
        
            
                
            
        

    
Saintess Summons Skeletons

Book 4

by Mornn


Copyright © 2025 Mornn

All rights reserved

The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.

No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without express written permission of the author.

Cover art by: KartStudio


Contents

Title Page

Copyright

Remembrance of previous bones - Book 3 recap

Chapter 292 - Catching up

Status - Saria

Chapter 293 - Too much information

Chapter 294 - Job = Vacation

Chapter 295 - The Forbidden Uncles

Chapter 296 - Mountain of numbers

Status - Alith

Chapter 296 second part

Status - Sofia

Chapter 296 third part

Chapter 297 - Alithialization

Chapter 298 - Light breathing

Chapter 299 - Past times Pastimes

Chapter 300 - Exidion Empire

Chapter 301 - Death Struggles

Chapter 302 - A name like any other

Chapter 303 - Contemplations

Chapter 304 - Sticks and Stones

Chapter 305 - Won’t break my bones

Chapter 306 - It’s a small world

Chapter 307 - Bone-Home

Chapter 308 - Say cheese

Chapter 309 - From an egg

Chapter 310 - Lively conversations

Chapter 311 - Anything-o-mancer

Chapter 312 - Drops of progress

Chapter 313 - Powerhouses

Chapter 314 - Festivities

Chapter 315 - Intrusion

Chapter 316 - Elite classroom?

Chapter 317 - Still kids

Chapter 318 - Gonna teach you a lesson

Chapter 319 - It’s a handful

Chapter 320 - Flying too close

Chapter 321 - Poetic Visions

Chapter 322 - Soulmates ?

Chapter 323 - The way to a Sofia’s heart

Chapter 324 - Deep scars

Chapter 325 - Do you do weird stuff?

Chapter 326 - Exploring Magic

Chapter 327 - Prickly

Chapter 328 - Bear witness

Chapter 329 - Spine chilling

Chapter 330 - Dodge me

Chapter 331 - To become educated

Chapter 332 - Group 14

Chapter 333 - Trees, Trees, Trees

Chapter 334 - No smoke, only mirrors

Chapter 335 - Skygrid

Chapter 336 - The Pursuer

Chapter 337 - The Late Savior

Chapter 338 - Brave, or foolhardy?

Chapter 339 - Runes and Characters

Status - Sofia (2)

Chapter 339 second part

Status - Pareth

Chapter 339 third part

Chapter 340 - Dog treat

Chapter 341 - I expected shenanigans and was still surprised anyway

Chapter 342 - Old stuff resurfacing

Chapter 343 - In the spotlight

Chapter 344 - Between a Bone and a Hard Place

Chapter 345 - The witch who played with fire.

Chapter 346 - LOOMING

Chapter 347 - Shortcuts

Chapter 348 - Gamblers associates

Chapter 349 - Proper teamwork

Chapter 350 - Pawns

Chapter 351 - BRS on duty!

Chapter 352 - Ring the bell

Chapter 353 - Arts and crafts

Chapter 354 - Harvest season

Chapter 355 - Don’t Lose Yourself

Chapter 356 - Jokester

Chapter 357 - Two thousand levels of fun and games

Chapter 358 - Playing ball

Chapter 359 - Mommy issues

Chapter 360 - Coming full circle

Chapter 361 - Saintess Narrates Tribulations

Chapter 362 - A link to the past

Chapter 363 - Light-headed

Chapter 364 - The long awaited

Chapter 365 - Toxic relationship

Chapter 366 - Satisfyingly safe substances

Chapter 367- Sea creature

Chapter 368 - Double agent

Chapter 369 - Lunar revelations

Status - Sofia (3)

Chapter 369 second part

Chapter 370 - Scouting the location

Chapter 371 - Happy birthday

Chapter 372 - Tis I

Chapter 373 - Answers from beyond

Chapter 374 - Family secrets

Chapter 375 - The smith sculptor

Chapter 376 - Intolerable Lechery

Chapter 377 - The promised death

Chapter 378 - Deus ex charta

Chapter 379 - Glorified kitchen appliance

Chapter 380 - No title

Chapter 381 - Entitled

Chapter 382 - Closing statements

Chapter 383 - President sleeper

Chapter 384 - Scripture’s old enemy

Chapter 385 - Eccentric old bones

Chapter 386 - The skull goes in the skull-shaped hole

Chapter 387 - Not seeing eye to eye

Chapter 388 - The things I have left

Afterword


Remembrance of previous bones - Book 3 recap










After a narrow win against the god of Victory in her second trial, Saintomancer Sofia discovered her long-lost sister, Saria, was still alive.

Joined by her skeletal guardian Pareth, loyal friend Alith, and newly summoned shade Ihuarah, she launched herself into a frantic search for her sister. Her search somehow took her to the sun and back, and she crashed into the moon upon her return. In its desolate craters, Sofia met an exile, Erredis the rot dragon. Learning that Sofia’s sister is actually with another dragon, Erredis decided to help Sofia and her sister finally reunite.

With the dragon’s power, finding Saria became an easy task; however, there was a slight problem: Saria was stuck in a simulation meant to improve her growth. Sofia entered the simulation, hiding her identity, and after an intense battle with her sister, Saria finally realized who she had been fighting. Upon recognizing her sister, Saria shattered the simulation, causing mayhem in the lab.

As the sisters reunited, time stopped, and Saria was given a new name by the enigmatic Lord Aphenoreth, his presence unnoticed by even the two dragons present, Erredis and Zephir.

Now reunited, the sisters have a lot of catching up to do.

Note: To make it easier for Audiobook listeners to navigate the story, the characters’ status pages will be marked as Status chapters in the table of contents from now on.


Chapter 292 - Catching up










After Zephir dealt with the chaos caused by Saria, the sisters had been given their belongings back as well as some privacy. They were currently in Saria’s bedroom. The decoration of the room was minimalistic, but what few things there were in it were in total disorder, with open books and clothes strewn on the floor.

After long moments of awkward warmth between the two of them, they could still barely believe they had been reunited. They eventually managed to calm down, both sitting on the bed in silence. Saria started braiding Sofia’s hair as if it was the most natural thing in the world. “You’ve outgrown me.”

“I had a big growth spurt after I entered the Orphanage in Skyreach. You grew a lot too.”

“You were in Skyreach?” Saria asked in disbelief. “Zephir searched everywhere. He even took me with him. Is it possible we missed the one you were in?”

“Does Verenha ring a bell?”

“We went there! I remember! There was even that one blind kid!”

“Sirius?” Sofia asked.

“That’s it! But then how…” Saria’s hands stopped for a moment. “Did we reach there before you?”

“Sirius entered the Orphanage eight months after I did…” Sofia answered, her voice trailing off.

“No way… Zephir asked everyone and even checked the ledgers…”

“I get why he was so shocked to have missed me, then. I think I can guess what happened somewhat. But that’s… Let’s start from the beginning maybe.”

“Right, how did you even survive to begin with? I couldn’t see much for reasons but I know it was a huge mess…”

“Ah yes, I found your murder cave. You sure gave that prick Hemdal some of his money back.”

Saria’s hands stopped. “My murder… You went to the mountain?!”

Sofia turned around to be able to see Saria’s face, and took out the brush she got from Saria’s old hideout. “That’s how I found you, you left some hair on this, I had a diviner search for you.”

“That was you?! Zephir complained that someone was trying to spy on the sect with scrying spells!”

“Eheh. That’s what led me here. And it wasn’t cheap. I still need to pay the elf diviner back for it.”

“You do?! I can pay, I’m sure you saw in my lair, right? You can take as much as you want, Sofia.”

“Don’t be ridiculous, I can get my own money, besides, the old elf doesn’t want money. He wants a signature from Sun.”

“Sun?”

“Sun.”

“I’m not sure I can help with that…”

“Don’t worry about my stuff, big sis. I can handle this. Just wait until I tell you everything that’s happened. I didn’t get strong enough to beat you by sitting on my ass, you know.”

“Right… Then how did you survive? Reaching the orphanage with all these monsters roaming the country, and the pink corruption, I don’t even understand how you managed that. I only survived by living like a rat, alone on my flying mountain. And because the system gifted me with a good class…”

Sofia let herself fall back onto Saria, who hugged her from above. “We’re gonna be here all night, aren’t we?”

Saria smiled, “We have all the time in the world, I’m not letting you go again.”

Sofia smiled back, “Shared feeling. So, how I survived the flood… Well, first I stabbed the slaver guy in the face and ran away with my chain when the whole thing started. And from there I fell into the torrent the river had become due to the sudden escaping of the mountain into the sky. Next thing I know, I wake up half-dead on the beach. The monsters never spilled onto the coasts for some reason, so I managed to find other survivors and our group of lost people became a refugee caravan. There were a few strong people that kept the group together. It took three years to go through the mountains and the mines in the north and reach Skyreach.”

“Three years… Is that when you got your class?”

“No, I was the only kid in the caravan, they would never let me participate in the fights. Though I did get hit by a stray arrow once. I got to the orphanage after that, and I only got my class something like two and a half years ago…”

“So late? And you’re as strong as me already? Were you trained by that Dragon lady?”

“Erredis? No, I barely met her before coming here. I got strong quickly because… Uh. Well. Let’s start by explaining how I got my class, even by the standards of the sect it might be weird…”



Saria was walking around her room, trying to digest Sofia’s ‘Short version of her adventures’, throughout which she had made all kinds of funny faces.

“So, let me get this straight. Just to be clear. You’re the Saintess of Scripture and also trying to kill Him.”

“That’s right.”

“And you’ve been adopted by some kind of forbidden God whose name erases people from existence.”

“That’s Aphenoreth, yes. You can say it too, we’re safe. There’s only one of the four Lords that we’re supposed to not speak of out loud for some reason.”

“Of course… And then you became sort of Sorrow’s Apostle, but not really.”

“You’ve seen it firsthand, it’s not far from how you transform into a tiny Dragon.”

“You have a point I guess… This is my specialization, though. No dark sacrificial ritual to the chatter gods… But let me finish, you cleansed a lost city in the Margin, saved another Apostle from an underground prison, and then went on to go up the spire and defeat the thousand-eyed cheater?”

“That’s a way to put it. Oh, speaking of which… This is what I got out of it,” Sofia commented while showing the crown. Quickly looking over the description, she added, “It looks like Victory liked our last fight, my win against you is worth 15% strength.”

“I swear… I’ll go back up and beat His green ass if I can.”

“Good luck with that, big sis.”

“... And so after all that, you decided to find me, but first you stopped by the actual sun, then the moon, and brought back the Ancestral Plague Dragon with you.”

“Yeah,” Sofia confirmed with a nod.

Saria stopped her restless walking. She laughed. It was a warm and hearty laugh that echoed through the room and beyond. She laughed until she couldn’t anymore. Wiping her tears, she stared at Sofia, a gleam in her eyes. “Sofia… I can’t believe you’re still this crazy!”

“Ah! You’re one to talk, big sis ‘I decorate my walls with skulls and was adopted by a Dragon’.”

Saria laughed again. “Hey, I didn’t have any choice, skulls were all I had, you on the other hand… You’ve been touching some bones!”

“Well, uh. It is what it is. In a way I wanted to become a necromancer for you, you know.”

“Look at you selling your big sis’ skin so cheap. I’m not one to die so easily. If it wasn’t for that damned flood I could’ve even gotten us away from the slavers that same night…”

Sofia sighed, “It took a bit, but now that you’re here again… The results aren’t bad. Don’t you think?”

Saria sat next to Sofia again, resting her head on her shoulder. “I’d have to agree, but really only because you’re back. I’m happy here. The people in the sect are like a second family, will you stay here with me?”

“I don’t know. Probably not. I enjoy traveling around now, discovering lost dungeons, and the forgotten mysteries of the world. It’s exciting! I wouldn’t mind being here occasionally… But won’t you come with me instead?”

It was Saria’s turn to sigh. “Maybe? I can’t abandon this place and the people here. But I could come with you sometimes. So the best way is probably to do a bit of both? All the rooms in this corridor are mine, you can pick one for you and one for each of your heroes too. What do you think?”

“Stay sometimes, leave sometimes, maybe together, maybe not? I guess… We can’t live tethered together, we both have things to do and places to be… But I don’t want to lose you again…”

Saria snorted at the thought. “As if I’d let you disappear a second time! You made a mistake by finding your big sis, Sofia. I’m never letting you go even if you beg.”

“I can beat you, though.”

“Tssk, you got me by surprise, if we rematch… Also the way you kept accumulating [One with suffering] is cheating! It’s straight up cheating!” Saria jokingly complained.

“Want to talk about how nothing at all could restrain you in any way without being completely dispelled by some weird shockwave? How’s that not cheating?”

“Eh, I fought hard to get that second specialization, you know.”

“Oh, so that was actually a specialization… Hey Saria.”

“Hmm?”

“Why have you not shown me your status page yet? You’ve been staring at mine for an hour!”

“My status… There’s a lot to explain. At least yours still somewhat makes sense. Mine uses words from the heroes’ worlds. And when heroes try to explain them to me they get censored! I can only guess what some of them mean by context clues, it’s so frustrating…”

“Whatever, I spent so long speaking and you’ve barely said anything about yourself! Stop being so selfish!”

“Still throwing tantrums, my baby sister. How are we ever going to find you a husband… Here, have a look at the absurdity that my class is. So, what do you think?”


Status - Saria

Name : Saria Aphenoreth

Age : 24

Class : [Raid Boss] ♢

Level : 249 ♢

Health :  2 490 000 / 2 490 000

Stamina : 249 000 / 249 000

Mana : 100 000 / 100 000

Main Specialization : [Second phase: Draconic blood]

Alteration chance : 100%

Secondary Specialization : [CC immunity]

Active Skills (8 / 8)

[Swipe] (Alter) - Level 212

[Spirit adds] - Level 249

[AOE Patterns (Water)] - Level 82

[AOE Patterns (Fire)] - Level 200

[Exchange position] - Level 100

[Attack chain : doubling attacks] - Level 249

[Dragon’s lair] (Alter) - Level 2

[Attack chain : draconic assault] (Alter) - Level 249

Passive Skills (8 / 8)

[Like a Boss] ♢

[Respawn] - Level 2

[Teleport Iframes] ♢

[Adaptive Scaling] (Alter) ♢

[Lost Aggro]

[Enrage timer] - Level 2 ♢

[Polearm mastery] - Level 249

[Predictable] ♢ - Level 249

Classless Skills (5 / 5)

[One with suffering] ♢

[One man army] - Level 100

[Identify] - Level 3

[Indomitable] ♢ - Level 100

[Shenanigans II] - Level 17

[Mark of Aphenoreth]


Chapter 293 - Too much information










Sofia scratched her head. “That, uh... Yeah. It is quite special, for sure. Hmm. I think I can more or less connect the skills to what you used in the fight. I like how you noted which skills were altered, maybe I should’ve done that with my keywords…”

“I personally like to keep track of these things, but it doesn’t matter much,” Saria explained, “I think I used almost everything against you except for [Respawn] and [Lost Aggro].”

“Are they not useful in battle?”

Saria shook her head, “No, they’re useful after battle. [Lost Aggro] makes me heal quickly when I’m out of combat. I just have to not attack or receive any attack for a full minute and it will get me back to full health in about three seconds.”

“That… Can be easily abused, no?”

“Somewhat. While mana isn’t an issue thanks to my draconic form, I have nothing to regain stamina this fast. So I can sometimes heal during a battle by escaping or hiding for a minute, but that’s not very sustainable in the long run. It has saved me before, though.”

“Then what about the other one?”

“Oh it’s kind of like your runes. They had me freaked out, honestly, you revived like twice during the fight? [Respawn] lets me revive 24 hours after my death in exchange for a hundred times my level in gold coins. As long as I have the gold still on my dead body, in my lair or near the place in which I slept the most often in the last six months.”

“It must be reassuring to have. I know the runes help calm me down a lot. Expensive, though. And a bit limiting. Used it often?”

Saria laughed nervously, “A few times…” She started to walk around her room again. It seemed she had a hard time staying still.

She’d be good friends with Alith.

“At least, it makes me feel better to know you have something like that.”

Saria stopped her restless walk. “Hey, who’s the older sister here? I’m the one supposed to worry about your safety. Just leave it to me, I’ll go teach that Scripture who’s boss!” she announced, flexing her arms.

Sofia giggled at the sight. “I appreciate that you want to fight a god for me, but you can’t do that, you know. I don’t want to fail the quest…” Sofia said, her expression becoming a lot darker all of a sudden, “and I want to kill him myself,” she finished through gritted teeth.

“Understandable... Ah… It would be best to change the subject but… Didn’t you say that one of the orphans was missing when you got there?”

Sofia nodded, “Yeah, Chino. Haven’t really looked into it much. I hope she’s safe.”

“I could have Zephir try to locate her if you want,” Saria casually suggested.

“I… I would really like that but… I don’t know if that’s a good idea… The less I have to do with her, the less likely Scripture is to try to use her against me like he did the others…”

Saria nodded, understanding Sofia’s dilemma. “Hmm… I didn’t think about it like that… Well… Let’s not linger on the sad topics then… Anything else about my status that has you curious?”

Sofia looked back at the status page and the handful of words she didn’t understand. Her gaze trailed on the classless skills. “What’s [Indomitable]? I have spent a long time looking up all the skills I could find but I’ve never heard of that.”

“Oh, this? It’s what I made with my fusion ticket. Let me explain the whole process of thinking. So, my specialization is the Dragon transformation. The thing is, I can only use it after losing half my health. Then later I also got [Enrage timer], which gives me an enormous boost of physical stats, but I can only activate it if the battle lasts for too long or if my health drops under 10%. That’s what I used at the very end, you should remember it.”

“Yeah when you started glowing red?” Sofia asked. “That was actually kind of frightening.”

“Exactly, well, as you see, my skills are somewhat tailored to take into account me losing health. So I wanted to make that work better, hence [One with suffering], which you also have. And now to this fusion skill, it’s a fusion of [Tireless] and [Unrelenting], which let you ignore fatigue and pain respectively.”

“You didn’t seem to ignore them very well…”

“Ignoring and not feeling is different. Pain is still painful, but I can keep fighting as if I was uninjured. And this fusion makes that universal,” Saria explained.

“Ah! So this is why you could keep going after I blasted your bones.”

“Yes. And yeah, that was fucking painful, sister. I know we were going for real, but damn. And you did that while knowing it was me!” Saria said, shivering as she remembered the sensation.

Sofia looked away uncomfortably. “Y- You know, I was just trying to help you grow… Was the fight actually helpful at least? Zephir seemed to think it would help you…”

“Oh, yeah, it was helpful. I think I’ll be able to free up some skill slots soon, that’ll take some time but I’ve got a lot of time before the next trial.”

Looking at the status again, Sofia asked another question, “I can mostly tell what your skills should be doing from context clues, but I don’t understand [Predictable] and [Like a Boss].”

“Can’t you just [Identify] them to read the description?”

“No… They’re in Draconic… I’m not in the mood to translate…”

“In Draconic? Oh, right, you did mention that thing with the system… Well, [Predictable] is really straightforward. The more predictable my next attack is, the more bonus damage it does thanks to that skill. It’s a risky tradeoff, but uh, my base strength in human form is terrible. Look at my arms, all thin and weak.”

“It’s a locked skill… Did you have it from the start?” Sofia asked, and Saria nodded in return.

“I think this skill is there exactly to offset the terrible strength growth. It’s weird, but I can't complain when I get so much health.”

“Oh, right, It’s easy to see how your stats improve, but what happens to the trials’ stats and the ones from pills? Alith is good at making pills so if that’s still useful to you, we’ll have her make you some.”

“That would be nice. Any extra stat I get like this actually goes towards ‘boss points’, and I have a system menu for a ‘boss point shop’. I can buy a few different stats like Charisma, Aura or Processing, and also some of my class skills. For example the attack chains and AOE skills are from there, I can choose between a lot of them, and they can even get altered by the first specialization when I buy them.”

“Charisma?” Sofia repeated.

Saria paused for a second, looking at her sister with a judgemental air. “That’s what caught your attention? Do you think you don’t have enough or what?” she playfully accused, pointing at Sofia’s chest.

“Oh. Is- Is that what it does?”

“That’s part of it, for some reason. For guys it also makes something bigger,” Saria added with a wink.

“You would know?!”

“Hoy!” Saria complained, kicking a book from the floor toward Sofia’s face, which she dodged with a smile.

“I don’t want any more of it then, actually. Screw that.”

“Well yeah, I get that. How did you get so big even? I know mom was large but not that much.”

“Told you I had a big growth spurt. I’d be tempted to trade my chest for yours, honestly. Having them so huge is nice looking and all, I can’t deny that, I see the guys staring. And the girls. Everyone pretty much; it’s a nice confidence boost. But fuck if it’s not inconvenient. At least my back doesn’t hurt anymore with all the levels, but it’s hard to get clothes that fit me at all, or to lay down in a comfortable position, and don’t even get me started on trying to use a melee weapon with these in the way.”

“Your demon form gets rid of it when you need to hit people, though.”

“Yeah… Also costs ten levels.”

“Surely that’ll be part of what changes at level 300, be positive, Sofia.”

“Surely…”

Saria sat back down next to Sofia, “Right, mentioning shit that gets in the way of fighting, let me tell you more about [Like a Boss], and all the useless stuff it has me do for a few bonus stats and an enemy tracker. Remember how I always had this red circle around me and how my hair was all flowy for no reason? Well, the skill is essentially just toggles, all come with a bonus and a tradeoff. The tracking crown comes with the red circle, the flowing hair gives me…”


Chapter 294 - Job = Vacation










Sofia spent about two months in the sect. She would spend days and nights talking with Saria, and time would seem to just disappear. She also got better acquainted with the inner disciples and Zephir. Everyone was excited to discover the boss’ lost sister, and Cinthia in particular was very shocked and very happy at the news, as she was Saria’s closest friend. The three girls would often hang out in Erredis’ new workshop, as she decided that she wanted to stay away from the moon for a year or two, claiming that it was a nice change of pace.

Zephir had made sure that Sofia’s letter would reach Alith and Ihuarah, and the two heroes eventually made their way to the sect, accompanied by Zerei and Astelia the Moon’s Oracle along with her butler Agran.

