corpse.

Like an elven shell. The opposite of a skeleton. Just looking at it…

Sofia had seen her fair share of disturbing scenes by now, but the dried and empty husk of an elf smothered across the floor was enough to almost make her puke. And that was without even being able to smell it.

Hell…

The parasite was waiting for them outside of the room; one of them left and got instantly ambushed; he fought back and destroyed the parasite’s previous host, forcing it to leave it like I did. Except he became the new host. The one I destroyed myself in the trap room.

And then what happened inside happened.

I can already tell the only usable skeleton will be the one of the woman who got killed for her meat… Probably not a warrior class, I assume. Go on, have your meal, bookie…

Now, I need to find the model manual.

The machinery there was different and more chaotic compared to the one in the ‘Flare protection module’ room. It took Sofia a few seconds of looking around pipes to find the glass case she was looking for. It looked exactly like the one from the other room.

‘Do not open without permission’. Yeah, still the same, and the book… ‘Life Support module models’.

Interesting one, but not what I was looking for. It looks intact, I think. The issue is still the low overall power, though. I need to activate the main or secondary power supply if I want to use this. Haven’t found any of that, though. It’s probably in the main building…

The book of Skeleton was done eating. Sofia quickly searched the bodies and the room for anything useful, without success, then she looked at her book’s new page.

An elf holding a broom, for 1000 mana.

A thousand? That’s five paladins. But it’s one elf with a broom.

Sofia just had to try out her new summon on the spot.

[Solar Sun Nun - Lv. 226]

She really has a broom. Where does the broom come from?

Health : 1300/ 1300

Stamina :  56 500/ 56 500

Mana : 13 000/ 13 000

Lifetime : 13 547s/13 560s

And these definitely are some interesting stats… Too bad stamina is useless to skeletons. I suppose she must have a lot of Speed, Strength, or Agility, and that’s how it ends up like this. Exactly the same case as the vampires; they have a lot of useless stamina, but they’re really fast.

Speaking of which, I should check up on the one who got splashed by the Deep blood. It cleaned itself, but who knows what the thing could have done to him.

The Vampire skeleton in question was currently guarding one of the stair access to this floor like the other three were doing, along with a bunch of rats. Just because they hadn’t found more parasites didn’t mean Sofia had stopped being careful in her movements. Since the skeletons still had almost three hours of lifespan, she would use them until the last second.

Checking on it, the Vampire still looked like nothing was going on with it. I’ll have to go back and collect some samples of the liquid. Can wait, though, stuff doesn’t really decompose here for some reason. Anyway, western side is next, then.

The one closed room in the western pyramid turned out to be blocked by design this time. It was a storage room for food, containing a dozen crates of dried fish, fruits, and nuts.

Woah. No way. This food is older than the system. How crazy is that?!

Can I eat it? Sofia grabbed a wrinkled, dried apra out of its shiny paper wrapping.

It’s all bone dry, but they still look good as new beyond that. All individually packed and all. I’m just not too sure it’s safe to consume that.

Hmm. Actually. What if it isn’t? My body literally doesn’t even need food anymore, and I could probably survive most poisons in existence just with the combined regenerative power from the blessed constructs and [Radiance].

I still won’t tempt it now, but…

Sofia took half of the crates. I’ll leave some for whoever Sun sends here after I’m done.

Done with her pilfering, she realized she was still holding the dried apra in her hand. Its wrinkly browned skin that looked like a dirty brain wasn’t exactly the most appetizing, but Sofia hadn’t eaten anything in a week, and she was awfully curious.

Just one bite can’t hurt.



It’s so sweet!

And so dryyyyy…

Where did I store this damn water stone?!

Here it is… Good… UH?

Oh. Right. Doesn’t work in the void without air. Yeah. No water in the air to channel into the stone if there’s no air, duh.

Fuck, my throat is so dry… It hurts.

Sofia eyed her status screen.

[Summon Blood]...


Chapter 262 - Survivor







‘Doors module models’.

Well, that’s it for the western building, then. Only the center-left.

Before finally entering the main temple, Sofia still had two things to do. First, she had to check the broken walkway to the missing south building. At first her theory had been that it might have been destroyed by the parasites, but upon closer inspection, it did not look like that was the case. The break on the walkway was a straight line where it seemed to have been molten.

Can’t imagine the parasite doing that. This material is pretty resistant to heat, so to melt it like this…

My guess is that an elf did this, but why? Maybe they wanted to escape by separating themselves from the main temple. Wouldn’t that send them straight into the sun, though? Or it could have been a way to get rid of some parasites. If they knew some infected people were in the south wing, I could see that.

The last option is that other Deep creatures are inside the temple and have strong thermal attacks. That could be an issue. Still, I don’t think so. So far the parasite never attacked the structure of the temple directly, even when that could have let it catch me. It seems they’re unwilling to destroy it for some reason. Maybe it’s just self-preservation?

Sofia was about to leave the broken walkway when the skeleton with her broom tapped on Sofia’s shoulder and pointed at a random point in the void above.

What’s it this time, showing me the planet like Aphenoreth?

She looked in the direction the skeleton was pointing at, not seeing anything at first, but the skeleton’s finger was actually moving rather fast; it was already pointing somewhere else. Following the direction, she managed to see something move, it was quite far away, but not that much, maybe a few hundred kilometers. The reflections of the sun actually made it easily visible once one knew where to look.

Really? That’s where the Southern pyramid is, orbiting further away? It’s moving quite fast, too. There’s no real reason or way to try to get on it. But a neat find.

She wasn’t going to think about it more than she needed to. Next, she went to retrieve the power core engine from her safe room. It had to be turned off first to avoid damaging it because of something about spatial instability. She set it up near a wall on the lowest floor of the main temple and entered from there with the graveyard skeletons. To be safe, she had a single rune on, and the other skeletons were waiting outside at the moment.

It feels natural to start from the bottom. It’s also the smallest floor.

The entire lowest floor was a single large room. At first glance, no corpse, no monster from the Deep, only a giant incomprehensible machine of cables, gears, tubes, and other mechanical contraptions.

It’s not working. Is that the main power supply, maybe? It’d do me good to turn that on if so. I wonder why it’s off in the first place. Well, I need to make sure the place is safe first. Go on, move the rats over.

The graveyard skeletons were quick to grab the rats from one side and release them around Sofia, still inside the mana isolation zone. When they were all there, she gave the deployment order. The rats ran everywhere and quickly found air vents to go up to the higher floors. There were probably regular stairs somewhere but with all the doors of the Temple being closed, they didn’t find them.

The floor above this one seems to have more room. No elves sightings so far. The rats all disappeared before reaching the next floor. End of lifespan, well, good enough for now, no parasites nearby.

Sofia brought out the book of skeletons and summoned the Engineer elf.

Since your class is to mess with mechanical stuff, surely you would have been one of the people in charge of this thing, right? So fix it. Or turn it on if it is not broken.

The elf left the isolation zone and approached the giant machine, to Sofia’s surprise, the elf nun with her broom also followed. In a strange cooperation, the engineer seemed to give orders to the nun, pointing at stuff in multiple parts of the room.

They can work together like the high-priest and the templars. Nice. I hope Sun won’t mind if I steal a few more elves.

After two long hours of tinkering with the beast of a machine, the elven engineer pulled down a big lever, and the entire temple shook. The machine started moving; the gears spun around, its tubes filled with blue light.

Lightning? This looks exactly like the bolts.

Not too far from her, a screen turned on, showing the same lines she had read in the teleporter room; it was still the exact same.

Then, the line ‘Main Power Supply’ changed from offline to online.

Would you look at that! Good work, skeleton. Other lines started updating, one by one, the modules turning on one by one, going from low to medium, to high power for some. All except for one, the ‘Defense system’, which stubbornly stayed off.

“Finally, air!”

The room had rapidly suddenly changed from empty and silent to full of fresh air and extremely noisy. The machine was too loud for Sofia to hear her own voice, yet she was happy to finally hear anything at all.

‘Station Power Supply Control Panel

Power Supply Status :

Main Power Supply​​ONLINE

Secondary Power Supply​OFFLINE

Emergency Power Supply ​OFFLINE

Current module status :

Trajectory correctors​​HIGH-POWER

Temperature regulation​MED-POWER

Doors​​MED-POWER​

Life support​​HIGH-POWER​

Defense system​​OFFLINE​

Transmission platform​​MED-POWER​

Flare protection​​HIGH-POWER’​

“Finally, some real progress! Sound! Air! Smell! Ah, this feels so much better already!”

“The air is still weirdly stale; it’s the lack of mana doing that… The Oracle did say that mana messes with the machinery here. Haven’t really seen it so far. But maybe I should be careful not to use too much magic in this room, I guess.”

Shit, actually, quick.

Sofia ran up to the screen and pressed the minus button next to the door line twice.

‘Doors​​OFFLINE’

Much better. Don’t want the parasites to escape and start roaming outside. It’s reassuring to know no matter how many there are, they're all confined here.

I can redirect the power I took from the doors; let’s see. Defense system?

Sofia pressed the button, but that module didn’t want to turn on. Broken? Ah, it’s probably the one from the southern wing. Too bad, no defense system then. I guess I’ll push everything else except the doors to high power, then.

Looking over the entire screen again, something attracted Sofia’s attention.

“Weird, the emergency power supply turned off by itself?”

Not that I need more anyway.

The 100 rats were summoned again; Sofia’s plan was to create another three-dimensional map. She sent three of the rats to start with, as that was the limit of what she could follow previously, but now the task of tracking their movement and sculpting the maquette was exceptionally easy. She understood after wondering what had changed that it was due to the Processing Pills she had eaten. It helped with concentrating on all tasks, not just understanding books. She sent more rats one by one, finding that her new limit was about fifteen of them at once, greatly increasing the speed at which she mapped out the temple.

The rats did not report anything special from the second floor, but one of them self-dispelled on the third floor.

That’s our first parasite. Avoid that area and continue exploring.

There was something else of interest on the third floor, a rather large area completely walled off with no vents that the rats couldn’t enter. Not paying it any mind, for now, Sofia kept mapping the third then fourth floor. The fourth floor had the same closed area at the same place. No parasites were found anywhere this time.

I wonder what that middle area is to go through multiple levels.

The fifth floor, again, had the same closed-off central area, and the rats found another supposed Parasite. The sixth floor was uneventful, and the seventh, largest floor had two small closed rooms as well as one potential Parasite.

After the map was finished, these rats all self-dispelled, they couldn’t come back down and risk leading the Deep parasites to Sofia.

Only three of them. Maybe a few more in the closed room, but perhaps only these three and the quest is done. The layout is a bit confusing, but I can deal with it now that I have a map. I should probably separate the floors, though; this sculpture is hard to look at as is.

This should be easy enough; I know how to deal with them now. And I have enough shade dust for them all.

As long as it’s the same kind of monster…

I wonder what Ormoncleth thinks about me hunting its minions. I have Aphenoreth’s approval, but still.

Ready to go on a hunt, Sofia stepped out of the mana isolation field.

HELP!

PLEASE!

HELP!

Like a scream broadcasted directly into her mind, Sofia couldn’t escape the mind-wrenching cries for help from a crackling, distorted, elvish-speaking voice. The painful headache made her stumble. She took a step back into the isolation field, and the screams ceased.

“What the fuck was that?!”


Chapter 263 - Lost souls







There was a survivor?

That wasn’t in the contract. Did an elf survive here alone for three thousand fucking years?

Are we doing a Zerei volume 2? I’ve had enough of this crap once! What is it with people surviving in shitty places every time? Seriously, every single damn time! The dread apostle, the dominion apostles, Zerei… That’s a lot of demons, actually.

Urgh. Fine. I’ll go save whoever again. It’s only been lucrative ventures so far…

Sofia took a single step out of the isolation field.

HELP!

Holy- “CAN YOU STOP FUCKING SCREAMING?!”

Help!

No way that worked.

“I understood the first three times…”

Help!

What… Oh, maybe they only understand elvish. Even if they got that, I wanted them to stop screaming. I can understand it fine, speaking though…

Trying her best to remember the sections about pronunciation that she had skimmed through when studying the book on elvish, Sofia tried her best to say something intelligible in elvish.

“Can you hear?”

I hear!

“Why only talk now?” Sofia asked in broken elvish.

I, emergency supply!

“You-” Actually, I’m not even gonna ask. “Who are you? How I help?”

Power! Don’t really know… Stuck.

“Very helpful.”

Come! Emergency supply!

“Alright… Thing useful, you tell me?” Sofia asked, trying her best to ask for any useful information.

Danger!

Sun better pay me extra for this one…

The elvish voice stopped after that, leaving Sofia alone with the sound of the rumbling machine all around her. But even that felt wrong; there was something else going on. A symphony of fast clicks.

Crap. The swarm.

Sofia hurriedly dispelled her rats and called upon the graveyard skeletons to take her and the Engineer to the outside.

“Narrowly avoided that one. I can actually hear them now! They’re much less scary like that.”

Sofia’s plan now included trying to ‘rescue’ whoever the person that called her was, though it would be the last thing on her list. The quest took priority, her own life, before that of others. So, since her last known position to the parasites was the bottom floor, she would next start from the top. Supposedly, there was already a parasite up there; it would be her first target.

And I still can’t fly. Why does mana have to conflict with these electric power supply things? Pretty annoying. I even saw it flicker when I used the graveyard to get out.

Such a weird notion. How does mana conflict with electricity? I use mana to make electricity all the time, and it’s very stable.

The image of a giant ball of blue fire came back to haunt Sofia’s memory for a second.

Maybe not so stable, alright. Did I just understand the secret of the Angel’s bolt’s destructive power? Wouldn’t that make all lightning mages very strong?

Are there lightning mages, actually? I think Nicet mentioned something about them…

I’m getting sidetracked again. Happens often recently. Let’s just walk to the top floor.



Sofia was in one of the 7th floor’s closed rooms. She had entered through the ceiling, finding nothing but a bunch of gold in there, probably enough to make a life-sized Gold statue of herself or two. This was clearly some kind of vault. Now, why would the elves need so much gold in an isolated temple orbiting around the sun? She didn’t know. But she knew that now it was her gold. There were some coins, but it was mostly ingots, as well as some big rolls of wire. She didn’t bother counting it all and cleaned the place completely. If Sun has any complaints, she can give me a better briefing next time. One that includes details like the mention of parasites from the Deep or the presence of survivors to rescue.

She left through the ceiling again, walked on the roof to the other closed room, and phased directly inside again.

And another dead elf, can’t tell what happened to this one, dehydration maybe? They’re all dry like blocks of sand anyway. Welcome to the book; we’ll check your skills later.

Back up on the roof, she went over to the spot where the parasite had been spotted by the rats, which was actually right under where she killed the previous parasite. Her rot had eaten through an uneven layer of one to two centimeters of the strange material that made the pyramid, nowhere near enough to pierce through the ceiling to the floor under. Every external wall, floor, and ceiling in the temple was at least half a meter thick.

As her page with the one rat was no longer part of the book, Sofia summoned the next best thing, the skeleton dog. She had the graveyard skeletons drop it directly on the last known position of the seventh floor’s parasite.

He’s just moving; no parasite then, search for it; I’m following from above.

While the dog ran around the floor, searching, Sofia used the last of the book’s fog to summon the group of twenty-five paladins. First the dog would spot the parasite, then the paladins would drop down on it through the ceiling and pile up onto it to prevent it from moving.

I call this move the Dog-Pile.

Then Pareth would go down also, throw a shade dust ball at the thing and activate his halo. Sofia would stay safe above and just activate her rot for a second or two and repeat that until the thing was dead.

The only bad part was that this would spread a lot of rot inside of the temple, but now she had a good idea of the layout and the size of the module machines. She knew that as long as she kept the rot to the corridors, she wouldn’t hit anything important, especially with all doors still closed.

In a matter of seconds, the dog found the parasite. Or rather, the parasite found the dog; the paladins weren’t even fully formed. Sofia had the dog run away until the paladins were ready and in place, and when the dog led the parasite to the spot where they were waiting, they phased through the ceiling as planned.

Everything else went according to plan; twenty mere seconds later, another parasite was gone. And Sofia never had to come close to it. One of the paladins had been smashed to bits, but besides that, she was astonished that her plan had worked so well. That never happened. It was worth it to spend so much time understanding how they worked with the first one.

“Let’s quickly get rid of the rest!”

The other two parasites fell to the same fate, too slow to even release their swarms as the army of paladins threw themselves on them. The parasites still within their Elven shells always tried to defend themselves with physical attacks first, and that was their downfall. They could kill a paladin or two at the start, but it was rapidly over after that.

“That’s it for the main temple… But the quest is not complete. So there's more inside of the last closed section spanning three floors… Or it counts the whale, and I’m dead.”

Who knew I’d hope to find more parasites… I’m guessing the elf who called me is stuck in there, too. Might as well go while the paladins still have a lot of lifespan, but I need to dispel the rune and regenerate some man first; I’m running low.

Now, should I start from the top or from the bottom?



Sofia was on the sixth floor, about to drop the dog into the closed-off section of the floor below. If there were more parasites, she wasn’t about to change a winning tactic.

Ormoncleth probably just dropped one parasite, and it reproduced. Only one monster causes so much chaos. I didn’t find any fighters among the elves except the one who became the first parasite I killed. There weren’t very many of them to begin with. I’m starting to believe the rescue crew the Oracle spoke of never even reached the temple in the first place.

Or maybe they’re all in there. Your time to shine again, good dog!

Wagging its skeletal tail, the dog let itself be grabbed by the graveyard skeletons. Sofia let it run around on the highest floor for a few minutes; nothing came of it, so she went down, too.

Looks safe. Another module, let’s see… ‘Trajectory correctors’!

So this is the thing that’s been keeping me alive all this time. Thank the Lords there’s no parasite in here. I’m guessing in one of the other two levels, I'll find the ‘Temperature regulation’ module too.

Without further ado, the dog was sent down once again, there were maybe stairs somewhere nearby, but Sofia couldn’t be bothered to look for them.

The dog died before hitting the ground. Sofia felt its page forcefully ripped from the book.

“NO!”

AGAIN?!

FUCK!

WHATEVER DID THIS, YOU’RE DEAD!


Chapter 264 - The Sofia Way







Sofia had to stop herself from phasing down into the unknown room.

Her blood boiled, but her brain battered her with the image of the orphanage and the paladins. The murder list. The Templar dying at her hand in incomprehension.

The situation was different, but the root of the problem was the same; she had to keep her calm in situations like these. To tone down her emotions, not to make a fatal mistake. To avoid doing things she would regret were she still able to.

She was going to avenge her dog for sure, but putting her own life at risk for that was not the way. Anywhere else and against a different enemy, she might have just activated her demon form and shredded everything around, then and there. She even had an unlife rune on; the risk would have been acceptable. But both the unstable nature of the temple and the danger the Deep Parasites posed couldn’t be underestimated.

This time, especially, the dog’s page had disappeared extremely fast, much too fast for it to be the regular parasites sending their swarm to corrupt it. Whatever was down there could do the same thing almost instantly.

There was that, and also the fact that the trajectory corrector machine in the room where Sofia was standing was the only thing keeping the temple from going diving into the sun.

I’ll send one of the graveyard guys.

One of the graveyard skeletons made its way down the thick floor and poked its skull out of the ceiling on the floor under. Sofia felt it get shattered not half a second later.

Physical attack. Couldn’t parasite the skeleton because it was entirely a mana construct, as expected.

Next two, different sides, synchronous timing.

The two skeletons were smashed at the same time.

Multiple targets, even far away. Can likely hit anywhere in the 20m-sided cube the room is; could be multiple enemies. Next, five of you, one each corner, one near the middle.

The graveyard skeletons were a renewable resource; as long as the graveyard stood and she had mana, Sofia could make as many as she wanted. They had no identity, no individuality, no fear. Their two main weaknesses were that they could never get out of the ground further than their torso and couldn’t deal any damage.

Any ‘direct’ damage. Maybe it’s time to take advantage of that somehow.

The skeleton in the middle died first by a tenth of a second; the four in the corners died at the same time.

Attacks coming from the middle of the room? Could be physical projectile or extensible limbs, likely a single entity.

Fifty of you, all sides of the room at the same time.

Unsurprisingly, all skeletons died in a matter of seconds after poking their skulls out of the walls, but not quite all at the same time.

About fifteen simultaneous targets, half a second delay, 100% accuracy.

Haven’t felt any kind of tremor, probably never hitting the walls themselves, safe to say it’s another Deep creature with the same pattern of thought as the parasites.

I can’t risk using the rot down there. Maybe it’s ac-

Sofia’s war plans were interrupted by a sudden tremor shaking the temple. The ‘trajectory corrector’ machine in the room she was in had suddenly stopped.

“Shit.”

She quickly canceled all her skills and used her ring’s [Collapse].

All the mana the use of the graveyard had spread around in the air was sucked into the ring. It was not very much, yet just the skeletons dying and releasing their mana in the air had been enough to mess with the machine. And that was despite Sofia’s [Heat Death]’s effect absorbing almost half of that mana back.

As if nothing had ever happened, the module restarted, its low humm breaking the silence.

I really understand the time limit now. If it’s this sensitive, it’s going to be a pain to deal with.

For now, I'll set up the isolation field here with a radius of a few meters. As long as the machine is out of it, everything should be alright.

After a bit more experimentation, Sofia moved away, setting up her isolation zone on the roof of the Western pyramid. The only module nearby was the one for the doors, and it was technically inside the range of the isolation zone, but that module could as well not exist for all she cared.

I’m not giving you any path to escape.



Sofia used Sun’s ritual. Its effects were lesser than usual since there was no ambient mana it could help her absorb, but any amount of regeneration helped.

The carbon powder cannot be used. Too flammable. Dried and powdered blood will work then.

This line of thought was what started the expedited setup of a bone-made alchemy lab, where Sofia handled the express boiling of blood with the heat of her bolts inside of a big bone balloon. She then used the very same bones, making the recipient crush the dried blood into a powder, which she mixed with what was left of her black shade dust.

This should be enough. Now, I need to refill my bone storage. Time to shed a few armors.

What’s best? A cube? A Sphere? Maybe a something-hedron thing. The issue is I don’t know the shape or size of the thing. I’ll just make them all; I can mix and match at the last second anyway. I should make some three-dimensional grids too. And balls. A few hundred balls can’t hurt. Or I could risk taking a look inside to see what fits better. Hmm, no, I might as well do everything, I still have more than half a month, and this will only take a few hours.



Sofia was still on the roof, observing the details of the contraption her Engineer skeleton had made according to her orders.

“Too much mana still escapes when it breaks… We can’t have that. Are you sure you can’t do any better with these materials?”

The skeleton looked around at all the things Sofia had put at its disposal, only to look back at her without a word. It’s a no, then. I have to give up on the rot snares.



Sofia felt that she was about done with her preparations, with only a few details to go through, when she had a realization.

Wait. I could have done that from the beginning? I need to try.

Sofia jumped from the roof of the western pyramid to the central one. The gravity had become weaker after she reactivated the main power supply, likely due to the life support module, so she could now jump that far, even if she still couldn’t fly. Calling upon the powers of the righteous graveyard that was now more a wall-skip than anything else, she rushed to the trajectory module room.

Finding a good spot near the core of the machinery, she created a bone platform and placed the engine for the mana isolation field there. She turned it on, adjusting the zone until it encompassed almost the entire module without spilling on the adjacent rooms. Then she jumped out of the zone and offloaded some of her mana at it.

It’s not going in!

This was no permanent solution, as maintaining the zone required mana, some of which would inevitably end up messing with the module, but it would probably be a few hours until it got to that point. Most importantly, it protected the module from any exterior bursts of mana she might use from, say, for example, the room right under this one.

That’s it then, no more preparation. I use everything, then this fucker of the deep dies a painful death.

Pareth, you sit out of this one. Too dangerous. You can pop in and out to cast the chains or the shields if I’m in too much danger, but not if that takes you more than half a second total. And only appear in the corners of the room. We can’t risk you getting parasited, understood?



After the time required to inscribe the three runes, Sofia summoned her book. With the mana and space, we’re working with… The high-priest and templars are the best I can summon for the highest returns. That’s only 80 000 out of my 180 000 mana, I’ll have to waste the rest with [Runeforged Overlord]. A true waste, but Bookie only has so much fog…

The sacrificial skeletons appeared, ready to give up their mana.

I can still squeeze out a bit more. The plant mage hero has a nice mana pool that should be perfect with the fog that’s left. Nice to see him useful for once.

Some of Sofia’s remaining mana was used to take out a bunch of fake skeletons out of her storage, and the excess was dilapidated with the third tier of [Runeforged Overlord].

As her mana hit zero, she grasped onto that feeling deep in her soul, itching her brain. Once again, her heart popped out of her chest, blackened and beating with an otherworldly force. She was not even slightly distressed by the process anymore; grabbing it, she took a hearty bite and reveled in her regained power. The tail, the claws, the expanded vision, everything in place. She grabbed her staff with her left hand and gave the order for all the fog skeletons to disappear.

[Heat death] made her absorb almost half of their mana. Her mana pool now unlocked, no longer stuck at zero; she took a deep breath, inhaling all that was left over, still diluting in the air. She wouldn’t let any bit of her precious skeletons go to waste.

Health : 358 560 / 358 560

Stamina : 358 560 / 358 560

Mana : 180 478 / 358 560

She stretched, cracked her neck, and let her bone armor grow around her body.

Four minutes and forty-five seconds until the demon form runs out.


Chapter 265 - Madness returns







Every skeleton in place. Bring out the dummies.

The graveyard skeletons had spread around, they were in every wall of the room, with half of them in the ceiling. On Sofia’s signal, they extended their arms, not exposing themselves but instead bringing fake skeletons into the room. These dummy skeletons had empty bones and skulls, filled to the brim with shade and blood dust. The creature attacked, crushing them all to bits like it did every time. These were all physical attacks, so whatever appendage they used to strike would be completely coated, and the dust would burst all over the room.

Sofia had no way to see what was actually happening, but she trusted that it would work. If not, she had more things in store. As the skeletons did their job, she killed herself. Crushing her own head after stabbing herself once to prevent the one-hit protection to activate was quick and efficient. Three seconds later, she was brought back by her first rune. So she did it again.

In a fight where she needed to be able to dodge multiple attacks all at once and not get touched once, she couldn’t afford not going all out. By dying twice, she stacked [One with Suffering] to 200% while still keeping a rune active for safety.

The lengths I need to go to….

[One with Suffering] ♢ : For each % of Health lost during a singular battle, gain a 1% increase to all stats except Mana and Health until the end of combat, and lose 1% for each % of Health healed.

She had done some testing, and the definition of ‘a singular battle’ was very lenient as long as she didn’t heal, which the rune bypassed without any issue.

Time left on the demon form: 4m38s. Depending on the situation, this could be four minutes too long or much, much too short a timer. In both cases, it meant the battle wouldn’t be easy.

Sofia took five extra seconds to breathe and clear her mind after her two deaths while the graveyard skeletons all gathered near her. They would all enter the room at the same time, reducing her chances of being targeted outright. She clenched her staff, took a lower stance, looked over her current stats, and gave the order.

Let’s go.

The seconds it took to phase through the floor felt like they lasted forever.

The skeletons did their best to eject her out of the ceiling as fast as they could.

As she was cannonballed into the room, she could finally see the monster that she had been preparing so hard to face.

Her preparations felt futile. This was nothing like she had imagined. The cubic room, the battlefield she had envisioned expected to be inside of, was nowhere to be seen. Around her, she could see her graveyard skeletons emerging out of ethereal walls of nothingness, tearing through the fabric of this dark void’s space.

She could see faint forms in the horizon, red hues and colors that did not exist, shapes that would not connect to themselves. It was abhorrent yet familiar. She had been there once, in a dream.

Ormoncleth’s realm.

The Deep.

There was no time to contemplate the scenery much more. The graveyard skeletons were being slaughtered.

Sofia’s eyes trailed along an obsidian spire, emerging from the very heart of a lightless chasm. A monolithic pillar defying all logic, a stab wound unto reality itself. Its surface was etched with pulsating symbols, runes that would shift and writhe in a hypnotizing dance.

From the apex of the spire, a miasma of iridescent shadows unfurled, covered in the blackest of powders, the influence of its presence like a thick oil seeping into the atmosphere. There, amidst a sea of tendrils, emerged the emissary of Ormoncleth, a form unsettling and incomprehensible. Its body resembled that of an urchin, Sofia thought; that was all her mind could come up with to frame this mockery of common sense into a tangible reality. Jagged spines extended out of its core, fusing and splitting, spiraling outward in patterns defying geometrical coherence.

The spines struck out as a synchronous whole, shattering the skeletons they hit into innumerable pieces.

Sofia activated the third tier of [Runeforged Overlord] and moved away. Yet she couldn’t flee soon; her back hit a wall. She felt her glove, Aphenoreth’s present, resonating with the space she was in. It changed her view of the world.

She could see them both now. This realm and her own interlocking with one another. She was in the room and in the Deep. Both places at once. In the physical plane, the situation was similar. As if stabbed by a large mechanical pillar, the round form of the Deep’s being lashed out at the skeletons with its spines, the two realms’ forms layering perfectly onto one another.

One of the spines’ next target was Sofia herself. It pulled her out of the trance the being’s appearance had put her in. She clearly saw the spine coming, her current stats several times what they were ordinarily. She moved out of the way, dodging to the left. The spine altered its trajectory; it aimed for her head but still missed by a fist’s width. Her claws did not miss. The creature’s tendril was severed.