They all brought along some news. Alith had failed to be first to complete her quest from Sun, Mornn had somehow been faster by half a day. Despite that, she had gotten some nice things out of the ordeal. Sofia still hadn’t seen any level debt coming from her because she had never finalized her Specialization pick. She was undecided between two choices, but her level debt already amounted to 96 levels so she did not want to go for more. She had also managed to produce all the stat candies she had the recipes for during the time she had been waiting for news of Sofia’s whereabouts. Alith was so happy for Sofia finding her sister that she had wanted to rush there as soon as she learned the news. She had gone to check Sofia’s messages at a Vampire embassy on the way, which was how she ended up bringing Astelia and Zerei along, as those two unexpectedly had some business together that they wanted Sofia to help with.

Ihuarah came to congratulate Sofia and soon excused himself, explaining that he was going to use his Sun-quest reward to locate a precious artifact of Sorrow. Sofia suggested that they all go together but the shadow insisted on not wanting to impose on the newly reunited sisters. He was also of the mind that Sofia should take some time to rest and develop her skills at the moment, instead of diving head first into another perilous quest. A fact that essentially everyone else agreed with, so she could only reluctantly give up.

Astelia had somewhat of a mental breakdown when she learned that the Moon Saintess was an ancient Dragon, but Erredis was really happy to meet her new ‘coworker’.

As for Zerei, she had changed her mind and gone through her level 300 trial before trying to open her school, so that plan was still in the works. She also had new colorful clothes and accessories in ‘traditional Avian fashion’, which consisted of a mix of overlapping skin-tight and very loose clothes with an abundance of gold ornaments and jewelry. Ihuarah seemed to think that this was in extremely good taste, and it seemed to Sofia these two had become good friends in the little time they had spent traveling to the sect.

Eventually, after everyone was done catching up, Zerei and Astelia explained why they wanted to see Sofia. It had something to do with Zerei’s school project. All gathered around one of the sect’s banquet tables, and Zerei explained her plan while stuffing herself with the tasty food provided by the sect.

“I want to open a school, yes? However, I fear both my knowledge and methods may be a bit… Outdated, yes. So, first, I want to know what the modern magical academies have to offer, yes. I didn’t know who to contact, so I got in touch with Asty, and we decided to both go to the best school together, yes!”

Saria looked a bit unconvinced, “Go to school? That’s a way to learn firsthand, yeah, but why do you need Sofia?”

A whole fish disappeared within Zerei’s beak-mouth, and she answered, “It was Asty’s idea so she can explain.”

Astellia seemed a bit lost at suddenly having everyone’s attention on her, she blushed and lost her composure for a second, but managed to get through it. She calmly explained her idea, “I wanted to go for a while but Agran cannot come because of his other duties, so I couldn’t, as the Queen would never allow me to go alone…”

“So then you can have Zerei there to protect you and she also gets to see how things work there? That’s a nice way for things to work themselves out,” Sofia commented, trying to take some of the attention away from Astelia for a bit.

“Yes. So now I can go as a teacher on spatial magic,” Astelia continued.

Wait, teacher? Hmm. Yeah that’s not too far fetched actually. She is level 249 and her class is almost entirely spatial magic. I know she’s good at teaching it, too. “Do you need me to vouch for your capacity as a teacher or something like that? You taught me a lot during that one night so you definitely have what it takes.”

“I wish it was that simple…” Astelia complained, picking up another piece of meat with her fork.

Zerei became impatient and started explaining the situation more by herself, “It is not so easy, no. The academy already accepted Asty as a professor, but they have not accepted me, no.”

“And this is where I come in?”

“Yes. The headmaster said I am too scary for the students. I could be a runecrafting professor, but that would inevitably cause a lot of trouble for him, yes. He said he would take me if I solved an equally troubling problem for him, yes.”

Saria turned to Sofia, “See, this is where your weird lifestyle leads, you’re the problem-solver now.”

“Eh, I don’t mind. Zerei and Astelia both helped me a lot too. What can I do then? I suppose it’s not destroying some remote dungeon or you would have let me go with Ihuarah.” Not that I would mind.

“Well, you see,” Zerei said, stopping an instant to wipe her beak, “the headmaster needs to urgently replace a missing professor for one of the less popular classes, yes. The ‘Summoner combat strategies’ class. It sounds made for you, no? The pay is good too, yes. And you get free credits to take other classes as a student.”

“That’s an oddly specific thing to be looking for… But it does fit. Kind of. I’m not so sure about being a teacher though…”

Erredis, who hadn’t said a word all afternoon, suddenly asked a question to Zerei, “Where’s that academy? I’m curious about who might be running this, perhaps I know them.”

“It’s on the otherside, yes. In the Exidion Empire. I think the headmaster’s name was Beligenus, yes. Tall old Exidian man with the usual blue skin and curved horns. He has a very long white beard, yes.”

Otherside? Exidion Empire? Exidians?

I realize now I forgot to ask Erredis about the hidden moon, but also it looks like I should maybe learn more about the planet first. What are all these names?

“Beligenus?” Erredis repeated, surprised. ”Sweetie, that’s not an Exidian, that’s a Dragon. And a very old one, at that.”

Astelia dropped her fork, but everyone was too busy staring at Erredis to realize.

“What? Don’t trust me? Look.”

Out of nowhere, Erredis pulled out a gigantic horn the size of the table which she held up with a single finger.

[Horn of Beligenus] : A horn stolen from Beligenus the great sage. It is wise to forget that you ever saw this item.

Angel’s bolt resistance grade : C- 

Level: 500. Grade: Draconic.

Why does she have this… And why is Mr Scribe showing the bolt resistance grade? I’m not that greedy, come on. And what’s with the description?!

After a long silence, Erredis stored the horn and the conversation started again.

After some more deliberation, it was decided that they were all going. Except Erredis. Saria, Cinthia, Alith and Joah would enroll as students, all generously paid for by Zephir.

Communication was a lesser issue for Dragons, and the group soon received news that the headmaster accepted all the new students, but would have to judge Sofia’s capabilities as a teacher by himself. Erredis guaranteed that it wouldn’t be an issue, so Sofia did not worry overmuch.

The preparations took a while, but the sect had great resources at its disposal, and Zephir had no issue generously spending for the betterment of his disciples, which in his mind already included Sofia and Alith. He had been practically begging for Alith to become an official inner disciple after he learned about her [Refined palate] skill.

As everyone was getting ready to depart, they still needed to wait for Alith to make enough stat candies for everyone because she had only prepared enough for herself, Ihuarah and Sofia at first. And she still had not picked her specialization, so they would have a quick meeting about that as well.

In the meantime, Erredis informed Sofia that not only was her new piece of armor almost ready, Erredis had also ‘convinced’ a chromatic Dragon to help her, so they were going to travel a bit and get Sofia to the next stage of VPPV before the scholar year started.



Sofia entered Erredis’ workshop. The large room filled with magical machinery and tools was oddly silent.

“Erredis?”

“I’m here child, wait a second, I’m doing the finishing touches right now, it’s a bit dangerous so stay at the entrance. I just noticed a critical flaw last night, I’m almost done fixing it.”


Chapter 295 - The Forbidden Uncles










A few minutes and a lot of dubious sounds later, Erredis called out to Sofia again from the depths of her workshop. “It’s done!”

“Can I come now?”

“Yes, come look at that thing.”

Sofia followed the sound of Erredis’ voice to the far corner of the room where she was working. In a worker outfit, she was sitting on the floor, surrounded by a layer of fine dark blue dust. She was proudly holding Sofia’s new armguard above her head.

The armor piece was meant to cover the entire right hand, arm and shoulder. It had kept the same shiny dark blue hue of the scale, and was made of tightly interlocking thick scale parts. There was some excess to give maximum coverage of the joints, all the while keeping a good mobility of the arm. The gauntlet’s fingers looked like Dragon claws, finely crafted to perfectly fit Sofia’s hand without being too cumbersome. It was made from a Dragon, by a Dragon, and it honestly looked like it was also meant for a Dragon.

“I tried to copy the design of your bone armor somewhat, but I couldn’t give you an indestructible glove and not put claws on it.”

“I understand… It’s not a big issue, I’m used to having sharp hands with the demon form.”

“Right? It was a pain to adjust for that, honestly, but I did a decent job with the enchantments. This is what I was fine tuning just now, I had forgotten to put a setting to adjust the end of the fingers if you grow your nails.”

“Wait… Enchanting? Wasn’t the scale supposed to prevent…”

Erredis turned the armor piece to show Sofia the inside from the shoulder hole. The interior was made of some kind of black leather, covered in runic patterns that Sofia recognized as a mix of regular runes and the Draconic language.

“Sweetie, I said nothing about being unable to enchant the inner lining,” Erredis said with an exaggerated wink.

So I can keep it when I transform? That’s incredible. It means the right arm’s spell will never be unavailable. [Suffering] was it? The one that does damage proportional to missing health.

Sofa tried to use [Identify] but she felt the mana being blocked. “Now, now, don’t [Identify] it yet, put it on first. Just hold out your arm straight, I’ll help you slide it in.”

“Like this? That’s a strange way to put on armor.”

“You are right, but this gives better structural integrity. Although the scale itself is tough, the smaller parts I carved out for the jointings are the weakest part of the entire arm, so doing it like this allows me to hide them inside, protected entirely by the bigger pieces. And it looks almost seamless from the outside, which is pretty neat. I have outdone myself this time!”

Finished with the exhibit, Erredis slid the armor over Sofia’s extended right arm. The inside was soft and slightly cold, it felt like putting on a long silk glove. Her fingers pushed into the leather, and as their tip touched the end, Sofia felt the magic inside the enchantments activate. The leather warped inside of the armor, taking the shape of her arm, completely locking the armor in place.

“There you are! How does it feel?”

“It’s… Not very different from wearing a long-sleeved glove? It was heavy at first but the weight disappeared when it closed on my arm. It’s not at all like wearing armor, from the inside at least. Except for the fingers being a little bit farther apart than usual.”

Sofia tried moving her arm around, especially testing the mobility of her fingers, she found it shocking. It allowed for better movement than the original bone armor used to. Erredis observed attentively.

“I expected it to be a lot more rigid. It’s incredible.”

“Ah, no need to flatter me, kid. It’s not even the best piece of armor I ever made. But it is a good piece. As you would expect from someone who has to make their armor themselves.”

Maybe it’s better not to ask why… “What is the inside made of?”

“Oh, that’s just some of my skin.”

“Just some… YOUR SKIN?”

“What? I am made of prime crafting material. Why wouldn’t I make use of that? I know I said scales were special but a simple healing spell can regrow that much skin in a second, so don’t worry about it. I just peeled some off of my left arm and regrew it. Besides, you saw how big I am in my true form, right? This much barely counted as a scratch.”

“I guess… I also technically do make things out of my own bones now, since the armor is counted as part of my skeleton…”

“See? Perfectly normal. Don’t trust a Dragon who says they’ve never plucked off their own horns to make a weapon, they’re not being honest with you.”

“A- Alright… So, uh, can I [Identify] it now?”

“Go on. I even customized the description a bit, though your scribe will be the one who gets the final say.”

[Draconic Arm Harness of the Depths] : A piece of armor by forgemaster Erredis, for the first Saintomancer, Sofia Aphenoreth.

Carved in the Scales of Thrayk, Hermit Dragon of the Depths, the remnants of his authority prevent it from being affected by magic. The inner lining is enchanted with a variety of utilities, such as self-cooling, internal cleaning, auto-fitting, and more!

This piece of armor stands as one of the toughest ever created.

(Warning: Is not fit for use by anyone but Sofia Aphenoreth, beware of dismemberment.)

“Fit to punch a God.” - Grandma Erredis

Level: 500. Grade: Draconic.

“Thank you… I don’t even know what to say.”

“Then don’t say anything, kid. Don’t forget that you’re paying for it.”

“Right. I’ll remember it. Surely the Orator will show up again soon.”

“Bah, don’t curse me like that, please let that calamity appear far away from me…”

“Well, I do not really get to decide when he shows up… The lords seem to do whatever they want whenever. Aphenoreth did quickly stop by when Saria punched into my stasis chamber. Did you not see it either? I never asked.”

“I saw nothing, and thank all the Gods above and below I didn’t. Some people have disappeared for less than that.”

“No one ever disappeared when I was involved… So far.”

“Sofia, your entire existence is playing with fire at this point. Even by Draconic standards you’re too reckless,” Erredis jokingly chastised, rolling her eyes.

“I get why everyone is so scared of the Deep, don’t get me wrong. But also, I have their blessing and name. And if I’m being honest, they have been nothing but helpful to me so far.. So I don’t feel all that threatened. Actually look,” Sofia said, summoning her scepter and shaking it around. “Hear that bell?”

Erredis nodded. “It does sound nice, but what are you getting at?”

“That’s a gift from Ormoncleth, the regulator. Its function is just to emit a soothing jingle. That’s it. They gifted it to me because my pet skeleton dog died. This is the Deep that everyone is scared shitless about,” Sofia explained with a shrug.

Erredis shook her head. “Girl, because they are like this to you does not mean they are to everyone else. If it was that easy, I wouldn’t have asked you to act as an intermediary. You are clearly the anomaly here. And that’s a good thing, look at the kind of equipment you can pay for with it. But only a major god or a fool would dare take these subjects as lightly as you do.”

“Sen is a fool then?”

“Sen... That human guy from the towers?” Erredis asked.

“That one, yes. Although he’s a Seraph of the system now.”

“Hmm. Sen… What did he do exactly?”

“He pronounced my full name. Multiple times, I think. Nothing happened to him, as far as I know.”

“Really? Now that is quite interesting. Does this kid know something that I don’t? The system had been investigating the four, that I know. Perhaps this led to that. I am tempted to try, truthfully, but this old lady also still values her life.”

“Your loss, Grandma Erredis. You’re wasting a precious chance of stealing some of my bragging rights. Not many can boast being able to say the names of the Deep and survive, right? I’m still grateful for the armor, anyway. I’m just getting worried now that it might truly be hard to marry if even the oldest, most powerful Dragons around freak out at the mere mention of my name…”

“Oh, that I wouldn’t be troubled by if I were you,” Erredis said as she started walking in the direction of the exit. She placed her hand on Sofia’s armored shoulder as she passed by her, and whispered, “There are plenty of fools who would try their luck at saying the name for the chance of a single night with you, I am sure. Don’t sell yourself short, sweetie.”
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Sofia entered Alith’s new room in the Sect, it was right next to hers. Saria was already there, sitting on a cushion next to the small table while Alith was busy watering her plants. She hadn’t been there for a week and her room already looked like an indoor garden.

Sofia sat down next to Saria. “Did you eat the candies yet?

“No, but Alith already did. Did she explain how they work? It’s different than the ones before.”

“How so?”

It was Alith who answered as she just finished watering a row of tiny plants. “The limit isn’t ten per stat this time, it’s around ten in total. Beyond that you might start to actually lose stats due to the poisoning, how many you can eat exactly varies between people. I had to stop at twelve.”

“Oh. That’s a lot less good than expected then… How do you know when to stop?”

Alith pointed at her open mouth, “When you start vomiting blood is usually a good sign it’s time to stop.”

“Alright… Are you sure we should do that in your room?”

“Yeah, don’t worry Sof, I’ve got a skill for that.”

“You do? I haven’t seen your status page in forever.”

“Well, you’re gonna have to look to help me choose a spec, so read up. You too, Sar.”

“Are you sure?” Saria asked, a bit surprised Alith would share something so private so easily.

“You’re Sof’s sister, so you might as well be my cousin or something at this point. Do you think Cinthia would be reluctant to show her status to Sofia?”

Saria was silent for a second. “You do have a point…”

“I kind of want to see it,” Sofia commented.

“You do?” Alith asked as she also sat down.

“What? Her class is just as crazy as mine, she had a bunch of Recessed watching her all the time. Aren’t you curious too?”

“I mean… Yeah. If you put it like that. But let’s get on with it, ay? I’ve been sitting on my spec choice for months and it’s killing me!”

“Sure, sure, send it all. Which candies did you eat by the way? You had Health, Agility and speed, right?”

“One Health, one agility, ten speed,” she answered just as her status window appeared before Sofia’s eyes.

Damn she actually has more total stats than me!


Status - Alith

Name : Alith

Age : 24

Class : [Lady-in-waiting] ♢

Level : 249 ♢

Health :  161 965 / 161 965   

(10*lv, 5000 pill1, 2500 filter2, 46 975 filter3, 100k race, 5000 pill2)

Stamina : 348 908 / 348 908   

(20*lv, 1666 pill1, 2500 filter2, 46 975 filter3, 100k race, 18 333 pill2, x2 [Genetic Freak])

Mana : 37 350 / 37 350       

(150*level, might go up next filter?)

Active Skills (8 / 8)

[Lady Double] - Level 249

[Maiden’s shriek] - Level 100 ♢ (Max)

[Maiden’s Kiss] - Level 201

[Utterly Unimpressed] - Level 200 (Max)

[Professional cleanup]

[Slap of absolute shame] - Level 200 (Max)

[Mental Misstep] - Level 1

[Out of Sight] - Level 3

Passive Skills (8 / 8)

[Accounting] - Level 249

[Split focus] - Level 249 ♢

[Hidden presence] - Level 200 (Max)

[Presentable]

[Refined palate] ♢

[Escape Artist] - Level 2

[Returning blade]

[Shifting Blame] - Level 200

Special Passive Skills (2)

[Heir of fire] ♢

[From the ashes] ♢

Classless Skills (5 / 5)

[Planar shift] - Level 93

[Botany] - Level 100

[Genetic freak] ♢

[Hero’s luck]

[Identify] - Level 1

Hero blessing :

SSS - [Blessing of Phoenix lineage]

[Mark of Aphenoreth]
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“Genetic freak?” Sofia asked right away, “Is that what you got from the fusion ticket?”

“Yep, both [Shinobi] and [Toned] were looking a bit weaker now, and they were both locked classless, so this was a nice way of getting rid of them.”

“Uh, sorry to interrupt.” Saria apologized. “But can I get some context? I’ve never heard of these classless skills.”

“Let me just send you the description of the two skills and the result,” Alith said with a smile.

[Shinobi] ♢ : Grants precise control over your body and weapons, the result of an intensive and resolute practice. Additionally reduces noise produced and visibility of the user in low light environments. Efficacy tied to maximum Stamina.

[Toned] ♢ : Grant additional capacity to the nervous system. Your maximum stamina is increased by 10000 per 100 class levels. Bonus cosmetic effects.

[Genetic freak] ♢ : The ultimate capacity to wield your body exactly as you desire. Stamina is doubled (this doubles once more at class levels 300, 400, and 500).

“A nice step-up, right?” Alith gloated.

Saria nodded. “You don’t say. That’s a lot of stats. And the hundred thousand from your race is just free? Aren’t you just human?”

Alith turned to Sofia. “Didn’t you say you two spent like a week talking back and forth? Did you never mention me, or what?”

“No, no. It’s not that. I think I just said Sen fixed your race without elaborating on the subject. You never told me much about it either, so there is not much to say, to be fair.”

“Right… Well let me explain to Sar and to you. I am now Alith, the first Alith! Or, uh, essentially, a half human - half ghost. I can switch between the spiritual and physical realm at will, get bonus health and stamina that upgrades each filter, and a natural weak mana vision. That’s about it. Sen said that on the off chance I manage to get a kid somehow, it would probably inherit it vampire-curse style. But he wasn’t certain, so I might be the first and last.”

The three young women discussed the ins and outs of Alith’s class for a bit until the subject looped back to her status sheet. 

Sofia asked something for clarification although the answer was obvious, “You actually need to train your skills now?”

“Yeah. The good old days of instantly maximum level skills are gone. But I’m also not stuck at ten thousand mana anymore, and that’s well worth the trade.”

“Hmm, what about [AvoiDance]? You tossed it?” Sofia asked next.

“Oh, this one I used so much all the time that it kinda became a spell by itself like your bolt did. And it capped at 200 so there was no reason to keep it,” Alith explained. “Ah, actually, Sof, can I see your status again too?”

“Of course.”


Status - Sofia

Name : Sofia Aphenoreth

Age : 21 ♢

Class : [Saintomancer] ♢

Level : 249 ♢

Health : 20 980 / 20 980   (20k + (20/level - 4000))

Stamina : 21 047 / 21 047  (20 067 + (20/level - 4000))

Mana : 417 100 / 417 100       (319 100 + (2000/level- 400 000))

Main Specialization : [Eclipse Skeleton]

Alteration chance : 98%

Secondary Specialization : [Heat Death]

Active Skills (8 / 8)

[Spine of the Black Sun] - Level 209

[Summon Blood] - Level 205

[Maiden Banshee] - Level 249 (Lv.249)

[Graveyard of the righteous] - Level 208

[False immortality] - Level 3

[Skull Choir] - Level 208

[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] ♢ - First step Light forging realm

[Bone dominus] - Level 2

[Erredian Rot]

[Runeforged Overlord] ♢ - Level 239

Classless Skills (9 / 9)

[Fast reading] - Level 71

[Way of the Fool] - Level 30

[Sprint] - Level 48

[Identify] - Level 2

[Mana manipulation] ♢

[Evasion] - Level 100

[Radiance] - Level 68

[Quintessential] ♢

[One with Suffering] ♢

Special Skills (1)

[The Book of Skeletons] ♢

Summoned heroes (4 / 4)

[Mark of Aphenoreth]
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Alith narrowed her eyes as she read through the status window. “Your age is locked?”

“As you can see.”

“Woaw, I know we all age slower already, but it’s weird to see it be straight-up locked. Like your life can go on forever exactly the same. Well, in my case the counter going up doesn’t mean much either. Half-Ghosts don’t really age much.”

Saria was silent, her expression a bit disgruntled. “I’m already the oldest so…” she grumbled.

“Honestly Sar, you look younger than Sof. So I don’t really see what the issue is eh. Just eat your candies already, I made a bunch of Speed ones for you since you said the stat doesn’t matter. They’re the easiest to brew.”

“Got it, thanks a lot Alith,” Saria responded, back to her cheerful self and already downing one of the Speed candies.

“I already ate my three Processing ones, so I guess I have eight to ten left, right? I think I’ll just go with all Health, since it’s so low. [Runeforged Overlord] already gives me plenty of Speed and Agility when I need them, and I don’t think I’ve ever run out of stamina in a fight.”

Sofia managed to eat twelve Health candies before she started vomiting blood.

Health : 78 493 / 80 980

That feels great! Sofia thought, despite still feeling the taste of her own blood in her mouth. Her body had just become four times tougher by virtue of eating sweets. It felt a bit too easy, and that was a nice feeling to have, for once.