It was not immortal, not incorporeal; she was in its plane of existence, and it was in hers. It could be harmed. It could be felled!

Sofia emptied her bone storage. Filling the space with countless bone pieces. Plates, balls, curves, grids. The last graveyard skeleton died. All the tendrils were on her. As if teleporting short distances, leveraging her omnidirectional flight and insane speed, she outran them all, leading them all around the battlefield and narrowly avoiding their omnidirectional assault. There was no counterattack from her; she had seen the tendril she severed regrow. She needed a more permanent solution.

Evading the flurry of blows, she leveraged her authority over bones, assembling the pieces one by one. The attacks were all drawn to herself, leaving her creation unharmed. She sealed the cubic room from the inside. The creature and herself were encapsulated in a shell of bones.

For the briefest of seconds, she turned on the lights. Holy light filled the room like a divine intervention, and just as fast as it had appeared, it died down, leaving the creature covered in rot. She began her true offensive.

Sofia had escaped the innumerable roots of an Alphageid. She had avoided the tentacles of Victory Itself. Like a sewing needle in expert hands, swerving around the tendrils’ weave, she took every opportunity to strike. Her scepter could deflect them, and her claws could sever them.

The rot gnawed at the beast and its mass of flailing tendrils; it consumed the creature but failed to outpace its eternal rebirths. No matter how much it ate, the same iridescent flesh was born anew from the monster’s entrails.

The spines surrounded her. She cut them and cut them, her mind an impervious wall of focus and resolve. They regrew without end, but with every dodge, every slash, she inched toward her goal, coming closer and closer to the creature’s core. The tip of a spinal cord had grown atop her scepter, the [Spine of the Black Sun].

The creature must have understood her aim; its tendrils retracted and rearranged when they extended again; their form had changed; they were like infinite tree branches, splitting ends diverging in countless directions. They covered all the surface they could, threatening to envelop and smother Sofia in clouds of their thin threads.

Sofia controlled the bones of her armor; she used ‘spines’ of her own – spikes of bones used like forks to pin away the iridescent fabric of nightmares as she still had to avoid the few remaining regular tendrils that were unrelentingly pursuing her, bending in untold ways to catch her off-guard.

If not for the demon form’s spherical vision and the thinking speed bonuses of [Evasion] and [Way of the fool], she would have been long dead.

She knew Pareth was waiting for an opportunity to strike, but his form was too imposing. He could never avoid the tendrils, and his fate if he was hit was uncertain. He would sacrifice himself if needed, but Sofia still hadn’t been touched once.

Her mana, however, was falling at an alarming rate, no matter the insane speeds at which the battle took place. Every second of fighting was another second closer to her reserves being depleted by her passive skill, and she still needed to use the rot.

After evading the innumerable strikes, she was finally in reach of her goal. Bone dominus was too slow; it had to be a direct, physical hit, using all the momentum she could muster.

She only had one shot.

The creature had taken her precious skeleton dog away, and it would pay the price.

The tendrils engulfed her as she stabbed forward with her scepter, aiming at an opening in the creature’s defenses, a tiny space in between three of its jagged tendrils.

Sofia felt her body decompose into its smallest components under the influence of the tendrils, her very existence stripped bare as she delivered her final attack. Yet her soul held true.

She had Aphenoreth’s mark. Her essence was whole, unblemished, unbreakable. The creatures’ best efforts could not leave a dent.

The sword form of the spine of the black sun struck true, avoiding all three tendrils in its way and lodging itself deep inside the core of the mad beast. From within, the creature erupted in a bright flash of light, the spine’s solar burst. Sofia’s rune was about to go off; in her last moment of awareness, she activated her rot with the remnants of her mana, leaving her completely empty.

DIE!

The rot permeated the emissary of the Deep from within. Eaten from the inside, it could outgrow the all-consuming black plague no longer. The thing gave a last effort, unleashing a pulse of ethereal matter, a concentrated essence of raw concepts and rules, like a wave resonating with the laws of the universe itself. Yet it did nothing as it washed over Sofia, and like the other parasite before it, the creature of the Deep exploded, showering the room with its shining, iridescent blood and revealing the being it had been trying to destroy for millennia.


Chapter 266 - Beyond understanding







In the center of the room throned an imposing mechanical pillar of gold and steel, which held at its top a glass ball the size of a small hut covered in golden tracks. The emissary of the Deep had been covering it with its body until now.

Inside was a presence that Sofia recognized. As the rune rebuilt her body, she observed the being through Pareth’s eyes.

An Archangel.

The blurry humanoid figure made of blue electricity floated inside the sphere. Its appearance, riddled with bright points of light like pulsing stars, was shaking and twisting. It existed in many forms at once, as parts of its silhouette appeared and disappeared, not following any logic or reason.

The pressure and aura of power she felt from the being of light was one that she was familiar with, the exact same she had witnessed in the first tower of trials, upon its Archangel’s descent.

But this was a being supposedly older than the system, and it was made of pure electricity, not mana. Like a living bolt of lightning, staring back at Pareth.

The first thought going through Sofia’s mind as her brain reconstructed was to try [Identify]ing the thing. She half-expected not to get an answer, as the Scribe often gave no result from identifying the mechanical constructs of the temple, but contrary to her expectation, something appeared.

[False God]

Mr scribe… Are you saying that all Archangels are actually Gods and this is a fake one, or that all Archangels are fake Gods? Because this is undoubtedly an Archangel, no matter how you look at it!

Truth. I am artificial. The elven voice from before resonated in Sofia’s head. If more like me, all artificial. No essence. No God.

The way it talked was a bit clunky; Sofia wasn’t sure if that was the result of prolonged isolation, a general lack of knowledge from them, or just her own translation from Elvish to Common being lackluster. She also did not miss the fact that the ‘False god’ had seemingly understood her thoughts even if they were in the common language.

Can I move? Oh I can, for once. Great!

“Hi?” She tried hesitantly. Not that she felt shy but her pronunciation of elvish was still pretty much all random guesswork as this ‘False God’ was the first ‘person’ she ever heard use it.

I greet you. Freed me. Heartfelt thanks.

“I had my own reasons, but you are welcome. Care to explain how you ended up here?”

My Birth, taboo. My domain, forbidden. After creation, imprisonment.

“So the Deep sent this thing to stop you? Did I make a mistake releasing you? And if you were imprisoned right after birth, how do you know these things?”

Born with understanding. Artificial essence, in temple everywhere, ripe with knowledge and energy of star.

Only you know what is mistake.

Deep? Mean jailer? Intercept my birth. Stopped me. Forbidden domain.

“What are you the god of for your domain to be ‘forbidden’?”

Connection. Link. Bridge.

A link? Links in general? Connecting what?

Connecting everywhere.

The being’s form turned pallid, its light shifting to a weak white; it phased through the glass ball that had contained it before recovering its colors.

Like you. Bridge. But everywhere.

Sofia’s eyes were glued to the shimmering form of the fake god. Like me. No longer pinned down by the creature of the deep, it had moved through the spiritual plane to exit its prison in the exact same way that Sofia moved through walls.

Everywhere… “So you can travel to the Deep and back?!”

Everywhere. But I know now. Forbidden. Yet, free, for now.

They come again, I escape. Stand back. Help you, my turn.

They come again?!

Sofia felt a rising sense of urgency in the fake god’s thoughts. She wanted to prepare for the announced return of the Deep. Were they going to send another Urchin creature? She hoped not because she was in no state to do anything. She was severely weakened as she recovered from her transformation and stuck at zero mana. Pareth’s presence was the only thing making her stronger than a regular human at this time.

Rest. I protect.

The fake God tried to reassure her, yet, in its words, she perceived uncertainty; she perceived fear.

The temple shook. It was permeated with a low, drawn-out sound like the blaring of a war horn.

What’s going on? Sofia took a step back, inching closer to Pareth; she looked around but couldn’t understand the source of the sound. Truthfully, she already had an idea of what may be happening, but she still held hope that her gut feeling was wrong. She had only seen it for a second; after all, surely it had been the lonely and heavy atmosphere playing tricks on her psyche. It wouldn’t have been the first time; she had suffered hallucinations often when she was a child before she ended up in the orphanage.

Yet, Sofia’s luck was rotten; the sound was exactly what she feared. It gained in intensity; it grew closer.

Sofia heard the temple break. Layer after layer, its outside peeled away, in a cacophony of broken steel and stone, by a force beyond her comprehension until the wall on the other side of the room disappeared, sucked in by the open maw of an absurdly gigantic iridescent whale that Sofia could only see the gullet of. Pareth had tried to grab Sofia and run, to no avail.

They were stuck inside of a bubble of layered space that had suddenly and silently appeared around them. The fake god’s doing. As everything around them was sucked into the whale’s gaping mouth, the bubble kept them in place. Sofia could only helplessly watch the being of lightning doing its best to resist the pull.

The walls around Sofia were falling one by one, sucked in by the hungering beast. A large chunk of wall hit the bubble she was stuck in. Sofia braced for impact as she saw the huge piece of debris actually entering her bubble, but the impact never came; she saw it go through her and out the other side. She was temporarily safe, locked away in the fake god’s bubble of protection while it itself was busy fighting back against the whale with attacks through the planes that Sofia pained to even notice.

The whale looked like it was winning. Sofia’s mind stirred in search of a way to escape, but nothing she could think of had any chance of getting her out, especially without any mana.

At this rate, it’s going to swallow the whole temple!

Sofia saw the machinery of the level above being gripped out and swallowed by the whale’s incessant suction. It was bound to happen, considering half the temple had already been swallowed before she even caught a glimpse of the whale, but the loss of the trajectory correction module was a death sentence. It meant that even if she somehow survived this, the remnants of the temple would be lost inside the sun before she could even complete the teleportation process to go back. And that was if the transmission module was even still functional in the first place.

I’m dead.

The blue shine of the fake god was visibly fading as it resisted the unending assault of the whale.

Didn’t it say that its artificial essence was everywhere in the temple? With the temple getting destroyed…

It was in moments like these that Sofia found herself the calmest.

The bubble protected her, Pareth, and the small chunk of floor they stood up on, but the entirety of the temple was disappearing. Already, Sofia could see the sun shining below, ready to swallow her whole if the whale did not do it first.

Her mind was going through all the possibilities she had to maybe survive this. She even took out the ‘Scroll of assisted inspiration’ she had gotten from her gachapon boxes and quickly wrote on it her query, ‘How do I survive my current situation’. The scroll had no answer.

Sofia could only watch, defeated, as the last remnants of the temple fell into the abyss of the whale’s maw. Even the side pyramids were swallowed whole; nothing was left now except for Sofia’s bubble, the fake god, and the titan of the Deep.

Sofia sighed.

So much effort for it all to end like that?

I haven’t even found Saria yet…

Sitting on her little bit of floor, she stopped paying attention to the invisible struggle of the fake god and the whale. She took out the midenicite tablet Aphenoreth had gifted her.

If you ever wanted to help, now’s a good time…

I couldn’t do it, sorry. This is just too much.

Please…

Her prayers were answered by another entity.

Be fine. May we meet again.

The fake god’s silhouette expanded. Sofia saw the ethereal form of its many arms come together in a point. Its blue shine, its form of lightning, which had been constantly weakening, suddenly flared up. It grew bright. Brighter and brighter until it outshone the very sun above which it fought.

Sofia’s senses were numb; all she could see was white light, and all she could feel was Pareth’s protective embrace.

When the light faded there was no more fake god, no more sun, no more whale.

Sofia and Pareth were in a small room of the temple. One full of familiar-looking machinery, yet somehow in an unfamiliar arrangement.

She spotted a glass case in the middle of the chaos of tubes and gears, engraved with the elvish words for ‘do not open without permission’, it contained an unassuming book:

‘Defense system module models’.

The Southern Pyramid!


Chapter 267 - Acrophobia







The archangel sent me to the broken part of the temple that was orbiting the sun from further away…

What about them? The whale?

I should worry about myself first. How’s the quest?

Still not completed… Come on, this is the last remaining part of the temple. Does that not make it count? I only needed to get rid of all the monsters. Unless there’s more parasites here? I’ll have to check this whole pyramid… whenever my mana decides to come back up.

The demon transformation locks that for half an hour… I could bypass it by killing something that has mana, maybe. But there’s only me and you.

Sofia looked at Pareth, who looked a bit restless compared to his usual skeletal stoicness. Must be worried that a parasite would attack us right now. That would be unfortunate… Surely, we can’t be this unlucky; it’s alright. My guess about the quest is that it can’t update because it can’t reach the system. Maybe.

How would it know that I killed all the monsters in the temple when it cannot reach the temple in the first place? Unless Mr. Scribe directly confirms it, nobody knows.

Rather than explore the pyramid without mana, Sofia opted to wait inside the module room for a while. She quickly realized that the gravity was changing from second to second; she felt herself become increasingly heavier, and the direction of ‘down’ was slowly rotating; at this rate, in another five minutes, she would be walking on the walls. Gravity was just a detail, though; the only more pressing issue was the temperature, which was quickly rising. Is this thing actually falling toward the sun?

Just in case, she sent Pareth out alone. After all, he could always teleport back to her, but that meant he had to break the door to get out, potentially letting parasites in. Better this than a literal sunbath. They can already send their swarm through the vents anyway.

Pareth moved out, and all the while, Sofia was worriedly switching back and forth between his and her point of view. The temperature was still rising, but when Pareth made it to the door to the outside, he could see that they were still very far from the sun.

At this rate, even if we’re falling, it would take several hours to get there. Enough to get the fuck out of here. Alright, come back; when I get my mana back, we go looking for any parasite here and then…

Then…



Then Sofia decided to worry about it later and get some rest because she really needed to let herself breathe for a bit. Even though there’s no air again… As soon as her mana was back to a sufficient level, she put on an unlife rune and explored the entire inverted pyramid, not finding anything interesting, and certainly no Deep parasite. After she checked the whole place, she finally got a nice confirmation message for her quest.

[Quest complete; congratulations! Your reward will be delivered soon.]

[ERROR]

[User in Scribe-only mode, please re-enter systemic range to receive your rewards.]

And done!

No rewards yet, but that much was expected. Now what, though? The transmission platform is gone. At least the whale shouldn’t come after me if it’s still around, the fake god was always its target. But I assume it’s probably returned to the Deep somehow; else, would the quest have been completed? Maybe, but maybe not.

How do I get back?

I could try to call Aphenoreth again. Though, he didn’t come to rescue me from the whale when I asked. So maybe I shouldn’t count on it. I’m still just a Saintess after all…

Sofia was wracking her brain to find a way to return to her planet. She got an idea when the temperature she felt started cooling down.

The pyramid is going away from the sun right now. So the orbit is probably an ellipse? Maybe if I jump away from it while it’s at the furthest point from the sun, I’ll manage to escape the orbit? I’m not too sure about how that all works… I knew I should have asked Astelia about her powers a bit more! All I know is I’m stuck to the pyramid right now, somehow.

I’ll explain my plan to the engineer and nun elves; maybe they can help…

The nun skeleton was unresponsive but the engineer did more than Sofia expected. It used its powers to draw a map of Sofia’s plan. It didn’t quite work out until she gave it the bone pen and paper she usually used, which he promptly started covering in calculations that Sofia didn’t understand at all.

Why can they do complex mathematics and yet are unable to write a single legible word? Pareth is the same too. Are skeletons banned from written communication or something? It’s not like they lack the brai- Well, they do, but they’re smarter than zombies even like that, so it really shouldn’t be an issue.

The skeleton’s calculations ended with him drawing a curve going out of the ellipse it had drawn for the pyramid’s orbit. It started by going away from the sun in a straight line, then orbiting the sun several times while slowly getting further and further away from it, until going in a straight line again, and then it was almost a straight trajectory from then on.

What are the straight lines? Jumps?

The engineer skeleton pointed at Sofia’s wings.

[Runeforged Overlord]’s flight then. That’s why I have to stop and do loops around the sun for the mana to come back up. Well, let’s do it. Just tell me when to go; the graveyard will carry me through the roof, and I’ll fly off. I have several questions, but it’s not like I have another option. There’s a chance Sun’s Oracle would come to look for me, but what if he doesn’t? I’m not taking the chance; I would appreciate being back where I belong before the quest to kill Scripture runs out. There’s only ninety-nine years left.



The engineer skeleton gave Sofia the signal; she had thirty seconds to prepare for her jump.

The graveyard skeletons carried her outside of the pyramid. She could see the sun below and the emptiness of space above. No matter how she looked, she couldn't catch a glimpse of her planet anywhere.

The engineer gave the signal to jump.

Sofia stood immobile atop the pyramid. Suddenly, she wasn’t so sure about the plan anymore. The window to jump was about to be gone, and Sofia decided to go back inside. The graveyard skeletons pulled her down as the pyramid also started to return closer to the sun.

… That’s a bit… This is what I get for getting reckless so often. First the dog, then this.

I remember my last night at the orphanage. I was afraid to fall on the ground!

Yeah, sure, Sofia, scary ground!

I’d take a two-meter fall without even blinking right now… But this isn’t even a fall anymore.

The only thing I can touch is the sun. Not exactly the safest place to land, I doubt I’ll get away with just a scratch and a free teleportation to the nearest church this time.

Actually, can’t the Magisterium call me back right now? Imagine if that shitty class of the church was actually useful for once?

Never mind, I’m so far; it would probably cost billions of mana points without something like Sun’s godly transmission device of nonsensical teleportations. Half an hour of channeling time… And I agreed to that?!

Urgh.

The second realm of VPPV better be worth it!

Alright. Do what needs to be done, Sofia. Next time, I will jump, for sure!

She did not.

It took another three laps around the sun until she had repeated her mantra enough time to convince herself to go.

It can’t be worse than carving my own heart out, really. So just jump. Do it. DO IT!

The runes all over Sofia’s arms, torso, and wings all lit up, her leg muscles tensed up, and before long, she was gone, leaving the lost southern wing of the sun temple devoid of any life once again.

She pushed her flight to the limit, speeding up as much as she could, away from the sun, all the way until her last drop of mana left her body.

Fuck. Alright. Good! It’s done! Over. Now, I only need to wait.

Sofia felt almost calm at first, but now she could not turn back even if she wanted to, so there was no use worrying about it. She looked down and saw the sun, which was still too big to fit in her field of view, as well as the already small-looking pyramid, quietly speeding away, further and further from her. The realization of what she had just done made her heart skip a beat. She did her best to ignore her own internal screaming and go over her next step before it was too late.

Now I need to locate the planet, else I might as well just close my eyes and go in a random direction. I don’t see it right now; I must be on the wrong side of the sun. According to the engineer, I should be going around it right now. I don’t really feel myself moving, but I’ll trust him. No choice…

Seriously…

I’m never accepting a quest from a damned god again!


Chapter 268 - ‘dow-’







It took Sofia a good while to locate her planet again; it was barely visible even with her unnaturally excellent eyesight, and she had to thank Aphenoreth for showing it to her before, or she wouldn’t even have known what to look for. With her mana regeneration being only a quarter of what it would be in an environment with mana, a full refill took a bit more than an hour, so every hour, she would use her wings again and go further from the sun in the direction of the planet. That was the plan anyway; it turned out that really escaping the sun’s gravity was a bit harder than she thought. Even more annoyingly, she was moving, and the planet was moving. It was horrendous to try to align the two, but she did her best.

I think… I’m about good right now. I can keep adjusting the trajectory every hour.

The sun is… Not so far away… It’s been four days. Am I not moving or what? This is so slow... And why is everything so empty? I figured there would be stuff out there in the sky, but I think the planet is actually the closest thing to the sun. That’s crazy, especially with all the glittering stars everywhere. Just how far are they, then?

Sofia kept pushing with her wings every occasion she got. All in all, now that she was not at risk of falling into the sun anymore, this was pretty relaxing. Sure, it was oddly silent, but her time in the temple had been enough for her to be used to that somewhat. Since she didn’t have much to do, especially with all her mana going towards her flight, she trained her bone sculpting skills. She figured it might help give some experience to [Bone dominus], and if not, it would still be useful whenever she wanted to make something complex or detailed out of bones.

Eventually, she got bored of that and decided to spend some of her regeneration to progress with her customization of [Heal Undead] instead. This, she had no doubt, would keep her occupied for most of the trip.



Quite a few days later, and keeping track of time wasn’t exactly easy, Sofia realized that she seemed to be going quite fast. She felt like the planet was coming closer faster every day, which was still slow as all hells, but an interesting discovery. Especially interesting because she tried to slow down during her 80 seconds of [Runeforged Overlord] free flight once, which, from her observations, seemed to have done exactly nothing.

How does that work? Flying in the void here works that much differently? Is it going to take me as much time to slow back down to zero or something like that?

Wait, no, I didn’t start at zero; I started at the speed of the broken-off pyramid, right?

So…

If that’s how it works… I better not aim directly at the planet…

Then Sofia tried to change her direction a bit, which, again, did not work nearly as well as she expected.

Am I doomed to actually become a meteorite?

I wonder if the crater would be bigger than the biggest bolt’s hole. Probably not, right? I’m not sure. Meteorites are supposed to be quite dangerous, but I’ve never seen one fall.

Just in case it’d be better if I land somewhere where I won’t hurt anybody… But can I really aim from up here? Maybe if I try to target an ocean?

In the end, Sofia decided that she would try her best to fly past the planet but not actually crash on it, keep slowing down until she was not going too fast anymore, and turn back to actually land. But just to be safe, she was going to prepare three unlife runes when she drew close because she heard that meteorites in the sky normally catch on fire, and she would rather be a bit protected even if all she did was pass by.

Starting then, Sofia used her free flight to decelerate bit by bit, but consciously or not, she did not slow down all that much. Space travel was just too boring; she dreaded making it slower.

In the end, she had completely lost track of time; she thought it had maybe been about a month or two. The planet was really starting to get bigger in her view. The closer she got, the more she realized just how huge it was. So big that she didn’t manage to spot the human continent no matter how hard she looked.

I need to make sure to avoid the leviathan, so I really ought to find it fast…

The planet kept drawing closer. Sofia cast her three runes and used the last bits of her mana to try to deviate her trajectory from the planet even more because, as she was currently, she feared that she might actually hit it.

On the bright side, I probably won’t even feel any pain. My fastest death ever, probably. Ah, not if I catch on fire first, though.

Finally, she was close enough to spot a splash of red on the surface.

Damn! Is that the red desert? It’s that small?!

I take it back; the planet is not huge, it’s mind-breakingly huge! What?!

Sofia had to gulp when she understood how fast she was really going. Now that the planet was closer, she had a better frame of reference. Her current understanding of her speed was: she was going so fast she would likely zip by the planet in no more than a few seconds and take forever to turn back.

Well. Shit.

I should have slowed more. At least I’m actually quite far off to the side, so no accidental collision; that’s at least one good point.

I don’t see the moons; they must be on the other side.

The planet came closer, and eventually, just like she had planned, Sofia flew by. It did not last long, but the view she got of the planet was truly incredible. She marveled at it going from light to dark as she started seeing the side not lit by the sun.

Then she noticed she seemed to be going in a curve instead of straight forward like she did until now. Her eyes were still transfixed on the planet that she was leaving behind. Is the planet slowing me dow-

Sofia’s thoughts stopped there.

She regained consciousness a mere three seconds later. Her first thought was, ‘I died?’. Waking up after a rune activating was a peculiar feeling that she could recognize with how much she had experienced it. She did not really have an opportunity to ponder on it, as she died again after experiencing a searing heat worse than her usual bolts enveloping her entire body.

When she resurrected for the second time, she could finally actually open her eyes, she was currently flying above a lake of magma. How… Oh, Pareth got me out of there somehow? That must be it; I only have one rune left.

I don’t think I’ll make it out of the magma lake, though, even if I’m falling very slowly.

As she thought that, Pareth appeared near her, pushed her, and re-entered the storage.

And that just works?!

When Sofia landed on the edge of the magma lake, she could finally relax. Kind of.

Hey. Ahah… Uhm. There’s a moon Goddess, right? I’m sorry.

Sofia had hit the moon quite hard, hard enough that she did not even have the time to feel her body getting absolutely destroyed by the collision. Hard enough that her rune had revived her inside of a magma lake of her own making, wherein she died again. But now she was safe.

That was actually great news to her. She had been mentally preparing to spend another month decelerating and coming back when, instead, she had stopped instantly and supposedly not hurt anyone.

Well, mostly not anyone. But certainly not nothing…

It’s unbelievable. I really made this hole myself?

Sofia was at the bottom of a deep crater. Actually, calling it a crater was the best she could come up with, but to her, it looked more like a hole the size of the entire human continent. Trying to look up to the borders of it made her dizzy. She could see not only the night side of the planet below but also the huge chunks of the moon that were currently drifting off, making it very obvious that the hole was her doing.

An avalanche of system windows appeared in front of Sofia, and she felt a wave of energy going through her body like an electric shock. Agh! Level ups? W- Wait…

After her body calmed down, she hid the system messages without even looking at them; it was just a bunch of levels. She would go through it later, but not before getting back to a place with air and sound.

Although… Now that I’m here… What about the hidden moon? I don’t see it right now, but I’m on the wrong side. It’s quite dark here, but I can see just fine, VPPV is doing good work.

Alright alright. Let’s maybe explore the moon a bit? I'm all out of mana, though. I can use the demon form if something bad shows up. Thanks for the help, Pareth. I’ll just add this to the long list of times where you saved me from myself…

Pareth appeared next to Sofia, looking composed as usual.

Not disturbed by being on the moon, uh?

I wonder how many people have been here. I’m probably the only one leaving gaping holes behind, though…

It’s scary, honestly.

Wouldn’t I wipe out the entire human continent if I landed on it like this?

And anyone who can survive outside of the planet can do that?

Who cares about dragons and gods and shit at this point? This is much more of a threat!

Sofia saw something move in a corner of her vision. Something had entered her crater. Yet, no matter how good her vision was, the thing was so far away all she saw was a moving blur.

So someone is coming to check out the new crater after all… I kind of hoped this would go unnoticed.

I don’t suppose it’s Sun coming to give me my reward…


Chapter 269 - Lion’s den







The ‘moving thing’ approached extremely fast. Too fast for Sofia to do anything, but Pareth was out, his weapon ready. Not that he could have done anything against someone with that kind of speed, but he tried nonetheless.

Human? No… Rabbit beast-lady?

The elegant woman that just appeared had white bunny ears, just like guildmaster Kuli, and that was about where the comparison stopped. Though a bit shorter than Sofia, the woman also had significant curves, highlighted by her silky flowing white hair. Her pale blue dress reflected a gentle glow reminiscent of the moonlight; it floated around despite the lack of wind. She silently observed Sofia and Pareth, raising an eyebrow like she had a hard time understanding what she was seeing.

Sofia couldn’t feel or see the slightest trace of mana coming from her.

I can’t speak, so how do I…

“Follow me; we should talk in a more hospitable place,” the beastkin said with a soft voice and an expression Sofia failed to read.

Despite the lack of air, the woman’s ethereal voice reached Sofia; she did not wait for an answer. Simply turning back and hopping away, in a few jumps she was out of the crater.

Fast.

Does she have any idea how long it would take me to follow her that far?

Should I really follow a random rabbit stranger on the moon in the first place?

Then again, she must be pretty strong; not going and angering her might be more dangerous. She could even be the actual Moon for all I know, I don’t have mana to [Identify] anything. And with Sun being an Elf and Victory being an Orc, you never know.

Sofia started walking. I still have all my stuff, right? Hmm, yeah, everything looks to be in place. Let’s go then.

A neat trick Sofia had discovered was that by wearing her rings under Aphenoreth’s glove, she would still be wearing them after a resurrection, even if the circumstances of her previous body were compromised. The Staff was smart enough to store itself now, and the crown would just reappear on her head no matter what. So the only real issue was the clothes destruction, but Sofia was used to that by now; activating her armor as soon as she woke up, be it from sleep or from death, was an autonomic reflex by now.

Is there a God with a Human-looking physical form? Scripture maybe? If so, I would rather my species not be represented by scum.



Seeing how, after five minutes of walking, nothing happened, Sofia decided that it was probably safe to erase her last rune and get some mana back. It was around then that she realized that there was actually mana on the surface of the moon. Not much, but enough to fly if she basically kept her feet right above the ground. How did I miss that? I was too busy thinking about the Gods’ physical forms. I’m really… I will need a break after this. Like a real break, not a drifting in the void break. Maybe spend a week on the dwarven islands…

Sofia flew forward until she left the crater. She turned back to take a full look at her masterpiece before leaving it behind.

Alith is never going to believe me.

Now, where did she go? Nothing on the horizon, just more craters everywhere. Guess I keep going forward.

Eventually, Sofia saw something pointy emerge on the horizon. A spire, then another, and another. What slowly revealed itself was a full-blown blown city-castle of pure white stone, just standing there, in the middle of moon-nowhere.

The architecture feels a bit similar to Astelia’s moon-castle-dungeon. That does make sense. Was that woman really Moon, then?

Although this castle was nowhere near as big as the one the small Vampire oracle occupied, it was still larger than a regular castle. It looked like a refined palace rather than a fortress, but a castle nonetheless. Why is it so big? Everything is always so big. It looks like the moon lady is the only inhabitant, so why? The gateway is large enough to let twenty horses in at once. Why even make it a castle at this point? Do you even need protection? Just build a big mansion, no?



Sofia entered the castle through the comically large open gate. She hesitated for an instant but decided to land there instead of continuing to fly.

Not a dungeon.

Since there was a lack of instructions anywhere for her to follow, Sofia simply kept going forward, walking past the arches and columns, the gates leading to other parts of the castle, until she found herself before a large closed silver gate.

The gate was embossed with a simplified representation of a large winged dragon standing on its hind legs, holding the moon on a single claw.

Nice door.

The rabbit woman opened the doors from inside. “Welcome. Come in; you have a lot of explaining to do.”

Sofia nodded and stepped in, feeling her body be enveloped by the fresh air that was somehow held inside the castle despite the open door to the void outside. The rabbit lady held out a hand that Sofia hesitated to grab for a second before going for a firm handshake.

“Hello. I am Sofia Aphenoreth; sorry for the hole outside; it was an accident.”

The lady’s hand had frozen for the briefest of moments when Sofia mentioned her last name, but she finished the handshake as if nothing had happened.

“Erredis, moon guardian, and saintess, among other irrelevant titles. And I do not particularly mind the ‘hole’; Sofia? But you have a lot more explaining to do now,” she answered with a serene smile. “Now, if you would follow me. What kind of beverage do you want to drink?”

A Saintess and I cannot even see the usual system prompt? Is she the saintess of the Moon? The way she said it is a bit ambiguous… “Would you happen to have some moonspring water?”

“You know of the moonspring?” Erredis noted, a bit surprised, “Of course, I can get you that.”

She did not walk long before taking a turn and entering the second door on her right. It was a salon full of books neatly arranged on crystal shelves; there were a few chairs around a small rectangular lounge table on which was a single closed book with a red ribbon sticking out from between the pages and a half-empty teacup.

“You can sit wherever. Make yourself at home; I will be back in a minute.”

Sofia awkwardly sat on the chair opposite the one facing the book and teacup as the rabbit lady left by another door.

“Not what I expected my return to look like. This place is nice. Feels safe, away from everything. But living here must be a bit lonely.”

She had seen the state of the castle; even inside this main core building, it was mostly empty. There were very few decorations or furnishings in the halls and corridors, and if not for that one well-furnished room she was in now, it would have been easy to believe this place was abandoned.

Sofia eyed the title of the book on the table. But it was in a language she couldn’t read. Looking at the shelves, the books were actually grouped by language. She managed to locate an elvish bookshelf and a draconic bookshelf before the moon lady came back the way she had left with a glass pitcher full of silvery liquid.

It does look like the moonspring water Astelia served me. Could also be the toxic silverwater. They look pretty alike.

Two clean teacups appeared on the table, each on their own little plate, and Erredis filled them with the silvery water. “There you go, fresh from the source.”

“Thank you very much,” Sofia said before she grabbed the cup and took a small sip, her body and mind instantly relaxing under the magical effects of the drink. The rabbit lady also took a sip of her own.

Both cups back on the table, Sofia was first to speak. “You wanted explanations, right? What do you want to know exactly?”

“Straight to the point. Do you not have questions of your own?”

“Plenty, but I should at least try to look like a civilized guest…” Sofia honestly answered, averting her gaze.

Erredis lightly chuckled, “People who accept to come so close without running away, tail tucked between their legs, those are few and far between. You’re civilized enough.”

“People avoid you?”

“Like a plague. As if I were the end of them. Well… Their fears are not unfounded,” she clarified before taking another sip.

There was a clear dissonance between the rabbit lady’s sweet voice, smile, and the words she said. It made Sofia slightly uncomfortable.

“Erhm, anyway, where do I start… Should I explain the circumstances of the tiny hole I inadvertently made in your garden?”

“If you would indulge me.”

“I can foresee that I will have to recount the story quite often from now on, so of course… Though it might take a while, depending on the amount of detail you want and if I can trust you.”

“Trust is not something you can create in such a short time, dear. But I reckon I could buy some goodwill. Let’s see… Perhaps this would be of interest to you, but you will need to have a lot to say if you are going to take it,” Erredis offered, bending down to take a thin golden thread off of her left ankle and presenting it to Sofia in her palm. “If your name is what you pretend, Sofia, I am agreeable to such a trade. I shall also help satiate your curiosity about me, if you want, of course. How does that sound to you? I am not much of a merchant...” 


Chapter 270 - Dragon’s lair







Erredis’ chair creaked as she patiently waited for Sofia to [Identify] the item.

[Saint’s envy] : A Saint’s life is impractical. Halves the Saint's weight and prevents accidental destruction of furniture. Part of a seven piece set.

Item level : 140. Grade : Ancient.

Sofia blinked several times as she tried to process the information she just got.

First of all, she found the item’s effect ridiculous. Then she was convinced she absolutely needed it, for reasons. And finally, she remembered a detail of her first conversation with Valeure, and everything clicked together in her mind.

‘ “Why can I never get the full set?”

Valeure giggled, “A Dragon uses the anklet. That’s why.” ‘

A Dragon.

Sofia looked up at the soft-spoken rabbit lady again.

Erredis.

A Dragon.

Do you mean… Like. The Erredian Rot? The ‘breath of the outcast’? Like that of a Dragon exiled on the Moon?!

“Is something wrong? Do you not like the item?” Erredis asked.

“N- No, I like it. I would love to have it, actually.”

“Then why do you look so tense? It’s not some kind of test or anything; if you want, you can have it; I laid out the conditions rather well already.”

“It’s… Complicated. How… Alright, I got it. I just understood something. And I think… Well, words won’t do, so I will show you. This is the description of one of my skills.”

Erredis’ face was painted in incomprehension until she saw the system window. Her eyes widened as she seemed to read the short description multiple times, her mouth slightly agape.

[Erredian Rot] : When activated, the light of your holy spells spreads ‘The Erredian Rot’.

Upkeep : 10 000 mana per second

“You chose to take such a spell?! No, wait. The system offered you this in the first place?!”

All pretense of grace and calm was gone. Erredis looked like a lunatic, or rather, she looked at Sofia like she was one. Standing up from her chair, she almost pounced at Sofia, her hands on the table as she spat out her questions.

“Not exactly, for both questions… You’re a bit close…”

Eredis seemed to regain her senses; Sofia could see her face turn visibly red as she sat back into her chair, grabbing her teacup and bringing it up without really drinking as if to hide her face.

“Hum… Sorry about that. I was a bit surprised, is all…”

“N- No worries…” You left handprints on the stone table… “I guess my assumptions were right, then.”

“Did you come here to show me that?”

“No! No, absolutely not; I had no idea that there was even anyone here; in fact, I didn’t want to come on the moon, and… It might be better if I explain all that. Can I still have the anklet?”

“Of course! Yes? Please take it. I can copy most of its magic by now anyway.”

Fourth piece of the set acquired! Now, where do I start, the encounter with Sun, maybe? I need to go one thing at a time…

“So, to start with how I ended up on the moon… I was sent away from the planet by a quest given by Sun.”

“Sun… That harpy is still going around causing troubles? Such a handful…” Erredis chimed in, almost rolling her eyes as she mentioned the Goddess's name.

This one is certainly not afraid of divine retribution. “A- Anyway, I had to come back from very far, but I failed to gauge my flying speed. I wanted to avoid the planet but I did not see the moon. And you saw the result of that…”

“That would explain the huge crater you left behind. You can consider yourself lucky you crashed far away enough from the Castle; it has automated protection against attacks.”

I’m more afraid of the person inside than whatever magical protection it might have… “As for the skill. Truth be told, my class is a bit special.”

“I guessed as much, yes. Your mana circuits are all over the place. Your relationship with your Patron God must be just as unusual as mine.”

“Oh, I have a quest to kill them. Given by the Deep.”

“Of course, you would… Let me guess. The talkative one, am I right? Hmm, just as I thought.”

Ah, my face is giving away the answers without me even realizing…  I wasn’t intending to hide anything anyway. As long as it doesn’t put me in a bad position, at least.  “Can I ask a few questions of my own now?”

Erredis gave her a slight nod while she took another sip of moonspring water.

“Could you present yourself in more detail? I have never met a Dragon before.”

“Quite the vague question; there is much to be said, but what would you want to know? Is it myself or Dragons in general that piques your interest?”

“Both?”

“Well, you know my name already. As you can guess, my current appearance is nothing but an illusion of sorts. My age… I would rather not talk about it. I have been staying on the Moon for about… Ten thousand years, maybe. Though I occasionally go to pay a visit to the surface. I did a lot more before that, but it’s all ancient history now. So… Disappointing, isn’t it?” Erredis finished her presentation, slouching on her creaking chair. Her bunny ears were drooping like dying plants.

“Not really? I cannot fathom what I would be doing if I lived that long. I just spent a few weeks or months alone in the void, and it already felt long. I’m not one to judge how you live your life. Especially when you seemed to imply others avoid you… That has something to do with the Rot, right?”

“Partly, yes. Though the issue is not simply the power of my breath but also how I have used it… I did try to scrape the records, but Dragons live long…”

Sounds like a sore spot. I should avoid prying too much into the exact reasons.

“Do you know about all the other Dragons?” Sofia asked next.

“All the individuals? That would be hard, but I know of every lineage, and they know about me. That is a peculiar question to ask. One, you speak with anxiety. Did you anger one of us in some way or another?”

“No, but I am looking for one in particular. I will get back to it, but I have a few other questions about you and the Rot, if that is alright.”

“We’re having a friendly discussion, are we not? Forget about my identity and what is alright or is not; just speak your mind.”

“Then, I would like to learn more about the higher levels of the system. Yours, the Dragons’, the Angels, the Gods? It seems like everyone past a certain threshold can simply hide their level or do not have one; I can never get a grasp of where the limits lie,” Sofia explained, giving up on trying to hide her emotions and frustrations with the system.

“Everyone is so hung up on these numbers nowadays… My current system-given level is 524. Though that is proper rubbish, in my opinion, anything above 500 loses any meaning. You’re better off not worrying about it; by the time you get there, if ever, you will already know what and who you can or cannot fight, levels be damned. As for other Dragons… The ones born after the system’s inauguration have all hatched somewhere in the low four hundreds; those I know of anyway, they usually grow up to somewhere around 460 throughout the next thousand years until they can be considered an adult.”

“Adulthood is a thousand years?”

“Do you find it surprising? We grow slowly compared to you humans. If anything, the ephemeralness of your lives is more unsettling to us. So brittle, fragile, so quickly gone. Young Dragons often like to hide among the mortal races; they seek to experience new things, but they never do that for very long. The cultural and lifespan difference is a lot to handle.”

“We can grow just as strong and long-lived, can we not? You must know about Richard, for example.”

“The old bag of bones? I know him well, yes. Did he teach your necromancy? That is a sturdy one, for sure. I should duel him again sometime. But yes, you can grow as strong and long-lived; the issue is, how many actually will?”

“I only met him once. My skills are varied because the system messed up with my class, as I’ve mentioned before. And quite a few will, with the help of the system. I have met a lot in quite a short time.”

“You do reproduce fast, so the system’s help would lead there eventually. It was the entire point, I suppose. I doubted it would work but I am being proved wrong with the rapid rise of individuals like you. How old are you exactly? It seems to me that you are young even for a human standard, even if your magic is majorly messing with your body.”

“Is it bad?”

“No, the system handles it all, but it is a mess. So?”

“Oh, right. I turned twenty-one a few months ago. That must feel like nothing to you.”

“You’re not wrong… Last time I left this domain, you were not even born.”

“Why do you even stay here? Does the moon really need guarding?”

“No? Moon Herself is more than strong enough to step in should there be any issues with Her celestial body. And as you have seen now, it takes more than a crater or two to make Her move. It was indeed a necessary duty in older times. Now, I live here… by force of habit. I’m just an old lady spending her forever and after in an old castle. Sorry, I tend to speak a lot. Prolonged isolation does that.”

“Are you kidding? You are like an infinite well of knowledge to me. I could sit here and listen to you for months if I didn’t have other pressing matters…”

“As, yes, the blabbering one’s quest. Let us make that the next topic of discussion; I have been meaning to ask this whole time. Would you explain more about your name, Sofia?”

At this point, I can probably trust her with the details… She’s nice. Reminds me of grandma Lydia before her passing. The entire orphanage was devastated at the news…

“I was an orphan from the Sovuln kingdom, on the human continent…”


Chapter 271 - The Furious Old Dragon Lady







“What do you mean you DROWNED IT?! Stop, stop, you’re gonna give this weak old lady a heart attack!”

“Well, hey, at least I would become a Dragon slayer for real. It would be an honor. I promise to give you a nice and comfortable afterlife inside Bookie. So anyway, I finished first, do you already know what the last floor is?”

“Killing me off already? I’ll have you know that I have three perfectly healthy hearts, so I’ll be fine even if you burst one. And yes, I know, but I am being serious; let us skip the trial; I don’t want the Angels to get pissed at me for bypassing the censor too much again.”

“What is even the censor? Can you talk about that?”

“Oh, it’s just a set of orders your scribe can’t disobey,” Erredis explained, tapping her temple with a finger. “Like a leash, the system uses to control its scribes and users, to make sure things go how the system wants. Mess with it too much, and your scribe’ll self-destruct. You don’t want that.”

“You sure know a lot about the system.”

“I see what you’re trying to do, Sofia. I know things, yes, but until you find a way to prevent the Angels from coming to bother me at my door, I’m not telling.”

“Are they even really strong enough to bother you?”

Erredis looked to the side as if something else had caught her attention, causing her to miss the question.

Fine…

“Well, I think you’ll want to hear what comes next since it has to do with another Dragon.”



“Really?! And he’s not found you yet?!” Erredis sounded thoroughly annoyed.

Sofia had recounted the events up to the moment she learned Saria had been taken away by a Dragon and how she was now looking for them. She had even brought out another copy of the dragon’s handprint sculpted in bones for her to see.

The rabbit-dragon-woman frowned as she observed the sculpture. “Must be a young one,” she remarked, “And one with very bad manners, at that! I can’t believe he would have gotten your sister and left you to rot in an orphanage!”

“It’s not like they owe me anything…”

“No. You do not understand. We Dragons have many strengths. Do you know what’s not one of them?”

“I don’t know, being humble?”

Erredis’ face contorted a bit; she tried to look serious, but half her mouth still smirked. “You could use some of that yourself; you really ought to stop drinking that moonspring water for now, young lady; it’s getting to your head.”

“Sorry.” It is a bit like alcohol somehow… But it has water in the name…

“Bah! Back to my question, all humbleness aside, we Dragons are bad at having offspring. Terribly horrendously bad. And there is no workaround. So, there is something deeply ingrained in our culture. Each person counts. Family is sacred.”

“That… It’s not how I imagined it at all, but if you say so. A far cry from the fire-breathing calamities of nature the books paint you as.”

“One does not exclude the other. Point is, family is sacred. If you are going to rescue someone, you better damn well see it through all the way and not be a fucking boor leaving the siblings to die some unknown fate!”

“Well… It would have been hard to find me until I got my class and started moving, especially if they thought I was dead because of the tide…”

Erredis listened to Sofia, but her one raised eyebrow said a lot. Sofia almost expected to see the disguised Dragon shake her head and call her an idiot or something along those lines.

Erredis nodded decisively. “Sure. I’ll give him the benefit of the doubt, better have a good explanation.”

“Explanation? How-”

“What? We’re going to go and find out.” Erredis didn’t let Sofia talk. She came closer and almost whispered, “Listen, sweetie. This old grandma does not do charity work.” Having said that, she took a step back, standing straight like a marble column, with the countenance of an Emperor. “But if a Dragon is tarnishing our glorious name! Then, they are going to be getting an earful! And it just so happens that you, my guest, might want to tag along. I couldn’t possibly refuse such basic courtesy now, could I?” Erredis finished with an awkward but cute wink.

Really?

“REALLY?!”

Just like that?!

All this searching around, the necromancy, Richard, the ebb, the diviner, and I’m just getting handed what I long for on a silver platter? Because I slammed into the moon, of all things???

YES PLEASE!

“No need to react so strongly; come on, we are just going to investigate a troublemaking kidnapper. Ah, but not right away; let us go through things in order; finish your story first. Then, we will compare your copy to my breath. And finally, we can go.”

Ah… Yeah. It’s alright. Fine. Perfect even. I can wait a few more hours…

“Thank you. I…” Sofia tried her best to keep the tears from flowing, but her vision was blurry anyway.

“Hoy! Hey! Don’t cry! Hayia… My ancestors will come back to curse me from the afterlife for making a child burst out in tears. You might just get your Dragonslayer title yet if you keep this up!”

“Sorry, I, really, thank… so much…”

Erredis audibly sighed; she came closer and ruffled Sofia’s hair. “It’s alright to cry. But keep that for your sister, alright? We’re not even there yet. Be strong! Look at you; the old green goblin did not put this crown on your head by mistake, did it?”

Sofia really tried to calm her emotions, but the moonspring water she had drunk's influence only made it harder. Now she wished she had listened to Erredis’ warning after she took her third sip and not kept drinking only to make a fool of herself but it was too late to take her actions back now.

“See, that’s why kids should do kid stuff, not battle with Gods and crap. Leave the shit to us old farts to deal with, would you? You’re gonna put us out of a job at this rate.”

Erredis sat back down, waiting for Sofia to get a hold of herself.

“Better?” She asked after a while when Sofia had stopped sobbing.

“Yes…. Sorry, again…”

“Gods…” Erredis did shake her head this time, she handed Sofia a white cloth to wipe her face. “This is all it takes to break you? You really haven’t had it easy until now. You should slow down, Sofia. Enjoy life a bit. If you keep only pushing forward all the time, you’re going to break at some point. There is more to life than the system’s levels and power. You hardly had a choice until now, but don’t you think you can slow down a bit? If that shit-stained rag of a scripture God comes to stir more trouble, you’re always welcome to rest here, alright? No other God would be foolish enough to approach Moon… Or me.”



Sofia woke up in an unknown bed.

Wha-

Oh, the moon castle.

I fell asleep on the chair?

By reflex, she checked her things; everything was still there, but she was wearing the three pieces of her saint set for some reason. And Sofia sensed Pareth standing guard right outside of the room.

Did Erredis carry me here?

… What guest? I’m just a freeloader now…

But why…

Why is an old outcast dragon so nice to me?

I didn’t… Do anything to deserve it…

Dealing with all these old monsters, powerful people, out of reach. It’s always tense. They always have their own motives. I’m left wondering, every time, whether I’m really making a good deal or being taken advantage of. They could all so easily get rid of me. A fly they can just swat away and make disappear.

But this time… I don’t know. I just lost control…

Outside the door, Pareth moved. The door flung open, revealing Erredis in a different form. Gone were the cute bunny ears and flowing dress. She had three pairs of dark horns growing from her head, black eyes deep like an abyss, and a black, battle-worn heavy plate armor, making her look more imposing than the almost twice as tall skeleton standing next to her. She held her helmet under one arm and a rune-covered halberd in the other.

“Finally awake! I was starting to think you’d be down forever.”

“How long was I out?”

“Oh, about three hours. An eternity!”

Just three hours? I feel like I slept for a week.

“You look refreshed. I slipped the anklet on you while you were down; I hope you don’t mind. The four-piece set effect should have helped. Now come, if you’re ready, we have some rot to play with!”

“Ah! I’m coming. But why the armor, though? Also, is that a mithrium halberd?!”

“You can tell from there? It is, yes, this baby served me well in my prime, a lot more practical than giant claws. And the armor, well, if we’re going to compare rot, we need to do it for real. I was thinking we could give some moon pests a bit of an accelerated diet.”

“D- Do the moon pests have enough strength to harm you if you’re not wearing armor?”

I’m not going!

“Not in a billion years. But a fight is a fight. You should respect your opponents and always fight like your life's on the line. And it very well may be! You never know who’s hiding in ambush, waiting for you to turn your back and stab you eight times in the kidneys with a jagged poison-coated cursed dagger of dragon-slaying. How do you think I lived to become so old? Better safe than sorry!”

So specific! That totally happened to you, didn’t it?! And she survived that?!

Wait… Yeah, no, of course, she would have survived. She’s a dragon. A level 524 dragon.


Chapter 272 - Soup







“Are you good to go?” Erredis asked with joyous impatience.

“Ah, uh, kind of? Actually, I was hoping to get an hour or two to sort out all the system notifications I received when leaving scribe-only mode and get my reward for the quest…”

“Oh right, Sun sent you on one of her fool’s errands. What did she promise you that you ended up crashing here in the end?”

“Five divine essences.”

Erredis froze, then burst out in roaring laughter. “FIVE?! You got her to promise you FIVE ESSENCES? Bahahah, robbing Sun in broad daylight, aren’t you? Good going. I see, I see. Definitely worth crashing into the moon if you want my opinion. Moon must be rolling on the floor laughing right now.”

“Well, I was under the impression that it is a lot too. But I already have six from other gods, so…”

“Holy… Girl, do you faint if you ever stop bragging for half a second? You were pretty convincing with everything until now so I trust you, but where would you even get six of them? I get you nabbed Scripture’s, and Sorrow’s pretty obvious, the goblin too. But what about the other three?”

“There’s Dread. Let’s just say their Apostle had met an unpleasant fate, and I… Helped free them… Kind of. The last two are from the Lords.”

“You’re being serious?”

Sofia just nodded.

“Well, shit. Makes robbing Sun seem less impressive, these are in another weight class altogether. I’m surprised they even have essence… Hmm, we go compare the rot then I’ll give you the time you need, I’ll make my own preparations before we go fetch your sister. How does that sound?”

“Perfect!”

“Then get up already, we’re going!”

Erredis led Sofia through the corridors of her empty castle; surprisingly, they were not going outside but under. There was a hole in one of the rooms of the castle, leading straight down into a deep chasm. Somehow, it gave Sofia vertigo for a second.

I thought I’d be completely free of that after my last trip to the Sun… Didn’t last long, at least. Hmm. “Is the hole by design?”

“No, I just cleaned the borders because it looks better that way, but it’s the things underneath that dug that tunnel originally.”

“You cleaned it up instead of plugging it?”

“What? They taste nice and crunchy in a soup or lightly roasted; having a direct access is pretty handy.”

Alright…

Erredis put on her helmet and jumped down; Sofia followed, and the mana concentration shot up the deeper they fell. Suddenly, Erredis just stopped in mid-air. Sofia deployed her wings but still fell deeper before flying back up to rejoin her.

She’s… Walking on mana?

“Come, I hear some in this hole,” Erredis said, pointing at one of many holes in the walls of the chasm. “They’ve learned to hide deeper now, but it’s not like they can really escape anywhere,” she added before striding in with a bounce in her steps.

She has still not told me what we’re going after… I wouldn't say no to a good soup, though.

Doing her best to run after Erredis, Sofia could barely keep up, catching glimpses of her horned form disappearing from view at every corner. I wonder what her true form looks like.

After many turns, Sofia finally saw the ‘good for soup pests’. Giant centipedes.

I’m not so sure about the soup anymore…

“You first, girl, here,” Erredis called out to Sofia as she grabbed one of the frantically fleeing several dozens of meters long black centipedes the thickness of an average horse by digging into its carapace with her fingers.

“Hum… If I use it in such an enclosed space, it is going to hit you as well.”

“As if you could harm me with my own weapon, don’t worry and shoot!”

The centipede has a lot of mana; it won’t survive long.

Holy light inundated the underground gallery, covering the walls and the centipede in a thin layer of veiny black rot. Unsurprisingly, Erredis was completely untouched.

“Oh, pretty. It’s quite peculiar seeing it being spread by light.” With her hand that held the halberd, she stuck out a finger to scrape the rot on the centipede. She nodded as she observed it, looking around everywhere; she seemed genuinely impressed from the little of her face Sofia could see through her open visor. “That’s the real thing, just a few billion times weaker. The system didn’t scam you. The thickness leaves a bit to be desired, but that'll be unavoidable if you’re using so little mana. You should work on that after the next trial. Overall, nice. It will kill,” Erredis confirmed with a thumbs up and a large grin.

She had let the centipede free as she gave her approval, but the creature died just as it was starting to flee.

‘You have defeated [Blackmoon mole - lv. 137]’

“Couldn’t we have tested that on a rock or something? That would have worked too,” Sofia asked.

“No, I needed to see how well it absorbs live mana; if the system’s copy was a bad imitation, I would have to fix it. Glad to see that it’s pretty close to the real thing. Wait for me here; I’ll go grab another one to show you how I do it.”

Sofia couldn’t see or feel anything as Erredis disappeared from her vision. No mana movements… She just… Gone?

Before Sofia knew it, Erredis was back, another, even larger centipede in hand. It was so big it filled the entire tunnel.

“Alright. I’m going to try hard to show my lowest output, but just in case…”

Sofia felt mana from Erredis for the first time. It was only for an instant, but her mana vision had turned brighter than the sun before calming down. A clear mana barrier now isolated Sofia from the outside world; it was somewhat similar to the fake god’s bubble, though it clearly worked on different principles.

The halberd disappeared from Erredis’ right hand, and she used that free hand to remove her helmet. She took a deep breath, sucking in the air that, for some reason, extended from the castle to the underground. Her head tilted back as she inhaled, and then she straightened up again and, very slowly, exhaled a thin black fog.

The fog was quick to spread in every direction. Under Sofia’s incredulous eyes, the tunnel widened, destroyed by a rabid, furiously pulsating mass of rot that appeared everywhere the fog touched. It was nothing like the thin film Sofia’s light produced and more like the absolute highest degree of violence, her rot had ever reached when it battled the ebb for an unending buffet of flying monster corpses.

As Erredis finished exhaling the black fog, the few-meter-wide tunnel was already turning into a full-fledged cavernous and echoing grotto of ridiculous proportions. Some unstable parts collapsed, and the debris was instantly consumed by the all-devouring mass encompassing it, failing to even begin to slow it down. The only thing protecting Sofia from certain death was the thin bubble of mana around her.

The dragon looked back at Sofia; she sounded happy as her voice echoed around the newly created vast open space, “What do you think?”.

Low… Lowest output. THAT’S YOUR LOWEST OUTPUT?!

“It’s… Pretty impressive. Does it always spread that far?”

“That far? Be serious, sweetie. It’s only a few hundred meters; I could cover the entire moon in one breath.”

Sofia struggled really hard, clenching her teeth to prevent her face from contorting violently.

Notes for myself: do not under any circumstances upgrade the rot; never piss off Grandma Erredis.

“See, I told you everyone avoids me; you get a bit of why now. You can still leave if you want.”

“N- No.. It’s not … I mean… You can control whenever you’re using it, no? It’s not an issue…”

“Your body language says otherwise, but your call. Let’s go back then.”

Sofia’s gaze returned to the rot still ravenously gnawing at the moon rock all around them. “Is it ever going to stop?”

“Just like yours, give it another twenty seconds, maybe. We should go. Actually, this tunnel will likely collapse; let’s not cover the castle in dust.”

Saying this, Erredis dispelled the shield protecting Sofia and grabbed her by the waist as she ran past mid-air. She let Sofia go once they left the area covered in rot. As they flew back up, Erredis spoke up again. “You can return to the bedroom to do your things or follow me if you want. I’ll be making us a meal before we go. Anything you want to eat?”

“I’d gladly try anything you make that isn’t a huge black centipede.”

“Deal, kid. I’ll make you a meal like you’ve never had before.”



Sofia decided to follow Erredis in her kitchen. She sat on a chair near to the door and started going through her system notifications as the old dragon hummed unknown tunes while slipping into a pink apron.

So many messages… So much experience. I see Ihuarah and Alith haven’t been lazing around either… Lords, how many of these monsters did they kill! This would almost make my Sovuln extermination sessions look lackluster. The plant monsters should be from Alith, so these are all from Ihuarah… Where the hell did Sun send him to?!


Chapter 273 - Madness returns again







So… A few hundred plant monsters for Alith and I don’t know how many thousand spirits, all with different names, for Ihuarah. These three should be our dungeon bosses I think.

‘You have defeated [Bloomstalk Hydra - lv. 249]’

‘You have defeated [Ormoncleth’s Envoy - lv. ???]’

‘You have defeated [Knight of the mirror - lv. 249]’

Looks like Alith was the fastest and I was second. I see Mr. Scribe just used my names for the Deep creatures. The parasites too.

‘You have defeated [Ormoncleth’s Parasite - lv. ???]’

‘You gained a level!’ * 10

[Remaining debt : 0]

‘You gained a level!’ * 15

‘You gained a level!’ * 10

[Remaining debt : 0]

‘You gained a level!’ * 11

Paid off the debt from the worms then got fifteen levels, ten more levels of debt from fighting the envoy, and eleven more level-ups after that, taking me right up to 249. And it looks like the Deep creatures didn’t count for any experience. No levels after the Envoy kill… Probably because the system couldn’t reach me. It doesn’t even show a level for the parasites.

What else… So many messages… Next in line would be those?

[Congratulations, you have reached the fourth filter. Be Cleansed; Be Reborn.]

[You will no longer gain experience]

[Please proceed to the trial site : Tower of rebirth, distance : 1946007073m]

Sofia had a moment of awe at the number. I can’t imagine how much that would have been all the way from the sun. Suddenly, big distances are not as daunting.

I wouldn’t go back to the sun, though… The weeks of travel in the void were really the worst.

Alright, so this is done, what else. Skills?

[New Active Skills are available!]

No specialization alteration this time. I’m only at a 27% chance. I don’t have any active slots anymore, but I could get rid of [Heal Undead] already. I’m fine with the spell version I have now, even if it still needs work.

Available Active Skills :

●        [Restore ] : Infuse the target with mana to

●        [Saintess’ ] : Infuse your next physical attack with the

●        [ madness] : your undead minions for a short time.