Saria soon stole the spotlight, however.

“How many…?” Alith asked, bewildered, seeing the pile of candies become smaller and smaller.

Saria ate a total of twenty-six of them before she began to bleed from her nose and eyes.

“Ah, I think I’m done. Thanks for the meal!”

“You should be dead three times over after eating that much, but you’re welcome,” Alith answered in kind.

“Well, I’m rather tough. Now let’s see what I can buy… This just put me past the threshold to buy the lowest level upgrade of the Aura stat. So maybe I’ll go with that… I’m gonna have to ask Zeph first.”

“Definitely tell us what you buy when you choose, Sar, I’m curious about your shop now. But enough with the candies! Enough waiting! You two are going to pick my specialization, and you can’t leave this room until it’s done!”

Saria shrugged. “What if we disagree?”

“I already have shadowman’s vote, so if you two pick a different one I’ll go with his pick.”

“Alright. Saria and I are pretty much experts at picking specializations now, bring it on!”
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“The skill I chose to specialize in is [Utterly unimpressed]. It’s really good but the sixty-seconds cooldown and limitation on movement make it impractical as a defensive skill. So I hoped to get rid of that,” Altih explained, bringing up the skill’s description.

[Utterly unimpressed] : Strike a disinterested pose and gain 100% (0.5*Skill level) resistance to all damages and ailments for up to 12.45 (Class Level/20) seconds (max: 30s). Performing any other action cancels this effect. Sixty seconds cooldown.

“So, the first decent thing I got, after thirty-something tries, was this.”

[Path of the Fabulous Antagonist :

Unlocking requirements :

●        Has a three-letter name

●        Used to be Human

●        Strikes fabulous poses during battle

●        Menacing

●        Has visible abs

●        Wears an old and powerful artifact

Description : Be the unexpected.

Enemies? All you see is your next meal.

Who dares try to harm you? You are time itself, the blows rain, so pitifully slow. They shall never reach you.

Defeat? But a temporary setback. You will come back, and in style.]

Alith was waiting for the sisters’ reaction. “Thoughts?”

Saria had a slight frown, “Three letter name?”

“Oh, yeah. That would be my old name before I was a Hero. I don’t get how it has anything to do with anything though, but all the requirements for this one path are quite weird so…”

“The effects sound… Interesting?” Sofia said. “I think this might be a big enhancement to your perception skills, so you can dodge everything because it ‘feels’ slow even if it isn’t? That’s how I would interpret it. Not really much else to go on.”

“Don’t forget the style part,” Alith added. “What d’ya think, Sar?”

“It’s not bad. Zephir’s theory about specializations with very unordinary descriptions like this one is that they were custom made by the admins instead of derived from your skill. So they’re normally never a bad choice. But it could end up very different from what you started with. My secondary specialization was like this too, and it ended up really strong. As for how it fits with your fighting style and existing skills, you would know better than me.”

“Hmm… Thanks for the input. Then this is the second one, which I got after a total of ninety six tries.”

[Path of the Soul-Chaser :

Unlocking requirements :

●        Has debated the ethics of consuming souls

●        Has followed souls through the spirit plane

●        Has a strong link to fire

●        Is an undead

●        Can revive

●        Has avoided attacks by rolling

●        Is always lightly armored

●        Runs fast

●        Wears an assortment of magical rings

Description : The Soul-Chaser hungers for more souls. Capable of enhancing their own body through untold dark magic, their capacity to avoid blows is uncanny. Effortlessly parrying all blows and rolling around the battlefield, as long as their stamina does not run out, they might as well be immortal.]

“Oh… Well. This one does sound stronger,” Sofia started, “but it’s also… Rolling around the battlefield….”

“Yeah it does sound a bit dumb, no?” Saria continued. “The whole soul-eating stuff is weird but it’s not like dead people are gonna miss them so I guess that’s fine.”

“I had a skill that did something similar with souls at some point. It’s best not to think too much about it.”

“So, do you both think I should go with this one? The fact that it looks like a growing type and that it mentions stamina are both good, but the other one is also really speaking to me…”

Saria shrugged. “Both are really good, in my opinion. But I would go for the growth type, personally. They both seem to be focused a lot on evasion, so it’s what you wanted either way.”

“Yeah, what she said,” Sofia approved as she munched on a dried fruit.

“I’m going for a life of rolling then…”

[You have received a debt of 96 levels, new total : 116]

This one might be a bit harder to repay. Well. It’s just a matter of a few weeks in Sovuln at worst. And something tells me that I’ll have a lot more debt by the time I finish the next trial. Especially if we spend the whole scholar year at the academy. “How is it?”

“Simpler than I expected, but I like it. It’s definitely still a big departure from the original skill though. I got an alter token also, it says I can use it to alter one of my current skills.”

Saria chimed in, “One for each filter passed after the first but without a specialization, that’s to help you catch up a tiny bit.”

“Alright, I’m altering [Maiden’s Kiss]. This skill is too much of an embarrassment to level up. And here’s the main thing.”

[Soul-Chaser] Level 1 :

You take 100% less damage from all sources and cannot be affected by any afflictions when performing a dodge-roll while above 0 Stamina, but lose up to (100*Class Level +0.5%Max Stamina) Stamina each time if able.

You and your weapons take 90% less damage if you perfectly block an enemy hit with your weapons. You lose 50% less Stamina from blocking with your weapons.

You may absorb the soul of enemies you kill to gain soul-power, higher level enemies award more soul-power.

You must spend soul-power to upgrade this Specialization’s level.

Each level of [Soul-Chaser] gives an increase of 5% Stamina divided equally between Agility, Strength, and Speed.

Cost to level 2 : 1 SP

“Animals still don’t have souls, right?” Sofia asked Saria.

“They don’t, but the undead usually do.”

“So I need to become an undead hunter if I want to level that up without killing actual people. That might take a while but it’s not too bad. At least now I can use the invincibility whenever… As long as I can roll around.”

The three girls did some tests in Alith’s room to see what counted as a roll. It seemed that as long as the intent and attempt to perform a full roll in any direction was there, the specialization’s effect activated. That counted even for backflips and other such ways of doing any kind of acrobatic full body tumble, and the length of the buff was usually the full length of the roll up to two seconds, stopping whenever she was stable again.

Also, Alith noticed that she had a much better sense of what was happening around her when she rolled around. It was not as good as just being able to see it without rolling, but that was better than nothing and allowed her to avoid coming out of a roll directly into an attack. Most of the time.

Finally, chaining rolls was a completely safe way to become infinitely invincible; as long as she had stamina to spare and good timing, there could be no downtime if she wanted. It also no longer prevented her from doing something else at the same time, but the number of impactful things she could do while tumbling around was inherently limited by the nature of the action.

The blocking feature was exactly as advertised: as long as she blocked correctly with her kamas, it felt like the opponent wasn’t putting much force into their weapon and she could easily deflect it. She was still affected by the electrical discharge of hits from Sofia’s staff though, so it clearly had its limits. After a bit of testing with Madness-thrown rats, if she could block the ‘projectile’ skeleton directly with her weapons, that would work to mitigate the damage from the explosion. Against the Angel Bolts it did nothing, so the conclusion was that there needed to be some kind of solid physical component to block for the damage reduction to activate.

After sufficient testing, Alith had her verdict about the choice.

“It’s good, but without the growth it would be a scam. I don’t think it’s as strong as either of yours right now. Maybe if I can get it to level 40 or so.”

Sofia nodded. “I think it’s perfect for your fighting style. And there’s no mention of a maximum level, so that can be a lot of stats in the long run. The issue will just be to find the souls. It is certainly living up to its name. How did the kiss skill turn out? You never said how it went.”

“Right! Sorry, it was processing it for a while, so I didn’t have the description. I think it turned out quite nicely, although it’s a bit mana expensive at the moment.”

[Soul Flasks] : You may summon up to 5 (Skill level +2) Soul Flasks for ten thousand mana each. Drinking the full contents of a soul flask immediately restores 50% (20 + (Skill level*10)) +10000 Max Health and cleanses all ailments.

If you are the one drinking the Soul Flask, also restore 15% (Skill level*5) Max Mana.

Used flasks disappear and can be summoned again after spending a full ten minutes out of combat.

She doesn’t have enough mana to summon all five at once but they don’t mention any duration limit. So she can prepare them in advance and heal for 250% of her health in a single fight.

And she gets 15% mana back each time?

She can probably even drink while she’s rolling. Nothing you can do to stop her from healing.

That’s reaaaaaaally good. Damn.


Chapter 298 - Light breathing










Sofia was enjoying a leisurely ride on the back of a giant black Dragon.

Enough sightseeing; we’re here.

There isn’t much to see in the first place…

Sofia let go of Erredis’ back and watched as the flying Dragon turned back into an elegant lady with bunny ears. They landed on the inconspicuous little island, in the middle of the ocean far to the west of the Sect’s continent.

There were a few tiny farm plots growing colorful vegetables on the side of a rickety wooden shack. A single barefoot man in shorts was sunbathing, laying on a long wooden chair under a palm tree. With short black hair and a three-day beard, from afar he looked like any other random human guy.

That was if one couldn’t see the ludicrous amounts of mana forming a vortex around him that extended far beyond the small sandy island.

I didn’t expect that.

Is the world just full of random places with Dragons doing nothing but hanging out there that you can just stumble across by pure luck? This place looks lived-in, so he wasn’t here to wait for us, right?

Unless he ‘got rid’ of whoever used to live there?

“Hoy, get up, Phil!” Erredis hollered as she approached the guy.

The man sat up on his lounging chair. He turned and glanced at the two girls, wearing a pair of reflective dark glasses. “No way, you really brought a busty babe for me to roast? I thought you were joking.” He propped up his glasses, revealing his deep emerald eyes. “Hey beautiful. You’ve come all this way to see me?”

This…

What kind of weirdo did Erredis bring me to?

“Stop fucking around, Phillip,” Erredis warned, already exasperated.

“I like fucking around, though? I accepted to help for free, you could at least let me have some fun. You were funnier when you were young, Erri,” the man answered before pulling his glasses back down and sipping on a drink inside of a halved hard fruit that was just on the ground near his chair. 

A colorful character…

Erredis audibly sighed. “Sofia, this is Phil. You should never take anything he says seriously. And he’s not helping for free at all, he wants you to leave one of your blessed bone constructs here for a week, for him to analyze. I had to disclose some of your skills to him, I hope you don’t mind. This guy is crazy when it comes to lingering magic.”

“So he wants to try copying it?”

“He’ll try. But I personally don’t think he’ll get anywhere close to that in a week.”

“I can hear you, you know,” Phillip chimed in from his chair.

“Yeah I know. So just make him a small coin or something, doesn’t matter. As I said, there’s no way he could copy it in a week.”

The man sat up again. “You sure have a lot of confidence in your old friends, uh. Actually, Sofia? I would appreciate it if you could make it a sphere about the size of your head. Thanks.”

“Sure… Do you even know what the blessing does?” Sofia answered. Erredis left the two alone, going to explore the small wooden shack.

“Erri said healing, pretty much all I need to know,” he confirmed, lazily standing up to have a more civilized face-to-face conversation.

“Healing for me and Skeletons only. It also strengthens the blessed object.”

“I see. Definitely new magic by the system’s higher scribes. I need to see that. I just need to roast you, right?”

“If you’re a Chromatic Dragon, then yes, though one time might not be enough, I don’t know.”

“Aight, Chromatic Dragon I am, Green in person. Won’t find greener light anywhere. Do you have some way to revive? Because you’ll most definitely die.”

“I do but that needs some setup. Is there any risk that your breath might cancel it?”

“Nah, it’s just light. Barely anything magic left to it. You’ll be reduced to charred dust, if even that. And that’s it.”

After that, Sofia made a bone sphere and blessed it like Phillip wanted. He was instantly fascinated by it. But his attention was soon split up by his newfound interest in the unlife runes Sofia was casting. They negotiated that if she needed his help again, she could stay there for a week to let him examine them. When it was all said and done, he asked Sofia to stand at the end of the beach, feet in the water. But first he made sure she left all of her valuable belongings in a wicker basket near his chair, so that he wouldn’t destroy them by accident.

“In terms of aim, I don’t want to ruin the place so it’s better if you fly up when you’re ready. I burn you for one second and stop. That's alright?”

“It takes me a few seconds to resurrect, just cut it off before that and we’re good.”

Phillip smiled. “You’re quite the special young lady, to have Erri escort you here, and to speak with me so freely. I like it. Be careful though, some of the older folks alive are way more uptight. You’d be quickly executed for being irreverent. Though I’m sure if you bring up Erri’s name they’ll at least think twice ‘bout it.”

“I like to think I am a decent judge of character, though if someone at your level really wants me dead I don’t believe excessive politeness and flattery will save me.”

“Heh, you never know.” He shrugged. “I like to think I’m part of the more sane five-digiters around, but some just develop weird quirks with old age you know. Like livin’ alone on a fuckin’ barren wasteland in space instead of with their old buddy, for example.”

Or like being obsessed with ‘lingering magic’?

“I can also hear you.” Erredis’ voice echoed from inside the shack.

“I know honey, you can wait for me on the bed if you want.”

Sofia heard Erredis’ sigh all the way from the beach.

Phillip seemed not to care, he just shifted his attention back to Sofia. “Ready? Just fly up.”

Sofia left the ground. She saw Phillip slightly opening his mouth, and then, nothing but the color green.

After which she woke up naked in the shallow water. Pareth was there blocking Phillip from view with a huge shield, but it was very uncertain whether that did anything.

Quickly reforming her armor, she stood up and looked at her description of [Venerable physique of the primeval void], but she could already tell from the light showing under her skin that it wasn’t done. However, there was undeniable progress.

[Venerable physique of the primeval void] :

Light forging realm - First step : Your skin becomes tougher and opaque (478/1000%)

“Are you alright, girl?” Phillip asked from the other side. Switching to Pareth’s vision, Sofia saw that he actually had his back turned. So perhaps he was really not looking. Or just putting on a show. Either way Sofia appreciated the gesture, because she hadn’t thought that far about her clothing situation when she had been worrying about whether she could really survive a Dragon’s breath or not.

“I’m good. Progress says four-seventy-eight.”

“Out of a thousand?”

“Hasn’t changed.”

“Damn. Two more times then. Your other two runes still good? Don’t want to kill you by accident. Oh, right, can I turn around?”

“Yeah. Thanks for not looking.”

“You think I had a choice? Look in that direction,” he said, pointing at the bunny-eared lady near the shack, sitting in the sand and watching him with a scornful gaze.

“Would you look if you had a choice?” Sofia asked before instantly regretting it.

“Nah. You’re a bit too young for my tastes. Reminds me of my daughter. You can ask again in a few thousand years though. Anyway, second round?”

“I’m ready.”

Sofia flew up and died.

The first thing she thought as she woke up in the same fashion as before was that at least it didn’t hurt. Getting erased by Aphenoreth probably feels like that, I would guess. One moment you’re there. The next you’re not.

Not that I saw him ever erase anybody. Well. Does ‘TheJailed’ count? I don’t remember the scene in detail so to say that I saw it is a bit of a stretch.

And clearly, He’s not really gone or He wouldn’t be in Cinthia’s chatroom.

[Venerable physique of the primeval void] :

Light forging realm - First step : Your skin becomes tougher and opaque (971/1000%)

Sofia covered herself up and stood up again, announcing the progress to Phillip.

“Ready when you are, girl.”


Chapter 299 - Past times Pastimes










[Venerable physique of the primeval void] ♢ - Second step of the Light forging realm :

Light forging realm :

Starting step : You no longer age.

First step : Your skin becomes tougher and opaque (1000/1000%)

Second step : Your blood becomes light (0/126 441 drops converted)

Third step : Enhances your reflexes through the use of light.

Fourth step : ???

Current step training method :

Cut off any passive or active healing if able.

Slash yourself so that blood trickles out in a slow but steady stream.

Circulate mana from your head to your heart and back in rhythm with your heartbeat, the more the better, while visualizing this skill’s mana pattern.

Successful attempts should feel like being stabbed in the heart and will convert around one drop of blood to light.

Repeat until no blood is left.

(Warning: Be very careful not to bleed out, stay in a well-lit room, go slowly, and take frequent pauses.)

Holy crap. This is a lot more involved than everything before.

A hundred and twenty six thousand drops of blood to convert? So I will feel like I got stabbed that many times? And all the while bleeding out. This might be the worst step yet.

But then I’ll be immune to bleeding, I guess? It does also explain even more why the thick skin was necessary. By the sound of it, the next step is converting more stuff to light. Am I becoming an Angel or something like that? I’d rather keep a physical body if possible…

Well, I’ll see where it goes, there’s always the option to stop training the skill if it becomes too much. But at least, losing my blood, that I don’t really care about.

Wait, isn’t blushing all about blood coming up to the face? Oh, but I’ve already lost that just now with the thick skin, didn’t I. No more blushing, then.

“Am guessing you’re done since you’ve been staring into the void for a hot minute,” Phillip called out.

“Oh, yes, sorry. Thank you very much for your help, Phillip.”

“T’was my pleasure, young lady. You look better without the visible mana veins.”

“Ahah… Yeah, they weren’t very aesthetically pleasing, were they?”

Erredis chose this moment to come out of the wooden shack. “It was alright, you should see a goblin when they evolve to a hob, now this is some blood-curdling stuff. You look a lot paler than before though, Sofia.”

“A thick skin will do that I suppose. The next step is turning my blood to light, so that won’t help either.”

“Blood to light? That’s going to hurt. It’s not easy to do fundamental changes like these. Most people shy away from that except crazy necromancers,” Erredis commented.

“That checks out then,” Sofia said, jumping back into Pareth’s arms, who held her like a princess.

“Going to need me again?” Phillip asked offhandedly, he was already busy examining the blessed construct Sofia had left with him.

“Not for this next step at least, but who knows what the later stages of the skill will ask me to do.”

“Well, you know where to find me. If you ever come here and I’m away, just leave a letter in the shack. But be prepared to let me examine your immortality runes next time.”

“Noted. Thank you.”

“Aight, I’m off then, pleasure meetin’ you. Say hi to my daughter for me if you meet her,” the man excused himself, walking back to the shack. “Come again for a chat, Erri, t’was nice seeing you again,” he whispered as passed by her. He closed the door behind him.

“There he goes, we won’t be getting another word out of this guy until your bone ball disappears from his hands, so we better get going.”

“Where to next?”

“You have all your things ready, right?”

“Everything,” Sofia acquiesced, as she slipped back on her rings and other trinkets. “Help me get inside the arm, Pareth.”

This thing sure is something to take on and off.

Maybe I could alter the rest of the armor to have the same blue hue…

“We’re going directly to the Exidion Empire, then. You’re going to need an identity card from them to stay there. Zephir will take care of the others, but I have some old business to take care of there, so I might as well be your guarantor. It’ll make the process faster. I’ll pull some strings to make your stay a bit better. Because why not.”

“Really? Thank you! … Say… Can I hug you?”

“...” Erredis rolled her eyes.

Alright, kid.

Sofia embraced Erredis like one would a parent. “I’m glad to have met, Grandma. Thanks for everything.”

But it was one sided, Erredis stood immobile, an uneasy expression on her face.

“Do you have any idea how many I have k-” Erredis started, “… Ah whatever.” Erredis hugged Sofia back, lightly patting her back. “I’m glad to have met you too, sweetie. You’re chaos incarnate, really. I can’t wait to see how you’ll grow.”

Sofia let go of Erredis. She could swear she had heard Phillip cackling from inside the shack for a brief instant.

“To Exidion, then?”

“To Exidion,” Erredis repeated. “Ready your wings, I’m staying in small form this time, let’s just fly there slowly. If you’re going to be calling me Grandma left and right, you should at least know a bit more about my past.”

“Sure, I’d love to.”

“Ahya. You might regret those words later, kid. Let’s go.”



“And this marked the end of my first century on this world,” Erredis finished her story as a new continent appeared on the Horizon.

“You sure had a troubled childhood…”

“You’re one to talk.”

“True… What ever happened to that white Dragon? Did she survive the plague?”

“She sure did. She went on to become a powerful mage and healer, even per Draconic standards. Her name was Enomen.”

“The holy… Did you kill her?! The scale…”

“I told you, the first hundred years were perhaps the best of the lot…”

“Hell… How would… How could you two end up fighting to the death?”

“War,” Erredis answered, sounding both downcast and angry. Sofia could feel the Dragon’s mana stirring.

“That is a scary word, coming from your mouth.”

“You can bless all the Gods you were born after. Those were not good times to be alive. Had you lived back then? You might have been one of my victims. Or enemy.”

“Well, I cannot bless all the Gods when I’m planning on killing one, now. Can I?” 

“Ah, I said nothing, you might have been an ally after all. Crazy,” Erredis commented, shaking her head.

“Well, I’m definitely interested in hearing more about that war now. I find it intriguing that I have never heard of it until now, if it was as big as you make it sound. Then again, I had never heard about the Exidion Empire either.”

“It’s bigger than the entire human territory by now. They just rarely travel all the way to your side of the world. Between the leviathan and all the other shit, it’s a bother if you don’t know the routes. Which makes me think, but please, always get a guide or at least precise directions if you’re going to dive into uncharted territory far from civilization. There are a lot of things to watch out for on the planet. Stuff sleeping that no one dares to bother. Places so ripe with unstable magic that it would put even my life in danger if I come unprepared. So just be careful, kid.”

“Will do! Oh. Which reminds me. What about the hidden moon?”

Erredis seemed surprised by Sofia’s question, her expression had frozen for an instant.

“You saw that? Hmm. Of course you did. Well, let’s just say that… You should forget about it until you reach at least level 400. This is a place even I do not want to step in. But if it’s you, then maybe.”

“Maybe? Hmm. It has links to the Deep?”

“You didn’t hear it from me,” Erredis denied as she sped up. They were almost above the coast of this continent very far to the west of the human peninsula.

I wonder if that’s the same landmass where Ihuarah’s old Empire was, or something else. I can’t believe how big the world is.



Erredis guided Sofia through the sky toward the Exidion Empire. At first, the continent seemed entirely uninhabited and left to the wildlife. Then, after a few hours of fast flight, the wall appeared.

A tall stone edifice, more than ten meters high and several meters thick, spanning the entire Empire’s outer frontier. There were small house-like watchtowers atop the wall every three kilometers or so.