That is certainly something…

I can let them sit for now, combine the two new ones, or take [Restore madness].

Sofia looked up to see Erredis happily slicing carrots with a regular kitchen knife.

Should I bother her for advice? Might as well, right?

“Hum. Lady Erredis?”

Erredis turned her head back, “What ‘lady’? Are you trying to flirt?”

“Bu- What else should I call you?”

“I don’t know. Nobody calls me anything these days, really. You did a good job of avoiding it until now too. Err, do whatever you want, I guess. Why did you want my attention in the first place?”

“Remember how I said my skills work? I wondered if you wanted to give an opinion on my next choice.”

Erredis turned back to her carrots, “Sure, just read me your skill parts.”

Sofia read her three available keywords to Erredis. She got an answer without much hesitation from the old dragon. “Just take [Saintess’ madness].”

“Any reason why?”

“Sounds funny. And if I were you, considering you have the rot and your explosives, I would try to keep [Restore ] for something like [Restore land] or anything even remotely close to that. Trust me, some way to repair the damages you do is quite valuable…”

“What if I just keep all the keywords for later?”

“And be down one skill in your next trial for no reason? If you want to stay on the fast way to level up, you want to go all out. Don’t hold anything back!” Erredis finished her sentence as she swung the sliced carrots straight into a steaming pot.

“It feels weird keeping [Restore ] for so long when it’s such a good keyword, it’s been there forever… But sure. It might give me something like a way to increase my or Pareth’s damage with physical attacks by the sound of it.”

“A good thing to have, considering all the magical attacks you already have.”

“That is very true… Fine, I’m taking it!”

I don’t really see what else I could ever end up doing with these keywords anyway.

Just to be sure she completely had the spell version of [Heal Undead] well memorized, Sofia used it a few times, illuminating the kitchen with flashing lights.

‘You have lost the active : ‘Heal Undead’

‘You have acquired the Active skill : ‘Saintess’ ’

‘You have acquired the Active skill : ‘ madness’

It does have a nice ring to it if you ignore the meaning of the words. I would be worried about taking a skill with this name if not for the blessing of the Deep. This should be alright. It looks like the name won’t change this time, but Mr.Scribe still probably needs a bit to get the description right.

Speaking of skills, I got some appreciable level-ups there, too, especially with runeforged, which makes sense considering how much I used it.

‘[Spine of the Black Sun] reached level 201’

‘[Spine of the Black Sun] reached level 202’

‘[Spine of the Black Sun] reached level 203’

‘[Summon Blood] reached level 201’

‘[Summon Blood] reached level 202’

‘[Summon Blood] reached level 203’

‘[Summon Blood] reached level 204’

‘[Graveyard of the righteous] reached level 201’

‘[Runeforged Overlord] reached level 202’

…

‘[Runeforged Overlord] reached level 238’

‘[Fast reading] reached level 65’

‘[Fast reading] reached level 66’

‘[Fast reading] reached level 67’

‘[Fast reading] reached level 68’

‘[Fast reading] reached level 69’

‘[Way of the Fool] reached level 27’

‘[Way of the Fool] reached level 28’

‘[Way of the Fool] reached level 29’

‘[Sprint] reached level 45’

‘[Evasion] reached level 99’

‘[Evasion] reached level 100’

That sure was a good harvest. My stats climbed nicely too with the levels.

Name : Sofia Aphenoreth

Age : 21

Class : [Saintomancer] ♢

Level : 249 ♢

Health : 20 980 / 20 980  

Stamina : 21 047 / 21 047 

Mana : 417 100 / 417 100        

Main Specialization : [Eclipse Skeleton]

Alteration chance : 27%

Secondary Specialization : [Heat Death]

Active Skills (8 / 8)

​[Spine of the Black Sun] - Level 203

[Summon Blood] - Level 204

[Maiden Banshee] - Level 249 (Lv.249)

[Graveyard of the righteous] - Level 201

[False immortality] - Level 3

[Skull Choir] - Level 201

[Reign over shadows]

[Saintess’ madness] - Level 1

Passive Skills (7 / 8)

[Blessing of the Deep] - (2/4)

[Vakariazrehafin of Sorrow] ♢

[Exalted Exoskeleton] ♢

[Venerable physique of the primeval void] ♢ - Doors of the Light forging realm

[Bone dominus] - Level 2

[Erredian Rot]

[Runeforged Overlord] ♢ - Level 238

Classless Skills (9 / 9)

[Fast reading] - Level 69

[Way of the Fool] - Level 29

[Sprint] - Level 45

[Identify] - Level 2

[Mana manipulation] ♢

[Evasion] - Level 100

[Radiance] - Level 57

[Quintessential] ♢

[One with Suffering] ♢

Special Skills (1)

​[The Book of Skeletons] ♢

Summoned heroes (4 / 4)

●        Lv.249 Pareth (Holy Boneplate Mauleur Eclipse Skeleton)

●        Lv.249 Alith (Alith)

●        Lv.249 Book of Skeletons (Book)

●        Lv.249 Ihuarah (Heartless Shade)

[Mark of Aphenoreth]

This never stops getting longer…

Sofia stood up, “I’m going outside to receive my quest reward, just in case I explode or something like that.”

“Do you hear yourself talk? Whatever, go on; the meal will be ready in about twenty minutes, so don’t be late or I’m eating it all.”

“I’ll be right back.”

Finding a door out of the castle wasn’t too hard, after which Sofiia left the place completely and floated a bit further, where she was only surrounded by moon rocks. Accepting the essences and upgrading VPPV shouldn’t be too destructive, in theory, but to be safe, Sofia wanted to be in a place she wouldn’t regret destroying if something went wrong.

Annnnnd claim the rewards!

[Rewards delivered successfully!]

Yeah. I don’t feel any different.

[You earned a bonus reward from an unknown patron!]

Eh?

To Sofia’s complete surprise, a small ice-blue box appeared on the ground a few meters away from her. What? Is that Midenicite? She walked up to the box and grabbed it. It was quite light. Is it empty?

Opening the box, which wasn’t locked, revealed a small iridescent ball with a slit opening embedded in a perfectly sized slot carved directly into the thick bottom of the box.

From the Deep?! Is this made out of Parasite blood?

There was no explanatory note, but Sofia had a hunch her Scribe would know exactly what it was, just like it knew about Aphenoreth’s glove. She [Identifi]ed it.

[Regulator’s bauble] : This small jingle bell emits a soothing sound that your enemies cannot hear; legend says the happy memories of a lost pet lives inside. Cannot be damaged. Soul-bound. Can be permanently attached to a weapon, scabbard, clothing, or armor piece.

Sofia’s heart fell a bit as she read the description; she grabbed the bell and shook it lightly. Its serene ringing was light and muted like a distant melody playing in the wind. It filled Sofia with a warm sense of comfort. Like all, her worries had vanished for just an instant.

Thanks… I will keep it preciously.

So you did hear me when I said I only needed a bauble from you to have a whole set…

This…

With a smile on her face, she brought the bell near her scepter; like a magnet, the bell popped out of Sofia’s hand and latched onto the shaft of the scepter, right under the midenicite catalyst. It was held there by two very thin red strings attached to it that seemed to disappear inside of the scepter’s grain.

She waved her staff a few times, her smile widening ever so slightly every time the bell rang. Alone on the moon, she closed her eyes, focused, and reopened them while bringing up her status again.

Back to the real world. It’s high time that you evolved, Venerable Physique of the Primeval Void!

[Venerable physique of the primeval void] ♢ - Doors of the Light forging realm :

The primeval void was born of the universe’s first shadow.

Shadow gathering realm :

​A single hit cannot take away more than 99% of your maximum health.

You are 50% more resilient to explosions

You are able to see in extremely low light levels and to breathe light

You cannot be hurt by the cold and cannot be traced in the spirit realm

Shadows and light are two faces of a single coin.

Light forging realm :

​Starting step : You no longer age.

​First step : Your skin becomes tougher and opaque (0/1000%)

​Second step : ???

Light forging realm unlocking requirement : possess ten divine essences or more.

Current divine essence (11) :

-          Scripture (1)

-          Aphenoreth (1)

-          Dread (1)

-          Sorrow (1)

-          Ormoncleth (1)

-          Victory (1)

-          Sun (5)

Light forging realm Breakthrough method : Split your mana into ten (11) equal parts, and dispose them inside your body in the following order:

One part to the heart

Two parts to the head

One part to each foot

One part to the head

One part to each hand

One part to the head

The remaining part(s) to this skill.

Sofia did not question anything and simply sat on the ground, following the instructions. Precise handling of her mana while inside her body was something that she could already do with relative ease. The only slightly troublesome part here was splitting the mana into precisely equal parts, which was much harder to do when one could not just look at the number the system gave.

The light forging began.


Chapter 274 - Ten thousand years of wisdom







Unnatural heat formed inside Sofia’s body. The packets of mana she had spread throughout her body were condensing, reshaping into something new. The heat rose higher and higher until something changed. Sofia felt a sudden jolt of pain stemming from her heart, and with it came light. From within her chest, bright white light like the sun shone through her flesh and skin, inundating the surroundings. Then, like a sudden migraine, two jolts of pure pain through her skull sent Sofia reeling back. Pareth appeared behind her, helping her stay upright. Two more lights appeared from the points of pain, one a tern gray, the other a vibrant red. The sudden strokes of pain followed the pattern of her mana, illuminating her from within; it was impossible to tell which light was which anymore as Sofia shone like a miniature Sun.

Just like she thought the pain was over, Sofia felt something moving in the middle of her chest. It was only mildly painful compared to what came before, but not less unsavory, as she could only describe the sensation as a thousand bugs crawling under her skin. The ‘bugs’ spread out, following some grand design, carving new paths inside her flesh all over her body. The shining motes of mana became agitated once again as the crawling sensation spread. They whirred like a channeled spell about to explode and backlash but started harmonizing instead. One by one, they were now vibrating at the same frequency.

All the lights disappeared at once.

Sofia no longer felt any pain, but she was bleeding all over, and the packets of mana were still there.

Is… Is it over? She stuttered in her thoughts.

The packets of mana collapsed into a single point at the center of Sofia’s chest. The pain was swift like a lightning strike, and Sofia erupted into light once again. A singular shining star, likely enough to blind Sun Herself, but not for long. The light faded, revealing Sofia’s new and enhanced body. A body that was essentially still exactly the same if one could look past the thousands of glowing veins of light slithering beneath her skin. 

Out of all the things I expected… I did not expect to transform into a glowing life-sized diagram of blood vessels. And why is it moving?!

Sofia felt lost; her mind was blank as she observed her hand and the streaks of light undulating inside.

She changed to Pareth’s point of view. Even my face?! She opened her mouth, it was the same; her lips, her tongue, everything but her teeth was host to the glowing veins.

My hair is probably the only part of my body I wouldn’t mind seeing glow, and it’s one of the only unaffected parts!

Sofia looked at VPPV again.

[Venerable physique of the primeval void] ♢ - First step Light forging realm :

The primeval void was born of the universe’s first shadow.

Shadow gathering realm :

​A single hit cannot take away more than 99% of your maximum health.

You are 50% more resilient to explosions

You are able to see in extremely low light levels and to breathe light

You cannot be hurt by the cold and cannot be traced in the spirit realm

Shadows and light are two faces of a single coin.

Light forging realm :

​Starting step : You no longer age.

​First step : Your skin becomes tougher and opaque (0/1000%)

​Second step : Further enhance your body through the use of light.

​Third step : ???

Current step training method : Withstand the breath of a chromatic dragon.

Complete first step to unlock further steps.

Complete all steps and gather divine essence to unlock further realms.

The second step hint is basically saying nothing! But… At least the ‘opaque’ part of the first step makes a lot more sense now. Sofia thought as she looked at her skin again; the movements inside made her shiver.

The training method is a special level of absurd though.

But it's good timing.

Oh shit, the time!

Sofia flew back to the castle as fast as she could. It hadn’t been twenty minutes yet, but not far from it.



“I’m here on time, right?!” Sofia asked as she slid into the kitchen.

“Oh! Yes, food’s almost ready. But are you sure you’re good? I saw some light from outside, quite something, just like your new look.”

“Uh, oh, yes. Kind of. I know it looks weird, but I can’t help it. It should go away at some point, but… Wouldn’t you happen to be a ‘Chromatic Dragon’ by any chance?”

“Couldn’t be furthest from it, no. Why do you ask? Is this related?”

“It is… Look.” Sofia said as she shared VPPV’s description.

Erredis untied her apron while she read the system window. “Hmm, that’s alright. I can find you one; I think all three of them are still alive; it can’t be too hard to coerce one into sneezing on you.”

Coerce? I’m not sure I want to know the consequences of that. Maybe I asked the wrong person…

“But let’s not let the food go cold; let’s use that table in the corner. I usually eat standing anywhere, but I should at least sit down for my guests.”



The food was nothing special, just a warm and savory home-cooked meal. In short, Sofia found it incredibly good.

Erredis was scraping the last bits of sauce from the pot with some hard bread, and she finished answering Sofia’s questions, “So I like to eat often even if I don’t need to. It’s still something your mind and body yearns for no matter how useless it is.” She let out a pleasured moan as she savored the last bits of sauce. “Right, isn’t your other skill ready by now? You ought to give your scribe a slap or two if it’s that slow.”

“I never checked. It has probably been ready for a while, but I was too focused on the meal.”

“Can’t blame you for that, dearie. So how did it turn out?”

“Actually, please look first, you tell me what you think. Be honest.”

Erredis didn’t answer, but Sofia could see the Dragon’s eyes slowly shifting as she read the description line by line, her expression indecipherable.

“Do you not have [Fast reading]?” Sofia asked, trying her best to sound curious and not impatient.

“I like to take my time with entertainment. I have plenty of time… Alright, I’m done reading. Your skill… It’s uh. It reflects the name well. I’m honestly shocked the system allocates the precious time and resources necessary to assemble spells just for you every time. I would kill to have something like this instead of having to do research by myself. I mean... Yeah, actually, I would.”

“Are you trying to change the subject?” Sofia asked calmly while her eyes stared daggers at Erredis, who had stood up to put away the dishes as if the conversation was over.

“No… No! Obviously not! Uh, hum. The skill seems, hmm, yes; usable…”

“Usable?”

That’s not at all what I hoped to hear. Am I getting another completely failed skill like [Pristine essence]? It was bound to happen at some point…

While Sofia’s heart sank, Erredis had gone into a full-fledged rant. “You know, it’s no big deal; skills really aren’t all they’re propped up to be. Back in my days, we used to…”

[Saintess’ madness] : The Saintess grabs and throws one of her undead minions. They are infused with a random element and explode on impact, releasing a burst of elemental magic. The power of the burst scales on the undead minion’s base health and the amount of mana infused multiplied by this skill’s level. Direct hits also inflict a related elemental affliction upon the targets. There can only be one infused minion existing at any one time.

You gain a minor magical resistance against the infused element until next use.

(Next function unlocks at skill level 2)

What even is this?

A random element, really? It would already be a dubious skill to have if I could choose! And this kills my skeletons! This really isn’t it…

At least the elemental affliction and the resistance can be useful, depending on what elements I get. If I know what I’m going to fight next, I can chain cast with the rat swarm until I get the resistance I want. Hmm… It’s not completely useless. I just don’t know if I really need more attack skills when I already have so many.

I would have liked another movement of defense skill better. Can’t change the keywords, though. They weren’t good enough that I feel bad about wasting them.

“... and this is why you should always target the eyes first!” Erredis proudly declared, concluding her rant that Sofia had unknowingly tuned out of.

“Grandma Erredis?”

“Yes, child?”

The Dragon lady’s demeanor and expression reminded Sofia of the Orphanage’s kids when the matrons caught them trying to sneak away with extra servings of food. I can’t believe you’re more than five hundred times my age…

“Would you allow this weak and naïve kid to try her new spell on an extremely benevolent and incredibly wise flying lizard?”

“Ahah…” Erredis laughed nervously, then sighed, defeated. “Sure,” she finally said, rolling her eyes. “Just don’t go trying to explain to another Dragon that you started calling me grandma and that I let you hurl explosive skeletons at my face. They’ll think you’ve been afflicted by [Saintess’ madness] for real...”


Chapter 275 - Pterifying







“Didn’t you say you had birds? It has to be birds, then. The Health scaling is something but the reliability of an attack that will never miss is often preferable.”

“Birds it is, then.”

Sofia summoned the book and grabbed the first page that appeared when she opened it, without even looking. As the mana entered the book, fog started spreading over the floor of the castle’s courtyard.

Erredis looked with curiosity, “This book hero of yours really is an anomaly.”

“It was designed by the Orator, after all.”

“It’s also baffling the confidence with which you utter these names. Though I have to admit it indeed looks like you’re safe.”

“I was practically given an item from each of them; it would be weird if I wasn’t safe. Though I was told not to mention the fourth one. Can you really not do anything about them if they’re after you? Is there even anyone stronger than you out there? Can anyone do anything? Even Sun was forced to give up on her stuff when they came.”

“Tough subject. As I said, levels kind of lose their meaning later on; thinking about who’s stronger than who is kind of irrelevant. And the Lords… Well, even for me, it’s better not to antagonize them. They have always been a mostly neutral party, so truth be told, I don’t even really know how I would fare against them, and I’m not sure I want to find out. Not to mention, there are four of them. Do you see three other me around here?”

“So in your super long life, you’ve never even run into one of them?”

“I’ve met one, the bookmaker.” Erredis sneered. “Unpleasant.”

Did Orator speak through her mouth too? That is unpleasant, yes…

Sofia waited with bated breath, but there was no sign of the Orator showing up.

“Are you alright, Sofia?”

“Yes, I was just waiting to see if he was going to show up. This guy has a tendency of appearing at ‘convenient’ times.”

“‘This guy,’ she says… Enough blabbering, get on with the throwing, young lady.”

“Yes, ma’am!”

So, how do I do this?

Sofia opened her hand, and one of the small bird skeletons jumped in by itself. Tuck your wings, you’ll be easier to throw.

“I’ll use a thousand mana to begin with.”

Sofia activated [Saintess’ madness], she could feel the bird being magically stuck against her palm as she controlled the skill to allow a slow trickle of mana to enter the skeleton. Casting seems really easy. I can manage the mana flow without trouble; I could probably dump all my mana in there in two or three seconds. She felt her hand become slightly colder. Ice element.

[You have been affected by the temporary effect :’Minor Ice resistance’]

Out of anything I could get, that’s the worst one. Entirely useless. VPPV already does that.

As the mana in the bird approached the thousand Sofia was aiming for, she was going to warn Erredis about the throw. Before she could do that, her body was irresistibly compelled to move; her right foot planted itself firmly into the ground as her torso twisted like a coiled spring. Her left foot left the ground, practically throwing itself forward as her arm swept back in a motion she didn’t control. Before she could even understand how the skill could puppet her like that, her body lunged forward, releasing the bird at the perfect time with a violent bang.

Erredis wasn’t standing far; the bird hit her squarely in the face before Sofia could even react. The old lady didn’t even flinch when the bird hit her and exploded in a burst of sharp spikes of ice. There was nothing left of the bird when Sofia managed to take back control of her body to stand upright, and only a few small chunks of ice on the ground were left as a result. Erredis suffered not a scratch, even her clothes were completely unaffected.

“You broke the sound barrier without even trying, nice.”

“Sorry about that; I didn’t know it would go by itself; I wanted to warn you, but...”

“Kid, what are you worrying about exactly? I saw exactly what happened, and I could have avoided that in my sleep. I’m fairly confident that nothing you could even try would as much as make me lose one health point. So you really don’t have to be so conscientious about how you hit me. You have my permission so just go all out with those birds. Let’s find out how many elements you got in there!”



Twelve elements was the answer; there could be more, but so far, this was how many they had found; each element seemed to be as likely to appear as the others. Every time, Sofia’s body would uncontrollably throw the skeleton by itself at incredible speeds. When she tried aiming away from Erredis, the birds had no issue correcting their trajectory to still always hit. The strength of the magic burst scaled as advertised with the mana and health of the skeleton, but the duo found out that the size of the magic burst was dependent on the size of the skeleton itself.

They hadn’t tried too many of bookie’s summons, as it ran out of fog pretty quickly when they tried ramping up the size of the skeletons Sofia threw, but notably, she had no issue throwing the stone ogres just as violently as she threw the birds. The skill did all the heavy lifting, literally and figuratively.

Erredis had reported what the afflictions were even if she was technically unaffected, so Sofia now had a well-organized list of the effects, as well as a good understanding of how much mana she should put into the skill depending on the strength she wanted it to have.

‘The madness list

Ice - [Lingering frost] : The next spell will require a longer casting / channeling.

Fire - [Mana burn] : For five seconds lose as much health as mana used.

Lightning - [Electrical pulse] : If applicable, the target may be temporarily immobilized.

Stone - [Pterified] : Whenever receiving physical damage, turn the damaged body to stone.

Wind - [Vortex] : Projectiles are attracted.

Water - [Drenched] : Upon receiving another affliction, double it.

Light - [Beacon] : For one minute, the Saintess and allies know precisely where the target is.

Shadow - [Darkness] : Hinders the sense of vision.

Space - [Anchor] : For ten seconds, prevents teleportation.

Plant - [Fertile grounds] : Magical vines grow on the target, sapping mana away.

Flesh - [Withering] : For one minute, cannot regain health.

Sound - [Brittle] : Bones, armor, magical constructs, and items become easier to break.’

Sofia frowned; she adjusted her position in her chair and asked for the second time, “Are you really sure it said ‘Pterified’?”

Erredis shrugged, turning a page of the book she was reading. “Test it on yourself if you don’t trust me.”

I trust you, but I still don’t get it…

“No need… The effects are surprisingly good. Especially the fire one.”

“It depends on the opponent. I’m more scared of the sound effect.”

“Really? It looks fine, but in a battle against any kind of mage, the fire affliction looks much stronger.”

“You don’t understand the annoyance that a broken scale is. What’s a bit of damage in comparison to a broken scale…” Erredis closed her book and put it back on the table. “Overall, the skill is fine, as long as you can fix that delay between the throw and the moment you get control of your muscles back. Just a matter of practice, I believe,” Erredis commented, imitating Sofia’s throwing motion.

“I’m still a bit underwhelmed that the element is random, but at least the good effects make up for it; I expected much worse. I can work with this, and there’s room for shenanigans with the skeletons’ blessings and abilities. I can alter the trajectory with [Bone Dominus] too.”

“You should be able to choose the effect you want eventually. Maybe with higher levels of the skill or just with enough manual practice. The way the magic works is a bit unconventional by the looks of it, but I don’t want to say too much until I’m sure.”

“Another thing to worry about later then. Thank you for helping me; your feedback is invaluable.”

Erredis hid her face with both hands, “Oh you, stop it, you’re going to make me blush,” she answered in a playful tone. Anything else you need help with before I go teach some manners to an impolite youngling?“

“Ah, uhm… I had something, but it’s a bit…”

Can I even ask? It feels a bit shameful to ask after she’s already done so much… But at the same time…

“Go on, be greedy; you’re a child, by Dragon and almost by Human standards. You can be a bit unreasonable sometimes. Whatever it is, just ask.”

“Can I… Have a scale?”

Erredis narrowed her eyes. “A scale, you say? Do you know what these are worth?” she asked, curious.

Sofia shook her head.

“Well, they’re worth a lot. Each scale of a Dragon is precious, grown over hundreds, thousands of years. An important, irreplaceable part of our natural protection. Not something that can be healed or faked with some magic. We cannot just give it away like that. If we break or lose one, it’s going to take forever to grow back. So I cannot give you one of my scales, no.”

“I see, sorry, I was presumptuous to ask. You have already been an unexpected and previous help that I hope I can repay someday.” Sofia apologized with a bow, her golden hair falling before her face.

“But I can give you someone else’s.”

“Uh?!”

“What? Have you never killed another human and pilfered their bones? What do you think? And what do you even need a scale for in the first place?”

“The biggest limiting factor of using [Angel’s bolt] is that it destroys my arm when I input too much mana. Even Mithril melts. So if I had a Dragon-scale armor for my right hand and arm…”

Erredis nodded along as she listened to Sofia’s explanation.

“Well, kid, I’m not the best smith around, but I can do that. Not for free, though.”

“I’ll do anything!” But if it’s going to take long, I would rather go find Saria first…


Chapter 276 - Put the Scale before the Dragon







“Anything, you say? I admire your enthusiasm, but you shouldn't say such things. But no matter, here are my conditions. First of all, on your next encounter with the verbose lord, ask them about the location of the fissure. They will know what you mean; just say that I’m the one asking. I want to know where it is. Good so far?”

“I can try, if he gives me enough time to ask. But I cannot guarantee Orator will give an answer.”

“It goes without saying.” Erredis approved, smirking. “That alone will pay for most of it. But that is not all; my second condition is that if you ever reach level 499, you must come to me first. Again, I will not explain the context; you can only trust me and promise me this.”

“Is that supposed to be detrimental to me in some way?”

“Not really. But you are giving up your freedom of choice in that one matter. That being said, I am only asking for a promise, not a binding quest or contract, so you can use your better judgment.”

So you’re saying that if I’m no longer happy with it, then I can just renege on my promise and betray you? But even if I wanted to, I don't know if anyone would ever have the guts to betray you. She was so straightforward until now, so why the sudden riddles?

Sofia thought about it during a long silence; she liked to fulfill her promises when she could afford to, so she would rather not make one she wouldn't want to follow through with. She had a feeling that it probably had something to do with the level 500 trial, but since Erredis wasn’t going to explain, all Sofia had to go on was her evaluation of the old Dragon’s personality.

“I promise. If and when I reach level 499, I will come to you first, whatever that means, if you have fulfilled your part of the exchange. But only if we have not had a severe falling-out.”

“That’s an interesting backdoor to give yourself even when you know that there isn’t any kind of magic binding this. I’m glad you accepted, then, don’t forget to come tell me when you learn about the fissure. I’ll be making the piece of armor you want myself; that will take a few months, so we’ll focus on that later… Hmm, actually, let me bring you some samples, I’ll let you choose.”

Erredis stood up, giving a sign to Sofia that she should wait there, but she had to ask, “Samples?”

“Just you wait here, kid, I’ll be back in a minute.”

Erredis strolled out of the room. Sofia could follow her movements, dispersing the ambient mana for a while, her mana senses had greatly improved with the addition of Sun’s essences to [Quintessential], and she could feel its lightest movements at quite a distance. But Erredis eventually walked out of her perception range.

A few minutes later, the appearance of an alarming mass of mana alerted Sofia from the opposite direction. What in the world? Did someone else enter the castle? With how slowly the mana moved, it was probably still Erredis, but why would she leave toward one side and come from the other?

Just in case, Sofia sent Pareth out, and through his vision, she could confirm that the being approaching was indeed Erredis. She was carrying a few huge scales which looked like oversized shields.

This much mana is from just a few scales?!

Erredis walked into the room, unceremoniously dropping the invaluable and humongous Dragon scales in front of Sofia.

“There you go, pick one. The performance of the final product will depend on your choice.”

First of all, I need to rethink my image of Dragons if those are normal-sized scales. Because forget an armor, you could probably make an entire set of heavy armor with two of these. Or, like, a single one for Alith. Also, how the hell do I choose?

Sofia stood up because she couldn’t even see Erredis anymore, hidden behind the scales.

“How should I pick?”

“Just ask your scribe; take your time,” Erredis answered nonchalantly as she sat down and picked up her book.

Right. Five scales… “Is the smaller black scale one of yours?”

“Yes, I didn’t think I still had any, but there it is; it was lost in a corner of the pile. That’s one of my baby scales, kind of like how you humans lose your teeth. They're not nearly as good as adult ones, but I thought I might as well give you the choice.”

Baby scale… It’s still larger than my Mythril shield. I’ve never used that now that I think about it. Not many opportunities in Sun’s temple. Let’s see what we have here!

Sofia started by [Identify]ing the largest scale of the bunch, a dark green one with many ridges.

[Scale of Dorogma] : A remnant of the ten-winged terror of the sky, Dragon-Lord Dorogma.

Level: 500. Grade: Draconic.

That’s it? Oh, right, this is a magical item, so I’m gonna have to pay for the advanced analysis. How much?

[Scale of Dorogma] : Advanced analysis = 22222 Mana.

That’s it? Uh, I feel like I’m repeating myself… That’s less than the scepter was to analyze. Weird, but sure.

[Scale of Dorogma] : A relic of the ten-winged terror of the sky, Dragon-Lord Dorogma.

The remnants of Dorogma’s authority sleep within the scale, possibly granting items created with it a bonus of movement and casting speed.

Angel’s bolt resistance grade : B 

Level: 500. Grade: Draconic.

Angel’s bolt resistance grade?! You spoil me, Mr. Scribe, thanks a ton. B grade resistance… I assume it’s like the blessing and gachapon box grades where the closer to A the better the value, except for S being better.

Let’s see how the others compare. Next is the smooth white one.

[Scale of Enomen] : A relic of Enomen the holy Dragon. The remnants of her authority sleep within, possibly granting items created with it the ability to purify curses, afflictions, poison, and rot.

Angel’s bolt resistance grade : A 

Level: 500. Grade: Draconic.

Purify rot, uh?

I don’t think I would ever take this effect over the previous one, but the durability is better, and it is the main thing I’m looking for. Then, the red scale with spikes.

[Scale of a Dragon] : A relic of a Dragon whose name has been lost to time. Weak remnants of its authority sleep within, possibly granting items created with it an unknown effect.

Angel’s bolt resistance grade : S 

Level: 450. Grade: Draconic.

The level is lower, but the resistance is better. Unknown effect, though. Could be anything.

Sofia asked, from behind the scales, which were all propped up against the table, “Were these four adult scales all from Dragons you killed?”

Erredis looked up from her book. “All? No, the red one I picked up from the green one’s possessions. Don’t ask me who it’s from because I have no clue.”

So you did kill the other three. Not my business… But that might be a clue as to why you’re an outcast.

Also, if there are scales remaining, does that mean she killed them without using the rot?

Somehow, that’s much scarier.

In an effort to avoid getting sidetracked too much, and because she was impatient to depart and follow Saria’s traces, Sofia made a conscious effort to focus her thoughts on the matter at hand.

Fourth is the shiny and wavy dark blue scale.

[Scale of Thrayk] : A relic of Thrayk, hermit of the Depths. The remnants of his authority sleep within, making it nigh-impossible to enchant in any way.

Angel’s bolt resistance grade : SS+ 

Level: 500. Grade: Draconic.

Not SS, but SS plus. That’s a thing? Is there an SSS and an SSS+ grade too? Wasn’t Alith’s blessing SSS actually? I guess it must really be a thing. Also, I’m noticing now, but do all Dragons have a title? Holy Dragon, Terror of the sky, Hermit of the Depths, Outcast…

Outcast isn’t really on the same level...

Speaking of which.

The last, tinier scale, was Erredis’ ‘baby scale’. It was black like the depths of the void, smooth and aerodynamic, with a lustrous and glossy shine like varnished wood.

[Immature Scale of Erredis] : A scale of Erredis, guardian of the moon. Slivers of her authority remain within, possibly granting items created with it the ability to decay mana constructs.

Angel’s bolt resistance grade : A- 

Level: 400. Grade: Draconic.

Decay mana constructs… So a way to apply the rot to things like shield arrays, possibly? That’s really worth considering. And I guess there are minuses too. Makes sense if there are pluses. But really, how big is the difference between, say, a B+ and an A- then? Might as well just use a numbered scale at this point.

“Tough choice. It’s going to be hard to decide if I want to go purely by durability or if I should value the side benefits a lot. Can you tell me how strong the effects are likely to be?”

“Depends on your luck, but it’s always only going to be an added bonus, no matter which one you pick… Though casting speed is always good.”

It is, but it’s also the worst resistance grade…


Chapter 277 - Can’t spell Dragon without Grand







“Hmm…”

Sofia contemplated her options; she quickly decided that since what she wanted first and foremost was protection for the bolts, she wouldn’t settle on a low-grade resistance, no matter the bonus.

Then the question was, S grade resistance with a random bonus and enchantments, or SS+ resistance with nothing on it.

What are the chances that I’ll outpace the resistance of the S grade? It’s still a Dragon’s scale. Even the lowest grade would probably last me until level 400, wouldn’t it?

But then again, when am I getting another chance to get an item made from Dragon parts by a Dragon? I would rather never outgrow it.

Seeing Sofia take forever to decide, Erredis looked up from her book, “Having troubles? Maybe I can help?”

“I was thinking I might just get the blue one since it’s the sturdiest, but I’m having second thoughts. The red one can be enchanted, and the unknown effect could be good without compromising too much durability…”

“I’m surprised that you even consider taking Thrayk’s, Sofia. That’s some really long-term investment. Any of the other ones would be more useful for your next hundred and fifty to two hundred levels.”

“The Angel bolts are pretty crazy, so maybe I’m being a bit too careful, but I would hate to have the item you made for me become useless too soon, so it’s really hard to choose,” Sofia sighed, leaning back in her chair and looking at the ceiling. “I’m really bad with choices, between the keywords and everything. Choosing between things that can cripple my growth if I pick wrongly, all the time, it’s tiring…”

Erredis patiently listened to Sofia’s rant; she thought for a second before giving advice in her own style. “Overwhelmed by choice, eh? Well, to anyone else, I would say there’s no need to sweat it so much. But in your case… Asking for help is my advice. Just look where you are, I let you in my home, and you’re choosing between Dragon parts. Who could give you good advice, I wonder?”

“I thought…”

“Tchh- let me finish. I let you choose by yourself because you look like you value making your own choices in life. Even with your skill, you know that when you asked me, you already knew deep down what you were going to take. Be honest. Wanting to take control of your own fate like this, I respect it. But you also need to learn to depend on others a bit, not always, but when the situation calls for it, then without a doubt.”

Not wrong…

“Th- Then please, help me choose, Grandma Erredis.”

“Now we’re talking business! Alright, pick the blue one.”

“Really?! I was sure you would tell me to pick the other one…” Considering the comments you made before…

“Well, honestly, it’s better for me if you pick anything else because Thrayk’s scales are a giant pain to work with. Just like he was a giant pain to get rid of, but that’s beyond the point.”

“Then why?”

Erredis stood up to grab the red scale of a nameless Dragon. “Look.”

Sofia saw the arm muscles of Erredis swell; she was exerting a lot of pressure but the scale held perfectly within her hand.

She’s trying to break it?!

Then appeared a dense flow of mana, perfectly contained within her arm. The mana in the scales was already a bit overwhelming and yet Sofia could feel the change. Erredis’ arm trembled her face contorting because she was clenching so hard.

With a *clunk*, a chunk of the red scale the size of Erredis’ hand was broken off. She smiled and waved to show off the broken piece.

“See, that took some effort. Now, there aren’t many things or people around who can exert so much strength, but in the end, it broke. You’ll get some fancy bonuses, yes, and I can add some magic on top, maybe one of those soul-links, and perhaps another defensive function. But you won’t get the reliability of knowing it absolutely won’t break. And sometimes, just having one less thing to worry about is exactly what you need. With Thrayk’s scale, let me tell you, you can even go tell the system to fuck off because it’s not breaking it.”

“Can you really make armor out of it if it is that tough?”

“Of course I can; I have my ways. Developed specially for this bastard’s remains, even. It’s boring, hard, and takes forever, but I can work with it. And honestly, if they were any tougher, I wouldn’t be able to do even that. So this is how it is. Also, though you cannot have any magic on it, you can look at it that way: nobody else can use any magic on it. It’s good stuff, essentially unbreakable.”

“Actually… Won’t that be an issue? Can I even cast my bolt through it?”

“Unless I craft your armor inside out, you can. All Dragon scales share that one thing in common, they let us use mana while defending us from it; it can only go one way; you can test it; just pick one of those up and send some mana against each side.”

Sofia did not doubt Erredis’ words, but she tried by curiosity. She was still hesitant but decided to trust Erredis again. She had to admit it: Unbreakable armor does sound good.

Erredis sighed, complaining that it was going to take forever and that Sofia would have to come back on the moon after waiting at least four or five months if she hoped to see the finished product. While doing so, she used weird magic to make a copy of the shape of Sofia’s arm and right shoulder.

While she was letting this happen, Sofia asked a question that had been in her head since Erredis said she had killed this Thrayk Dragon with such hard scales. ’

“How did you kill him?’”

“We have no scales on the inside, sweetie,” Erredis replied with a ‘perfectly normal’ smile.

Right, I’ll remember I need to get swallowed whole if I ever fight a Dragon…



Sofia and Erredis were walking towards the external gates of the castle.

“Didn’t you say you had a map? Show me.”

“Here it is,” Sofia answered, taking her bone map out of the storage ring.

“Hmm, really down there then. Honestly I have no idea whose kid that could even be, no Dragons around these parts, none that I know of at least. But admittedly, I haven’t been paying that much attention the last few thousand years… Well, let’s get flyin’!”

“Do we have to worry about the leviathan? I heard it attacks anything that flies over it.”

“Nah, the big thing is annoying, but all things considered, its territory isn’t too big; we can just approach the planet from another angle.”

“I think I’m going to have a hard time following you.”

“Following? You’re not following, little one; you’ll hop on my back; just don’t get in between two scales if you don’t wanna get crushed. You have this thing that cancels acceleration forces, right? Be sure to have that up the whole time.”

O- On your back?!

“I- I can only keep that up for a minute…”

“That’s plenty! Now, just stand right here.”

Erredis took a few steps outside of the castle, lowered her stance a bit, and jumped up and forward. She was taking distance quite fast when her body suddenly collapsed in on itself; in a fraction of a second, all that was left was a small flying ball of black energy. In a bright flash of light, the ball expanded, revealing Erredis’ true form. Her draconic body spread out like a prisoner forcefully breaking out of its chains.

Sofia’s mind blanked so much at the sight she even forgot to curse. Her legs went a bit weak.

In the sky, the gargantuan form of Erredis flew up; her black scales reflected the light of the moon as she ascended, propelled by six giant wings. The two jaws of her singular head, crowned by six large and sinuous horns, pierced the night, opening the way for her sleek and long body, followed by a long and majestic slithering tail.

Turning in the sky, Erredis flew back down as fast as she had flown up. She landed about a hundred meters away from the castle, her massive form supported by four stout legs; she created giant clouds of moon dust as she touched the ground.

There was no need to even mention Sofia’s mana senses, merely standing even at that distance from the Dragon, she could feel thick tides of mana washing over her, pushing her and blowing her hair back like violent gusts of wind.

Stop gawking and get on, kid! Erredis’ voice resounded in Sofia’s head. It was the happiest she had ever sounded.

Sofia still had a hard time accepting the reality of the beast in front of her, but she obeyed the command nonetheless, deploying her own wings. She could fly by riding on Erredis’ overwhelming mana easier than she ever could in any normal environment. Without giving it too much thought, she flew up to Erredis’ neck. She quickly settled on the middle ridge of a scale taller than herself, grabbing onto one of a few small protruding spikes with both hands.

Aren’t you forgetting something?

The bewildered saintess was just now regaining her ability to formulate coherent thoughts, which weren’t all a stream of expletives. [Runeforged Overlord], third tier. Her arms, chest, and wings lit up with a thousand runes. She could hear Erredis’ muscles tighten under her scales.

The moon suddenly teleported far away.


Chapter 278 - Obsidian Mountain







Erredis flew around the planet, drawing a wide curve in the sky to join the sunlit side and quickly coming closer to the surface. Sofia felt a surge of heat as the sky turned from black to blue, but the sensation was instantly drowned out by the Dragon’s mana. Before she could reflect on what happened, they touched ground, Erredis stopping almost instantly and landing against the flank of the highest mountain Sofia had ever seen.

Looks like you held out well. The ruffian who took your sister should be somewhere in this mountain range, though that’s not saying much. It won’t take long to find him, but we need to stay here a bit; angels coming.

As if on cue, nine beings of light and mana flew in from different directions. They stopped at a respectful distance.

Nine of them… The system is definitely taking her seriously!

I guess the one that’s advanced closer is negotiating with her? They must be talking in each other’s head.

About half a minute later, the angels backed off, leaving Sofia and Erredis alone atop the mountain.

There we go. Can’t even move without these botherers ganging up on an old lady, can you believe that? Anyway, let’s see where I can find a good source of mana.

Erredis’ massive head turned around, and she slowly surveilled the horizon. Three spots in the surroundings… No, two. They still left an angel behind… Unbelievable. The system must be turning paranoid. Anyway, 50% chance; let’s just check the closest one.

The Dragon jumped and landed directly near her destination. It’s underground, let’s see...

What meaning does the closest one have if everything is a single jump away?!

This looks like any other snowy mountain…  Do we need to dig?

Erredis stuck her head against the ground, her horns digging deep trenches.

Arh, not a Dragon; that’s a Kleptra’s nest. Better get away from this before it gets angsty; don’t want to deal with that. We’re going again.

Another continental crossing jump later, the duo landed in front of a massive and inhabited mountain.

The entire mountain was covered in buildings of a strange architectural style with lots of vegetation, paved roads, and open courtyards. There seemed to be a number of dueling arenas all over the top half, while the lower half was mostly rural-looking abodes with cultivated fields like there were around Einsen.

Pretty sure we found your sister, kid. Get off; I need to size down before they freak out too much.

I’m not going to say it, but… I’m pretty sure it’s too late for that.

Sofia still flew off from Erredis’ neck, who only took a second to become the same refined and mature lady Sofia knew her as; it was the form with her horns, but she also had a black tail this time.

Focusing back on the mountain and its panicked inhabitants, Sofia was surprised to see it was mostly Orcs. Green-skinned, red-skinned, tall, short, muscular, lean, male and female Orcs, hundreds of them. There were also the odd beige-skinned humanoid here and there, as well as a few other races that Sofia couldn’t quite put a name on.

She looked at Erredis, “This Orc city is where a Dragon lives?”

“Seems so,” Erredis answered. She waved her hand, a surge of her mana covering the entire mountain. The panicking people all stopped in their tracks at once. They all returned to their previous occupations as if no giant black Dragon had ever shown up.

“W- What did you just do?”

“Short-term memory loss.”

“Do you use that often?”

“Pretty much only for situations like these. I never used that on you if that’s what you meant to ask.”

“N- no, I wouldn’t dare… Besides, I’m probably immune to that.”

“All is good then. Do you want to go first, or should I lead the charge?”

Can you not make it sound like this is a war? “I would appreciate it if you lead the way; I’m not too sure I can even fly straight right now…”

“Nervousness before the grand reveal. Alright, I’ll go slow; just follow me. I don’t know why, but the big guy isn’t coming out, so we’ll need to go inside.”

“Inside the mountain?”

“Exactly, but let’s scope things out slowly if you don’t mind, I’m curious about this mountain settlement.”

Sofia followed Erredis to the base of the mountain, where a grand stairway started, guarded by four Orcs with halberds, wearing weird purple and orange uniforms. They all identified as warriors with levels just above one hundred.

The largest of the four Orcs blocked the stairs as Erredis walked closer, “Halt! Further in is territory of the great Obsidian Mountain Sect. Unless you have a permit, we cannot let you in.”

The Orc put up a tough front but Sofia caught him looking at her and almost taking a step back by reflex. The other Orcs were standing behind, their weapons at the ready… They were all ever-so-slightly turned toward her.

Right, I still look like a freak glowing monster… And the Obsidian Mountain sect? People openly announce they take part in shady organizations now? Are we supposed to know what this sect is? This really isn’t the human continent…

As Erredis accepted to take the lead, she naturally would take care of all the talking, “We do not have one. But maybe you can still let us in?” she continued, shaking a small pouch of coins she had produced out of nowhere.

The clinging coins clearly caught the attention of the Orc, but he quickly strengthened his resolve, “You dare try to bribe us? We do not take kindly to such underhanded acts. Leave this place at once!”

Sofia saw Erredis shrug and wave her hand. The four Orc guards stopped; they looked lost for a second.

No way, did she just…

“Wha- Uh- Halt! Further in is territory of the great Obsidian Mountain Sect! Unless you have a permit, we cannot let you in.”

“Sir, I am merely looking for this child’s sibling; they have been separated young. We have reasons to believe she is a member of your great sect.”

The Orc’s expression softened slightly but it was right back to completely suspicious as soon as he looked at Sofia again.

“This ‘child’ of yours is certainly special… Perhaps their sibling could indeed have been chosen as a disciple if she bears a similar complexion. Some of our elders do seek out special and talented children to train, but I fear we do not have any weak-looking, shiny-veined humans among our ranks.”

I get that I look weird, but weak? I guess they cannot see my level. Erredis can hide hers; maybe she’s hiding mine too. I can’t believe none of these four-second filter guards would have [Identify].

“You misunderstand; her sibling does not share a similar affliction.”

“Hmm.” The guard looked back at his colleagues, then he addressed Erredis again, “Do you know her Sibling’s name, anything else about their appearance? We might know them, there aren’t too many humans to have joined us through the last few decades.”

“She would probably be about the same size, with similar hair; her name is Saria.”

The guards all brandished their weapons. Their expressions of suspicion and worry had turned to anger.

Spittles flew from the Orc guard leader’s mouth as he raged, “You dare try to impersonate our inner disciple’s lost one! Are you more of the Thundercloud Palace’s spies?! SCRAM before I paint the pavement in your blood!”

If the Scribe tried to write down Sofia’s thoughts at that instant, it would be something along the lines of ‘!!!!!!!!!! ? ?? ?! !!!!! ? !!!!!!!!!’

Erredis rolled her eyes and waved her hand; she smiled at Sofia, “Looks like this chest holds the treasure you’ve been looking for, kid. I’m happy for you.”

It took a bit longer for the Orcs to regain their pace this time. The leader didn’t understand why he was pointing his weapon at strangers; after awkwardly straightening up, he addressed the two invaders again.

“H- H- Halt! Further is in the territory of great Mountain Obsidian Sect! Unless you are a permit we you cannot let in!”

This… Uh… Yeah…

“Oh, my apologies, it seems we came at a bad time. Someone was supposed to let us in. We will be back with them,” Erredis answered before grabbing Sofia’s hand and turning back.

“N- Madame, we go can look them for if you give us the name!” the Orc guard hailed as they walked away.

Erredis waved him off, “Thank you, but worry not for us; we can wait.” She then led Sofia away, peacefully walking along the road, taking a few turns until the guards were far enough.

“You’re really silent, Sofia. How are you feeling?”

“I don’t know. I thought I was ready, but…”

“Tssk, don’t worry, You saw how they reacted, I think it’s fair to say Saria thinks you died during the thing. Do you think she could be anything but overjoyed to see you again? What else? They called her an inner disciple. Sounds like a somewhat important title, no? And they were ready to defend her, in a way. That’s all rather good news.”

“I… Yeah, this… It’s reassuring. Thank you, Erredis. I can’t imagine what I would be going through had I tried coming here alone…”

“It probably would not be that bad. Are you ever really alone? I know a big bony guy who’s been looking over you non-stop the entire time you were with me, and something tells me that’s just his usual thing. You can trust him, I think.”

Thank you too, Pareth.

“But enough with the feelings, young girl! We haven’t found your sister yet, so let’s go for phase two of my evil plan: entering the sect illegally. Or legally, I guess? I have these!” Erredis exclaimed, brandishing two rectangular pieces of green gemstone, each with a small leather cord probably used to tie them around a belt or use them as necklaces. 

“These are?”

“Guest entry permits.”

“Uh?!”

“Stole them.”

“Wha- Uh, oh? Where? When?”

Erredis winked and tossed one to Sofia.


Chapter 279 - Young elders, old youngsters







Sofia followed Erredis through the paved roads and stairs of the Obsidian Mountain Sect. Most people looked curious about their identity, but seeing the entry permits around their necks, no one stopped them.

“Are you just walking randomly?” Sofia asked after a while when they were on a path with no one else in the vicinity.

“Not really? The entry point inside the mountain with the most guards is at the top of the mountain, so that felt like a good place to start.”

“We need to get inside?”

“Well, I haven’t located anyone looking like you outside, so she’s probably there. The Dragon’s there too.”

“Then… Can I not just get us inside through the ground?”

“There’s protection; a Dragon lives there, remember? Honestly, I’m surprised he’s still not coming out because there’s no way he doesn’t know I’m coming.”

“Preparing his defenses?” Sofia tried, only getting a laugh out of Erredis.

“As if he could defend! I’m being polite by respecting his home, but nothing he can ever do could stop me from getting in there if I want to. Let’s just keep walking, see if something happens before we reach the entrance.”

When they reached the highest third of the mountain, they were stopped by a single guard, human this time, looking like a young adult in a golden uniform.

[Fighter - Lv.300+]

Some guard that is! This guy could rule a kingdom on our continent if he wanted.

“Sorry ladies, only inner disciples of our sect are allowed on the peak.”

“Oh, sorry, we did not know.” Erredis started, “We were told the sect leader wanted to meet us. What should we do?”

“He does? What business do you have with our esteemed leader?”

“Indeed. But are you certain a guard is in the right to know about such matters?

The guard coughed. Then, puffing his chest ever so slightly, he answered, “My lady, it is only normal that you wouldn’t know, but I am an elder of this sect; I guard this place to protect those inside. If anything I should not handle showed up, our great sect master would come directly, so there is no need to worry about anything.”

“Alright, girl, tell that man what your second trial ranking is,” Erredis commanded with a faint smile. The guard seemed unimpressed.

Oh, we’re doing this? System enforced lie protection is nice to have, uh.

“I’m first,” Sofia said like it was nothing.

“Uh?! Boss got dethroned? That doesn’t seem right…” The guard produced a scroll out of a storage ring, unrolled it, and activated the magic within. “Can you say that again, please?”

Illusion and lie detection. Erredis explained telepathically.

“I ranked first in the ranking spire. I’m currently still number one.”

“Fuck me sideways, Boss really got overtaken so fast… No wonder the leader would want to meet you then. Well, congratulations on your ranking. Can’t believe so many people get past floor 96… Give me a second.” The man searched within the inner pockets of his uniform, fishing out a whistle. There was no sound when he blew into it, but Sofia could see streams of mana leaking out.

Boss?

Three seconds later, a red-skinned Orc in a very fancy sect uniform fell from the sky and landed near the road, kicking up some dust. “Is something the matter, Elder Zent?”

[Supporter - Lv.250+]

“Take my post for a while, Curtis; I have guests to handle.”

“It will be my honor, Sect Elder.”

“Thank you. Now, ladies, please follow me.”

Elder Zent, which Sofia found was a hilarious name considering the man looked like he was seventeen, took them all the way to the entrance of a golden pavilion near the peak of the mountain. They did not pass by many people on the way, but everyone in that part of the sect was level 200 at the lowest. Eight guards guarded the estate, three Orcs, two dwarves, two humans, and an elf, all also above level 200, two of them even above 250.

Like the elite forces of a country, all regrouped on a single mountain. This feels wrong. And there are multiple places like these? Thundercloud palace or whatever the name was?

Hmm, now that I think about it, the elven capital is pretty much the same thing. Maybe the high-level people just have a tendency to want to live together?

I hope Alith and Ihuarah aren’t worrying too much…

The guards did not stop them, some of them greeting the elder as he went through. The golden wood the pavilion was made of was surprising, but Sofia couldn’t admire it too much; the elder stopped in the middle of a large ritual circle. “Please stand still until the ritual fully activates,” he explained as he powered it up.

Some kind of security check?

The environment around the trio changed from the golden house to a closed room.

Ah, teleportation. I guess we’re inside the mountain now.

Are these doors made of wood and paper? This room reminds me a bit of Old Breeze’s dojo. The real thing is on this continent, too, I guess it’s just the popular architecture around here.

Zent slid the doors open, revealing a very long, straight corridor. All the doors look the same. This whole place is lit with Lightstone lanterns. That has to be annoying to maintain; these are too small to stay lit for too long before needing a mana refill.

Erredis was also looking around as if the place interested her, but Sofia could hear her voice in her head.

He’s not far. Let’s see what he has to say.

Zent led them to a door that looked exactly like every other one; he knocked twice on the wall. “Sect leader, your guests are here.”

A somewhat muted male voice answered from the other side, “Ahah, yes… My guests… Thank you, Zent; you can return to your post.”

“My pleasure, Sect leader,” Zent answered, bowing to the door before nodding to Sofia and Erredis and walking back the way they came.

A long silence followed, during which Sofia could see Erredis’ smile slowly fade away.

“P- Please… Come in…” the uneasy voice called from inside.

The door slowly slid open by itself.

The room seemed to be some kind of alchemical research facility, everything was clean and white, the tables covered in dried plants and strangely shaped glassware. A ‘human’ with slick black hair and narrow eyes was sitting behind a table covered in papers; Sofia could see his legs shaking wildly despite being planted firmly on the polished floor.

[Artisan - Lv.400+]

“W- Welcome! Oh venerable guardian. I was… Inconvenienced and could not come out to welcome you. What owes me the honor of your visit?”

His forced smile pained to hide his discomfort. A bead of sweat rolled down his face as he spoke.

“Guess,” Erredis replied, her voice showing no emotion.

The man’s expression twisted further. Despite his best efforts, he kept stuttering as he answered, “I have no recollection of ever doing something worth the attention of the mighty guardian…”

“Are you sure?” she asked again, in a more playful way this time.

“E- Extremely sure! I have been doing nothing of interest! Nothing at all!”

“Good. Whose son are you? What’s your name?”

The man cleared his throat anxiously, “I am Zephir, son of Vlakirr.”

“No way! Lak has a kid now? She never wanted one before. How old are you?”

“Six forty…”

“Hmm, so young, and you’re already running a place with so many people? Not bad. You can stop shaking; I’m not here for you.”

Zephir seemed to relax a bit before going right back to his previous state, “Then… Why? Do you need this human to enter my sect?” he tentatively asked, looking at Sofia.

“No, but I’m here because of her. You see, it seems you rescued her sibling on a floating island a few years ago.”

“WHAT?!” the man yelled, standing up so fast he knocked down the table in front of him. He looked at Erredis, then at Sofia, then at Erredis again. His expression was still uneasy, “Venerable guardian, I dare not doubt your judgment but… Even Patriarch Avross assured me the sibling was definitely dead… I had to call in favors from my mother…”

“Avross did? Are the years getting to him?” Erredis turned to Sofia to explain, “Avross is one of the oldest of our Kin; his specialties are divination and soul magic. That he couldn’t find you… Are you certain you’re alive, Sofia?”

“I died quite a few times, but I can say with high certainty that I am currently still alive, yes…”

“Well, there you have it, kid, she’s alive. Seems Avross was wrong,” Erredis stated with a shrug.

“How… How could he possibly be wrong?”

“Just being old and powerful doesn’t give us infallible truth; I trust my own opinion more, though, and I’m quite sure Sofia here is who she says she is. As for how exactly Avross could have failed… I suspect Godly interference.”

“Godly… She is a Saint…”

“Of Scripture,” Erredis added.

“Scrip-... That doesn’t make sense? How could such a weak God…”

“The system seems also involved somehow, which could be the reason why, but don’t sweat the details, kid. The end result is the same, we have two separated siblings to reunite, you get me? And you’re lucky to be telling the truth, or I would be beating your scaly ass all the way to the other side of the moon, son of Vlakirr or not.”


Chapter 280 - Saria







“Can I see Saria? Is she here?!” Sofia pressed the sweating dragon for answers.

“Uh… Yes… but not really. You can see her, and she’s here, but… Hmm… You see…”

“Get to the point kid.”

Zephir was looking for a way out, but there was none; he reluctantly gave up, “Argh, whatever, what are my secrets worth anyway… She’s much further down, come, I’ll explain on the way,”

“What have you done to the girl, Zephir?”

“I’ll explain everything, alright. She’s fine, just… Unavailable at the moment.”

Zephir sighed and walked to the door, “This way… Now, how to explain this… The system grants some people special classes. Classes of which the concepts originate from the heroes’ worlds. Saria has such a class, and so do a lot of the members of this sect. I seek them out, nurture them, help them grow, try to understand how their classes came to be and how they can be used. The admins have created them, perhaps on a whim, or perhaps with a greater purpose; either way, my goal is to help these people and hopefully help myself.”

Erredis looked somewhat intrigued, but Sofia was the one to pursue the conversation, “Your class is one of these too?”

Zephir turned back to look at Sofia while he answered, “Yes. And it’s caused me all kinds of issues. But let’s not make this about me. Saria is currently training and helping two of us with their class as well; it’s a whole situation.“

“Then why is she unavailable?” Surely she can stop her training…

“You obviously know about the fake worlds of the trials, right?” Zephir started, “I have never been in one myself, but essentially, one of our members’ class allows him to, uh… Host such worlds. And Saria is currently in one.”

“Is she stuck inside?!”

“No, no, don’t worry, your sister is safe, as I said. She will be able to come out… When the skill runs out… In 63 days… So if you don’t mind waiting two more months…”

“Can you not cancel the skill?” Erredis chimed in.

“No. It’s dangerous, Joah, who hosts these fake worlds, the condition of his soul is unstable when he does it. It’s getting better the more he uses it, but we absolutely cannot forcefully cancel the skill from the outside. He might die, and everyone inside of the fake world would certainly also suffer consequent soul damage.”

“So I can only wait?”

“I never said that.” Zephir refuted as he waited for everyone to step inside the small square room he had led them to.

“What is the alternative then, get inside too?”

Zephir smiled for the first time since the start of the conversation, “Exactly. The fake world is essentially still a system-directed place, and it works almost like trials, minus the death penalty… If you die in there, you will be stuck in place where you died, unable to do anything but wait until the skill runs out.” Done with his explanation, he closed the door to the small room, which started a slow descent into the depths of the mountain.

“I will enter it.”

“I will not stop you; in fact, I would like you to. Your level is adequate to get inside, but neither I nor the guardian can follow you, and the fake world is currently in the form of a massive dungeon; Saria is at the end.”

Erredis perked up, “Oh! So that’s why they call her Boss. Will the skill end if she is defeated?”

“You guessed it.” Zephir confirmed, “This particular fake world was built around her own class to help her train. Speaking of which… May I make a selfish request, Miss Sofia?”

“Zephir. I can call you that, right? You saved Saria from that island, did you not?”

“You went there… I did, yes. Searched for you, too, at her request. I looked everywhere, refugee camps, orphanages, slums, odd shacks in the woods, even the whole volcanic jungle, but I could not find any trace of you. Not even with the help of divination and tracking magic… Saria… She was devastated. Your coming back will be a great shock to her.”

“So what is your request? I am still shaken by all this myself, but it seems you were Saria’s benefactor this entire time, so you have my eternal gratitude. Truly. I will listen to any request you may have,” Sofia declared with a deep, formal bow. 