Are there people garrisoned in all of them? How many thousands of soldiers would you need to have this on the entire wall if it really goes the whole way around? These people are crazy, I can already tell.

“You said there was a wall, and I see it now. But why? Is it that bad here?”

“The wildlife on this continent is a bit more aggressive than what you’re used to, sweetie. Especially at night. Did you know the boneplate mauler skeleton your paladin occupies is endemic to this continent’s northern mountains? Well, you can guess why they would want a wall now.”

“I think Richard said these monsters were around level 400…”

“Freaky beasts. An adult one could maybe take a young Dragon in a fight. But these ones rarely venture out of their territory. But they are the least of the Empire’s worries. They have enough people to defend even if something big happens. It seems Beligenus settled there, but the Emperor is also a sturdy old bastard, as is the guy who’s gonna help you get your ID card fast.”

“So many strong people everywhere. Does the human continent also have many hidden powerhouses looking over it?”

“Besides the Angels, you mean? Well, you have Alkorm and Richard, right? There’s also the Vampire Queen now. And I believe there is at least one reclusive hermit somewhere in the mountains between you and the red desert. Perhaps a Dragon. Perhaps not. But in any case, I observed strange mana movements occasionally there several times over the last few hundred years, so there is something.”

“You never went to check?”

“Did you not see the welcome committee that jumped me when I left the moon? I would rather not deal with that if I have no need to.”

“Fair.”


Chapter 300 - Exidion Empire










After checking in at one of the wall’s entrances and easily being let in without question, Sofia and Erredis entered the outer reach of the Exidion Empire. There was apparently a high-altitude flight ban in effect in the Empire, so they had to stay at most twenty meters above the ground. Although Sofia questioned how such a rule could be enforced, they did respect the law nonetheless, and that gave Sofia an occasion to observe the countryside villages of the Empire.

The terrain here was mostly flat plains, it seemed, most free land that wasn’t a village or forest was cultivated ground. Fields, orchards, livestock, it was a wonder the people could manage so much land, Sofia thought, but the explanation of how jumped to her face very soon. The guards at the walls weren’t level 80 because they were guards, all the adult Exidians were around level 80, while the children Sofia occasionally saw running around in the villages she flew above were usually in the high twenties.

That’s a big advantage over Humans, but it’s also still low enough that it must not make it very hard to have children, so their numbers aren’t limited like the Vampires or the Elves. Truly the best race to build an empire…

The blue skin isn’t that shocking compared to the green and red orcs. It’s funny how their horns are all so different, and yet they all have white hair.

I think on average they’re a bit shorter than humans? But not as much as dwarves.

Truly an interesting race.

I wonder what their skeletons look like.

As they flew over yet another village which looked like all the other ones before, Sofia had a question, “Say, these people are all under level 100. Is it because the first Trial Tower is so far away?”

“No, sweetie. They have their own somewhere to the west of the Empire. For the second one though, they have a teleporter set up by the system to get them there, if I recall correctly. Can you imagine how tough it would be for anyone to level up here if the tower was so far away? There are plenty of towers all around the planet.”

“Hmm. I remember seeing a few when I was at the top of the second one, but not when I was on your back, weirdly enough…”

“They have multiple layers of dissimulation magic. Usually you can only see them when the system wants you to. Though I can see through such tricks easily.”

The two women continued their idle chatter until they reached the capital city of Exalta, a massive, sprawling city built in wood and stone, the likes of which made even the ancient elven city from the trial feel small. The slanted rooftops expanded far beyond the horizon, and it made a lot clearer the reason why there had been no other big city on the way. This was THE city. How many Exidians did this place house? Ten? Fifty? A hundred million?

Just look at all these chimneys. This place must burn more wood in one winter than the entire human population in a decade!

With such a huge population… Ah, I’ll think about bones later…

Sofia followed Erredis until a huge stone edifice appeared in the horizon, Erredis pointed at it with a finger. “That’s where we’re going.”

“Is that the Imperial Palace?”

“No,” Erredis answered, her voice slightly obscured by the strong gusts of wind accompanying the falling night, “this is the church of Death.”

Oh.

Maybe we could have asked Cinthia to come with us.

She must already be in her student bedroom at the academy with Saria by now, Sofia thought as she observed the massive building that indeed seemed to look more like a giant cathedral, now that she looked at it again. “Why here? Your acquaintance is a priest of Death?”

“Priest? No. Apostle.”



Erredis and Sofia landed in front of the entrance to the cathedral. They entered, and on Erredis’ advice, both threw a gold coin through the grates on the entrance floor, as was apparently customary as an offering to Death.

The poor must not come here often.

The interior was a lot cleaner and whiter than one might expect from a place dedicated to the worship of Death itself. Even the priests’ robes and hoods were almost entirely white with only a few stripes of gray giving them some volume. A few [Identify]s showed them all to be supporter classes well above level 100.

It’s interesting that a place would worship Death.

Death is a Recessed, so wouldn’t all this positive attention only diminish Its power?

Unless they preach the fear of Death?

I want to learn more about this place now…

While Sofia busied her mind trying to understand how that Cathedral of Death had come to be, Erredis led her to a side path, going beyond the main hall of the cathedral and into its private quarters. A few priests tried to stop them, but Erredis simply waved their short-term memory away, and the duo was free to move around how they wanted.

Finally they arrived in front of a closed steel door.

Erredis spoke up, “I’m coming in.” She kicked the door open, shattering the magical protections imbued in it that Sofia hadn’t even noticed.

Someone inordinately tall and large compared to the Exidians was inside of the brightly lit room, wearing a very long and loose white robe that covered its massive body. The person wore a pitch-black mask that looked like Erredis’ baby scale that Sofia could have chosen for her arm harness.

Except she quickly noticed that it was no mask. This was the person’s face that sat atop their muscular neck. The Apostle’s face. One deprived of any features. A blank slate topped with small spikes, perhaps the remnant horns of this person’s original ones as an Exidian.

[Leverlehoenmoll - Son of Death - Lv. 499]

The Apostle was hunched over a wrinkled old lady, alive but barely, who was unconscious, sprawled on a flat steel table.

I feel like we interrupted something…

The apostle’s face turned abruptly to face the newcomers. “I have a patient.”

“And I am impatient. Surely we can work something out, Leverle?”

The white robed demon shook his flat head. “I am honored by your visit, great calamity. But this must be dealt with first. Please wait outside,” he answered with a silky voice. His tone left no room for negotiation.

“... Sure.”

Erredis took a step back out of the room and by some magic, fixed the door back in place without even touching it.

About five minutes later, the door opened by itself, and it was the old Exidian lady that slowly walked out.

“Thank you Doctor, I feel so much better,” she sweetly thanked the Demon in the room she had just left. She looked at Erredis with a smile, “You can go now, I understand your impatience, but the Doctor’s services are worth waiting for,” she told her with a smile before leaving.

Inside the bright room, Leverle came to the door, he had to bend his massive frame to fit his flat head through. His movements had an unnerving, almost unnatural smoothness and preciseness to them, devoid of any unnecessary motion. A stillness that made him seem like a statue coming to life. “I suppose you are not here to get a dysfunctioning spine treated, Moon Guardian,” he started, but his faceless flat head turned toward Sofia. “Hmm. Sorrow. It has been a long time. The headless must be overjoyed. Welcome among our kin. I feel Death on you. However faint. What is it that you both need?”

Erredis was straight and to the point, “Get her a vouch on her ID. She’s gonna be a professor at Beligenus’, I want her to have a good stay here for this one year. Treat her as you would my apprentice.”

There was an instant of silence.

“The calamity has an apprentice. This world might be doomed after all.” The Apostle’s flat face rotated to the side with a sickening crack. “Three stones.”

Stones?

Erredis threw a pouch at Leverle’s head, who caught it with a black arm shooting out of one of his robe’s folds. The arm and pouch then disappeared back inside the folds.

“Here’s five. If an old one does something to her, I’ll come back personally to kill you.” There was not a hint of hesitation in the Dragon's voice. This was no empty threat.

There are a lot of implications in this that I have not been warned about… The old ones? Literally?

Do I have something to do with them?

Or is it because I came here with her?

Ah… I can tell it’s best not to ask for now. Maybe I’ll ask this Leverle Demon later, then. He is a bit unsettling to be around though…

“You have a deal, Erredis. Now leave, before you bring trouble to my door. I will take care of your apprentice. Invite me to meet you somewhere else, next time. Your presence in this holy place is a risk. To my priests and patients.”

“Fine then. Take care of her ID tonight,” Erredis ordered. “For everything else she can handle herself, just bring her to the old sage.”

“It will be done,” the calm and smooth voice of the Demon confirmed.

“This is where we part ways, Sofia. I am going back to the Sect, have fun with your year off, don’t neglect your training, and come back to see me when you’re done.”

“Will do, Grandma. Have fun in your workshop.”

The Apostle recoiled at the word ‘Grandma,’ and Sofia could swear she saw Erredis smirk.

After a short hug and a last goodbye, Erredis just disappeared from the corridor.

I hoped you would stay a bit longer…


Chapter 301 - Death Struggles










“Follow me, Daughter of Sorrow,” Leverle told Sofia as he exited the brightly lit examination room. He took the lead and Sofia followed a few steps behind.

It took a little while for Sofia to organize her thoughts.

“U- Uh, nice to meet you, Son of Death…”

“The feeling is mutual. I sense a question. Speak your mind.”

“Ah, I have several questions, such as why are we going down into the cathedral’s underground, but what I wanted to ask was something about Death.”

“I hear you.”

“Then, do you know why Death does not talk?”

Leverle stopped in his tracks. Like an owl’s head, his flat faceless mask of a head rotated to look at Sofia behind him. “You are privy to unusual knowledge. I understand the smell better now. Death does not speak to spare us.”

“To spare us?”

“Yes,” Leverle answered as his head snapped back to its original position, and he took another step down the torch-lit stone brick stairs. “In Godhood, two opposites reign supreme. The Exuberant Sun, and the Silent Death. Death is too widely feared. The longer people live, the more they dread the idea of all they built collapsing after their departure. Powerful people prepare numerous contingencies to save themselves, should the need arise. Ways to avoid Death. The powerful fear Death, and doing so, they feed it with the purest essence.”

“And that makes Death so powerful that the very words they speak are dangerous?”

“Exactly. Death is overburdened. Crumbling under its own essence. It seeps into everything it touches, pure Death, and leaves no life behind. That is why we worship it. To alleviate the burden.”

Then Death must be very happy to be able to send faces in Cinthia’s chatroom. No wonder it’s one of her most active members.

“That is a sadder answer than I had expected. But it does answer my other question, which was why you worship a Recessed.”

“Now you know. Too much of anything can be a burden. Your mentor is another victim of such principles.”

Too much of anything… Erredis has too much power? That wouldn’t be wrong… Or is it something else? And she became an outcast for it.

At least there are still some people who care for her. Phillip was genuinely concerned, I think. And maybe it’s just my imagination, but this Leverle guy’s voice felt a little less cold ever since the moment I called Erredis Grandma.

“If Death is so powerful, can they not come to the physical realm like Sun can?” Sofia asked.

“It is much harder for the Recessed to reach the physical plane than for the Gods. The distance is much further. Death sometimes enters the spiritual realm, but it cannot stay long, for fear of endangering the souls of the living,” Leverle explained as he kept leading Sofia deeper and deeper into the cathedral’s underground levels, his long white robe trailing on the steps behind him.

“Interesting. Is this why the Apostle transformations are so… Grotesque?”

I hope he’s not offended by this…

“Yes. I feel your unease. No need. I know my looks are quite special. So must be yours. Despite their outward appearance, they are the best vessels our Divinities can provide. Lovingly handcrafted for their children, us.”

“Yet they are the reason we Apostles are known as Evil Demons?”

“Things are as they are. We have long since embraced that name, our leader adopting the ‘Demon King’ moniker. It is no matter, we indeed look inherently evil, do we not? We represent the aspects of nature and life that mortals abhor. Thus I find our shape suitable.”

“Now I almost feel ashamed of still looking like I do most of the time… Am I a failure as an Apostle?”

“There is no shame in your existence, Vakariazrehafin. Do you know the failure rate of an Apostle’s ritual?”

“As in how many fail to set it up properly, or to absorb the essence?”

“Neither. Failure as in being rejected by the Divine.”

“That can happen?” Scripture’s book said nothing about this! Wait… Yeah of course it wouldn’t…

The head of Leverle slowly bobbed up and down. “About nine out of ten rituals fail. Out of those, about half are rejections. The divine has no obligation to accept you.”

“What happens then? Do you simply die?”

“In most cases, yes. As a majority of rituals culminate in the performer’s death.”

“I see… It’s hard to believe I took such risks without even knowing it… Thank you for answering my questions. Although I was always proud to be Sorrow’s Daughter, I always had this doubt about my position, since the system messages said I was only an honorary Apostle...”

“Sorrow has accepted you as Her Daughter. Your continued existence gives Her a window to observe this world. It is more than enough, and enough to make you a full fledged member of the Apostles, demonic appearance or not.”

“Hmm. Again, thank you for the answers.”

“Apostles ought to help each other. We are almost there. One more question?” Leverle offered.

“Can you tell me more about the Demon King? I know nothing but his two titles.”

“Certainly. The Demon King is the collective voice of every Recessed. His goal is to create, inform, and lead the Apostles, should the Recessed as a whole decide to act upon the physical world. Our leader, of sorts. Should such a thing happen, he will summon us.”

“Has that ever happened?”

“Twice in my lifetime. The call is never a pleasant experience, but if you still bear any respect for the Recessed who took you in, you must participate in their name. Hopefully we will never be called again. But I fear it may not be long until the Phageid become a pressing issue,” Leverle informed Sofia, his voice trailing into a sigh after the last sentence.

The Phageid again…

Leverle stopped in the middle of a flight of stairs between two of the underground levels of the cathedral. Sofia had not been paying much attention to her surroundings, too captivated by the knowledge Leverle was willing to share. But why stop here?

One of Leverle’s strange black arms appeared out of his robe and pressed against a random stone brick of the wall, sending mana into it. The wall disappeared, revealing a tight secret corridor that led to a room full of locked enchanted chests.

“It should be in the third from the right…” Leverle mumbled as he entered the small room. Breaking the magic protections on said chest one by one, Leverle finally opened it, retrieving a paper doll covered in an inordinate amount of minuscule runes. “There we are.” He folded the paper doll into a small roll of paper between two long fingers, before turning back to present it to Sofia.

She tried to [Identify] it, but the result was completely garbled and meant nothing. It worried Sofia for a second as she thought Mr Scribe might have been having a seizure, but identifying other things still worked correctly.

“What is it?” she finally asked, observing the rolled piece of paper in Leverle’s extended hand.

“A cursed paper doll. Swallow it. This is what your mentor paid extra for. It will protect you from an attack you cannot handle, once. And will call me. Its effects should last for almost a full year. It will be good enough.”

“Why do I have to eat it?”

“It will last longer and be operational faster if it is inside of you. It will simply wait at the border of your stomach. You will not feel a thing, I made it myself and can attest that it has no dangerous properties.”

Sofia picked up the rolled piece of paper and swallowed it.

I really don’t feel it… But I can tell it is there through my mana senses… It would be very hard to see from outside since it is so close to the heart which is full of mana. So it’s also a way to conceal it.

Although the [Identify] description was dysfunctional, Sofia trusted Erredis, and by extension, she trusted Leverle. She felt pretty confident that she hadn’t been lied to.

I wonder what kind of attack would activate it.

“I might ‘die’ a few times throughout the year. Nothing major, I have a skill to negate that, but… Will that activate this paper doll?”

“No,” Leverle answered. “It will only protect you from a lethal attack sent your way by someone of level 300 or above. Or at least, it will try. If somehow the Emperor or the old Sage decided to attack you, nothing short of the great calamity herself coming back could possibly save you.”

After Leverle gave some more details on the paper doll’s restrictions, such as how far from him it could optimally operate, the duo returned to the surface the way they came. This time, it was Leverle who asked questions, the roles had reversed. He mostly wondered about Sofia’s story as an Apostle and her connection with Erredis.

As they left the Cathedral, Leverle brought Sofia to the central plaza of the giant city. Both the Imperial palace and the Academy could be seen from there, their extravagant architecture rising far above the roofs of the regular houses and shops.

“We are in luck. It is still open. That will make things much faster,” Leverle commented as he led Sofia into a tall building labeled ‘Central Administration’.


Chapter 302 - A name like any other










Sofia entered the Administrative building followed by Leverle, and all she could think about was how weird it was to her that these Exidian people, who all had horns, also almost all wore hats.

Why so many hats?

Even the receptionist inside wore a tiny hat that basically only covered a third of her head.

Just why?

Still, Sofia greeted the receptionist, “Hello.”

“Oh! Another human lady. Welcome,” the receptionist greeted Sofia before she noticed the person behind her, “Doctor Leverle?”

The demon closed the door behind him. “Ellena? You grew lots. Are your eyes still good?”

“Couldn’t be better! All thanks to you. Did you come to have this lady registered?”

“Indeed. I am to be her guarantor, I need her to get a mithril grade ID.”

“Mithril?” the receptionist repeated while glancing at Sofia, “I must inform you that even at her level and with you as a guarantor, the request might be denied if her qualifications are unsatisfactory. The upfront cost is ten thousand.”

My level? Lady you are level 68…

“Send the bill to Bishop Clement,” Leverle answered.

The receptionist nodded and left her desk; she walked past Sofia and the Doctor to lock the front door, then asked them to follow her as she climbed the stairs in the corner of the reception hall.

Upstairs, she led them to a large room which contained a steel chair inside of an intricate ritual circle carved into the floor.

“Please sit,” the receptionist told Sofia while she entered the adjacent room in which she could see through a window in the wall. The receptionist sat behind a weird contraption on the other side.

The ritual circle lit up several times accompanied by strange clicking noises, then the receptionist came back with a notepad in hand. “Please stay seated. First I will need to see the four top lines of your status.”

“Alright.”

The receptionist narrowed her eyes as she read the four lines.

Name : Sofia Aphenoreth

Age : 21 ♢

Class : [Saintomancer] ♢

Level : 249 ♢

Oh, shit!

“Sofia Aphenoreth. Noted. One of the human ladies from three days ago had the same last name, was that your sister?”

Sofia had a cold sweat when she heard the receptionist read her name out loud, and Leverle’s head had snapped in her direction like a tracking spell as his body instinctively inched closer to the wall behind him. But he said nothing.

“My older sister, yes…”

Safe? She’s not going to disappear, right?

“Hmm, you do look a bit alike now that I know that. Humans are still a bit hard to differentiate from one another I must admit…” the receptionist complained, sighing lightly. “Your age is locked? Is that an error?”

“No, it’s a feature. I no longer age. You can attribute that to my class, I bet you have never heard of it either.”

“I have indeed not, but perhaps the older employees of this office have? I am the only one taking the late afternoon shift though. I could search to see if we have any other Saintomancer registered but that would take a while. You can request for it later if you want, this kind of registry inquiry is only a few silver, if your Mithril ID gets accepted, that is.”

“What’s next, then?”

“I’m done with the basic information,” the receptionist explained, “this is already enough for a Gold tier ID, but there are more steps for Mithril applications. I need to see your murder list next.”

That might be bad… “There you go…”

The receptionist looked through the list for what felt like an eternity to Sofia, which was actually just a few seconds. “No children… This is still an acceptable number for someone your level. Were any of those Exidian citizens?”

“No. This all happened on the Human continent.”

“Alright. Next please, lady Aphenoreth, disclose your existing citizenships or membership to political, religious, and commercial organizations.”

“Sure… Here is my Vampire trader card, and my citizenship card from the Red Winds Empire. I also have this badge from the Saint Alliance, and am an honorary Apostle of Sorrow.”

“My, that is a lot,” the receptionist exclaimed, “please, give me an instant.”



“Since the Doctor is your guarantor, we can skip a few steps… Last but not least, I need to know the reason for your visit and how long you intend to stay.”

“I am applying to be a teacher at the academy, if all goes well I will stay for the entire school year.”

“Teacher at Brighthall? That’s a prestigious position, I wish you good luck, lady Aphenoreth. This is all I need, you can go wait in the hall downstairs, I will be back with your ID in a few minutes if your application is accepted.”

Leverle had been still as a statue for a while, his head slowly turned to follow Sofia as she stood up and walked up to him.

“Are we not going down like she said?”

“We are going,” he answered in a voice that seemed distant. Though strangely immobile, he followed her downstairs.

I can already guess what’s coming.

“Do you have an issue with my name?” Sofia asked playfully as she stepped down the last set of steps.

Leverle stopped in the middle of the stairs.

“I see. No mere coincidence, then. As I feared. I will not ask anything more. Truly worthy of the calamity’s apprentice…”

“No need to be so scared, see, nothing happened to Ellena.”

“You speak of this all the while knowing the possible repercussions? How can you be so calm?”

Sofia brought out her scepter and shook it lightly.

“What can you say about that bell?” she asked.

“It has a nice ring to it. Is that the origin of your confidence and name? Is it an artifact of the lost epoch? It cannot be identified…”

The lost epoch? Is that referring to whenever the Midenicite tables were made, maybe? It’s nice to confirm he can hear the bell. I should start using it on everyone.

“That is a gift from Ormoncleth.”

After a long silence, Leverle only had three words to say, as he slowly finished going down the stairs, “This is madness.”



It took a quarter of an hour for the receptionist to show up again, a smile on her face.

“I have your ID, lady Aphenoreth!”

Sofia could see the small green card in the blue-skinned receptionist’s hand. “Oh, it was accepted, then.”

“Indeed. It was approved by the Empress herself, as all Mithril IDs should. There you go, it’s all yours,” Ellena held out the metallic green card with both hands.

“Thank you!”

“It is my pleasure. Please check that the information on it is all correct while I go fetch the rest of the package,” Ellena announced as soon as Sofia grabbed the card.

It was tightly packed with data and even showed engravings of Sofia’s face from the front and the side.

‘Mithril rank ID n°138

Sofia Aphenoreth

As of issuing:

Human Female

Yellow hair, blue eyes, white skin

Aged 21, Height 196 cm, Weight 486 kg

Nobility rank : Baroness (Foreign)

Class ID : Saint, Benefactor Deity: Sorrow, Level 249

No criminal records in Exidion

Guarantor:

High Priest of Death’s church - Dr. Leverle (Mithrium n°6)’

Wait… I never mentioned Scripture. She just marked me as Saintess of Sorrow?

I could understand a receptionist making that mistake but, the Empress validated that?

Wasn’t the Emperor supposed to be over level 500? There’s no way his wife wouldn’t have noticed this, right? Maybe she was too spooked by my name and approved without looking over the rest? Well, whatever. Let’s just say it’s all correct.

Also, fucking hell. Half a ton? I’m wearing the anklet, too, so the real number is double that… It’s a wonder I’m not breaking everything I touch. And everyone else is the same, for that matter.

I suspect there’s more at play here, because even if my steps are heavy they’re not that heavy.

While Sofia had an existential crisis over weighing more than the average stone ogre, the receptionist came back with a stack of loose pages of paper.

“Is your card alright?” she asked.

“Yes, all good.”

“Nice! I brought you two maps, you have this one for the Empire and its surroundings, this one is the district of Exalta on one side and the location and names of major shops and places of interest on the other. The fourteen other pages contain all the rights and laws that apply to you as a Mithril ranked foreigner, please read them in detail when you have the time.”

“Will do. Is that everything?”

“Yes. I would offer help to find lodgings for your stay, but I assume that you do not need my assistance,” the receptionist explained as she threw a look toward Leverle who was already waiting near the door.

“I should be alright.”

“Then we are good.”

“Oh right, does this card expire?”

The receptionist shook her head. “The Mithril rank IDs are valid for life, only the Imperial couple may deliver or annul them.”

“Good to know. Thank you, sorry for keeping you on the job so late. Night is almost here already.”

“I get a good commission on Mithril IDs, so this is nothing.” Ellena went to open the door for them to leave. “I should be the one to thank you, actually, the bonus pay will be a real lifesaver. Have a nice stay in Exidion, lady Aphenoreth. And it was nice to see you again, Doctor.”

Sofia and Leverle left, making a beeline for the Academy. It mattered little that it was soon to be night, it was not like they nor the headmaster needed to sleep anyway.


Chapter 303 - Contemplations










Brighthall Academy, the largest and tallest edifice in the capital, stood proud at its very center. Its high towers dwarfed even the nearby Imperial palace. The magical array barrier surrounding it was probably strong enough to withstand even Erredis’ attacks, the cost of its upkeep likely to be in the tens of millions of mana a second.

A single beastman ‘guard’ was stationed at the entrance, a large castle-like gate, which was likely to be the only opening in the barrier. Unarmed, the armored dog-eared man was reading a book while sitting behind a small lectern.

[Hero - Lv. 438]

The ears of the beastman rose from his book as Sofia and Leverle approached. Closing the book, he called out, “You must be the new teacher! Sonia, was it? Nice to see you again, Doc.”

“It’s Sofia. Nice to meet you, Sir… guard?”

“Caleb,” Leverle informed Sofia.

“It is I, indeed, Caleb the guard dog. Anyway, do you have your ID? Can’t let you in without one. Even if you have an appointment.”

Sofia came closer to show her new ID card. Caleb quickly looked it over, looking impressed and nodding exaggeratedly. “Does seem you’re the right person, the Headmaster will meet you soon. Will you go inside with her, Doc?”

“No need,” he answered. “You may come find me at the church if an issue crops up. It is also a good shelter, though lesser than the academy itself. I will check in periodically to make sure everything is alright, and someone will be following you whenever you leave the academy.”

That’s a bit much… But I guess this is what Erredis paid for. If she believes I will need that protection then I might as well take it.

“Sounds fine, thank you for the help until now, Leverle.”

“Say nothing of it. Since I was paid to do it, you need not be thankful.”

Bidding farewell to Sofia and Caleb, Leverle simply walked away in the darkness of a nearby alleyway.

“There goes the Doc. Well. Do you need my help to get in?” Caleb asked.

“Do I? Does the gate not open? Is phasing through it allowed?”

“Phasing? The usual method is teleportation, but do try that,” Caleb said with a wide smile.

“Is there no security magic or anything? This looks like a major weak point. Why even have the barrier…”

“There is but I get to decide who triggers it and who doesn’t. I’m a shieldmage. This whole barrier is my thing. Well, the design, at least.”

“Alright then, I’m going through.”

Sofia moved closer to the massive gate. Her graveyard skeletons managed to appear inside the gate, sticking their arms out to grab her in. No issues so far.

Damn, this gate is like ten meters thick.

Hard to call it a gate at this point. It’s just a block of enchanted steel.

The graveyard skeleton gently let Sofia out on the other side. Caleb was right there, waiting for her, squatting and slowly wagging his tail.

“Interesting. You might still want to learn short range teleportation during your time here, but that’s a neat trick.”

“Learn short range teleportation, like one would learn [Identify]?”

“Somewhat? It’s old magic, not really basic by the system stuff like identifying, though some students do choose to get it as a classless when it makes sense in their kit. For most, the wildcast version we teach is more than enough.”

“Interesting. I’ll be looking forward to learning that, I could definitely use the extra battle movement.”

“Might wanna free up a classless slot then, miss Saintess. The basic version is a bit slow, meant for young students after all.”

“I’ll think about it. Might be time to get rid of [Identify] then. Unless that’s a bad idea?”

Caleb tilted his head. “How much d’you trust your scribe, miss Sonia?”

It’s Sofia…

“A lot.”

“Then if you’re already able to wildcast it at level 2, just throw that shit to the dogs. Figuratively. The higher levels are really only useful to historians and artisans. If it’s still level one tho, might wanna keep it a bit longer.”

“Level 2 already. Is level 3 that underwhelming?”

“Eh, it just doubles down on the effects of tier 2. You get to have an easier time analyzing stuff what people are wearing and using, slightly longer range, and more info on stuff’s properties like their estimated age or passive upkeep cost. Not bad but not great either.”

“Alright, thanks for the advice, sir Caneb. Should I go find the Headmaster now?”

“No need. He be coming, for sure. No way he didn’t see you enter. I’ll get back to my job, you can wait for the mans here. Have a good one, Sonia.”

The man barked once and disappeared.

Weird.

Alone on the other side of the gate, Sofia now had some time to observe her surroundings. The entrance to Brighthall was an open-air rectangular courtyard with a fountain in the middle, decorated by the statue of a young Exidian in long robes holding up a blazing torch.

There were also wooden benches on the sides, and the stone paved floor was old and covered in muddy footprints, which was odd considering there had been no rain the entire time that Sofia had been in the capital. This is probably used as a gathering place of some sort.

Next Sofia’s gaze was attracted by the high towers above. Just the buildings around her, creating that small courtyard, were already several floors tall. And on top sat more extensions and towers, sprouting like mushrooms in a thicket. This reminded Sofia of the Church’s cloistered garden.

I wonder if they ever found the ritual circle I used for the Rat-Pareth. Not that it would matter; the entire Church has probably been wiped by Scripture’s mind parasites by now… Is Einsen doomed? Skyreach as a whole?

I hope Izuka is alright. Maybe she grabbed her Princess friend and escaped. I hope she did, she was nice.

Saria and everyone are already inside, right? I wonder where the dorms are. Astelia did say I would have a private room as a Teacher.

“What do you think? Awe inspiring, isn’t it?”

The voice came from a bearded old Exidian whose presence Sofia hadn’t noticed at all.

The headmaster. Beligenus the great Sage. A Dragon on Erredis’ level.

No matter what, this power sent a small chill down Sofia’s spine. But his presence wasn’t hostile.

“Quite, yes. Was the layout inspired by the Moonlit Castle?”

“You have a good eye. The young Vampire noticed it too, although that would have been an obvious outcome in her case.”

“Why this style in particular? It’s not quite the same as the rest of the city’s architecture. Even if mostly similar.”

“Have you seen it with your own eyes?” the old Exidian asked.

“The Moonlit Castle? Yes. I also saw the small one on the moon.”

“No wonder the Guardian and Death’s Son both showed up, then. I had thought your backer to be only Vlakirr’s young. But nevermind that. Tell me, Human, what did you feel when you first laid your eyes upon the gargantuan Moonlit Castle the Vampires occupy?”

“Wonder? Awe? Disbelief maybe? I just remember being astonished that such a place could even exist,” Sofia answered, trying her best to recall the time she spent with Astelia atop the gigantic structure that spanned further than the horizon.

“Right? As a Dragon, I have a different sense of scale. Yet, when I first saw it, my reaction was the same. Who could have been mad enough to build this? For what purpose? But no matter what, impressive it was. Something one can always remember as greater than; defying all common sense.”

“And the goal for the academy’s design was to replicate that feeling?” Sofia asked, looking up at the highest tower.

“Yes. I wanted it to be a pillar of the magic world. A place standing tall and mighty, so that its students know not to give up when they face hardship. That it stands as a testament of the greatness sufficient hard work and understanding can bring.”

Hmm…

Sofia paused and thought for a few seconds. Pondering her next words carefully. “Then… Is that message not a bit lost, considering you founded this place, and you, as a Dragon, were born naturally smart and strong. Wielder of powerful magic by birth?”

The headmaster nodded silently. For the first time he looked at Sofia. “But I did not build this place. It was entirely built by my first batch of students. Ones who started weak and lost. You’ve already met one of them.”

“Caleb was one of the original students of the academy?”

“Indeed,” he confirmed, before going right back to staring at the high towers of the academy above. “He was still a young teenager when he was summoned, in the early days of the system. Everyone was still barely figuring out the entire Saint situation. I took him under my wings, like many others.”

“So Brighthall Academy is about three thousand years old?”

“Three thousand on the dot this year,” Beligenus confirmed, a hint of pride in his otherwise calm voice.

“Congratulations.”

That’s actually impressive, even for a Dragon, isn’t it? He’s been teaching for three thousand years straight. Now that’s dedication to one’s craft. I can respect that.

“Thank you. Hmm. That does it for the oral part of the test. Are you ready for the written and practical exams? Not just anyone is allowed to be a teacher under my supervision, no matter how exceptional your backers may be.”

That was a test already? I might be getting a little too comfortable with speaking casually to just about anyone.

“I’m always ready.”


Chapter 304 - Sticks and Stones










Out of everything that Sofia had expected to be doing on her first night at the academy, sitting alone at a desk in an empty classroom with a pencil and a sheet of questions wasn’t what she had expected.

The paper was also heavily enchanted. Sofia could tell that much.

So far, it only said:

‘Question 1: What are three things a good teacher should always strive for?’

Three things? The only really good teacher I’ve had was Sun’s Oracle. But I’m not quite sure his training methods are what Beligenus is looking for…

“I should just write common sense stuff I guess?”

‘A1: The safety of their students. Making sure the teachings are both understood by and useful to them. To continue to learn and become a better teacher.’

That should do it.

A few seconds after Sofia stopped writing, the page became blank again. And a new question came to replace the previous one.

‘Question 2: How many spells can one learn?’

Is that some kind of trick question?

‘A2: As many as their body and mind can handle.’

Right?

‘Question 3: You come across a sapient troll trying to summon a demon by drawing circles in the sand, what do you do?’

Weird question but sure…

‘A3: Explain that demons cannot be summoned.’

‘Question 4: Two summoners have a friendly bet, they will let their summons fight without directing them. Between three clay golem swordsmen and one haunting specter, who will win?’

Ah, now this one is for sure a trick question.

‘A4: No one.’

Golems can’t be possessed, as far as I know. And if their summoner can only make three swordsmen, it’s likely they have no elemental magic capable of damaging the specter. So that would be a draw.

Lots of hypotheticals but the question is like this to begin with…

‘Question 5: How many Elves does it take to plant twenty eight palm trees in a manaless desert in two days?’

“Really? The questions were already a bit strange until now but what does THIS have to do with anything?”

Nobody answered.

Well shit.

‘A5: I’m sure Oracle Sundered Skies could do it by himself in less than two days.’

The following questions were all of the same type, weird open ended scenarios that could never have a proper answer. Either because they were too vague in what they asked, did not provide proper data, or were barely legible in the first place.

Still, Sofia pushed through, trying her best to answer even the stupidest questions somewhat seriously, until the paper became blank again and stayed that way.

“I’m done?” That sure was tiring… Someone will come after I’m done right?

With nothing better to do, Sofia brought out the book of skeletons to summon her favorite crow and spent the next while playing with it as well as trying to make a bone replica of its magnificent figure. Her repertoire of pets felt a bit weaker with the rat and dog both gone.

“Maybe I should get a cat. Or a lizard. Actually, what about a snake? I don’t know, a lot of Crowie’s appeal is how smart he is. What other smart small animals are there?“

The ultimate book summon would be a Dragon, right? But considering all I’ve learned now, getting a full Dragon’s skeleton seems pretty impossible. Even if I could somehow find the remains of a long dead one, going grave robbing looks like a good way to end up also in the cemetery. Unless I find a skeleton so old they have basically no living family left, but that sounds like a stretch, considering how old they can live…

“Well, I’ll see. Who knows. Surely I can get one to donate their ancestor’s bones or something. I got five of Sun’s essences so a dead Dragon doesn’t sound too far fetched…”

“Quite the interesting conversation to hold with oneself. My advice on the matter would be to wait until the right opportunity comes, many a necromancer has fallen in their thirst for power,” Beligenus chimed in from behind, as if he had always been there. Of course Sofia hadn’t heard or sensed him coming at all once again.

“Ahah, it’s not…”

“There is no shame in seeking power. I will not chastise you, I know what your right arm is made of, it does not disturb me. Do you know, young girl, who mostly use the remains of us Dragons for the purpose of war?”

“Dragons.”

“That is so, yes. As such, you can be at ease with these topics, it is but a natural ramification of being the strongest species,” Beligenus confirmed.

“And the scarcity of such remains is a consequence of the low population, which is another natural outcome…”

“Low population and low death rate. There must be around a hundred of us still alive currently. In a way, this is a large amount. In others, this is terribly low. That being said, there were times in the past when Dragons were numerous. Our species was once prosperous, or so the legends say. There won’t be much left on the surface, but to this day, we sometimes discover relics of those times deep underground. You simply must be willing to go where no one else was.”

“Like, say, in the depths under a certain Leviathan?”

“That is a very good guess. I would say that there is a high certainty of finding countless interesting things down there, should anyone manage to reach them alive. However, the sea monster is not one to be trifled with. Now, shall we start your practical evaluation? Let us finish those formalities before the sun rises.”

“Fine with me.”



The Headmaster led Sofia to an underground arena, pointing out the function of the different facilities they walked through, and explaining that even if she failed to become a teacher he would still gladly take her in as a student.

“So the arena is right below the open training grounds… Does the barrier extend to the underground too?” Sofia asked as she entered the place that oddly looked a lot like the arena in which she had held her first meeting with Valeure.

“Of course. Most of the underground space covered by the barrier is being used. The academy grounds are much larger under than above. There are numerous specialized training facilities and other such places. They were gradually added by the new generations of students. We even have an artificial ‘Dungeon’ where first-years can try their skills against Gemites and get their first levels.”

“Gemites?”

“Natural quartz golems. They are quite cute and relatively harmless, dumb as rocks.”

“Interesting, I hope I’ll get to see them.”

“You do? Well you’re in luck,” Beligenus held his right fist out in front of him, his long blue fingers with sharp nails unfurling, and magic whirled in the palm of his hand. A massive figure appeared mid-air in the arena, and fell with great force. The landing of the creature shook the arena. It roared, and Beligenus laughed. “This is your test, a level 299 Gemite. Try not to break the arena too much, and remember the subject you are meant to teach.”

The wide colossus of crystal was about twelve meters tall and almost as wide; with raised arms it would be able to touch the ceiling of the arena, and easily occupied a good tenth of its area. Its vaguely humanoid figure was made of an amalgam of countless quartz crystals the size of an arm all grouped around one tall core hexagonal prism that only stuck out at the top of the Gemite’s body like a flat head.

Pareth came out by himself, and the Headmaster did not react.

The subject I am meant to teach being ‘summoner combat strategies’, he wants me to put on a good show with all the summons. I hope he doesn’t need me to kill the thing, a level 299 without the bolts and rot might be a bit much. In fact a level 299 in general is a bit much. I’m pretty sure now that the Orvod I fought in the first trial wasn’t quite as strong as he should have been. And I only got him because I managed to land an instant-kill skill…

“If I am to be honest. I would hardly consider this cute,” Sofia commented as her armor formed over her body.

“The big ones are not quite as lovely, that I will concede. However, they are still very much at the same intellect level.”

It is really just waiting like a rock inside of the Arena. It’s a wonder how it can roar and why it even did if it wasn’t going to attack.

I kinda wish I had time to put on a rune or two…

Well, whatever. Scepter ready, armor ready, Bookie ready. Let’s go!

The second Pareth’s [Sanctified grounds] flared up, illuminating the floor of the arena, he and Sofia jumped in.

Opening the book of skeletons, Sofia ripped out three pages at once.

“Let me show you the power of skeletons!”


Chapter 305 - Won’t break my bones










The arena was no longer quite as empty; Bookie’s fog rolled down, spreading like a tidal wave summoning a small army of skeletons. From the fog came the twenty five paladins, three templars, and the high-priest.

Countless heads and hands clawed their way out of the ground. The graveyard skeletons wouldn’t be able to stop the giant, but they could allow the other skeletons to dive into the ground and safely move around the battlefield.

Mana : 331 750 / 417 100 

Next is the [Skull Choir]!

A wall of fifty one sandworm skulls appeared around Sofia, and as she waved her staff around, they moved to aim where she pointed.

I can maintain that for almost three minutes. That’s plenty, I only need to immobilize it.

The colossus of crystal just now realized it had been surrounded. It started to walk in Sofia’s direction.

Pareth, take the front. Paladins spread around the arena, coordinated [Slash of light] on the left leg. Templars, start channeling [Holy Smite]. Priest, keep the templars alive.

When Pareth charged, the colossus answered with a surprisingly fast right-handed punch. Planting his feet into the arena’s ground, Pareth blocked the hit, losing about fifteen percent of his health. The Paladins used their skill, and a flurry of swords of light impacted the monster’s left leg on the same spot. The damage was minimal, barely denting the crystal, but it was a start.

“Attack!”

The sandworm skulls had been charging up, light building inside of their tubular structures; under Sofia’s command, they followed the aim of her staff, and unleashed their energy beams in unison. The attack rays hit the place the paladins had damaged. Again, the damage was underwhelming, but present. The energy beams would last for three seconds before the skulls needed to stop and charge up again.

Meanwhile, Pareth jumped as high as he could to avoid the follow-up hit coming from the second hand. Yet, again, the monster was much faster than his massive figure would make one believe, and Pareth was hit again. This time, however, he took no damage, and was propelled toward the ceiling.

The paladins were charging their second wave of [Slash of light]. With Pareth temporarily out of the way, the Gemite switched targets to the closest paladin, crushing it underfoot. Taking another step forward, it tried to crush another, but found nothing to crush once its giant crystalline leg touched ground. The graveyard skeletons, given sufficient time by the death of the first paladin, had brought this one and all the nearest ones underground.

Pareth had hit the ceiling of the arena feet first and sprung back down, his huge sword aiming for the Gemite’s massive hexagonal head. Half of the sword penetrated into the flat top of the head, prompting the monster to try to crush the pesky skeleton on its head. It was too fast for Pareth to move safely out of the way; he could only teleport to Sofia or brace himself and try to absorb the impact of this mountain of crystal coming his way.

To Sofia’s surprise, he stood there, a foot against his large sword mimicking Mornn’s to prevent it from disappearing. Taking a low stance, his arms rose up to intercept the giant’s hand coming from above.

Still directing the choir’s attack, Sofia observed as Pareth was being squashed under the immense weight, his health dwindling in ten percent chunks as his bones started giving out one by one. The lower the hand forced him, the deeper it pushed Pareth’s sword inside the crystal like a big nail stuck in a log.

Pareth disappeared right before the final moment, reappearing right behind Sofia. As he fell, he used [Greater Heal] on himself, instantly repairing his entire skeleton and ready to charge forward the second he touched ground. The big hand of the crystal giant fell on its own head in a loud bang.

In this time, the paladins launched another wave of ranged attacks right as the choir’s beams faded, further damaging the left leg, which started to have a visible dent.

The fight continued like this for a few rounds, with Pareth being more careful, only attacking from behind, using the graveyard skeletons to his advantage to force the colossus to turn around to follow him. He led the Gemite around the arena, giving clear shots to the paladins when he could, while Sofia micro managed the paladins’ positioning from above while directing the skull choir.

Beligenus watched the battle unfold in silence.

Eventually, as Sofia’s mana dwindled, she canceled the choir. The templars’ [Holy Smite] was ready. She activated the third level of [Runeforged Overlord] right as she ordered the coordinated attack to activate. For the first time she was going to witness the renowned signature attack of the Templars.

Pareth’s [Chains of the four seals] locked onto the weakened leg of the monster as a tumultuous vortex of mana gathered above its head.

[Holy Smite] was the trump card of the Church which calls down the overwhelming light of the Gods above. Despite all the movement of the Gemite and the skeletons, the arena became void of any sound.

In this fleeting moment of eerie silence on the battlefield, Sofia wondered for the first time; which God?

It should be the skeletons’ God.

Scripture?

Surely not.

Orator?

Unlikely.

Then who?

An uncanny, lumpy wave of sticky magic crashed down from the vortex. It was invisible to the naked eye, but Sofia could see it through her mana senses. It instantly washed over the entire arena, filling it from top to bottom like the sudden appearance of an ocean trying to fit into a small vase.

It was cold, suffocating, and nauseating. It attacked Sofia’s health, reducing it by thousands every instant until Pareth caught her and shielded her inside of his armor. All of the book’s skeletons fell to this wave of mana miasma, but the damage was low enough that Pareth’s damage reduction effect completely negated it for him.

The Gemite crumbled under its own weight, its massive body crumbling and dissociating into a gigantic messy pile of quartz crystal.

Sofia missed the message alerting her of its death, her notification log was going too fast. In the few instants she had been in contact with the cold mana, she had received thousands of alerts.

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

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

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

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

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

…

The vortex was already visibly weakening, but it would be a while until it stopped.

Beligenus snapped his fingers, and all mana in the surroundings disappeared.

“Well, this was certainly something,” Beligenus said, sounding pleasantly surprised. “I did not expect you to actually kill it; dumb as it was, it still had over fifty million health. But opening a pathway directly to Death’s domain certainly would do it.”