“Then, please, fight her. Hide your identity and give it your all. I can tell that you are very powerful for your level. Saria has had trouble pushing her skills past their level limit, and fighting the same members of our sect again and again is not doing it for her anymore. We have set up this fake world so that she fights off waves of monsters, but due to her class’ specificity, I believe this to not be of great help either. What she needs is a true fight against an unknown ‘player’. You can reveal your identity right after. Saria can handle herself; I have no say in what she does. But just for this small time while you are an unknown challenger, please give her a good fight, because there is no way she would ever fight you seriously after she learns who you are… She might not even be able to stand for a while…”

“This… Will I not just be blocked inside of the fake world with no way to speak to her if she beats me?”

“Well… Yes. As I said, it is a bit of a selfish request,” Zephir confirmed, sounding downcast.

“Then just win?” Erredis deadpanned. “Am I right? Just win, and you’re both out; your sister also gets the benefits. Easy enough. I’ll be on the outside, making sure there are no shenanigans involved.”

The elevator stopped.

It’s not even that much of a selfish request… What he really wants is for me to help train Saria… I don’t really want to wait more, but… He does make some good arguments if everything he says is true. Erredis seems to see no issues either…

“I’ll think about it… I’ll- I’ll decide when I get there.”

“I will not blame you if you cannot wait. I know I probably couldn’t, in a similar situation… And I know Saria, she probably wouldn’t either.” Zephir admitted. “If she knew you were alive, she would have dropped everything to find you. In fact, you are much calmer than she would be.”

“I have had some time to accept the fact that she was still alive. I passed out when I first learned about it in the tower…”

“You learned about it in the tower? Right, I never heard your side of the story; you can share that with everyone in the inner disciples if you want; I’m sure everyone would be interested. You could join us too… Or rather, welcome, because I have no doubts Saria will want you to stay.”

“I-... One thing at a time…”

“Right, right… My apologies; either way, you are free to do as you please here. Now, let us go see your sister.”

Zephir led Sofia and Erredis to a door covered in runes, which he activated and opened. Behind was a long room bathed in blue light; a few people in white were roaming around with weird objects and notepads; they were monitoring big glass columns containing people floating around in a clear liquid. At the very far end of the room was one young boy sitting on a huge mechanical chair with a metallic contraption strapped on his head, linked to countless cables leading into the ceiling. The place immediately reminded Sofia of the boss’ room in Zangdar’s castle. Her eyes scanned the people in the columns one by one, they all wore the same kind of completely black skin-adhering attire, which looked a bit like the anti-ebb armor from Nicet.

Sofia’s eyes stopped on a column near the end of the room. A slender and tall woman floated inside. Her face was serene, her eyes closed, and her long golden locks were peacefully undulating behind her.

Saria!

Sofia ran to the container, paying no mind to the bewildered people in white.

[Boss - Lv.249]


Chapter 281 - Fact or fiction







Sofia wiped her tears again, alone in a changing room her smile wouldn’t leave her face as she struggled to get in the stretchy black combination.

Zephir had explained that due to the caster’s limitations, she would only be able to take one item with her inside the simulation, and storage items wouldn’t work. Sofia could actually take off the crown of victory as long as it was kept no more than a few meters away. She chose to take her scepter, as it was her most versatile item. The ring of Zar was also a good option, but in the end, the scepter just offered too much. She felt uneasy leaving her things somewhere she couldn’t see them, but with Erredis being there, there was no real way she could lose them, even if a God decided to come in person to steal her stuff.

Finally managing to close all the weird straps of the black suit, she let the staff flow from the wall to her hand and walked out of the changing room.

This stretchy armor is seriously embarrassing to wear… And I’m glowing through…

Zephir called out to Sofia from the other side of the room; he was preparing the column for her, the one facing Saria’s. “Your chamber is ready!”

Sofia walked up to the group; Erredis was curiously watching the people in white coats fiddling with the machinery around the empty column.

“Good, now you can walk in through the door and close it behind you; the fluid will fill up to your neck, and then we will connect you to the skill. Try to relax and let the magic do its thing; if you resist against it even slightly, it won’t be able to pull you in. The rest of the chamber will fill up after you fall asleep,” Zephir explained.

“How do I get out after I leave the skill?”

“We will be there to drain the fluid and let you out; depending on how long you were inside, you might feel a bit weak for an hour or two, but that’s completely normal.”

“Alright… All these people in the other columns are inside, too, right?”

“Yes, these five are all inner disciples with special classes like your sister; if you meet them, they might be able to help direct you toward Saria; just tell them that you’re a new inner disciple.”

“Will they just believe that?”

“They should, it’s not like anyone can get in without my permission and the entire crew helping to sync them with the skill. They’ll probably assume that you’re a new member before you can even tell them.”

“I see. Can I know their names?”

“Just ask them when you’re there,” Zephir answered with a gentle smile, “go on, get in; I can tell you’re impatient. Don’t make Saria wait more; she’s been training to avenge you all this time. Finally, she can move on to focus on herself, so bring her the good news yourself.”

Sofia nodded, and she walked over the small ledge to enter her open column. She passed her scepter to her left hand to grab the glass handle of the door, only then realizing how hard she had been squeezing her weapon, so much so that her fingers were sore.

Right before she closed the door, she stopped, “Right, Sir Zephir, could you somehow send a message to my friends in Herzal?”



After giving her hastily scribbled bone-paper letter to Zephir and explaining the situation to him, Sofia finally closed the column’s door, locking herself inside.

Now relax, right… Not easy.

Stop worrying and have fun in there, girl. No matter what you do, the worst possible outcome is having to wait a few days. It’s only happy endings. And grandma nine-angels is there to make sure nothing happens outside. I’ll even start working on your scale armor, so who knows? It could be done when you come out.

When Sofia stopped focusing on Erredis’ cheerful rant, the warm fluid was already reaching Sofia’s chest.

After all this time… I’m coming for you, big sis!

A soft flow of mana rising up from the floor enveloped Sofia’s body. She closed her eyes and let the magic take over her.



[You have entered the dungeon : Submerged metropolis - Lv. 200-249]

Sofia opened her eyes in a dark room, sitting on a soft chair; everything around her was old and dusty but still in decent shape.

A bedroom? What are all these things?

[Mural telephone] : A device once used to communicate with other people inside the city, it looks broken.

Oh, I didn’t expect to actually get something out of that [Identify] after how useless it was in the solar temple. Looking forward to your good work, Sir Scribe. Thanks in advance.

Maybe I could get in touch with the other people if I find a functioning one of those. No idea of how it works, but I should be able to figure it out.

And what’s this ribcage thing?

[Steam radiator] : A device used to heat up cold places thanks to the steam circulating inside. It also looks broken.

Heating with steam? That’s some rich people stuff. Guess I’m in some kind of manor? It’s weird that this bedroom has no window.

Trying to understand her situation better, Sofia focused on her mana senses to get a feeling for the layout of the place. With the eleven essences, she had [Quintessential] had boosted them to unprecedented levels, she could already get a good grasp of her surroundings just by feeling the mana bouncing against walls and items. With a bit more precision, it would almost be like being able to see through walls. The furthest she tried to scan, the blurrier everything was, but she could already feel enough to tell that this was no manor. The many bedrooms along a corridor were more reminiscent of an inn, except the levels below and above her were the same too.

Sofia punched a hole through the wall opposite the door in her room, revealing a similar dusty bedroom on the other side.

“Strange layout. Is this fake world based on a real place? The dungeon name seemed to indicate that I’m underwater. I’ll find out about that soon, I suppose. Pareth, Bookie, everything is alright?”

Both skeletons appeared at Sofia’s command.

Now that’s some great news!

“Ambient mana seems fine. The corridors are too tight to fly through, but I can punch or phase my way through all these walls easily. This is actually going to be fun.”

But how do I find Saria is the question. The rats will probably not be so good here, seeing how there seem to be hundreds of rooms everywhere….

Actually I can stop being so careful here, no? If no monster is above level 249? Let’s just explore!

Sofia let her bone armor grow around her body; she dispelled Bookie and left the room, with Pareth teleporting to her to avoid having to crouch through the door frame.

“Damn, these corridors go far. How many people do you need to fill all these bedrooms? Do you want to walk in front, Pareth?”

Pareth chose to walk next to Sofia; the corridors were barely large enough. His halo, sword, and armor were the only lights illuminating the dead corridors. They walked in random directions until finally they heard some noise.

I can feel something moving; it seems slow. It’s right after the right turn, you go.

Pareth ran forward, taking a sharp turn. He spun, and his sword slashed in a wide arc just past the turn where Sofia couldn’t see. She heard whistling noises and metallic bangs as if Pareth’s sword had crashed into a smith’s workshop.

One hit!

‘You have defeated [Murderous carpet cleaner robot - lv. 212]’

Carpet cleaner? No wonder it died so fast. But what’s a robot?

Sofia walked to examine the thing’s corpse, finding only a pile of mechanical scrap and gears. So, some kind of living machine like Zangdar’s hero? I won’t be shocked if this is an ancient elven city then. What’s with their obsession with metal contraptions?

Bringing out Bookie, Sofia summoned the engineer elf skeleton.

“Can you repair that thing?” Sofia asked it, pointing at the pile of smoking and dented scrap.

The skeleton shook his head.

“Go figure… Well, make yourself a weapon out of the body; I guess you’ll be the rearguard.”

The skeleton disassembled the thing into neatly arranged scrap metal and proceeded to make himself a weird bow with gears all over it and a bunch of steel arrows. The whole process took about fifteen seconds. That works. Let’s get going.

Since anything she could pick up here would disappear after she left, Sofia wasn’t too interested in all the weird contraptions she discovered until she found one that seemed to have food inside right at the T junction of two corridors.

Ah! It’s really written in elven! Kind of strange, though. Feels a bit like ancient human. Ancient elven? Well, I don’t need to actually read.

[Vending machine] : Insert gold and turn the corresponding handle to get an item!

“I don’t have any gold.”

Sofia made a coin out of bone and inserted it in the hole, clearly made for it. The coin slid right out of the machine by a slot a bit lower. Is that supposed to happen? Can’t trick it with a fake coin I guess? Well.

Sofia lightly punched the glass casing of the machine, completely shattering it. She grabbed one of the bright blue square packages inside. Opening it, she found it filled with a bunch of floury white rectangles.

Is this actually food? The drawings on the machine were clearly all food…

This place is so full of random stuff it’s hard not to get sidetracked. A part of me wants to just destroy everything and get to Saria quickly, but I also don’t mind the relaxing dungeon outing for once… I understand why they all train there. Let’s just finish with this and start searching seriously.

[Chewing gum] : It’s for chewing. I think… It’s probably best not to swallow it.

You think? Hey, sir Scribe. Isn’t this the first time you ever referenced yourself?

Sofia awaited some sort of answer, which wasn’t coming; instead, she heard mechanical clangs coming from two directions.

The noise attracted some company!


Chapter 282 - A question of consent







To her left, three lady-like machines with blades for arms, to her right, one big hunk of spiked iron with thick legs taking up the entire height and width of the corridor like a moving wall.

Pareth go wall, engi with me.

Deciding on how to engage the three-bladed robots, Sofia channeled her graveyard. Tombstones sprang from the walls, and the robots cut through with their bladed arms, rushing forth, but that had slowed them enough for the graveyard skeletons to grab them.

The engineer skeleton let loose his first arrow with a loud bang, leaving a trail of lightning behind.

‘You have defeated [Murderous ballerinabot - lv. 238]’

The arrow instantly killed the machine it had touched, piercing its chest; the other two seemed to also suffer from the electrical damage. Weak to lightning?

Sofia rushed forward with her scepter poised against her right shoulder, ready to strike. The robots raised their blades as she approached; even if the skeletons grabbing their legs prevented them from moving, they were ready to defend, four blades against one scepter.

Raising her left hand, Sofia charged an Angel’s bolt for about a third of a second before throwing it at them. The bolt was weak, but the electrical shock stunned the robots for a brief instant as Sofia neared them. The scepter struck down in a short but powerful arc, bashing in the mechanical head of the robot on the right and sending it reeling due to the scepter’s own electrical damage effect. The other robot struck, but Sofia blocked with her left arm; one of the blades bounced back due to a bad angle, but the other cut through the armor’s bone, yet not enough to reach Sofia’s arm.

Sofia kicked the robot, ordering her graveyard skeletons to let it go, sending it flying against the wall. Another lightning arrow whizzed by, striking the robot in the chest.

‘You have defeated [Murderous ballerinabot - lv. 234]’

There was only one left; it was on the ground, swarmed by tens of graveyard skeletons. It couldn’t do anything to defend itself as the scepter fell.

‘You have defeated [Murderous ballerinabot - lv. 246]’

This battle over, Sofia turned around just in time to see Pareth ‘s glowing fist giving a final punch against the right side of the heavy metal wall. The wall tilted to the right due to the weight of the hit, and Pareth quickly grabbed the now exposed left side of the ten centimeters-thick wall. He pulled it, revealing the heavy quadruped mechanical beast hiding behind. It died in a single punch.

‘You have defeated [Rebellious trash-compactorbot - lv. 249]’

I would also be rebelling if I had that name.

I can’t believe these things are weak to lightning. I’m basically a lightning mage at this point. This dungeon is going to be a breeze!

Bad things never happened when Sofia was very optimistic about her situation. That is why she and her skeletons were not relentlessly assaulted by an entire mechanical dancer troupe and restaurant service robots as they tried to exit the giant hotel building.



“Finally out! Man… How many goddamned dishwasherbots do you need?!”

The only one having fun at the moment was the engineer skeleton which now looked more like a monster of metal itself than a skeleton. How can you even move while carrying all this weight? I get why this guy was in the temple now; not only can he make and fix stuff, but as long as he gets the right components, his battle prowess is no joke. Doesn’t hit as hard as Pareth, but right now, he’s probably just as sturdy.

Sofia looked around; she could finally understand the ‘submerged’ part of the dungeon’s name. The place was quite literally a city built against an underwater cliff, protected by a half dome of multi-layered protection against the water. There were at least two layers of mana shields and probably more than that of gigantic glass panels. Allowing one to see not much, as the exterior glass was at 90% covered in dark green and blue algae, but it was definitely underwater. And probably quite deep, all the light is coming from inside. The streets are mostly still lit it seems.

Sofia approached the nearest lamppost. Lightstones. The mana stream goes through the pole and runs underground along the street. I’m kind of tempted to follow it to the source… But let’s focus on Saria.

Squinting as she tried to read the ancient elven language on the hotel’s front porch, Sofia gave up. “Goodbye, whatever service hotel, you’ll never see me again. Terrible place, worst inn I ever slept at! And I didn’t even sleep there!”

Ah… Let’s find some more robots to pulverize on the way.

The hotel had been built inside of the cliff, which explained how its interior could be so massive because it did not need to actually be within the dome for the most part. But most of the city was composed of vertigo-inducingly-tall buildings which fit entirely under the half dome.

Who would ever build a city underwater like this? Just why?

Astounded by the grandeur of the city, Sofia tried to read the signs as she walked through the empty streets. Bolvar on bork and trim? I don’t understand a single one of these signs; this place is crazy… And so silent, like the city’s asleep. I don’t like it.

With ruins, it’s not usually that bad, but this place is just a bit rusty and dusty; I could still see thousands of people living here; these buildings are so high, you could fit thousands of people here! Yet it’s so empty…

“I don’t know if I didn’t like it better with the murder robots…”

Sofia frantically looked around every time she heard any noise. But there really wasn’t anyone nearby, not even a single monster. Screw this; enough playing around, for real, this time. The bone wings grew larger on Sofia’s back, they opened, spreading across the entire street, and she flew up. She aimed straight for the highest building in the dome, one whose top floor almost reached that glass ceiling. She landed on that high spot.

If I try to search this whole place on foot, it is going to take eight years, not two months. Sofia created a bone slate, on which she replicated the major-looking buildings of the city at a very small scale.

The more she completed her map, the more often she sighed. Not a single sign of life anywhere. Weren’t there supposed to be thousands of monsters and five inner disciples in here? Where are they all? And where in the Lords’ name is Saria?!

“Fifty-two… Fifty-three… And fifty-four! There we go.”

Sofia brought out Bookie, instantly ripping out the page of the fifty-four black turvins. As they formed from the fog, she started giving out the instructions. “Look at the map, one building each. Fly around, then get inside, pierce through the walls if you have to, I don’t care. If you find someone or one of the robots, fly in circles high above your designated building.”

The bird flew away, spreading in all directions. Sofia dumped a bunch of bones behind her, quickly forming herself a throne; she sat atop the tallest building.

I declared myself queen of this fake world’s land. Go, my birds, go and locate the intruders!

“Too bad I’m missing the crown now.”

Actually, no one lives in the margin, right? So, can’t I call myself Empress of the Margin when I’m able to return to the castle? I guess I will have to share the throne with Alith.

I should be able to expand the size of the castle, right? Since it used to be larger. Maybe I could really build a small autonomous country there. The land of ghosts and skeletons! Where nobody can come to annoy me! Not even TLDR could find it when he was the one who helped the hero make it possible in the first place.

That’s an idea. If I just get enough mana next filter, I’ll have enough to go there safely. The only issue is the castle could have fallen into the abyss of the margin if the mana completely ran out while we were away. It should probably hold on for a while, right? It’s only been like a year since then, not that long…

Sofia lost herself in her thoughts, comfortably sitting on her throne. Eventually, the engineer skeleton timed out. Nothing came up at first; all the birds were still searching inside their respective buildings. Until a bird disappeared. Sofia immediately turned toward the direction of the lost bird’s last known position.

It was one of the wider buildings that Sofia had marked on her map, far to the other side of the giant underwater city. The bone helmet closed over her face, and Sofia plunged off from the building. She pierced through the air, diving and crashing straight through the building’s glass ceiling.

Scanning the mana in her surroundings, she immediately locked onto a quickly fleeing mass of mana. They were fast enough to run out, over a street and past two other buildings in a single jump. Yet, to Sofia with her wings, the bird-killer was painfully slow.

An Orc! She was the one in the column right next to mine. Come here, girl! I’ll teach you not to kill any random skeletons without asking the owner first!


Chapter 283 - Friendly tips







Cinthia slowly entered the abandoned mall. Despite her best efforts to be silent, the sound of her footsteps echoed around the deserted halls. She internally cursed whoever decided to design the stasis suits with hard soles.

‘Daddy Hatred donated 50 essence tokens’

[Daddy Hatred] : You’ve got this Cinthia! Kill them all!

“Thank you for the donation… Y- Yes, I will… You’re all positive they’re here, right? I don’t see anything…” Cinthia whispered to herself, walking discreetly along the walls.

[|||||] : (ዕ дዕ)b

“Alright…”

Entering the abandoned shops one after the other, Cinthia checked the floor for the secret trapdoor that she was told was somewhere nearby. She also knew that special elite robots with optical cloaking technology roamed in this part of the city. She had managed to escape once, but it had not been a pleasant experience, and her viewers had been unimpressed.

Now, she needed to complete ‘Daddy Hatred’s quest at all costs; too many tokens were at stake.

“Not this shop either…”

[Unclean lord] : It’s nearby, I can smell it!

Cinthia entered yet another shop, this one selling a bunch of weird metallic cylinders with pictures of food. Everything was rusty and the floor and shelves were exceptionally dirty even for the standards of the abandoned city. She looked around the entire shop, failing to find anything once again.

She entered the next shop in this aisle of the mall, it had once been a clothing shop, but now, all that was left were a bunch of creepy mannequins wearing tattered rags with faded colors. It reminded Cinthia of a certain floor or the previous trial that had almost cost her her life. Just the thought of it sent chills down her spine. She moved quickly, wanting to be done fast with this store that made her on edge. The city was uncanny enough on its own, she thought, even without the unsettling dolls.

As she turned past a row of mannequins, Cinthia saw something move; startled, she jumped back and used her fastest attack skill, [Sponsored strike]. She barely caught a glimpse of the thing that had scared her before it was shattered into bone bits by the spread shot of essence tokens she had blasted it with.

‘A bone bird?’ She thought. Before she was surprised even more by the unusual stream of new messages. Some by viewers she had never even heard of.

[|||||] : (,,#ﾟДﾟ)

[Crybaby] : Poor child…

[Daddy Hatred] : Crybaby? You? Here?!

[Twistyface] : Of course she would be here, Hatred. You’re so oblivious.

[TallBro] : Right? Hatred has no idea what Cinthia’s got coming for her right now! *Evil laughter*

[Daddy Hatred] : What?! You too?!!!

[Unclean lord] : This was no dungeon monster. Strange. I don’t get it either.

[TheJailed] : Run, Cinthia, fucking hell! Run!!!!

Cinthia was shell-shocked at the quick succession of new messages. The viewers were rarely so enthusiastic about anything. The contents of the messages were worrying, however. Reading the last one, which was by a viewer she had only started seeing in her chat a few months prior, but who was always extremely serious, she asked no question and started running, but where to? As she picked a random direction, she also activated [Drone Shot] to try to understand why the viewers were suddenly so talkative.

Was it all just because of the undead she just killed?

Why was there an undead here in the first place? And why was there no kill notification for it in her log? The situation was indeed strange the more she thought about it.

[Daddy Hatred] : Is someone going to fucking explain?!!!! What is going on?! Why are you all here? Leave Cinthia alone if you’re not even gonna donate, you scum!

‘Crybaby donated 1000 essence tokens’

[Crybaby] : I pray for your swift recovery.

“A thousand?!” Cinthia stopped for a second, shocked by the unexpected huge donation by an unknown viewer. “Recovery from what?!”

Cinthia heard a whistling sound, she saw a glimpse of a blurry thing entering the view of her [Drone shot]. The roof of the mall exploded, glass and steel debris flew everywhere as an uncanny mass of glowing armor stood up from the new crater in the center of the mall, clouded by a thick curtain of airborne dust created by the thing’s crash-landing.

This made the viewers’ warnings have much more substance. Cinthia ran, breaking through a wall, jumping as far as she could, she needed to get far from that thing, whatever it was. It was clearly evil; she could feel it in her bones!

She felt tears leave her eyes as she ran; the thing was coming for her. She cursed her rotten luck; did she trigger another hidden boss?! Why did stuff like this always happen to her?

There was no way she could outrun the bone abomination flying behind her, her [Drone shot]’s view struggled to even capture a still image of it.

Since fleeing wasn’t going to work, she resolved to stand her ground and fight. Swiftly turning around to face her enemy, she activated her two strongest defensive skills: [Behind the screen] and [SlowMode]. She prepared her next move, starting the channeling of [Ad time], a strong mental attack skill, thinking her defensive skills would buy her the time needed for it to go off.

The bone creature hit the SlowMode area of effect, its flight instantly slowing down. With a sigh of relief Cinthia hurried to complete her cast, but suddenly, the monster’s wings started shining brighter, covered in ethereal runes, and its speed recovered. In fact, it flew even faster now.

With no choice left, Cinthia canceled her cast, suffering a violent backlash through her arms, but she wouldn’t have time to finish casting anyway, so she needed to protect herself some other way. She hated herself for using [Sponsored strike] so frivolously earlier; now it was on a painfully long three-minute cooldown timer. Using another skill in desperation, she braced for impact.

Her other attack skill disappeared when it made contact with the monster as if it had never existed. Then the flying thing crashed into her [Behind the screen]’s invisible mana barrier. The screen shattered.

The flying colossus of glowing bones grabbed Cinthia by the shoulders, and as she was ready to die and spend the next two months being bored to death, as she had already experienced several times, Cinthia was pinned against the ground instead. Hope?

The bone juggernaut loomed over Cinthia, its large closed helmet revealing nothing of the being behind, only letting through an otherworldly glow. She used her low cooldown attack magic several times, but the projectiles always disappeared before even hitting the armor, as if it ate her magic. The creature raised a fist.

Cinthia tried to escape; all her muscles tensed and pushed back, but no matter what she did, she couldn’t move at all; the giant armor of bones overpowered her without mercy. She closed her eyes, only hoping that it would at least be a painless death for once.

She couldn’t afford to pay attention to it, but her viewer messages were going wild.

And then, the fist came down, stopping right above Cinthia’s head. 

Hesitantly, the frail-looking red-skinned orc opened her eyes. The bone gauntlet moved back a little, and a single finger flicked Cinthia’s forehead.

“You should be more careful whose’ skeletons you blow up, inner disciple,” a playful feminine voice said with a chuckle from inside the armor.

The bone helmet slowly disappeared as if absorbed by the being underneath, revealing the stunning face of a blonde and strangely glowing human woman.

“Are you alright? I tried not to hurt you too much, but I was going pretty fast,” she continued.

“W- W- Who are you?! You entered Joah’s dream?!”

Sofia stood up; it was rather impolite to speak to someone while sitting on their torso. And quite awkward. And uncomfortable. She completely dispelled her armor, showing off the stasis combination underneath. “I’m just a passing Necromancer. You can call me Vakaria,” she answered with a wink. “And how I got here should be pretty obvious; Zephir let me in.”

“Then you’re a new disciple?”

“Sort of. My class is special in a different way, though.”

Cinthia had a look of disbelief as she carefully stood up and dusted herself. She started saying something when she interrupted herself, “SAINT?!”

“Told you it was special. And not just because I’m a saintess. But you never answered, did I hurt you badly? You look fine, but…”

“I- I’m alright, I think, although you had me very scared. I heal fast… Why would you even attack me like this?! I thought I was dead! I’m sorry for your skeleton…”

“Don’t worry about it, sorry, I kind of overreacted too, I was a bit too eager to… Ahem, anyway, Zephir told me to join Saria fast. Would you happen to know where she is?”

“You know, Saria?” Cinthia asked back, incredulous, before realizing in the same instant that she didn’t need to know her to be searching for her, “Uh, I mean… Sorry, let’s start from the beginning… I’m Cinthia, first Inner disciple of the Obsidian Mountain. Welcome into our ranks, Vakaria!”

“Thanks, happy to be here. And sorry again for the strong-armed first impression.”

“No worries… I’m somewhat used to people unexpectedly appearing at weird times. Just, please, be a bit less scary from now on… I don’t know where boss is right now exactly, but I should be able to find her… Oh, right, you probably don’t know, we call Saria Boss, you’ll understand why soon. Why are you looking for her, actually? Did leader have an urgent message for her?”

Sofia looked away. “You could say that.”


Chapter 284 - Larceny







“So you came here with another Dragon?!”

“A bit of a lengthy story, but yes,” Sofia answered, “you said it was around here?”

“That’s what the viewers told me…”

Sofia frowned, “Can you really not explain what this is about viewers?”

“It’s… Fine, I’ll tell you if you tell me how you canceled my attacks!” Cinthia offered, her hands on her hips.

“My second specialization lets me do that. I can pay twice the mana your spell costs to cancel it. Your turn.”

“Second specialization?! Also, that’s quite strong… I assume you have lots of mana, then? Yet you’re so physically strong…”

“Do you not know about specializations?”

“No, no, I know. Boss has two of them too. It’s just so hard to get them…”

“Hmm, makes sense that Saria also has two, since her name was so high in the tower.”

Cinthia’s expression froze. “H- Her name?”

“Well, yeah?” I’m sorry, Lords, for I have sinned. Bragging is too much fun! “I finished first after all, so…”

Sofia had to remember all she knew about [Poker face]’s mana patterns to not burst out laughing at Cinthia’s series of shocked expressions. Her red skin kind of made her look constantly startled, which only made it cuter.

“Will you explain about the viewer thing then?”

“Ah, yes, sorry… It has to do with my class… Uh, to put it bluntly… The Recessed watch me. For fun. That’s my class.”

Uh?! How is that a class?!

“They, like… Follow you around like perverts?” Like the Orator?

“N- no… Kind of… More like they can always watch me if they want… I get my skills from it, so…”

“So you get your powers from the Recessed watching you? They’re watching us right now?”

“Yes… Don’t worry, they’re not as evi-” Cinthia got defensive all of a sudden, but Sofia had moved closer; she put a finger on Cinthia’s mouth. “How many?” she asked before removing her finger.

“T- Twelve right now…”

“TWELVE?! Is Sorrow there too?”

“I… Uh… Aaaaaaah, so many messages…” Cinthia said as she looked to the side. “I think Sorrow is present, yes…”

“Really?! Hello mom! Can you see me?” Sofia jumped in place, waving with both arms, ”Thanks for the skills!”

“Mom?” Cinthia was starting to overheat.

“Ah, it’s nothing, I’m just Sorrow’s Apostle.”

Sofia caught the Orc as she fell backward. “Ah, did she faint? Crap. I bragged her halfway to death… Are the Recessed still watching, then? She could’ve been lying too. But why would she?” She softly shook the girl but she was not waking up. She’s not dead, at least… Well…

Since Cinthia was down, Sofia gave up trying to find some random trapdoor in the ground for now and carried the girl up to her bone throne rooftop. She made a bone ‘bed’ and put the Cinthia on it. Then she returned to her map to monitor the birds. Most of them indicated empty buildings, but some were giving the signal from monsters, and one seemed to have found a person.

Another disciple? I’m surprised they didn’t notice the bird; everyone in this fake world should be around my level. Cinthia seems a bit mentally weak, but she’s no pushover… I had to dispel her attacks because they were really threatening. They cost a huge chunk of mana to get rid of, too!

Sofia gave another look at the sleeping girl. I can’t believe she passed out so fast; I didn’t even have time to show her my heart.

It’s nice to have lighthearted interactions like that, for once, since I haven’t seen Alith in a while...

“Ah!” Cinthia yelped from behind.

Sofia turned around, “Welcome back, and sorry.”

Cinthia frowned, “It’s not nice to lie like that.”