Ah, yes, exactly what I meant to do. NOT.

I almost died as well! I couldn’t do shit to escape this weird mana wave except to rely on Pareth’s help. Even the ring of Zar wouldn’t have saved me, its area of effect isn’t nearly large enough to cleanse the whole arena like he did, it would have just collapsed on me again!

“To be perfectly honest, this is not exactly what I had expected either.” And thank the Lords he has protection against [Instant Death]. I mean, of course he does, but what if he didn’t?!

“The result is the same anyway, I believe your talents have proved to be sufficient for the job. Let us clean this up and we can set you up for the start of the school year in four days.”

“Ah! Can I… Can I take the crystals?”

Beligenus raised an eyebrow. “Is your storage item that wide? This is several hundred tons.”

“Oh, I won’t store it. I will use it for necromancy.”

“Cryst-... Please do, teacher Vakaria. I am curious to see that.”

Ah, right. This is the name Zephir used in the introductory letter. Aphenoreth felt a bit too dangerous to use. Even if thanks to my mistake with the receptionist I know for sure it’s fine, now.

Sofia didn’t move, she summoned Bookie who she could feel was begging for the crystals, and threw it at the humongous pile of shiny rocks.

The book of skeletons opened and its flight stopped right above the remains of the Gemite. Its pages facing down, it sucked in the crystals. Their matter was dilated and stretched into a thin filament that spiraled into the open pages. The speed kept going up for a few seconds until nothing was left of the thousand tons of quartz. The book closed, and fell to the ground.

Then it opened slightly and its pages rustled before it closed back down.

It burped.

“I am at a loss for words,” Beligenus admitted.

Even an old Dragon is amazed by Orator’s handiwork. As he should!

Sofia unsummoned Bookie and summoned it back from her hand.

On the new page was a large drawing of the Gemite, though it seemed to lack most of the small crystals, there were only nine big chunks of quartz, a giant one for the main body, and two smaller ones for each limb. Above it was etched an outrageous number: ‘10 000 000’.

Nodding to herself, Sofia turned the book for Beligenus to see. She held it up with a smile.

“Thank you for your generosity, Headmaster. Look, this is my new skeleton!”

“Remarkable.”


Chapter 306 - It’s a small world










Beligenus led Sofia to his office at the very top of the academy, where they discussed the terms of her contract. The main part of the job was taking care of a class of fifth-year summoning-class students. In Beligneus’ terms: a group of five sixteen-year-old kids who all picked a class early and were preparing for trying to reach level 100 and clearing their first trial. Sofia’s job was to make each of them into a capable summoner-type fighter. Of course there would be other teachers giving them classes on close combat and such things, it wasn’t all on Sofia’s shoulders.

She would spend two hours with that class four times a week for most of the year. Each hour of class was paid one hundred gold and credit for an hour as a student in another class at the academy.

There would be other events throughout the year but the headmaster said he would elaborate at another time as these were to be one-time side jobs with bonus pay.

Sofia would also have to hold a public class every month, where she would spend the entire day sharing her general knowledge, demonstrating her skills and answering questions. Anyone even from outside of the Academy could attend these for a fee. This was something all the teachers of the academy took turns doing, and supposedly an occasion to make connections with the other teachers and powerful people of the empire along with some extra money.

After Sofia signed all the papers and shook hands with the headmaster, a strict-looking Exidian woman wearing a deep blue finely tailored suit entered the office.

“Master, you called?” she asked, replacing her square glasses on her nose.

[Mage - Lv. 400+]

Aren’t these male clothes? I wonder what that would look like on me.

“Beryl, please introduce teacher Vakaria here to her quarters. She is Eltiel’s replacement,” Beligenus explained.

Beryl gave Sofia a look-over with narrowed eyes. “I was starting to think I would have to teach that class myself. You are going to need new clothes. Lady Vakaria, then? I am Beryl Deathmarch, academy coordinator and your direct superior. You may refer to me whenever you have any question or concern relating to your position,” she introduced herself with a straight face.

Ominous name…

“Nice to meet you. Are my current clothes not suitable?”

Beryl shook her head; the swaying of the silver accessories dangling from her horns was strangely hypnotizing. “Blonde hair, blue eyes, green robe, gold accessories, and an armored blue arm. Need I say more? Teachers should at least follow basic color coordination, you need to be someone the students can look up to in all aspects and not be ashamed to be around.”

It’s not that bad, come on… I’m not even wearing the crown. But I guess the saint set is maybe a bit much? I like the four piece ‘energizing’ set bonus though. It was a bit perplexing that the description was a single word at first but it does do that. I got used to it now, it feels weird to take it off.

“I cannot really take off my magical items. But I can do away with the robe, if you can help me find something with similar functions.”

Beryl walked around Sofia, observing her from closer. “I see. Self repair and other basic effects. Was this a reward from your first trial? I will introduce you to our clothier later, you can pay him upfront or have the cost deducted from your salary, he is more than capable of reproducing such basic enchantments.”

“This was a trial reward, yes.”

Before Sofia could elaborate further, Beryl stopped her and walked to the door. “Let us not bore the headmaster to death with such subjects. This way, I will show you to your private quarters within the academy.”

Oh, alright, sure.

Beligenus stood up to send the ladies off, he had some last words for Sofia, “It is a pleasure to count you among our teachers in Brighthall, miss Vakaria.”



Though seemingly strict and rather cold in her demeanor, Sofia could tell that Beryl cared deeply about the academy as she gave her a quick tour of the premises through the meandering corridors of Brighthall. It was a lot to take in all at once, but Sofia managed to at least remember in what aisle her classroom was supposed to be.

“And this is the teachers’ tower. You have the entire fourteenth floor for yourself, here is the key. There are a few rules about your usage of the lodgings that you will find in a booklet inside, nothing one wouldn’t expect,” Beryl explained as she handed a thick silver key to Sofia.

“Is it already furnished?”

“The bare minimum bedding and amenities, you are free to arrange and decorate it how you see fit.”

“That’s great. What about the clothier?”

“I can bring you to him later today or tell him that you will be waiting for him in your room.”

“Is it fine to ask for him to come?” I could really spend some time making my place a bit better.

“Of course. It will be done, please do not leave your lodgings until then, teacher Vakaria. Most of the other teachers have yet to arrive, so the tower might feel a bit lifeless, as does the entire academy. I would suggest that you invest this time in a good rest and sleep. This peace and quiet will not last.”

The necessary explanations were over, and Sofia was left alone in the hall of the teachers’ tower. This was a space for teachers to relax with couches and tea tables. It was still and silent.

Finally alone… I’m sure she means well, but people like her are tiring to be around.

Sofia played with the heavy key in her hand. It was enchanted, one could tell at a glance. The teachers’ rooms were each protected by their own barriers that only these keys could safely open.

The small first floor landing was decorated with fake plants, and grass, it felt like someone had tried to recreate the ambiance of a small swamp around the door. The nameplate above the door gave the teacher’s name.

‘Floor 1 - Teacher Akan O Ereid - Advanced Polymorphism’

Strange name, and strange discipline too. 

Climbing the floors one by one, Sofia looked at the nameplates near the doors. The second floor was a lot cleaner, it looked a bit like the inside of a church with carved stones and hanging ropes.

‘Floor 2 - Teacher Uradrim - Engineering & Architecture’

Sounds like a dwarven name. Engineering uh? I wonder what they’d think of my engineer skeleton.

The third floor’s landing was almost undecorated, there were only two small round carpets, one on each side of the door, red on right and blue on the left.

‘Floor 3 - Teacher Istina RedLamp - Offensive Magic & Dueling Magic’

This one must be pretty popular… How many floors does this tower have to be able to give a whole floor to each teacher? The headmaster’s tower had a lift so I’m not too sure how many floors it was. Maybe thirty?

Climbing the stairs to the fourth floor, Sofia wondered what the decorations would be for this one, and was surprised to find it completely empty.

‘Floor 4 - Teacher Astelia Glacier - Spatial Magic’

Oh, nice. That explains why there’s nothing. I’ll have to come back here and say hi after I’m done checking my place out. I wonder how she will decorate the place. I’m guessing each teacher does their own thing.

The fifth floor’s decorations had nothing to do with the teaching subject, there were only a bunch of blue and violet potted flowers all around. Smells good.

‘Floor 5 - Teachers Ami and Umi Blancher - Fencing & Archery’

Sisters in the same room I guess? Could Saria move in with me? She’s probably sharing a student room with Cinthia I think. Astelia can probably tell me where these are.

Climbing up another row of curved stairs, Sofia sensed something before even seeing it. Bones? It turned out to be a skeleton in a display case, there were also bookshelves filled with old tomes and a sign that said in bright red letters ‘Bring back the books after reading them or I’ll make you a brainless ghoul. You have been warned!’.

‘Floor 6 - Teacher Eternam Aoldun - Necromancy & Alchemy’

Oh, hey. I feel like the class credits I’m going to get will be worth more than the gold. I’m definitely checking the necromancy class.

The next floor’s decoration was also books, though much fewer; there were eight of them each on their own lectern.

‘Floor 7 - Teacher Sekk - Ancient Languages’

Nice to have around. For a magic academy, the subjects they teach here are quite varied. I guess these books are in all the languages they teach? Eight is a lot.

Sofia was still lost in her thoughts about the ancient languages she knew of when her eyes went over the plaque on the eighth floor. What she read stopped her dead in her tracks.

‘Floor 8 - Teacher Jennifer Sellar - Monster Hunting’


Chapter 307 - Bone-Home










Sellar was Sofia and Saria’s name from their father’s side. It was a name they had been denied after their mother died and their father married another woman of nobler status.

In another world, this might have been a tragic story, but to Sofia, it was all just the recollections of her older sister. She barely remembered her mother, while her father was but a distant and blurry image in her memory. They were both dead anyway.

Still, when faced with someone sharing her birth name, Sofia was intrigued. ‘It could be a coincidence’ had been her first thought. But then she read it again. Jennifer.

Sofia clearly remembered the strange sensation of looking at a different version of herself when she met the tall, blonde warrior woman in the mercenary group that helped her escape in her first trial. She had been a muscular woman wielding a large claymore, and she had a strong accent.

Most importantly, her name was Jen.

There is no way. Right?

As if hypnotized, Sofia walked up to the door and knocked twice.

No one answered. She knocked again, and the answer again was a heavy silence.

No one home. Well…

I’ll have to come back to this later. Might as well bring Saria too. Even if we’re really related, that would be like an ancestor of several generations, no? But to think that I met her in the trial.

Sofia was a bit too lost in her thoughts as she climbed the floors. When she looked at a nameplate again it read:

‘Floor 15 - Teacher Caleb Whitehound - Barrier & Defensive Magic’

“Oh, I’ve gone too high.”

So this guy isn’t just the academy’s doormat. He did say he was a shieldmage, so he lives on the floor right above mine…

Sofia turned around and was finally on her own floor. There was no decoration, but the nameplate was already there.

‘Floor 14 - Teacher Sofia Vakaria - Summoner combat strategies’

It’s interesting that they kept my name as Vakaria everywhere. I’m sure Beligenus knows about my actual name, Caleb has even seen my ID. Well, it is better like this. Even if Aphenoreth is fine to say when it references me, better safe than sorry.

Bringing her silver key to the door, Sofia had to wait for the magic barriers to unlock one by one; the magic only showed up when they were brought to life like this, and it was pretty impressive. These barriers felt almost as strong as the one protecting the academy from the outside. I don’t think I could break through these even with a big bolt, that’s some pretty serious security. If I’m actually in any kind of danger, hiding in there might be my best bet until Leverle comes to protect me.

After twenty seconds, the complex magical locks of the layered barriers opened one by one, and the door finally unlocked. Sofia entered and closed the door behind her, the barrier instantly closing back up. At least it’s only opening that’s slow.

“Woah, that’s spacious. Quite a few windows, a big main room and doors to other rooms on both sides.”

The bed in the main room, though? It looks oddly like the church’s room with only a bed in the middle of a large empty space…

The walls look much nicer than cold marble though. It’s the Exidian style with polished wood on the lower half and stone on the upper half just like the ID registration office.

What’s this thing?

[Light switch] : press to turn on the lightstone arrays embedded in the ceiling.

Sofia was stunned by the sudden discovery of button controlled ritual circles. She pressed the button several times, watching the light appear and disappear.

I’m easily entertained… I have not been doing much in the way of trying to have fun lately. Maybe it’s time to stock up on books again.

After inspection, it looked like the side rooms were a small study with empty bookshelves, a kitchen stocked up with some dried food, a bathroom and a storage room.

“Hmm, too bad I left most of Zangdar’s furniture in my secret mountain base. I never even went back there. Well, maybe I’ll go back someday. But for now…”

Sofia summoned the engineer and the broom elf skeletons to help her decorate the house. She knew Pareth wouldn’t be of any help for that job.

“Wait… Wasn’t there one more elven skeleton? Oh, yeah there was! I never checked what it was… Come out buddy, let’s see what you’re made of.”

[Solar Solar Mage - Lv. 249]

“Right… Well. You can help the nun shine up the floor I guess.”

While two of the skeletons got busy cleaning the place, which was already decently clean, Sofia got to work making bone planks, screws and nails for the engineer to process into functional furniture.

It was much faster to offload the work to him than to try to figure out boring stuff like sliding rails, door hinges and such parts by herself, all she had to do was to tell him the name of what she wanted. The room quickly filled up with featureless bone furniture. When Sofia felt there was enough raw matter ready for the engineer to process, she switched to adding detail to the ready pieces with [Bone Dominus]. She tried her best to replicate the flowery vegetal patterns she had noticed which seemed to be popular in the Exidion Empire.

In a few hours, as the Sun slowly worked its way up over the horizon, Sofia turned the mostly empty room into a homely place with a bunch of functional furniture and a lot of decorative nonsense.

The best part in her opinion was the series of pedestals near the entrance with miniature statues of people. So far she had only made Saria, Alith, Pareth and Erredis, but this already looked extra nice to her, and now she wanted to make a whole set with everyone she had ever met. This would take some time, but now that she had a fine enough control of [Bone Dominus], it was really exhilarating to be able to make whatever she wanted.

Looking at her new home for the next year, Sofia felt proud but unsatisfied. It was too white with everything made of bones. There was too little contrast.

“I really need to add some color. Should I work on coloring the bones with dominus? I did find how to do that with the armor back then, surely it cannot be too hard…”

With that in mind, Sofia resolved to at least go out to buy colorful carpets, curtains and wall ornaments soon, to bring some life to this home of hers.

“Oh, I need to decorate the entrance too…”

Sofia heard some knocking on the door. The clothier?

“I’m coming!” she answered, unsure whether the person on the other side could even hear her considering all the magical protections still up around the place. She jumped to the door and opened it. There was no need to use the key to unlock it from the inside, but it still took just as long. Finally the lock clicked and Sofia opened the door.

A red-haired stout dwarf in a formal black suit with black glasses was not what Sofia expected, but it was what she got.

[Artisan - Lv. 300+]

“Oh god, if that isn’t a gorgeous new teacher, your proportions are nothing to joke about. It’s good that I brought all my stuff. May I come in?”

“Hi… The Clothier, I suppose?” At least he’s not hiding his thoughts at all…

“Indeed, lady. Beryl sent me, said you needed a few new outfits. And I daresay she was right if this is how you usually dress… Wait, is that a Dragon scale?!”

Sofia smirked. “Oh, you have a good eye behind those glasses, uh? Come in, let’s sit down.”

The dwarf followed and closed the door behind him. Suddenly Sofia felt a bit uncomfortable about being locked in with someone stronger than herself, but surely this person wouldn’t dare try anything funny.

“Aye, name’s Altemir, but everyone just calls me the Clothier around here so don’t bother remembering that stuff. I ain’t gonna pry about the Dragon Scale, but I sure as hell would love to have a look at some point. You have… An interesting taste for decoration. I’m sure you and Eternam will be good friends, but well, none of my business. Now, what kinda clothes do you want, pretty lady?”

“I’m not really sure…”

“I see. Give me a second…”

Altemir stood up, walked a few steps to an empty space in the middle of the room, and started unloading racks and racks of female clothing from a spatial storage item. There were robes, tunics, shirts, skirts, anything and everything in all colors and sizes, even some leather armors.

“Hmm, should be all what’s relevant, do you want to look around for the kind of style you like or should I show you what I think would look good on you?”

“You’re the expert,” Sofia answered with a shrug.

“Hmm… Alright, alright… What’s your stance on exposed skin? Ankles, arms, shoulders, open back? Cleavage?” the dwarf asked, already rummaging through the hundreds of hanging outfits he had produced.

“I don’t like having my belly exposed but everything else I don’t really care either way as long as it looks normal.”

“Quite lax, I reckon you’re gonna be very popular among the male students,” the dwarf commented, “lemme see what I have for you.”


Chapter 308 - Say cheese










Holding up a deep-blue robe matching the arm-harness, the dwarf narrowed his eyes.

“This would probably be the best base for work clothes, an ample robe, comfortable, discreet, can be worn at home and outside. A basic but good choice all around,” he explained.

“Hmm. It’s… Alright? It looks a bit boring, honestly.”

“Well, of course, this is just a base template. Since you wear a lot of gold, I’m thinking I can add some golden embroidery. I’ll also get you a matching shawl and sapphire earrings… Oh, and an opaque white pantyhose, that’s an important detail. You can keep using that one glove you’re wearing. Do you also need shoes?”

“I only have those.”

“Alright, so you do need shoes.”

“That all sounds fine, I guess… How much would I owe you?”

The dwarf who was frantically running around picking stuff from his racks of clothes and accessories stopped suddenly, slowly turning his head to look at Sofia. He reached for his glasses and lifted them, looking at Sofia in the eyes, “Young lady, what do you mean? We’re just getting started. I’m not leaving until you have at least five complete outfits. Don’t be ridiculous.”

“Can I really afford that?”

“Lady, the armor on your right arm could buy everything I own a thousand times over, you don’t exactly strike me as someone unable to afford some proper clothing.”

“... Fair point. Next outfit then?”

“If you trust me with this one, then yes. I’ll do the fitting and enchanting later. I assume none of your outfits need to include a right sleeve?”

“Right. Oh, I usually wear this crown, too. Does that change anything?”

The Clothier observed the crown for a moment. “Just don’t wear it in the imperial palace if you can help it. Besides that, it’s just more gold, so no big deal, it should fit well with the rest.”

No crown in the palace, noted. That might be disrespectful to the emperor I guess. Makes sense. “Then, can I request something more practical next? Just something easy to move around in, to wear under my armor.”

“Oh, sure thing. Do you need it padded?”

“No need for any padding, no.”

“Aye, just a sturdy white shirt and black pants then. Can’t go wrong with the basics, I’ll make sure the self-repair on this one is the fast acting kind. Next, I can get you something that’s currently popular amongst the Exidian nobility…”



“Are you sure this isn’t a bit too… You know…”

“You said you were fine with some cleavage, it’s nothing excessive. It might look like a lot of exposed skin from above, but trust me, we can’t see shit from below, and you’re pretty tall, so unless you bend over, there ain’t going to be a lot of watchers. Unless it’s the split longskirt that bothers you?”

“No, it’s… Ah, yeah, you’re right, whatever. Everyone’s already looking anyway so it’s not like this would make it any worse. Can you make it with an open back? Actually, can you make them all with an open back? I’m used to having my wings out at this point, might as well.”

The Clothier was a bit taken aback at the sudden appearance of a pair of bone wings behind Sofia, but his mind was already at work on the task. “All of them? No, that won’t do. This one and the court robe yes, but it wouldn’t look good on the other ones. I can make openings for the wings like I do for winged beastmen though.”

“Fine with that.”

“Great… So all we’re left with are the accessories for this one… Hmm. Do you usually not style your hair?”

“Not really? It’s either out like this or tied in a low bun inside my helmet.”

“Then, to go with this outfit, I recommend a ponytail. I will get you some high heels too, you don’t have to use them, but they would complement the style well. Black tights are a must… And it would look even better with glasses, but that’s not something people of our level usually need.”

“Glasses? I think I have that in a corner of my storage actually… Here.”

Sofia brought out the glasses without lenses that Alith had won out of her first batch of gachapon boxes, Sofia had ended up with them because they were too wide to even fit properly on Alith’s head.

“Oh! That’s perfect! Yes! You’re going to be absolutely gorgeous. Stunning. Though, in this case it would be better without the armored arm.”

“”It’s not like I cannot take it off. But, I don’t plan on seducing anyone, so this all might be a bit wasted.”

The dwarf shook his head, “Wasted? No waste here, the only thing being wasted is your natural beauty in this dreary green robe. Even if you’re not going after anyone, the most important part is how much you value yourself. A good appearance gives strong confidence. Clothes are for the wearer, first and foremost.”

“If you say so... I think these six outfits are enough. How much is it and when will it be ready?” Sofia asked, dreading the price she might be asked to pay. She had absolutely no idea how much gold she even had, which was a bad start.

“For a new teacher you’re pretty nice. I’ll give you a friendly price, ten thousand for the whole lot.”

I don’t even know if this is a lot anymore. Do I have that?

Sofia looked at the pile of gold in a far corner of her storage space. Suddenly remembering that she had completely robbed the gold storage vault thing of the Solar temple in space. Oh.

Ten thousand might be a lot but this has to be several hundred thousands just in ingots... I think money isn’t an issue.

I still have the mithril shield too, that has to be worth a huge load of money just in raw mithril.

“There you go,” Sofia unceremoniously declared, dropping piles and piles of ten gold ingots on the ground. “How long will it take for you to make all the adjustments?”

“About two hours. Less if you let me work on it here. Also I need to see your feet.”

“Excuse me?”

“What, do you think the shoes will magically come at the correct size?”

Oh, right. “That isn’t too far-fetched, though, is it?”

The dwarf shrugged. “No, but that would cost you extra.”

“Alright, taking off my boots… Do you not need the measurements of the rest of my body proportions? Usually they measure with tape…”

“No need, I have a skill for that. Just doesn’t extend to the feet yet, getting into shoemaking was a personal endeavor outside of my class’ original skillset.”

“How does a clothier even fight?” Sofia asked with curiosity, did he wave huge scissors around like Pareth used once against Mornn?

The dwarf was focused on measuring Sofia’s feet, so he answered while working, “We have our ways, at low levels it’s thread manipulation, mostly. Kind of like all the races of magic spiders. We also have the advantage of being able to adapt our gear to pretty much any situation. It’s a lot of planning. What about you? I know all saints have different gimmicks depending on the patron God.”