“It was all true, though?”

“Come on,” Cinthia's frown deepened, “You don’t look like an Apostle at all! Even if you look kind of strange…”

“Can’t you ask your viewers then? Since you said they sent messages. That’s what it was, right? If it’s really Sorrow, then She would know.”

Cinthia narrowed her eyes. She looked to the side again, and again she whispered to herself, “How are there so many…”, “Wait, for real?”, “And I thought I was the weirdest disciple of the sect…” she looked up again, “I’m sorry I doubted you… It looks like they have messages for you…”

“Sorrow?”

“A bunch of them, in fact… To explain a bit more, they can give me quests that reward me with a currency I need to use some of my skills. I just received a lot of new quests just to give you messages…”

“Does that usually happen?”

Cinthia shook her head, “No… to begin with, there’s usually only two or three of them watching at a time, never so many…”

“So you’ll get free stuff for just letting me look at some system windows?”

“That’s one way to say it…” she answered, standing up from her sitting position on the bone bed. “Do you want to see them?”

“Of course? Who wouldn’t want to receive some godly mail? And if you can get paid for it, please do, suck them dry!”

“I… Ehrm, I’m not allowed to show the entire message log to anyone, but I will give you the messages they sent for you.”

I wonder what they have to say. Why do they want to talk to me in the first place, except for Sorrow? Is Dread going to ask for their essence back?

Cinthia seemed to be messing with her many system windows, her eyes looking everywhere as she struggled to organize her things. “So, in order I got them, this is the first… Please don’t get offended…”

“Why would…”

‘[Daddy Hatred] : Who the fuck are you, uh? Leave Cinthia alone!’

Well, the name is consistent with the message…

“Daddy Hatred?”

“That’s… Hatred is my most dedicated viewer. He is easily riled up. The Recessed all use alternate names, but Hatred isn’t the kind to hide His Identity…”

Sofia chuckled, “Somehow, I feel a bit sorry for you.”

“No, Hatred is nice, really… Uw… That’s a weird thing to say… Anyway, just… Here's the next one!”

‘[|||||]: (→_→)’

I don’t get it… “Can you help me translate that?”

Cinthia nodded, “This is Death.”

“Oh. I died a few times; I have to say, it never appeared to me that death was a bunch of bars.”

“You died a few… I’m not even going to ask… So, yes, this is Death, according to Hatred at least. I don’t know why, but they only communicate with these face drawings; I think this one means they’re mildly annoyed…”

Death annoyed? Because I deleted [Avatar of Death]? I also took Sun’s blessing for Bookie instead of theirs… Yeah, no wonder a God might be annoyed after being ignored two times by a random mortal…

“I’m sorry, elder Death, the other offers were too good to pass up…” Sofia decided to say, giving a polite bow to the direction where Cinthia kept looking.

“They sent another quest…” Cinthia said. Sofia made her understand that she should show her, making the hand sign meaning ‘Money’, with a smug smile.

‘[|||||]: (´￢з￢)’

“And what does this one mean?” Sofia asked, perplexed.

“I think Death is pouting…”

“I see, very understanding; thank you for your generosity, Elder Death. Just say the word, and I’ll be glad to accept your generosity next time… Cinthia, there’s more, right? As inner disciples, we should help each other, right?” Sofia encouraged with a wink.

“This next one is from Sorrow,” Cinthia announced as she resorted to using her fingers to manually move her system windows because there were so many to deal with.

‘[Crybaby]: You’re close, my dear daughter. I’m happy for you. And do not be afraid to rely on your Elder brother.’

Sofia smiled, “Thank you. I’m glad to be a part of your family.”

Cinthia was curious, “How can you still look so human if you’re Sorrow’s Apostle? All the apostles I’ve met were…”

“You met multiple other Apostles already? Ah, well, to make it short, my Apostle ritual went a bit wrong, in a way… I can take my Apostle form if I want, but it’s only temporary and comes with a level debt.”

“I think I’m starting to understand why they all want to talk to you, Vakaria…”

“I just happened to run into a lot of things related to the Recessed recently. It’s nothing special. Usually they’re speaking to you, not me, so you’re interesting in your own right, don’t you think? Also, any more coins to steal from them?”

“There’s still a few… This one is also one of my regular viewers, Dread.”

‘[Twistyface] : Thank you for ending the suffering; he would thank you too. You can keep the change.’

So this is how it is? I guess Dread’s Apostle really was beyond saving then. Well, I gave them a swift death… “I didn’t even know what I was doing back then, but you're welcome, Dread. Who’s next?”

“This entire exchange really feels wrong… Next is [TallBro], I don’t know which Recessed it is. They rarely show up. And then there’s one last message from [TheJailed], I don’t know their real title either.”

“Show me then; I might be able to put a name on them.”

‘[TallBro] : I’ll give you something good if you return my essences to the hidden temple, small one. *maniacal laughter*’

“That’s Domination,” Sofia affirmed as soon as she saw the message. “Sure I will, if I manage to get them. It better really be something good, or I’ll make sure no one ever attempts your ritual again,” she answered the message, unimpressed.

“You could tell just like that? Oh, they answered you…”

‘[TallBro] : *Hearty laugh*’

Sofia stared at the message then at Cinthia. “... Domination really paid to say that? You’re not making them pay enough.”

“I don’t get to decide the price it costs them…”

“But you do? Just reject the quests for the message with stingy rewards.”

“That’s…” Cinthia had to sit back down on the bone bed. “You do understand that they are Gods, Vakaria?”

“Yes, and?”


Chapter 285 - Inception







“You’re crazy… Just read this last one, and we should move to something else… It’s honestly tiring to follow so many conversations at once; they’re going crazy in there… Here goes.”

‘[TheJailed] : Is my daughter fine? Please say that she is… I lost all contact due to… Yeah… Sorry that you got caught up in it, but you were also the one who killed her when you messed with her scribe, so… Please just tell her to stay safe…”

Your daughter… No way… This is curse? Was it the quest that killed her? Sir scribe… You have some serious explaining to do if curse is telling the truth. Is it a fatal flaw in the system? I’ll bring it up to whoever’s in charge of the next trial. The system would have me kill Zerei without even telling me? That’s not the kind of quest I want to receive.

Not at all.

“Zerei is fine… My, uh… Uncle? He helped her. Last I saw her, she was wanting to open a school. I’ll tell her about your message next time I see her, but you better give Cinthia some good compensation for making it happen.”

Cinthia was only slightly shocked by Sofia’s answer to the message and her barely disguised attempt at coercion against a God. But her expression changed when she received a new donation.

“V- V- Vakaria? Are you secretly the demon king?”

“Not that I know of, no. I don’t even know what the demon king is supposed to do, really.”

“I just received a donation larger than what I earned in total these last three years…”

“So much?”

Cinthia nodded so fast her face became blurry.

“Nice,” Sofia congratulated her. “I appreciate elder curse’s sincerity. I’ll make sure to tell Zerei how much of an attentive father you are. Though she already knows. I might even try to give a hint to my Uncle, if you see what I mean. But I can’t guarantee anything on that front. A pleasure doing business with you.”

Cinthia raised her voice a bit, “Uuuh… Is it really fine for me to get all this? You’re not getting anything out of that exchange, are you? Negotiating with the Recessed for me…”

“Eh, it's not like you can share your class coins, right? Just bring me to Saria, it’ll be payment enough, I assure you. In fact, I’ll be the one in your debt.”

“If you say so… Boss is here almost all year round though; it’s not very hard to meet her…”

“The message I have for her is just that urgent. I would appreciate it if you could lead me to her sooner than later, in fact. I have been scouting the city, but it’s been rather unfruitful until I found you.”

“We can go when you want then. I have a general idea of where she is.”

“Great, just give me a second to check what my skeletons found while we were talking… Actually, Pareth, just go check on that one bird, would you?”

Pareth appeared on the roof, startling Cinthia, who silently took a step back. He gave a curt bow to both ladies and jumped off from the roof.

“This one is a bit more intimidating than the birds…” Cinthia commented as she observed Pareth falling through the air and crashing down on the streets far below.

“He’s the best one. In fact, he’s my first specialization.”

“Oh… Is that why your armor is bones too?”

“No, that was from even before. My class is just weird; don’t think too much about it; if I try to explain it all, we’ll still be here tomorrow.

“If you say so…”

“I think Pareth is where he needs to be; give me a second.”

Sofia switched to Pareth’s point of view. The bird had indeed found ‘someone’. It was clearly one of the inner disciples. But he was semi-transparent and, like frozen in time, completely unmoving mid-air, his corpse actually cut in two separate parts.

“Looks like one of the other disciples died, I think. They’re all see-through.”

Cinthia tilted her head. “Let me guess, black-haired dwarf with a big sword?”

“That’s him, alright.”

“Yeah, unsurprising. That’s Danael. His class’s entire thing is getting stronger by dying in different ways. It’s definitely weird, but who am I to judge…”

“His class involves dying?”

“A lot, yeah. He has a passive skill that brings him back to life after a while.”

“Doesn’t that make him immortal?”

“I can’t share much, but no.”

“Understandable. I have an active skill that does something similar, so I am a bit curious, but I will not pry more.”

“That’s appreciated. Are we waiting for your skeleton to come back?”

“Pareth? No need, he’s already here.”

“Uh?” Cinthia looked around, even checking the street below, but she found no trace of the big glowing skeleton.

“Where are you looking?” Sofia called her from behind. Pareth was right there, standing next to her.

Cinthia blinked a few times. “My head… Let’s just go find Boss…”



Cinthia did her best to ignore the Recessed going wild in her messages to explain how they were going to find Saria; she had brought Sofia to a rather hidden hole in the dome that apparently led outside.

“It’s like this because the monsters reappear some time after they died in Joah’s worlds. That’s how boss trains; she lures the monsters she can to the boss room and fights them all at once with the actual boss. Then she goes back to the start and does it all again, luring more monsters in each time to make it more difficult. So all we really need to do is find where the boss room is, which will be in an area relatively devoid of monsters since she grabs them all.”

“I get that, but how can you tell it’s not somewhere in the city?”

“She’s too noisy and flashy; if she was inside the dome, you wouldn’t need me to find her. Even if she might find you first, actually. But really, that only leaves this path through the sea, the city’s underground, and the part buried inside the cliff where you said you came from. I think you would have heard if she was somewhere in the cliff, and I was looking for the entrance to the underground all this time; it’s hard to find, so it wouldn’t be her first choice either. Since I didn’t see her at all, it can only be the sea route.”

“How big are Joah’s worlds? This city is already impressive, I didn’t think it would extend into the sea too.”

“Pretty damn big, thanks to all the machinery he’s strapped to. Zephir invested a lot in the research to make sure we could all benefit the most from these safe training grounds.”

“He seems to care about his disciples a lot.”

Cinthia shrugged in response. “It’s not all selfless generosity. It benefits his class to help us. But he is pretty caring, I’ll give him that, we all owe our leader a lot. Can you breathe underwater, Vakaria?”

Sofia nodded.

“That’ll make things easier, let’s go then.”

“Wait. You’re sure she’s out there?”

“Almost certain, yes.”

“Then I’ll go alone, I think; if you don’t mind, thank you for your help.”

“Uh? Do I stink or something? You don’t like red skin?” Cinthia asked, trying to laugh it off but clearly somewhat baffled by the sudden change.

“No, it’s just. I have personal matters to settle with her. I would rather do that in private, but you can ask her later or me. You don’t have to worry; it is not like I can do anything bad inside here, right? And Zephir let me in just for this.”

“That’s… Weird. But if you want, then. Your choice. I still have the underground entrance to look for, so I’ll be going back to doing that, I suppose. Was nice meeting you, Vakaria; thank you for the unexpected windfall. It really helped a lot.”

“You helped me, I helped you, we’re even. See you outside, then.” Sofia winked as her skeletons grabbed her through the heavy steel door.

“Did she just?... Awh, let’s get back to my quest… Yes, yes, I’m still reading the chat; thank you for your donation, Hatred. I don’t know what GL is, no. Thank you for the 100 tokens, Death, always appreciated. Thanks…”



Sofia phased through another heavy door, arriving directly into the dark, cold, and salty water of the deep ocean.

Hmm, I can still fly; even if it’s a bit slow, it’s not so bad. The salt is a bit irritating but I can handle that. Bookie?

Sofia summoned a skeleton that Zerei had given her. It was once she had never tried.

[Solar Saltwater Spinefish]

The skeletal fish in question was larger than Sofia and had two long horn-like spikes on either side of its body. They were, in fact, his first and last vertebra that had become like that somehow. A strange species of fish that Zerei had captured for the express purpose of giving Sofia aquatic mobility.

It would have been a shame not to use you. Sofia thought as she grabbed the fish’s bones; now go!

The fish swam much faster than Sofia could fly underwater. It was fast, but the visibility underwater wasn’t the best. So Sofia closed her eyes and focused on her mana senses. The ocean was weirdly empty of life, but it did not take long for her to locate another facility built on the seafloor. Going around, she found another big circular door, and once again, she phased through with [Graveyard of the righteous].

In the space behind the door was another door again. But not only that, Sofia noticed footprints. It was just a bit of sand left over on the ground, but it was clearly the tracks of the combinations’ soles, just like what Sofia was wearing right now.

Found your tracks, sister. This has to be you, right? I'm not dreaming inside the dream, right? After all these years…

If this is a dream, please let me sleep some more…


Chapter 286 - The Challenger







Sofia was growing terribly impatient, restless. She phased through the second door and started running through the facility she found herself in. The many robot monsters on the way succumbed to a merciless rain of electric scepter slams and Pareth punches.

It was strange to see the environment so damaged, but the monsters roaming it be untouched. They really reappear then. Observing how the walls and floors of the facility were in places where monsters roamed, it seemed that what killed them were mostly fire-based attacks. In some places, there were also deep lacerations, like clean cuts made by a sword, tearing straight through the walls.

Some kind of bladed weapon. Is she not using spears anymore?

Delving deeper and deeper into the strange undersea factory, the monsters eventually stopped appearing.

This is it. This must mean she lured the monsters from here to the boss room.

So close.

Now…

Sofia retraced her steps a few hundred meters back and sat behind some large brass vats in a dark corner.

“What should I do…”

Uncertainty. Should she give Saria the fight of her life to help her grow, but potentially have to wait two more months in anguish until the fake world decays if she loses. Or, forego that entirely and finally get what she had been after for so long, right then and now.

“What would she do…”

Sofia knew full well what Saria would do, or what young her would have done, at least. She was not one to let go of any opportunity she could find. She would have wanted to have that fight for sure. But was she even the same person now, almost fifteen years later? Sofia felt that she herself had changed a lot. Would Saria even recognize her? Believe that she was who she claims to be?

Pareth stood still as he observed Sofia getting lost in the endless doubts she couldn’t get rid of. His eternal silence was nothing special; he rarely communicated in any way.

Today he broke the status quo on his own accord.

Reaching down, he grabbed Sofia from under her arms, like one would grab a young kid. He forced her up.

W- What’s gotten into you?

Pareth locked eyes with Sofia; he unhanded her, taking a step back. He answered her  doubts in his own way. His halo appeared over his head. His armor of light slowly formed around his bones. Spreading his arms, he summoned not one but two weapons of light. A sword and a shield.

Two?!

I’m not the only one making improvements, I see.

You want to fight, then?

You’re right, we should. This is what Saria would want, too… Let us do this well, then, my knight.



Nothing short of the best she could give. Sofia wanted to go all out. Three runes, refilling the mana with Bookie’s summons and [Heat Death], waiting for his fog to regenerate as well, making extra sure she had a large stock of stored bones. Everything needed to be perfect.

When finally she felt about ready, she didn’t yet go.

“Now for the last step. Let’s become someone else.”

Sofia activated her bone armor. She waited for it to be well in place, then she started to work. [Bone dominus] let her reshape her armor however she wanted; so far, it had mostly been used to remove the helmet, but today, she would become a necromancer of legends.

More skulls. Visible ribs… I can fit animalistic skulls on the pauldrons too.

Thicker build. Square torso. Let’s become a man, for once, because of the armor; as long as I do not speak, she won’t be able to tell. The soles could be a bit thicker too; I need to look tall and imposing. The helmet can be a bit scarier still; I can change the slits for holes. The mana senses and Pareth give all the visibility I need.

Let’s alter the wings to look more like Erredis’.

After a few minutes of work, Sofia admired her piece of art from Pareth’s eyes. If there was one thing she knew how to reproduce with her bones, it was actual bones.

Oh, man… No one would ever think it’s a woman inside. This reminds me a bit of the magisterium. He was pretty scary in his own way.

I wonder if there are too many skulls? Hmm… I’ll test the mobility, and if it’s alright, this will be it. The bone armor alternative design 1: Saint of Death.



Sofia made her way through the corridors that were free of monsters. She wasn’t sure where the boss room would be exactly, but every so often, she would find stairs leading down, and that felt like a safe bet. The underwater facility looked more and more dilapidated the deeper she delved, and still, there were no monsters. Until finally, at the edge of her mana senses, she felt it.

Someone.

Come back out, Pareth. Lights off, be ready to activate [Sanctified grounds] but it’s best if you look like a regular undead until the last second. She fought against Victory, too, and that was a while before us. We can assume Saria to be on our actual level, she also has two specializations. This will be tough.

Sofia closed her eyes; she took a final moment to calm her heart. The soft jingle of Ormoncleth’s bell on her staff helped to soothe her mind in the silent atmosphere of this old deep-sea dungeon.

It is time.

The person Sofia was looking for was in a very large room, slightly elevated, at the end of a long and wide unlit corridor.

With a heavy and deliberate gait, Sofia walked to the boss room, the rusty metal sheets of the floor creaking under her every step.

About midway through the corridor, the mass of mana in the center of the room beyond moved up a bit. Saria had been sitting down on something, she stood up.

You felt my arrival, Sister. I wonder, how much can you see?

Are you ready to receive me?

Sofia did not stop. The heavy steel doors of the boss room loomed closer, Saria no longer moved.

I need to properly announce my arrival.

[Skull Choir]

Six flying human skulls appeared in a circle above Sofia’s head, slowly rotating. There is my own halo. Now, skulls, Victory’s orchestra.

The uncanny voices of the skulls rose, their song spreading far and wide in this metallic facility; their endless echoes filled the air.

Sing louder!

[Graveyard of the righteous]

The skulls above her head were chanting the music Victory’s ghosts played atop the ranking tower. Sofia followed their rhythm and, grabbed by dozens of skeletal hands, smoothly walked through the heavy steel door as if it weren’t there, to begin with, Pareth entering right behind her.

Through the holes in her visor, she could see her.

Saria.

Standing alone, straight like a pillar, on top of a burned and mangled giant mechanical spider, she was waiting. Saria, wearing a mask representing the head of a dragon, looked at the two newcomers from above.

Sofia raised a hand; the skulls stopped chanting. They spoke one by one, each saying their one word in a different voice that echoed through the vast dome-shaped room.

“We finally found you, rank two.”

Saria jumped down from the remains of the mechanical boss, landing gracefully on the ground. She took a few steps forward; her voice was clear and firm from behind the mask, “And you are?”

“The one to dethrone you. I am Vakariazrehafin, Apostle of Sorrow. Ranked first in the spire. Dragon mask, I have come to challenge you. I shall be your demise!” the skulls proclaimed in unison. Sofia tapped the floor with her scepter and started channeling a bolt as she spread her skeletal wings.

A discharge of mana erupted from the dragon mask. Blue flames covered Saria’s body for an instant, leaving behind a giant blue polearm and heavy armor as they faded. Sofia instantly understood that it was an ability similar to Pareth’s armaments of light. Her hair livened behind her back, like rustled by invisible currents. She was suddenly enveloped by an aura of blue light, and even more surprisingly, a large red circle appeared around her feet out of nowhere.

Saria then simply put her guard up, pointing the tip of her fauchard forward. Facing Sofia and Pareth, she beckoned them, “Then come.”
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[Sanctified grounds] activated along with Pareth’s other holy skills.

Name : Pareth

Health : 2 905 692 / 2 905 692

Stamina : 1 177 925 / 1 177 925

Mana : 49 800 / 49 800

Name : Sofia Aphenoreth

Health : 31 050 / 31 050  

Stamina : 31 148 / 31 149

Mana : 407 633 / 417 100       

Pareth charged forward. In a single leap, he was now inside of Saria’s red circle, close enough to reach her. His sword sliced the air, carrying all the momentum of his charge. Saria blocked the blow with the shaft of her weapon. The impact carried great force, yet Saria only slid back a few centimeters, unwavering.

A red crown appeared high above Pareth’s skull like a secondary halo.

Fall back.

Sofia gave the order as she ripped off one of [The Book of Skeletons]’s pages and threw a first piercing-type angel bolt. Pareth moved back to the side, freeing the path for the bolt at the last moment.

It missed; through some kind of instantaneous short-distance teleportation, Saria had moved out of the way of the bolt, which pierced through the remains of the mechanical boss and hit the other side of the room an instant later.

Sofia noticed the red crown disappearing from above Pareth, and fog gathered near her in the shape of a tall female skeleton holding a broom. She started preparing another bolt on her scepter, explosive.

Saria raised her polearm overhead. The motion was wide, predictable, and before her blade fell, she dashed in Sofia’s direction. Despite being slightly slower, Pareth managed to step in and intercept her midway, his shield meeting the blade of her fauchard.

The shield of light shattered, but Pareth’s armor held; he struck back, stabbing with his sword, the red crown instantly reappearing above his head. Once again, Saria teleported just out of reach of his sword. Pareth’s sword extended from a shortsword to a longsword, reaching Saria anyway. The sword colliding with the blue armor created sparks of blue fire but failed to pierce through.

The broom-wielding [Solar Sun Nun] was finally ready, though her health was ridiculously low; she was Sofia’s fastest skeleton; she ran forward as Saria disengaged with a backstep.

So far, the fight was clean, almost surgical. Both sides were carefully analyzing the skills and capabilities of the other. To Sofia, the red crown was worrying, and she was starting to think that considering her reactions to Pareth’s attack, Saria’s health pool must be enormous.

Saria raised a hand, and a gigantic circle of red light appeared around her. Both Pareth and the Nun were inside. Sofia felt magic tremble in this area; whatever was coming, there was little time to react. Pareth, teleport!

Just as Pareth appeared near Sofia, a violent burst of flames replaced the red light. The Nun skeleton died instantly inside of the hellfire hot enough to melt the steel floor. As Saria held still, casting her fire spell, Sofia hit her with a large ray of light, covering her armor and weapon in a thin layer of rot right as the flames died down. Another circle of red light appeared right after. The spell wasn’t over. This circle was enormous, encompassing almost the entire room. The flames took a bit longer to appear this time, so she commanded Pareth to charge again. Sacrificing just above 15 000 mana, she dispelled the second burst of Saria’s fire spell with [Heat Death].

Such a huge area for ten thousand mana. How many times can she do that?

A tiny red light appeared around Saria, and a third, precise burst of flames freed her of the rot. Sofia could reapply it if she wanted, but at ten thousand mana every time, she would rather keep it for key moments in the fight when Saria wouldn’t have the free time to afford instantly cleansing it.

Saria raised her weapon; Sofia felt her send a stream of mana toward pareth, but nothing happened. Pareth reached her, unleashing a storm of blows with his two shortswords, which she met in kind with her fauchard.

Sofia kept charging her bolt as Pareth traded blows with Saria. So far, he had not lost any health, but with every polearm strike he parried and deflected, he seemed to struggle more and more while his blows connected but glanced off of her armor.

I need to charge this bolt more.

Pareth blocked another hit of the polearm, which was maybe the eighth in a row; his weapons shattered, and so did his armor as the fauchard’s blade sliced through.

Name : Pareth

Health : 2 544 348 / 2 905 692

What?! Teleport! She mentally screamed as Saria raised her weapon again.

Pareth appeared near Sofia, and almost immediately, a wave of mana hit Sofia. She tried to dispel it with [Heat death], but it did not activate. Instead, she suddenly found herself near the dead mechanical boss while she saw Saria’s weapon hit Pareth again at the entrance of the room. The polearm struck, and Pareth defended with his arms, which both broke, absorbing most of the blow.

Name : Pareth

Health : 1 821 660 / 2 905 692

Sofia cursed internally; she almost lost control of her bolt’s channeling. It took no genius to understand that the damage had doubled; if the next hit connected and its damage doubled once more, Pareth would be left with only a fraction of his health. He teleported to Sofia again and disappeared inside of her armor’s storage space. Since he was one of the two blessed constructs of [Bone dominus], his life would be back to full in about a minute, but that was a long time to hold on without him. The entire fight up until now had lasted about ten seconds.

I need to buy time. It was the right choice to keep paying for the graveyard’s upkeep until now.

Sofia grabbed one of the skulls above her head, ordering the rest of the choir to spread out in their circle formation.

Saria was already charging in Sofia’s direction when a hundred graveyard skeletons surged from the ground. Somehow, Saria avoided a lot of them without even looking, her body simply teleporting short distances continuously to avoid all the hands until even that stopped, and two of the skeletons managed to grab her.

The skeletons were almost instantaneously pushed back by an invisible force, but with a loud bang, the skull of the choir within Sofia’s hand flew straight to Saria’s face, exploding in a silent burst of invisible blades. The first real combat hit of [Saintess’ madness].

The damage was low, not much mana had been invested, and the skull did not have much health, but Sofia had hoped for a good element.

Yes! Space!

One of the best effects she could have gotten, Saria was hit by the space affliction, preventing her from teleporting for the next ten seconds.

Pareth instantly came back out to benefit from the two stacks of dominus blessing’s heal, as Sofia’s bones were the second blessed construct. His arms were slowly regrowing.

She tried to switch positions with him earlier, but it failed because of his [Displacement skills immunity] passive. Then she used it on me. I need to keep a distance from my skeletons from now on.

The exploding bolt kept on charging. And Sofia called out Bookie again. To replace Pareth for now, she summoned the five fire salamanders as she flew back. They would hold out well against the fire spell and hopefully be harder to dispatch than the nun.

Pareth teleported several times to keep up with her while Saria, free to move again, was hot on their track. She flew past the forming salamanders, not stopping; she used a skill of her own, summoning ten ghosts of a monster Sofia knew well. Quetzalcoatlus.

The salamander skeletons brawled with the ghosts, spitting lava at them while Saria came dangerously close to Sofia and Pareth. Unwilling to try taking a hit, Sofia let the few backup graveyard skeletons she kept near her pull her underground as she summoned a heavy rain of blood to hinder Saria’s vision.

With pareth back inside her armor, she would be hard to track from above ground, especially with the rune hiding her mana; still, the graveyard skeletons spread out, a single one of them quickly carrying her to a far corner of the room while deep underground.

Health : 31 050 / 31 050  

Stamina : 31 097 / 31 149

Mana : 314 940 / 417 100       

The mana is still fine. About thirty thousand of that is into this angel bolt, I can’t miss. I need to use it before the space element affliction runs out, and she can teleport again.

The salamanders died…

Sofia finally emerged from the ground, far from Saria and her ghosts. She instantly flew up, reaching the ceiling of the room. As if she had eyes on the back of her head, Saria instantly turned to face her, once again running in her direction.

Sofia patiently waited, charging up her bolt, the blue plasma was starting to get a bit wild around her scepter. Summoning another ray of light, she covered Saria in rot again.

Saria kept charging; her blue weapon shone fiercely as she drew closer. Now!

Pareth appeared, using his [Chains of the four seals]. The glowing chains surged from the ground and the ceiling, grabbing a hold of Saria’s limbs. Yet, just like the graveyard skeletons before, a forceful wave of magic instantly broke them. Her momentum had barely slowed. She was much faster than Sofia could hope to escape.

The way Saria’s polearm shone, this was no ordinary strike. It was brimming with mana, and since it was applied on a weapon, [Heat Death] might not be able to prevent its effect.

Sofia could either block with her scepter and try to activate [Heat Death] anyway; her bolt’s channeling would likely be interrupted, but she might only suffer minor damage, or…

Sofia ordered Pareth to enter her storage again, wielding her pulsating bolt of plasma like a sword; her weapon met Saria’s.
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It felt like time stopped as the bolt met the blade. Sofia and Saria were so close. Closer than they had ever been for the last fifteen years. Then the bolt exploded.

Sofia was blinded by the explosion. In her hands, she felt the scepter snap, and following it, her own body was cut in half diagonally. The wall behind was also torn open; there was nothing but stone behind. There was no stopping the polearm’s spatial cut, but inside the explosion, Sofia felt Saria being blown away. And I’m not dead. She focused on using [Bone dominus] to reconnect her armor before half of her body fell away. She couldn’t heal for now, but it would be faster for the rune to resurrect her later if everything was still there. The two halves of the scepter snapped back together as the light of the bolt’s explosion faded.

Saria had been blown away quite far, but she was already standing back up, blood dripping from under her mask. Her magical armor was quickly patching up its holes.

The armor is weaker against magic than physical attacks. Sofia noted. Her health was already under twenty percent and dwindling; both her legs and her left arm were no longer connected to her body. But from the outside, she looked unharmed.

For a second, Saria stared at the monster of bones that had just blown her up, all the while being seemingly unaffected by her attack.

During this same second, Sofia was struggling to cast [Spine of the Black Sun] as she was quickly losing all her blood inside of her armor. The bone whip appeared just in time for her to strike the ghostly monster birds of Saria that were done dealing with the salamanders and rushed at her instead. The ghosts turned around at the last second, running in all directions except towards her. Right, undead. Nice!

Sofia was calculating her next move, grabbing one of the remaining skulls of the choir and letting herself fall to the ground, but Saria did something unexpected. She unsummoned her weapon. This sounded like an alarm bell to Sofia. Her Sister wasn’t the kind to give up if she was letting her weapon go…

As Sofia feared, Saria raised both hands, and two overlapping red circles of light appeared in the arena. The skull she received in the face with a bang, which exploded in a burst of flesh and blood, did not stop her channeling either. Anti-healing. Useless.

Going underground would probably not save Sofia. Do I cancel one?

As Saria’s spell activated. Sofia dumped as many bones out of her storage as she could around her just as she landed.

This wasn’t to defend herself but to disguise her imminent death.

Saria’s magic erupted. First came a veil of water, like heavy rain, and then the second circle’s magic resolved. The fire burst. As the large quantities of fire and water met, the entire arena exploded.

Sofia’s death had only been a matter of time anyway, so to be able to make Saria spend so much mana for a single of her unlife runes was a good tradeoff. Still, as she died, Sofia focused on pulling all the bones toward her with [Bone dominus]. When the steam explosion cleared out a bit later, Saria was also badly damaged by her own attack. She looked weak and tired.

Sofia could see this through Pareth’s eyes, who had just reappeared to cover her exit from the resurrection. His arms were almost usable again.

Seeing Pareth, Saria immediately started casting her two skills again. The red circles appeared once more. All around, the boss arena was crumbling, steel plates fell from the ceiling, and everything seemed about to collapse at any moment. Then Sofia, freshly resurrected by her rune and quickly repairing her armor starting from the outside, stood up from within the pile of bones.

To Saria, it looked like nothing she tried ever did more than prevent her opponent from moving for a few seconds. Thanks to Sofia’s care, her armor looked just as undamaged and clean as it did before the fight. This seemed to shock her sister. “How…” she mumbled. She took a step back. Intimidated or worried, either way, she canceled her skills, suffering some backlash, and started channeling a new skill.

Something else?!

This time, the mana enveloped Saria’s body as if she were about to summon another armor.

[Gravity well]! Sofia ordered, hoping to interfere with the channeling, and Pareth executed. The skill attracted the bones and the room’s debris, but it barely started pulling on Saria when another shockwave freed her from the skill’s attraction.

This again! So annoying!

In a desperate attempt, Sofia sent her fastest zap of electricity from a quick-cast angel’s bolt. Perhaps it might have done something if Saria’s armor was conductive, but it wasn’t. Saria’s magic started to activate, and she immediately recognized the ways the mana flowed around and into her body. It was her turn to be shocked.

Demon?!

Sofia brought out Bookie and ripped off both the sandworm and the ten female stone Ogres pages. Totalling 200 000 mana, this was squeezing out every last drop of the books' fog. As the skeletons appeared, she dug holes through her plastron and helmet, and wasted the last bits of her mana to shine a bright light on Saria and covered her with as much Erredian Rot as possible. Sofia’s mana hit zero right as she saw Saria’s body expand and grow from under the rot.

I can transform too, Sis!

Sofia’s black heart shot out of her chest, catching it and bringing it to her face; she bit into it.

The demon transformation commenced. Pareth stood between the two metamorphosing sisters, his hands just regrown, and he summoned two shields of light. Sofia silently observed Saria change through Pareth’s eyes. Her body was quickly growing, enough that her head pierced through the thick film of rot she was covered in. She screamed as her size changed, and the scream turned into a maddening roar.

This was not a demon form. This was a Dragon form.

Saria had grown to become a five-meter tall, four-winged blue Dragon. She looked down. Breathing a stream of fire and steam at herself, she cleansed her body of the rot. Although she was nothing compared to Erredis, a Dragon was a Dragon. For the first time in the fight, Sofia felt that maybe she would have to really spend the next two months dead in this room.

What was a Dragon? Sofia knew now. They were beings capable of controlling the mana of the planet itself. She could tell that the Dragon breath Saria just used had cost her no mana at all. And she was the next target.

As soon as her transformation ended, Sofia immediately dispelled all the stone Ogre skeletons and absorbed their mana through [Heat Death]. It refilled her reserves by almost two hundred thousand mana, but she still couldn’t naturally regenerate due to her two remaining runes.

Health : 530 668 / 530 668

Stamina : 530 668 / 530 668

Mana : 199 200 / 358 560

The stream of steam and flames followed the movement of Saria’s saurian head. Pareth jumped to one side and Sofia to the other. She trimmed down her armor as she moved; the bulk was not what she needed anymore.

The dragon breath missed them both, but the arena was impacted again. It finally crumbled.

Tons of steel and rock fell indiscriminately; Sofia, Pareth, and Saria were all instantly buried deep under the seafloor.

What now? Pareth also didn’t lose any health; he’s buried like me.

Inside a prison of stone, Sofia felt the world shake. She extended her mana senses. Saria was digging in her direction and fast. Mere stone couldn’t stop Dragon claws.

I broke out of a mountain in this form once.

I can dig faster!

Flexing her muscles, Sofia cleared some breathing room by cracking the rocks around her, and she punched up. She was going to keep digging like this, trying to reach the ocean. An underwater battle would likely be to her advantage. She simply forgot there was no need for digging. The Sandworm pierced through the stone as if it were sand, and Sofia only needed to grab its ribs as it brought her up to the surface.

It was not long until Sofia’s surroundings transitioned from rock to sand and from sand to the ocean. Pareth finally teleported to join her.

Saria will catch up any second.

As the adrenaline fell ever so slightly in this instant of respite, Sofia took a second to digest the memory of her sister’s terrifying scream as she transformed. It sounded horrifyingly painful; she had never heard Saria scream like this, not even under the slavers’ whip.

Feeling the tremors of Saria digging up, Sofia needed to move. She grabbed the sandworm and flew up to the surface. There was nothing but water everywhere Sofia looked. It was dusk; the sun slowly descended on the horizon, painting the sky orange.

Is this really a fake world?

There wasn’t so much time to contemplate the question. Sofia felt Saria’s mana fast approaching.

Flying up as fast as she could, she filled the sandworm with mana.

A hundred and fifty thousand will do.

Sofia attentively observed the magic as it formed; she brandished the giant skeletal sandworm high in the sky.

Today’s [Saintess’ madness] forecast is: “Light!”
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The affliction from the light element of [Saintess’ madness] was one of the weakest; it only allowed Sofia to always know where the afflicted opponent was for sixty seconds. Useless to her in demon form when she could already see in all directions at once. The power of the Light element was more so in the direct attack than the affliction.

The skill was ready; Sofia had to use every bit of her concentration to hold her body back from moving on its own. The skeleton throw needed to happen fast, or the magic would backlash.

Three eternally long seconds later, a majestic blue dragon erupted from the surface of the sea. Sofia’s arm came down, pulling on the sandworm at a speed so inhumane it was a mystery how it did not break. The long skeleton curled down, a shockwave running through its bones. With a bang so loud it sent Sofia reeling, the sandworm was launched, flying as fast as an Angel’s bolt to meet the emerging Dragon.

Pareth!

Appearing mid-air, Pareth grabbed Sofia, enveloping her in his arms, summoning his armor to cover them both.

The worm collided with the Dragon. Exploding in another loud but harmless bang, sending millions of bone shards flying in all directions.

Saria might have felt it coming, as Sofia felt strange movements in her mana. Too late.

Intense streams of light poured out of the bone fragments, connecting them all and spreading everywhere with violent lasers. The remains of the sandworm were the catalyst that became a deathly cloud of concentrated light.

Sofia was blinded by her own attack, and her health slowly trickled down every time a stray beam of light cut through Pareth’s armor and touched her. At least Pareth was unaffected and still healing. He was almost back to full.

Sofia and Pareth had fallen hundreds of meters by the time the light died down, and through Pareth’s eyes, Sofia saw Saria. Her Dragon body riddled with holes, she fell toward the ocean, inert.

Was it over, Sofia wondered, but she dared not think it out loud, even in her mind.

Before hitting the water, Saria’s slitted eyes opened, and so did her wings. With a fast turn, she was flying up again, and as she brandished one of her front legs, hundreds of giant moving columns of red light illuminated the sky.

In her moment of sentimentality, Sofia had missed a precious attack opportunity, and now, she had to deal with this. How many points of mana must be needed to illuminate so much of the sky?

Millions.

Pareth disappeared, and Sofia flew away as fast as she could; she had to swerve around in the sky to avoid the moving columns of light that surrounded her. Saria was pursuing her and gaining speed. When the magic finally activated, Sofia was just exiting one of the columns of light. The tip of her tail was charred by the giant stream of flames replacing the light. So the armor instantly melts, noted.

The second the flames disappeared, Sofia let go of her scepter and activated one of her Apostle spells, [Regret].

[Regret] : alter the past to make a different decision in the previous five seconds, costs 10000 mana per cast, 10 seconds cooldown. Left leg blood vessels must be undamaged for the skill to correctly resolve.

Sofia’s body disappeared from where it was, instead reappearing right behind Saria, close enough to instantly grab her tail with both arms and legs. Pareth appeared next to her, simply dropping down like a rock. Weak scales, Sofia thought, now that she could see them from up close. Saria was still riddled with holes from the laser attack, and Sofia managed to directly grab the bone tail by plunging her hand into a wound.

Saria’s hind legs kicked at Sofia, killing her on the spot.

But that was part of the plan, or rather, a possibility that had been accounted for. Sofia had gotten what she wanted out of this move, spending almost all of her remaining mana on this attack. The tailbone and lower half of Saria’s spine exploded; it turned into bone shrapnel inside of her body while the mana circles in Sofia’s left arm had successfully activated.

[Hollow heart] : Hollows out the target’s heart. Requires direct physical contact. Costs 10000 mana per cast. Left arm blood vessels must be undamaged for the skill to correctly resolve.



Sofia woke up three seconds later underwater, securely held by Pareth’s arms. He had used the momentum of his fall to teleport above her after she died and help her fall faster.

Hopefully the water can help protect against all the flames. Only one rune left.

Even if the combination resulted in steam explosions like it did in the boss room before, Sofia was much more confident about her resilience when it came to explosions rather than direct heat.

Sofia let Pareth help her sink further and further down. Sofia looked at her twelve thousand last points of mana, then at her tail.

… No. Let’s not.

I’m getting pretty strong thanks to [One with suffering], but that’s not enough. I still got killed in a single hit… If only the light beams hadn’t reached me, I could have survived the kick with VPPV.

This life is a throwaway, isn’t it? Still not strong enough, no mana, and can’t regene- Ah, she’s here. Sofia noticed the mana movements, along with the continued presence of the illusory red crown above her head. This damn thing followed me in the afterlife.

Sofia summoned Bookie, only to realize it was still all out of fog; there wasn’t even enough to summon the cheapest of the small skeletons. Choir is in cooldown too, hmm. Come back inside, Pareth.

Sofia changed course. It was time for an underwater fight.

The Dragon appeared, swimming down; the water fluidly flowed against her scales. Clearly, Saria had sustained a lot of damage, and yet she was still moving like she felt no pain or tiredness. Sofia swam up to meet her.

Underwater, Sofia was ever so slightly faster. She avoided a first clawed strike, then a second, moving in the water like in the air, and yet she couldn’t see any way to safely land a hit. No matter how fast she moved, Saria always followed. It was hard to get away and impossible to get closer.

Locked in a deadly spiral toward the abyss, both kept sinking further and further down.

Saria always prevented Sofia from going up, blocking her path with tail swipes and her Dragon breath. She wanted to force Sofia all the way down to the seafloor. There, she would no longer be able to escape.

I can still use [Regret] once.

The sandy bottom of the abyss made its appearance, and Sofia no longer had a choice; using almost all of her remaining mana, she reappeared several dozen meters above the Dragon and swam up.

I need t-

Sofia felt a wave of mana hit her. Suddenly, she was back at the very bottom of the sea, and Saria was where she had been. Crap. Without a better solution, Sofia discarded her armor and swam away as fast as she could. Using her claws to dig into her own abdomen, she lowered her life as much as she could without hindering her movements. [One with suffering] converted each percent of lost life to agility, strength, and speed. This gave her the edge she needed to start pulling away from Saria’s pursuit. Finally, she had some crumbs of breathing space.

Until she didn’t. Even underwater, she heard Saria roar, and Sofia’s mana senses indicated that she had just been isolated. To be more exact, a mana barrier had appeared with Saria at its center, and Sofia was against a border. All the while, the seafloor started quaking; something else was happening as a result of the mana barrier spell. Probing it with [Heat Death] told Sofia that it was not something that would damage her. It seemed Saria couldn’t move while she channeled the spell, but Sofia knew that coming closer to attack was just asking for Saria to cancel it and kill her again with a slap.

Considering the thickness of the mana barrier, breaking through before the end of the spellcast wasn’t an option. Then all that's left…

Sofia grabbed her right wing, detached it from her back with bone dominus, and tried to throw it. The skill didn’t activate.

But the armor counts as a skeleton!

Right, the armor!

Summoning her armor, Sofia did the same again, grabbing her own wing; she activated the [Saintess’ madness]. And with the lowest mana usage she could invest into it, she threw herself into the barrier.

Sofia collided against the mana barrier, and her armor and wings exploded into a burst of wind blades. The whole process had taken about a second. Saria was still channeling.

Again!
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The armor and wings regrew fast, and Sofia threw herself against the wall.

Fuck, wind again.

Sofia grabbed her wing…

A small and weak burst of flames appeared and were instantly drowned as Sofia’s body hit the barrier, and her armor exploded for the third time.

Finally! I was starting to get dizzy. A minor fire resistance is better than no resistance.

No mana and one rune left…

Looking up at Saria channeling her spell, she really wondered what it was going to be. It’s been almost ten seconds…

How was she still moving so much after all this? Saria, you’re almost as scary as me.

Sofia saw something approaching the barrier from outside. It hit the barrier and was stuck there, on the other side. Oh, my scepter’s back? A bit late. I can’t get you from inside here, buddy.

Sofia’s vision shifted; Saria was still in the same place relative to her, but they were no longer underwater but on some kind of very large flat disc. Pareth stood halfway between them, both of his shields up and ready. The ink-black sky and weird glossy floor illuminated by a faint bluish light were quite familiar. Saria was also now on top of a pile of gold and jewels sitting at the center of the disc. The ambient mana inside the barrier was so thick it was almost palpable. Outside, there was no mana at all.

The Margin?

And in the fake world?

The mana barrier is still there too, around the platform.

Saria was no longer channeling but she wasn’t attacking yet.

“Giving me a house tour?”

“This is my lair. In this place, you cannot escape, and I am stronger,” Saria answered with some difficulty in a broken and raspy voice; blood trickled out of her maws, but her head stood high.

“Glad you are taking this seriously. Time for the final act, I suppose, number two. Are you ready?” Sofia asked with a demonic smile on her face, taking a fighting stance and her tail whipping the air behind her.

Saria activated some quick magic, and the riches disappeared. She fell down a bit as her support disappeared; her lower body was clearly a mess due to the lack of bones, but she could still fly. “Yes.”

Sofia nodded in return, and she charged, Pareth diving into the action too, as his [Sanctified Grounds] flared up.

Saria opened her maw, a stream of fire making its way toward Sofia. Pareth intervened, leaping ahead and meeting the fire with his shields held up together. It seemed he had a hard time maintaining the shields of light, but Pareth lost no health, and most fire was diverted to the sides. It gave Sofia a chance to come closer. As soon as Saria’s breath ran out; rushing in, she tried to high-kick Saria’s lower jaw.

Her kick missed. Saria retracted her head just in time, and the claws on her left hand started to glow. The spatial attack again! The cast was much faster than before; Sofia could tell it was already ready. Pareth grabbed Sofia’s tail and pulled her back. She landed behind him, and he was the one to take the attack; the dragon claws swiped the air as he was out of reach, but the spatial attack still launched forward like five blades capable of cutting space itself.

The shields broke, and Pareth’s armor was sliced through like paper. But Pareth’s health was still untouched. He had [Higher magical damage negation], [Space magic resilience], and [Displacement skills immunity] among his passive skills. He was not far from completely impervious to offensive spatial magic.

Sofia stepped forward again, trying to attack with her fists. Saria was very careful not to let herself be touched now. She even avoided Sofia’s wings, though her massive body was hindered by how injured she was, it had been no lie that she was stronger in this arena.

The duo tried to keep the pressure up, seeing how careful Saria was. The fight was a meticulous back and forth in which Pareth was the only one who ever actually took any hits. The first attack to really land could be devastating for either one. Saria weaved magic through her attacks, sometimes quick-casting the fire and water red-light spells. But Sofia was fast enough to always avoid them thanks to [One with Suffering] now.

In the end, someone made a mistake.

As Sofia sent another punch in Saria’s way, just as she was about to hit, she felt a stream of mana aimed at her head. She tried to avoid it, but she was too close. Even Pareth failed to react in time. Sofia and Saria switched places. Saria was now between Pareth and Sofia. Pareth teleported to Sofia, but it was too late. Saria had been preparing the spatial attack by casting it on her tail. She was already swinging her tail behind her when the place swap occurred.

By the time Pareth appeared next to Sofia, she had been cut diagonally in half, going through the head and down to the hip, dead.

Thus, Pareth grabbed the half with the largest chunk of head and ran.

Saria turned and breathed out a quick fireball, only for Pareth to turn around and use his shield to perfectly block it. Next, she charged, attacking with her bare claws and maw. Pareth managed to dodge everything by throwing half-Sofia away and teleporting to it several times as he spun around madly, thrown around by the accumulating momentum.

The three extremely long seconds passed, and Sofia’s body was rebuilt. The first thing she heard was an angry draconic roar.

Someone sounds frustrated.

“I’m back,” Sofia announced after her first breath. The mana in the arena was so thick that this one shallow breath filled her back up from thirty-two points of mana to above thirty thousand.

Saria’s roar ended. It was no longer the room that shone with red light but Saria’s entire body. Her broken hind legs were propped up by some weird magic that enveloped her whole like an armor of raw mana.

Then the Dragon attacked.

Sofia had to activate the third tier of [Runeforged Overlord] to get away, using her omnidirectional free flight to dodge in at the best angles in the shortest time, and yet Saria was still keeping up with her as if teleporting next to her.

Every single one of Saria’s attacks was nothing but raw and primal physical force amplified to the limits by the mana around her. After ten near-misses, she stopped for a single beat. Long enough for Sofia to have the spare mental focus to shower her with rotting light.

And the attacks started again.

This time, they were weaved with Draconic breath, spatial attacks, and the areas of fire. It was like Saria had enough mana to last her forever, and her casting speed had quintupled. Sofia inevitably ended up almost taking a hit, and Pareth stepped up to take it for her, allowing her to survive until the end of this cycle of attacks and to throw even more rot at Saria. Pareth was reduced to a lone skull rolling on the floor, but not dead. The mana in the room was growing thinner by the second, and the rot on Saria ravenously devoured all she had.

But Saria wasn’t done. For the last time, she started her series of ten unhinged attacks, weaving claw and tail strikes as she and Sofia bounced around against the floor and mana barrier like two hyperactive birds in a small cage. Ten. Nine. Eight. Sofia still managed to avoid the attacks. Saria was no longer using magic, the malignant rot spreading like wildfire around the lair as it gorged on the free buffet of mana thick enough to absorb directly from the air. Seven. Six. Five. Sofia’s brain was overheating, acting almost on instinct; she could only do her best to avoid all the blows; activating her demonic body’s magic wasn’t even a possibility anymore; the best she could do with so little focus left was to charge an Angel’s bolt, as she was at a level where she could cast it without thinking. The blue plasma appeared around her arm.

Four. Three. Two. Sofia could almost see her victory. She was sure now. Saria was on a last-ditch effort. There would be no fourth series of attacks. One. Sofia was prevented from dodging by an unexpected slap of Saria’s wings. The five claws of Saria’s left arm raked through her flesh. Of Sofia's torso, there was left only a softly glowing golden spine. Saria opened her jaws for the ultimate fire breath.

One percent health left.

Sofia released the piercing-type Angel’s bolt.

The jagged trait of blue plasma entered Saria’s rot-filled mouth and left through the back of her head.

The Dragon wavered; the heat at the back of its throat died, and it fell to the ground.

Pareth, HEAL!

Golden light enveloped the fallen Dragon whose body was reverting back to that of a young unconscious woman sinking into a sea of black rot.


Chapter 291 - A family.







Paying no mind to her heavily damaged body, Sofia threw herself at the tides of rot, clawing through its pulsating flesh until she reached her sister. She still had some mana, so despite being covered in rot, she was fine, Pareth’s [Greater Heal] had performed as it should. Sofia quickly dumped bones out of her storage, and as her rot wouldn’t consume them, she used them to dig Saria out of the rot, encasing her in a protective layer of bone with just a bit of air around her head.

The barrier around the platform was growing thinner by the second as the rot consumed its fuel. And before Sofia knew it, she, along with Pareth’s skull and Saria, were back to the bottom of the ocean.

Sofia rushed to bring everyone to the surface.

Quickly making a small ‘boat’ with her stored bones, she let Saria out of the bone encasing. She lay unconscious on the boat, still wearing her Dragon mask. The sun was just finishing to disappear beyond the horizon.

Pareth’s bones were regenerating quickly, throwing off the boat’s balance. He was probably going to notice and return to the bone storage, but before that, Sofia could feel something through the connection of their souls. Usually she was the one communicating, but in a rare event, she was on the receiving end.

From the unblinking, unmoving skull, there was no message, no order, no words, just a feeling. Happiness.

Sofia smiled. Pareth returned to the bone storage.

Slowly, Sofia stood up on the bone boat. She walked up to Saria’s side. She was breathing peacefully. Pareth’s heal was potent enough that Sofia did not have to worry about anything. Saria was simply asleep; her mana was recovering and flowing as it should, and her heartbeat was calm and steady.

You’re so thin, sister. Are you still not eating properly?

After covering her sister with a thin sheet of interwoven bone scales, Sofia laid down next to her; she gazed at the slowly moving light and fuzzy clouds in the darkening sky. Before she knew it, the gentle rolling of the waves and Saria’s peaceful breathing lulled her to sleep.



Sofia opened her eyes; she felt a bit cold, naked on her boat. Her demon transformation had long ended, and her stats were all back to full. It was night, Saria was still sleeping next to her.

This feels unreal.

No, it is unreal.

She sat up, fashioning some rigid clothes for herself with some bones. Better than nothing. Saria at least has her mask.

Something softly tapped Sofia on the back of the head.

Startled, she turned around. It was her scepter floating behind her. Alright, guess I am not completely naked either. Welcome back. Sofia thought as she gave a gentle tap back to the staff, leaving it there for now. Her attention returned to Saria. With all the care in the world, she pried the dragon mask away from her face and put it to the side.

Sofia couldn’t control the smile on her face. Leaning over Saria, she slowly parted her hair. A drop fell on Saria’s face. Then another one. Saria moved, stretching with muted moans; she slowly opened her eyes.

“Zeph?” the still half-asleep girl asked, sounding lost.

As her mind recalled the previous events, Saria was startled to find an unknown face looming above hers. Without thinking she tried to sit up, colliding with the person above. Sofia recoiled from the unexpected blow, and Saria soon recovered, awkwardly distancing herself on the boat and covering her chest with the bone sheet. “W- WHO ARE Y-” she started to scream at the stranger, suddenly stopping, her mouth agape.

Sofia wasn’t moving. Unable to stop either her smile or tears, she was simply holding up something for Saria to see. Something that had been almost her entire motivation to focus on training her sculpting with [Bone dominus]. It was a small but intricately detailed, delicate hairpin in the shape of a particular flower that only grew in the back reaches of Sovuln’s west coast. The most precious possession of their late mother, one they had traded for food in their most desperate days of starvation.

"Saria," Sofia whispered, her voice trembling with emotion, “I’m back.” She wanted to say more; a thousand words battled in her head, impaired by the violent shaking and tears.

Saria's eyes widened as she took in Sofia's face, her features softened by the dim glow of the lines under her skin. Her initial shock and fear began to ebb away, replaced by a mixture of disbelief and wonder.

"Sofia?" Saria's voice quivered as she spoke her sister's name, this time with a hint of recognition. Memories flooded back, and tears welled up in her own eyes. "Sofia, is it really you?" She reached out tentatively, her fingers trembling, as if to touch Sofia's face, as if to make sure this was not another painful dream.

Sofia nodded; she wiped her tears with her fists, “I’ve grown a lot b- but, It’s really me. I found you, big sis.”

Saria's hand reached Sofia's cheek, and she let out a choked sob. The two sisters, separated for fifteen years by a cruel twist of fate, now reunited on a small boat in the middle of the night. They held each other's gaze, sharing a moment of profound emotion that transcended words.

Saria let down her hand, her gaze turned distant.

“You’re really real? Right? In the Sect? Right? Not a figment of Joah’s imagination? Please… Please tell me…”

The world stopped. The fabric of space unraveled, the sky sundered by otherworldly light.

Sofia heard the sound of broken glass.

Her eyes were open, yet they were closed.

A loud bang and the sound of multiple people shouting shook her back to reality. She opened her eyes inside of the stasis chamber in which she floated. The glass of the chamber was cracked. Behind it, a madwoman in a black skinsuit, still covered in glistening liquid and with bloodshot eyes, her wet hair sticking to her face, prepared another punch.

The door of the stasis chamber exploded, unleashing a wave of stasis fluid in the already flooded room.

Saria leaped in, hugging the still groggy Sofia with both arms. “You’re real!” she elatedly whispered between loud sobs. “You’re real…” She repeated several times like she couldn’t believe her own words.

Struggling to fight the unnatural drowsiness, Sofia weakly hugged her sister back, “I am.” Saria’s heartfelt embrace was too strong; it was hurting her, but she didn’t want the moment to end.

In the other stasis chambers, the inner disciples were also waking up. At the very end of the room, Joah was cursing and holding his head. Zephir just barged in, running through the door, while all the people in white were panicking, trying to manage the sudden chaos.

Behind Zephir, Erredis strolled in amidst the ambient chaos; she nonchalantly called out to Sofia, “See, told you you just had to win. Good job, girl!”

Sofia chuckled at the loud and confident voice of the dragon. She caressed Saria’s hair, “You didn’t have to make such a mess, I won’t disappear.”

“You’re the mess!” Saria answered, hugging her even tighter.

Amidst the mess and the cacophony of voices in the chamber, Sofia and Saria held onto each other tightly. Zephir had joined the people in white, running from one stasis chamber to the other, making sure everyone was fine.

Joah, still nursing a headache, stood up and stumbled towards them, his expression a mix of relief and confusion. "What in the world is going on? You good, boss? Why’d you sever the connec…" he stopped his word midway realizing what was going on. “NO WAY!” he yelled before clutching his head in pain, reeling.

Saria finally loosened her grip, wiping away tears of joy. "I can't believe you're really here, Sofia. I thought you were…"

Sofia grabbed Saria’s hands. They were a bit smaller than her own. “I survived, like you. I also thought… But then I saw your name in the tower.”

Saria’s expression blanked for a second. “The tower…”, “THE TOWER?!”, “THE BONES!”, “You-!”

Putting a finger over Saria’s mouth, Sofia gave her a joyful wink. “You fought well, number two.”

“But how?!”

“It’s a long story. Shouldn’t we get out of here first?”

Saria seemed to finally realize the state of her surroundings; she acquiesced meekly, starting to turn around.

And everything became silent.

Behind Saria was a lanky man in a brown suit. The black eyes on his perfectly neutral face betrayed no emotion. Unbeknownst to all but Sofia herself, he observed them. Raising a finger, he poked Saria’s cheek and disappeared. Time seemed to start flowing again.

“Uh?” Saria suddenly stopped in her movements, and after a second, she turned back to look Sofia in the eyes. An uncertain expression on her face, she asked, “Aphenoreth?” 

There was a loud bang. Zephir had been handling the commands of one of the stasis chambers. That brought the number of broken ones up to three.

Sofia laughed nervously.




Afterword

Hey everyone, Mornn here. 




To quickly get the publishing information out there: 




 -I know I said one book every three months, I was way too optimistic  




 -Book 4 will probably be for late January / early February 




 -Series is already written up to halfway through book 6 (available unedited on patreon) but I do the editing and proofreading alone as I keep writing, which is where the delay between releases comes from 




 -I will try to coordinate with the audiobook publisher to sync the ebook and audio releases in the future; it might take a few more books before we get there 




 - Since I no longer do preorders, you can stay up to date with the latest ETA for the next book by checking my author bio on Amazon ;) 

 (Also you can just follow me on Amazon to get notified about the releases, in case you weren't aware.) 




 Now that we've got the logistics out of the way, I hope you enjoyed book 3 of Sofia's Systemic Shenanigans. I think I did a relatively good job at conveying Sofia's emotions throughout all this, but I have to admit this book was a bit all over the place. 




 Was Sofia going to the sun and moon on your bingo card? 

 Now, with Sofia's major backstory resolved, she can turn her gaze to the future a bit more. I really love to watch her slowly discover the layers of the complex world I built for her to live in. 




 Richard, Erredis, Valeure, Sun, and Moon... The big players of the world are all starting to make their entry, and we'll get to see more of them soon! 




 The next book will have a bit of a different pace, as I wanted to slow things down a bit after the hectic events of this one, and focus more on the many different characters. 




 It's still all Sofia POV, though, plenty of bone-stealing, skeletal fighting, and system-breaking on the horizon! 

 For the third time, thank you to all my readers; take care, and Happy Reading! (｀• ω •´)b
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