“I summon skeletons.”

The dwarf looked around again at the entirely bone-made furniture and at Sofia’s wings. “Somehow I’m not surprised, the summoning class students sure are in for a special ride this time, aren’t they?”

“I don’t even know how I’m going to go about teaching anything to them yet. But I can’t deny that.”

“Heh, you’ll do just fine I’m sure, headmaster doesn’t recruit just anybody.”



“And lastly, for this one, it felt like a waste to remove the sleeve, so I enchanted it to be removable, when you wear your armguard this’ll fold up and become a ribbon behind your waist,” the red-haired dwarf explained as he activated the magic to show Sofia the ribbon.

“Oh? That’s nice, thank you. I think this is my favorite design out of the lot honestly.”

“That so? Short skirts like these are still not very popular among my feminine clientele, but I think this is bound to pick up speed sooner or later. Oh I also added an obscuring enchantment to prevent people peeping from underneath on this one, since you’re so tall. That fine with you?”

“Yeah, of course! Thank you, actually. I didn’t really think about that detail but now that you say it that’s kind of embarrassing.”

“Just doing my job, teach. What’d you say you try it on, see if I got the size and everything correct? They’re all the same so if one’s good they’re all good.”

“Sure, give me a minute.”

Sofia grabbed the outfit and went to change in her bathroom. She removed all her accessories except Aphenoreth’s glove, to see what the clothes were worth by themselves.

It’s comfortable enough. The skirt is much shorter than I expected, good thing he added that enchantment. I did think the white shirt would highlight my chest a bit but this might be too much… Oh well. Might as well leverage my charisma…

I was dubious about the fake belts but this works better than expected too. I have to admit, this guy is good at his job.

When Sofia came out of the bathroom, she found her living room free of all of the Clothier’s mess of tools and clothes, instead he was setting up a large mirror and a big chair.

“Hot damn! Looks even better than I expected, I’m rather proud of myself on this one. How’s the fitting?” the clothier exclaimed as he finished setting up the lightstone torches near the mirror.

“Thanks, it feels great, I can tell this is an expert’s craft.”

“You flatter me. Come, I’ve prepared a set so you can look at yourself. This is the only chair I have for your size so I hope you don’t mind the design, just sit on that and smile.”

“Smile?” Sofia asked as she sat on the large wooden chair.

Oh that does look good. That the obscuring enchantment? I can’t see through even with  VPPV… Ah, maybe I should still cross my legs, what if he can see…

“Yes, sit comfortably and smile, don’t move. The mirror will capture your image,” the dwarf explained, giving two taps on his big mirror. “It’ll transfer it to a piece of paper, you can keep it or whatever, it’s something that I always do, noble ladies usually like to see themselves like this. Keep a souvenir of their younger self.”

Sofia sat still and smiled.


Chapter 309 - From an egg










After the clothier left, Sofia had tried all of her new outfits, and for now had decided to wear the very first one that the clothier had recommended. She understood why, now. The thick and ample blue robe matching her arm scale was soft and supple. Despite the early morning’s cold breeze, it kept her warm like sitting in front of a fireplace. Wearing it felt like walking while inside of a comfortable bed. The golden embroideries had turned out incredible, they shone under the morning light, and if she looked closer, she could even spot some tiny cute bones and skulls in the flowery patterns. The clothier really had a great sense for details.

Everything is enchanted, from the boots to the tights to the earrings. This was really worth the money.

Sofia already knew the effects, but she identified the earrings again, she needed to make sure she completely had the second level of [Identify] well imprinted as a wildcast spell before she was confident in forgetting the skill to free up a slot.

[Golden and Sapphire earrings of perfect tones] : These gleaming earrings are little marvels of dwarven jewelry. Both enchanted with durability enhancement, the right one also corrects the lighting and shading on your face to make sure you look perfect from every angle, while the left one protects you from loud noises that would damage your hearing. They look good on you.

Really nice. I wonder how expensive those are by themselves. Can’t be less than four hundred gold, right?

Endlessly entertained by her new outfit, Sofia strolled through the academy halls. It was really desperately empty, for now, but it was an interesting place to explore nonetheless. Being alone in a place meant to host many people gave Sofia a strange feeling of uneasiness. Roaming from one corridor to the next, she stumbled upon the dining hall. It was the largest room she had found so far, and it was currently empty. The long wooden tables and the many chairs were all neatly stacked up in a corner. An entire side of the room was a large buffet which was currently empty, behind it were the kitchens.

There’s light in there. Someone in the kitchen?

Sofia’s mana senses informed her that there was indeed someone, the distribution of their mana seemed to belong to a humanoid race, from the amount Sofia estimated their level to be somewhere in the high 100s.

I don’t know if I’m allowed to go back there. Sofia thought as she walked over the small wooden gate separating the hall from the kitchen.

She entered the kitchen. It was like a scaled up version of the Church’s kitchen, about four times the size, with many sinks and stoves, and even familiar trapdoors in the wall that may or may not lead to a slime farm.

The person inside was a fox beastman with pointy red-brown ears and a big fluffy tail. He was wearing an entirely white uniform and intently watching sunny-side up eggs cooking in the pan in front of him, as if they were going to explode. 

[Artisan - Lv. 139]

“Hi?” Sofia greeted him.

Without looking away from his eggs, the foxman raised an open hand, asking for Sofia to stop and hold still. Intrigued, she looked a bit closer, and realized that not only was there no fire under the pan, the beastman was using his mana to cook the eggs. Not a spell, but precise and controlled raw waves of mana bombardment to heat up the food.

No wonder he looks so focused. One second of inattention and he’ll end up with scrambled eggs.

Why not just use fire magic though?

Despite Sofia’s compliance in not disturbing the man any further, he failed to maintain his stream of mana, messing up the eggs in the pan like Sofia had anticipated. He sighed, defeated.

“Why are you using such a convoluted way to cook an egg?” Sofia asked.

The beastman stretched to relieve his tension before turning to Sofia and answering, “I can cook eggs just fine, I cook hundreds of eggs every day. But I’m trying to develop new magic.”

“Fireless cooking magic?”

“No, opponent cooking magic. I believe that, well used, this magic could cause severe internal burns, bypassing armor and most simple magical protections. But it’s still nowhere near there yet…” the cook explained as he tossed the half cooked scrambled eggs in a bowl. With a bit of fire magic, he finished cooking them in an instant, and added a pinch of salt. “Hungry?” he asked, holding the bowl out for Sofia.

“Is it fine for me to eat that?”

“Are you not a new teacher?”

“I am?”

“Then eat. Teachers can eat here for free. And I’ve already had twelve eggs today…”

“Looks like you have been at this for a while. Alright, thanks for the meal. I’m Sofia by the way. Summoner battle strategies teacher.” Sofia grabbed the bowl and fork the cook was insisting on giving her.

“Oh, right, Eltiel’s gone on an imperial mission, isn’t she? Welcome to Brighthall, Teacher Sofia. Name’s Paul, and as is obvious, I’m a cook. You can always stop by the kitchens if you want a meal, but if it’s the off hours, you can’t always choose what you’ll get.”

Eltiel… Right, Beligenus mentioned I was her replacement. So this is why they were suddenly looking for someone to fill up the spot, sudden imperial mission. Can the emperor give system quests like Sun can?

“Nice to meet you Paul. Are you always in the kitchen? Who works on the off hours?” Sofia asked. She ate as he answered, these were good scrambled eggs.

“Not just me but there is always at least one cook in the kitchen. Many of the teachers here are sleepless, you among them I suppose, so we’re open through the night in case they get hungry.”

“Interesting. The year hasn’t started though.”

“For us in the kitchens, and for the cleaning personnel, it never really ends. Some people stay here all year ‘round, can’t have an interruption of service.”

“Makes sense. Sorry for interrupting you then, good luck with your magic research.”

Sofia thanked Paul for the snack and left him to his own devices in the kitchen. She heard the distant cracking of eggshells as she left the dining hall.



Despite her very long stroll, Sofia failed to find the student dormitories. The academy was just too large, and it seemed indicating directions hadn’t been a priority of whoever designed the place.

After two hours of taking random turns, she had decided to return to the teachers’ tower. Going up the stairs she decided to knock on every teachers’ door until someone opened. Surely I can’t be the only one here today?

To her dismay, the first few floors were all silent. Astelia was not present either, but when she knocked on the door of the sixth floor, ‘Floor 6 - Teacher Eternam Aoldun - Necromancy & Alchemy’, someone answered.

It was a skeleton in a display case.

“Who is it? Student?” it said in an exasperated voice.

He’s talking through the skull… I can feel a tiny hole through the barrier he used to create the link.

“Hi, I’m a new teacher, I was hired to replace Teacher Eltiel for this year’s classes.”

“Oh. Have a nice stay,” the skeleton answered, sounding decidedly uninterested.

“Thank you, I hope we could discuss necromancy sometime, I specialize in summoning skeletons and-”

“Ah! Where is my head, excuse me for being so impolite, surely you would come in for some tea, yes?”

Oh, waow. Changed discourse faster than I could turn around. “It would be my pleasure.”

The teacher’s connection to the talking skull in the display case was cut, and Sofia patiently waited for the barrier to open.

From inside, the door was opened by a shade wearing a maid uniform.

What the…

“Please come in and sit down, I will be there in a minute,” a deep voice called out from one of the side rooms inside.

Sofia walked in, the shade gently closing the door behind her. It’s like Ihuarah became a maid. This is weird to look at. The interior was decorated much like the entrance. Every wall was a bookshelf, covered in ancient tomes. There were several skeletons and skulls on display either hanging from the ceiling, in display cases or on pedestals. Strangely enough, there was no bed, or anything of that kind. The non-bookshelf furniture was limited to tables buried under piles and piles of books, scrolls and loose pages, as well as one small round tea table with three chairs.

At least I know where to sit, not much choice.

Sitting down at the only table in the room, Sofia gave the room another scan, noticing about ten shades hiding in corners and behind bookshelves. There’s probably more. I wonder what level they are, perhaps I could snatch control of them with Ihuarah’s skill. That’d be a bad first impression though.

From the room where the voice had originated, Sofia heard clicks. Rhythmic clicking on the floorboards, to be exact, like the long claws of a Dog’s paws hitting the floor.

Their origin soon revealed itself, these were indeed claws hitting the floor. Bird talons, to be exact.

The tall and gaunt, feathery figure of the teacher left no doubt as to his race.

Avian!

[Mage - Lv. 400+]


Chapter 310 - Lively conversations










Eternam entered the room, his sharp three-toed talons clicking on the wooden floor. His hands were similar, with long and nimble clawed fingers. He looked like a humanoid crow. His body was covered in sleek obsidian-black feathers, except for his torso, which was covered in black fuzz instead.

He wore several layers of thin black clothes, some tightly wrapped around his torso and his featherless forearms and ankles, and some loosely hanging over those. From under his arms, extending to his back, his long black wings were draped around him like a tall and majestic cape.

His face was a strange mix of human and bird-like features, with human eyes above a pointed beak like a crow’s, and a crown of spread feathers adorning the top of his head.

Strangely… Zerei looks a bit more human than he does. This is more like a super-extra beastman ancestor or something like that.

The real bird-species beastmen are kind of pitiful in comparison. Like comparing a lizard and Dragon.

Eternam’s head turned on the side like a bird’s as he observed Sofia. “A Saint?” he noticed. “I thought Knowledge’s saint was still alive? But if so, which God is it? Loyalty, perhaps?” he asked as he drew closer and sat on the chair opposite Sofia’s. His long feathery wings almost entirely covered the chair, making it look like the Avian was sitting on thin air.

Knowledge? Oh, for necromancy? Is Knowledge’s saint a Necromancer? That would make sense considering Pareth’s ritual uses Knowledge’s rune…

“No, my patron god does not have much to do with my necromancy abilities. The class I have is not really a saint and not really a necromancer. Call it a hiccup of the system.”

“Is that so? There is resentment in your voice. Are you not too fond of your God?”

“I will kill him if I have the opportunity,” Sofia confirmed without flinching.

Eternam reeled back a bit, making eerie bird noises. Sofia understood this was laughter. Or perhaps cackling was a more appropriate interpretation.

“An ambitious plan. You might need more than a few skeletons to see it to fruition. But you seem to have things under control, yes. Dragon scale… I also feel Avian magic on you. Whose old tomb did you pillage?” the Avian asked. The words were accusatory but the voice was still neutral.

“Oh, it must be from this,” Sofia started to say, bringing out her staff, “I did find it in a ruined Avian city, it was underground beneath the human continent’s spirit forest.”

Eternam’s body was immobile but his head stretched forward, staring at the staff.

“Nice find. So a group found shelter underground. Interesting, yes. No other finds from there?”

“There was a survivor actually. She was turned into an Apostle and survived trapped underground until I arrived. She is also going to be a teacher here for the year, so–”

Sofia had a scare as Eternam had leaped from his chair and suddenly came closer. Pareth even appeared in between them but the Avian’s unblinking stare still reached Sofia from between Pareth’s bones.

“Really, yes?!” the Avian teacher asked.

“Uh- yeah… She should be here already, I think.”

“Ah. Sorry if I scared you,” Eternam apologized as he backed up. His eyes now lingered on Pareth and his halo. “Another survivor. An Apostle, at that, that is great news.”

“Are there so few Avians left? She never explained why they had to hide.”

Eternam sighed and sat back down. “Do you know of basilisks?” Eternam asked, venom in his voice.

“The miasma-spewing flying sea-serpents? Who hasn’t heard of them?”

“Those exactly. Around two thousand years ago, their ‘king’ emerged from the depths. A basilisk strong enough to contend with the strongest of Dragons. Its appearance sent the basilisks into a frenzy. They no longer had enough of the sea, they needed to conquer the land, to roam the skies.”

“That sounds quite bad… But why would the Avians disappear when weak races like us humans survived just fine?”

“Avian bones are a delicacy to basilisks. Spreading worldwide through the skies, they hunted our kind without rest, leading to our near extinction.”

“Sorry for your loss… What happened to the basilisk king?”

“Killed, yes. An alliance of ancient and powerful beings got rid of it, but too late. Still, I am ever thankful to them. The headmaster is one of them, forever a hero to the Avian kind.”

“It’s hard to believe the system would let that happen. I already received an Angel’s warning against using my most destructive spells in places where it could hurt civilians. But yet they would let Avians go extinct?”

Eternam shook his feathery head. “The system was not always so pervasive. Its foundation and angels were once weak. It took a long time for it to become what it is now. We can only comfort ourselves in that this tragedy led to the strengthening of the Angelic ranks, which has been vital in recent times.”

“Let me guess, Phageids?” Sofia tried.

“That is what has been keeping most of their attention for the last thousand years, yes,” the Avian confirmed.

“How is it that the old and powerful don’t do another basilisk king and hunt them down? I know some people who are but they seemed to be struggling…”

“It is not so easy. The Phageid are slippery, hard to track. Everyone has been trying to find their origin, but the best we can do so far is to answer the attacks in kind. This being said, most anyone over level 400 will seek and hunt them whenever they catch wind of their appearance, myself included.”

Sofia and Eternam’s conversation looped back to necromancy after a few minutes of discussing other matters.

“Quite a peculiar ritual circle,” he commented as he observed Pareth’s summoning circle that Zerei had improved. “Curious how the base has been completely replaced by a divine rune. That makes everything else have to work around it. I can tell that an Avian helped design this just from the runic syntax.”

“She helped make it much simpler. There used to be a bunch of useless junk to hide the divine rune in plain sight.”

“Not bad. And this is for your holy skeleton, you say? It looks sturdy enough. A shame that the skill must be doing half the work. This ritual circle by itself wouldn’t do any good to anyone else.”

“Not even to raise a regular skeleton?”

“No, even on the off chance Knowledge accepted to activate the magic, it would still only create an empty husk. This can only ever bind the soul of your one skeleton, and no one would be able to steal that.”

“Oh! Speaking of which, he is able to teleport to me whenever. I wondered if I might be able to reverse the process and teleport to him. Do you think that would be possible?”

Eternam’s head rotated one way then the other.

"I will need to see the teleportation through my own two eyes to tell you."

"Sure, go ahead Pareth," Sofia ordered. Pareth walked away a few meters then teleported back.

Eternam silently watched the process.

"Hmmm, the connection could certainly be taken over to teleport to him instead, but…”

“But?”

“You would need to learn how to teleport by yourself first, and even then, it will likely take a few years before you reach that level of mastery, yes.”

“Oh. Alright. Well, that was already in the plans.”

“Never a bad idea,” Eternam confirmed. “Better yet, you might be able to take this one step further.”

“How so?”

“You could achieve a position swap by teleporting to each other simultaneously. Timing would be key for that to be consistent, but it could be a great tool in a fight. Either way, these kinds of teleportations will always be easier than regular ones, since you won’t have to direct your soul through the spirit plane yourself and can just follow the already existing track.”

“Interesting. A bit more effort than I had hoped, but that will work. Was the talking you did through the skull at the entrance working on a similar principle?”

“No, this is just a transmission spell, the ritual is engraved inside the skull. I could see, speak and hear through anything as long as it has this rune inside and I can connect to it.”

“Could I ask you to teach me that?”

“That is going to cost you a lesson credit,” Eternam informed her, “Or you could trade for your own knowledge.”

“Do I have anything you want to know more about?”

“My shades are uneasy around you for a reason I cannot quite understand. Perhaps you have an idea about the reason?"

"Oh, this is due to two of my skills I believe…"



The knowledge sharing about necromancy was lively, Eternam was clearly quite enthusiastic about the subject matter.

Later, their discussion was interrupted by someone knocking on the door.

"Time for a practical exam, fellow teacher. You know how to connect to the runes now, do so and inform me of the identity of the new guest."


Chapter 311 - Anything-o-mancer










Is this it?

Oh…

“I managed to connect to it…” Sofia told Eternam while her vision was of the other side of the door. “It’s… very blurry. I think the person waiting is Miss Beryl. Or an Exidian woman at least.”

“Likely to be her. Pull back and let me check,” Eternam said.

Sofia severed her connection to the skull. Eternam instantly connected back to it. Sofia saw his eyes glaze over and he confirmed Sofia’s guess, “Hi Berry! Coming to visit an old friend, yes? Finally going to hand back my book?” He paused for a second. “That was her, yes. Fast learner, this one.” He paused again. “Of course, give me a second.”

The shade maid started working on unlocking the door, while Eternam severed his connection to the talking skull. Immediately he addressed Sofia again, “Quite good for a first try. The blurriness is a result of an unsteady connection, you have to focus on maintaining a constant flow of mana, it should be easy to get with a bit of practice.”

“Makes sense… I’m more used to sending commands as packets of mana to the skeletons, not maintaining a steady link. In the case with Pareth he’s always been the one creating the connection, or the skill was, at least.”

“That is simply a matter of using a different tool, you will get used to it. If you need to control hundreds of skeletons simultaneously in the future, this would also be a more efficient way to coordinate their actions while keeping track of their status…”

It seemed Eternam had more to say but he was interrupted by Beryl’s entrance. She was holding a stack of paper folders as she approached. After a simple greeting, she handed one of the thinner folders of the stack to Eternam and the thinnest one to Sofia, leaving her with around twenty more on her arms.

“These are your main students for the year,” she explained, “As the Headmaster explained, you only have five of them to take care of, Sofia. Although more may join for an appropriate price, at your discretion. Eter, everyone from last year signed up again except for the graduates, and you have four more, a first year kid from the elves and two fifth year students who are also in Sofia’s class. Last is a human alchemist on temp enrollment.”

Alith? Of course she’d sign up with the necromancy and alchemy teacher. This whole teacher thing feels a lot more serious suddenly.

“Five students for Eltiel’s class, ever the unpopular subject,” Eternam commented, downcast.

Beryl shook her head, “This year is quite something, there are two top students in the lot, I expect a lot more kids to pick a summoning class in the coming years. Be ready for an influx of new heads.”

“More necromancers would be appreciated,” Eternam acquiesced.

“Well, that’s it for me,” Beryl announced, “A lot more to do before the opening ceremony, be nice to the new teachers Eter,” she sarcastically joked while she realigned the stack of folders in her arms.

“I’m always nice.”

“I never said you weren’t,” Beryl deadpanned. Before turning around to leave, she smiled at Sofia, “Nice outfit. You look a lot better like this.”

“T- thanks.”

Beryl left.

“She’s a lot friendlier with you around,” Sofia commented to break the silence.

Eternam laughed in a series of short caws. “Berry and I are both like that, yes. A bit cold on the outside, perhaps, but dare I say friendly people. Although some students call me a grumpy old bird, and admittedly they are not wrong. But the ones one should be scared of are the exact opposite. The people with a friendly front but a heart cold as ice, like the Empress,“ he said with a shiver.

“Is it fine to say this?” Badmouthing royalty is usually a severe crime…

“Oh, she knows perfectly well what I think of her. If you ever have to deal with that two-faced vixen, you better keep your wits about you,” Eternam advised, dead serious.



After some more casual necromancy chatter, Sofia returned to her room. Throwing herself on her bed, she opened the paper folder. There were five pages in there, one for each of her students.

Let’s see what we’ve got.

Lots of useless information… The top frame is the only really interesting one.

‘Name : Erian ProudWall

Fifth year student / Male

Exidian - 16 years old - Orichalcum ID

Nobility : First Son of Duke ProudWall

Tuition fee : Paid in full

Class : [Invoker]

Average grade : S’

Alright, Exidian noble, Invoker… Whenever the system uses the word invoke it’s always for temporary summons, usually objects. The spine and heal undead had it I think.

[Spine of the Black Sun]: Invokes the weapon ‘Spine of the Black Sun’.

Yeah. So maybe he summons weapons? Can’t be that simple or he wouldn’t be taking my classes. Probably not intelligent summons either way. A rich kid but that’s probably going to be most of them considering the kind of place this is. S grades. I guess they’re also using the system’s grading notation. Do they also use the pluses and minuses?

Sofia checked the ‘average grade’ of the next page.

A minus, yeah they do use those then. I wonder how you even decide that. Do I get a guide on how to assign a grade? I might have to go ask more things to Beryl, or to… Let’s quickly get through these and I’ll go check if Astelia and Zerei are in their rooms.

‘Name : Guerand

Fifth year student / Male

Dwarf - 16 years old - Copper ID

Nobility : No

Tuition fee : Student Debt to the Academy

Class : [Golemancer]

Average grade : A-’

Dwarf… Student debt? They teach them first and expect to be paid for it later? Interesting. I guess that’s alright if you think they’re promising. Golemancer… Golems are nice. Kind of like the graveyard skeletons, very dumb, basically puppets. At least they’re completely obedient like skeletons.

Skeletons are superior, but out of all the summon categories I know of, golems are a close second.

Sofia actually knew a few things about other summoning classes, courtesy of one of the very first books she had been given to read while she was a prisoner in the Holy See : ‘Intricacies of summonings’.

Next is… Damn, S+ and sponsored directly by the empire. She must be really talented.

‘Name : Shaily

Fifth year student / Female

Exidian - 16 years old - Silver ID

Nobility : No

Tuition fee : Empire-sponsored Scholarship

Class : [Sprite Caller]

Average grade : S+’

Sprite caller? I know sprites but I never heard of this class.

It’s referring to the natural elemental souls, right? Never seen one but from the description they should look like… Small angel ghosts?

I really need to do more research on angels and archangels. I’m starting to think the system didn’t invent anything. Maybe one of the admins was a sprite? They’re supposed to be about as smart as a young child, so probably not.

Maybe sprites have a skeleton?

I’m looking forward to meeting this one. Next is… Uh. Odon?

‘Name : En

Fifth year student / Female

Odon - 15 years old - Gold ID

Nobility : Third Odon Princess

Tuition fee : Student Exchange

Class : [Totemist]

Average grade : A+’

An actual Princess. But what’s an Odon? Another race I’ve never heard about at all… Did they forget half of her name? ‘En’ seems a bit short. Then again I sometimes call Alith Al, so En is fine, I guess.

I know totems are enchanted pillars, but I didn’t know totemist was a class. This one will probably want to take Zerei’s lessons too.

“And the last student…”

‘Name : Lola ElderPlain

Fifth year student / Female

Exidian - 16 years old - Gold ID

Nobility : Fifth Daughter of Marchioness ElderPlain

Tuition fee : Paid in full

Class : [Spiritist]

Average grade : B+’

Another Exidian nobility. Worst grade of the lot. Spiritist… Summon ghosts? That has crazy potential. Direct soul attacks can be hard to defend against, even though the mark of Aphenoreth makes me immune. They also can’t be damaged by physical attacks, and are mostly invisible depending on the kind.

This one should probably invest in defensive capabilities and let her summons do all the attacking, since they won’t be able to do anything to defend her. This is quite necromancy adjacent, so I guess she’s one of the two students of mine who also take Eternam’s classes.

Who may the second one be? The Golemancer? After all nothing stops you from making a bone golem and that’s pretty much just necromancy with extra steps. I’ll just ask them when I have class.

Speaking of which, I should start planning my lessons already, shouldn’t I? Or can I just wing it? I probably could, but considering what I’m being paid…

Using her wings as leverage, Sofia sprang up from her bed.

“Let’s just go check on Astelia first.”


Chapter 312 - Drops of progress










Sofia made her way down all the way to floor 4 of the teachers’ tower, but Astelia wasn’t there. Next she went up until she found Zerei’s floor, which was the twenty sixth. She knocked, not expecting anything, but the door started unlocking a few seconds later.

It was Astelia who opened the door, she was wearing the same embroidered robe Sofia had first seen her in at the Skyreach Vampire embassy.

“Sofia! You were accepted?”

“It wasn’t too hard. What is Zerei doing?”

Behind Astelia, Zerei’s room looked less like a room and more like a madman’s attempt at a ritual circle. There was hardly any furniture anywhere, the entire floor covered in magic circles and runes, with Zerei in the middle of it, sprawled on the floor.

“Ah, right. She’s trying to replicate your [Summon Blood] spell. Or rather, she just gave up,” Astelia answered with a shrug.

Oh. “Why would you even try that?”

“She believes it to be the first step to turning mana into any stable matter you want. I stuck around for reasons. Obviously it has not been going well.”

Well, it certainly is an attempt.

“She is basing that on all the times she saw me use it?”

Astelia nodded.

Sofia entered the room and walked up to Zerei. “Hey birdie.”

She opened her eyes. “Hello Sofia… Your skill is too much for me, yes…” She answered while still lying on the floor.

“You should have asked me for help, I could have told you it was impossible.”

There’s seriously no way.

Zerei finally sat up. “I know, yes… But I still wanted to try.”

Sofia shook her head and sat on the floor in front of Zerei. “I think if you spend a thousand years or two at this rate you might get there. I tried probing a bit deeper into [Summon Blood] myself after Ihuarah hammered how much of an anomaly it was to be creating stable matter other than water. But uh. It’s not looking good. Just the external part of the skill is my most complex skill by a thousand times. I observed an Angel’s spell when he showed me and it only took me a few weeks to replicate it. [Summon Blood] though? I don’t think I could copy it in a thousand years.”

Astelia joined the two on the floor, although she actually floated right above it instead of truly sitting.“Truth be told, Agran’s said the same thing. He helped Sofia bottle the blood way back in Skyreach, and he spent the whole time staring at her casting the spell. His opinion was that not even the Queen would be able to learn such a complex spell.”

“What. Don’t look at me like that. I can’t cast it either, as I said, not in a thousand years. It’s the system doing all the work.”

“Such a missed opportunity, yes…” Zerei was a bit sluggish still, but she suddenly opened her eyes wide and started summoning stacks of paper out of a storage item. “Right! Sofia, I made a new ritual aura for you! Well, I didn’t make it for you, but you could use it, yes,” she proudly declared while brandishing a piece of paper with a complex ritual circle on it. The center of the ritual circle was blank, which was not something Sofia had ever seen.

“What’s that?”

“A secret project I have been working on since before your second trial. Hear me out, yes. Last time when I showed you my aura tattoos, you said during the meal after that you thought it was funny how we could be considered objects to enchantments.”

“I did say that.”

“Well, we are not, no. Regular enchantments do not work on living beings, no. But passive skills do, by embedding themselves inside of our body and soul, yes? Well I thought of a new way to bypass the issue! I present the ritual-circuit converter! It is a way for the ritual circle on it to latch onto your soul, wrapping around it, this way you can have a ritual circle on your body that will not conflict with your own magic and last forever because it is fueled by your own mana, yes!”

“Wait… So you can enchant yourself with any ritual circle?”

“Correct, yes!”

Since Zerei seemed too excited, Astelia was the one who finished explaining, “You can only use one because you only have one soul to serve as a canvas, and the cost to maintain the ritual is the cost of whatever ritual you use plus about five percent of your mana regeneration speed.”

“Has this been tested?” Sofia asked as she stared at the ritual circle on the paper.

What would happen if I drew Pareth’s ritual on my body with this? What about the Annihilator’s sigil from the labyrinth of Zar?

Astelia nodded, “Let me show you…” Saying this, she pulled on the collar of her robe, exposing the upper right part of her chest. On her skin right where her heart was, Sofia could see the softly glowing ritual circle embedded in Astelia’s flesh.

“It works? What does this one do? It looks rather simple.”

Astelia nodded again, “This is best used with cheap enchantments or rituals, to avoid impairing mana regeneration too much. This ritual is one that enhances stamina regeneration. It works really well!”



Sofia returned to her room a few hours later, her back aching like she had been hit by a cannonball. She could still clearly remember the sensation of Zerei’s nails digging into her flesh as she carved the ritual.

That’s such a good upgrade though.

Looking at her back in a mirror that originally came from Zangdar’s castle, Sofia couldn’t contain a smirk.

For the low cost of five percent of her mana regeneration, she had improved her mana regeneration by twenty percent, up to two hundred percent under direct sunlight.

It’s too bad that I can’t get the effect twice by standing inside a regular ritual circle, but thanks to my special exemption, I can use the ritual without sacrificing any gold. I used to make a bone platform to stand on when I needed the regeneration, but now I have it on all the time!

Thank you for the free mana, Sun!

Being able to simply walk up to her windows and watch her mana regeneration speed shoot up really felt like she was cheating.

“Zerei really outdid herself. And she’s sharing it for free. Maybe I should try to do something for everyone else too.”

But I’m no craftsman. At best I can make skeletons… Or bone sculptures. They look nice but aren’t particularly useful.

Her thoughts drifting onto magical items, Sofia recalled another of the topics of discussion Astelia and Zerei had brought up while her back was being slaughtered. The academy was apparently organizing a special event for its three thousand year anniversary which would span the entire year. The best teachers would get awarded enchanted brooches crafted by the headmaster, while the best student would receive a national treasure of the Empire, donated by the Emperor himself, and an offer to work as a court mage trained directly by the Empress.

The specifics of how the winner would be decided and what the magic items did were to be revealed during the opening ceremony two days later, with the Emperor hosting the event with Beligenus.

I could use another magic brooch. I still have the one from the Saint Alliance but it’s more of a decoration than anything else at this point.

Can I pretend to be one of the best teachers though? That’s not very realistic. Astelia and Zerei are both better teachers than me, not to mention the other thirty or so real teachers of the academy.

But it would be nice if I could at least get one of my students to win the student prize. On paper they looked promising enough. Let’s aim for that!

Sofia had also learned that Saria, Alith, Cinthia and Joah were still staying in an inn outside the academy, as the students weren’t allowed in quite yet. Sofia had debated going out to join them, but she instead chose to spend the next two days in her room.

Alone with Pareth, she spent the entire time thinking about how she would be teaching her students, all the while starting to work on the next step of VPPV. The skill description hadn’t lied in that it was quite an involved process. It took forever to finally get the timing right and make the transformation work, and Sofia screamed every time a drop of her blood successfully and painfully turned into light.

As someone who had once stabbed herself in the heart, Sofia could confirm without a shadow of a doubt that unlike what the description said, turning blood into light was much more painful than a simple stabbing.

After more than thirty hours of this painful training, Sofia dejectedly looked at VPPV’s description while she showered to prepare for the opening ceremony.

[Venerable physique of the primeval void] ♢ - Second step of the Light forging realm :

Light forging realm :

Starting step : You no longer age.

First step : Your skin becomes tougher and opaque (1000/1000%)

Second step : Your blood becomes light (42 / 126 441 drops converted)

Good lord…


Chapter 313 - Powerhouses










As a finishing touch for her preparations, Sofia put her crown atop her head and extended her hand, prompting her staff to come flying from the wall it had been propped up against.

I don’t think I’m forgetting anything.

Sofia unlocked her door, on her doorstep were five teachers in heated discussions. On one side, Eternam and Zerei were speaking to each other in Avian, while on the other, Astelia was speaking with a pair of Exidian twins who looked to be about the same age as her.

[Mage - Lv. 199] [Warrior - Lv. 199]

Must be the Fencing and Archery teachers, they’re on the floor just above Astelia.

“Is this the new trendy gathering spot for teachers?” Sofia asked as nobody had even noticed her coming out of her room.

“Sofia! We were waiting for you, yes!” Zerei answered, beaming. “Thanks for telling me Eternam was back! We’re almost from the same generation, can you believe that, yes?!”

This was Zerei’s first time finding another Avian alive ever since the end of her captivity; she had known about Eternam before Sofia told her about him, but he had not come back to the academy yet when Zerei had last checked. It seemed they had a great deal of things to talk about to each other. They kept speaking their weird Avian language all the way to the ceremony hall. Sofia took this time to get to know the two twins who were exactly who she had guessed.

Ami and Umi were kids from the Empire’s lesser nobility, and their natural talent with martial weapons had landed them a job at the academy where they mainly took care of teaching the basics to every new student. They were a lively duo and despite being twins they were easy to differentiate, as Ami had very short hair and Umi very long hair tied in a ponytail. Sofia also learned at her own expense that they were very passionate about what they taught. She had made the mistake of showing her [Spine of the Black Sun] to Ami and the girl then spent the entire walk to the ceremony hall blabbering about how incredible invoked weapons were and showing Sofia the many different weapons she could summon as a [Spellsword].

The group advanced slowly through the academy’s halls and corridors; it was much more lively now than it had been a few days prior, with a lot of people running left and right. And the students aren’t even here yet.

Finally they made it to the ceremony hall. They entered through a service door on the top floor. From there they had a full view of the hundreds of students orderly entering the hall some twenty meters below, the main stage on which the teachers probably were at the very end of the hall was obscured by a smooth wall of roiling fog.

That’s a lot of students…

The Academy is just that big though, so it makes sense, but that’s still impressive. Between all the teachers and the students, this academy might as well be a military base.

Eternam took the lead, bringing the group through the fog wall which extended to the very top of the hall, on the other side was the main stage where Beryl was running around giving instructions and leading the arriving teachers to their respective spots.

Sofia expected to walk down the spiral staircase at the end of the walkways they were on but Eternam just jumped down over the guardrail and everyone followed.

Quickly eyeing the ten or so teachers who were already there, Sofia didn’t notice anyone looking like the Jen she knew from her first trial. Most teachers were above level 300, Ami and Umi were the lowest level so far. There was a single human in the lot, a level 350+ old-looking man with a short beard, round glasses and a long white robe, his nose buried in a thick book. Unsurprisingly, most teachers were Exidians.

Beryl arrived shortly after them, and hurriedly started telling everyone where they should stand. “And lastly, Sofia will be third from the center on the right,” she finished.

“So close to the Emperor?” Sofia asked.

“You’re to be the counterpart to Jennifer on the left side for symmetry. The placement is not some kind of ranking, we’re only managing the aesthetics here. The scene has to look grandiose to the students.”

I’m the counterpart for her?

I see. It’s definitely who I think it is then. No wonder Zerei and Eternam are also opposite each other too with this kind of arrangement.

I wonder how high-level Jen must be by now. It should have been about a thousand years since the events of my first trial, will she be thrilled to find about her distant descendants? Thinking about it, it’s not too surprising that she survived, Duke Armand Skyreach must have survived too, considering the kingdom bears his name now.

Too bad Scripture messed up everything.

Maybe after I kill scripture I’ll take over the country and the remains of Sovuln. Then I’ll name it the Aurelian Kingdom. Doesn’t that sound nice? I can probably have the support of the Red Winds Empire, Couvauz, Vasperia, and the elves. So politically it’s not too far-fetched to have my take-over be accepted. I don’t know two shits about running a country, but surely I can find a skeleton for that by then…

As Sofia daydreamed about stealing everything Scripture ever touched, the other teachers trickled in, and ‘Jennifer Sellar’ eventually showed up.

Lords, it’s ten thousand percent her. She looks a bit older, like thirty-five maybe?

[Warrior - Lv. 400+]

Sure did some growing. It seems she still likes light clothes. At least she’s wearing shoes now.

Oh hey, looks like she noticed me. Hi.

Sofia winked at Jennifer. The tall blonde warrior seemed taken aback, which only made Sofia giggle. I do look a lot like her, there must be a lot going through her mind right now.

We’re going to need to have a talk later.

I’m getting to know more powerful old monsters than regular people now. If I was Scripture I would be shitting myself wondering what Dragon will come to cleanse me. He’s lucky though, since I will come for him myself.

More and more teachers silently filled the rows until everything was ready. It was hard to keep track of everyone without moving from her spot, but Sofia was in for a surprise as a Saint appeared in the midst of the teachers on the other side of the stage.

[Saint - Lv. 539]

Fucking hell that’s higher than Erredis!

It was a rather sinister-looking man of a race Sofia knew nothing about. Looks like a scaly Orc, kind of. I never knew scales could be veiny. Maybe he’s another shape-shifting Dragon?

What does this guy even teach and is anyone with the option to be in his class dumb enough to not take it?

If this guy is a Saint, does that mean he’s younger than the system? If so, TLDR has really been slacking with his levels. Hmm, no, that’s not right, Erredis is a Saint too… But not really? Does Erredis even have a system-given class?

Perhaps Sofia stared for a bit too long, the other Saint also turned to look at her. Sofia decided to wink to him too. Might as well go all the way and get to know all the powerful people I can.

All at once Sofia felt a huge pressure come down on her like a thousand moons dropped on her shoulders. It only lasted for an instant but it had been enough to almost make her collapse, the floor cracked under her feet and her bones cried in agony before the pressure was washed away by a system notification.

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

Brother Scribe, the floor fucking cracked, this was no mere confusion!

The man smirked and stopped looking.

Acquaintance successful? Is trying to bully other Saints with status effects a regular thing for Saints or what? Valeure did the exact same thing back then.

Honestly I’m tempted to shower him with rot.

Ah, Beligenus is finally here.

The headmaster walked to the front of the stage and dispelled the fog wall separating the stage and the audience.

It only took Sofia a second to spot Saria’s group in the sea of people, which wasn’t too hard considering the students were mostly blue-skinned Exidians.

Beligenus cleared his throat, and the scenery of the hall changed from a regular auditorium to a floating platform in the sky among the clouds. Sofia wondered for an instant if it was teleportation but it did not feel like one. Through her mana senses she understood that this was actually nothing but a very convincing visual illusion.

“Dear Students of Brighthall Academy, today, we come together to mark the beginning of yet another academic year, a time for fresh beginnings and new opportunities. As your Headmaster, I stand before you, not merely as an administrator but as a guide on your journey through the realms of knowledge and personal growth.

“But let this speech be different and shorter than usual. This year will be special. Indeed, this year marks a significant milestone. Our esteemed institution is celebrating the passing of its third millennium, and with it will come unprecedented changes and opportunities. And the greatest of them: a prize for the student who will stand as the best among you all, a treasure contributed by the Emperor himself!”

A bright light shone from far above. The Emperor made his appearance.


Chapter 314 - Festivities










The Exidian Emperor had appeared out of nowhere in the sky above, which was actually just the ceiling.

[Mage - Lv. 500+]

Not emperor class like the Red Winds Emperor?

Three level 500+ in the same room. The air is getting sticky just from the mana they’re releasing. The mana from Erredis’ true form was more impressive though.

The Emperor slowly descended, his thick cape and flowing white hair billowing behind him. His figure was not particularly imposing, he looked like a regal and dignified young man in long flowing robes which only partially concealed a heavily enchanted armor beneath. The two curved horns on his head were the support for a thin silver crown which surprisingly enough seemed to be purely decorative and non-magical. He held a scepter taller than himself which Sofia couldn’t identify no matter how she tried, but she somehow managed to get a read on the catalyst built into it.

[Basilisk heartstone] : A spell catalyst sculpted from the remains of a certain Basilisk. Magical projectiles cast through it will lock-on to their target and follow them, avoiding obstacles, until the spell either runs out of mana or hits their target.

Item level : 500. Grade : Legendary.

So his spells always hit, is what this says?

Not bad…

A wave of mana hit the students. They all kneeled at once, except for Saria, and a single Exidian boy, who both awkwardly followed and kneeled once they realized what had just happened.

Whatever trick that was, it’s not good enough to bypass Saria’s immunity. It got Alith though, so no Hypnosis, Confusion nor Domination, I suppose.

Sofia completely zoned out the mundanities at the start of the emperor’s speech, too busy comparing the pros and cons of her own legendary catalyst against the Emperor’s. Her attention was only caught again when it was time to announce the details and the prize of the student competition.

“Citizens of our great Empire. Students who have come from far and wide to educate and better yourselves in this place. Throughout the year, you will compete to earn Strength tokens.”

The emperor raised his staff, and a small red coin with a hole in the middle appeared above each student, waiting to be taken.

“Each of you starts with one. You will be able to earn more both during the trials we have prepared for you, and also in great parts according to your academic results. The entire process will be overseen by Sir Tartaros, Saint of Strength,” the emperor announced, letting the scaly Saint advance from the teachers’ ranks and stand near him.

So that’s why this guy is here when the level 500s of the capital should have only been the Emperor and Beligenus. Saint of Strength… Strength must be a pretty powerful God I imagine.

The saint stood silently beside the emperor who continued with his speech. “Whoever has the most tokens on the day of the graduating ceremony will be offered the position of a court mage and be awarded this prize,” he declared, raising a sleek white sword. It looked more like a fancy decoration than an actual weapon.

Above the Emperor's head, in a gigantic system window, the sword’s description was shown for everyone to read.

[The first Key] : This living sword is the first Key, once wielded by Admin |REDACTED|.

Grants learning permissions to all conditional classless skills.

System supported skills level up twice as fast.

Will protect its bearer at its own judgment.

Item level : [Sword - Lv. 500]

A surge of shock and excitement gained the students, no longer kneeling, most of them hurried to grab their first token from the air.

Damn. Almost makes me wish I was one of the students too. They were not kidding when they said it was a national treasure. Can Saria, Alith, and Cinthia compete for it too?

A familiar voice resounded from among the noisy students but was quickly stifled before finishing its sentence.

“YOU AGAIN, YOU PIG HE-”

Dopple?! Are you trying to get Alith killed?!

The sword shivered.

Does it know the sword? It’s another living item… The Emperor and the saint don’t seem to have anything to say about it. But if I heard it there’s no way they didn’t hear that even with all the noise.

The emperor clapped and the hall was silent again. “You may duel other students within the same filter to wager tokens, under the supervision of the teachers. No coercion, and no gifting, stealing and trading tokens between students will be allowed. Those found to break these rules will be expelled. Killing or permanently injuring someone for the purpose of this contest will get you executed, no matter their and your identity. You shall also not seek or use outside help of any kind, and are not allowed to disturb classes for the purpose of acquiring tokens. Are these rules clear?”

The emperor raised his hand once again, and a plain linen pouch appeared in front of each teacher. The others grabbed theirs so Sofia took hers too.

Tokens. It looks like a few hundred of them?

[Strength token] : Tokens issued by the Saint of Strength. They disappear when the holder violates the competition’s rules. Each one can be redeemed for a gold coin after the competition ends.

One gold coin per token? This will surely motivate even those who have no shot at winning. Do we get them to distribute as rewards to our best students?

“Each teacher possesses a pouch with a number of tokens proportional to their current filter. It is up to you to get them by any means necessary, but you may not target teachers of a level lower than yours,” the emperor announced next.

Ah. Nevermind. I guess we’re already giving them tokens through their grades on tests. Sounds like this can be abused but there will probably be more rules on our side like a quota per teacher?

A particularly large pouch appeared in the emperor’s hand. “For the daring, the headmaster, Sir Tartaros, and myself will all be carrying such a pouch. The teachers will have to wear these pouches at all times and those who protect them successfully throughout the entire year will similarly be awarded an item relating to the system’s creators themselves.”

Oh, alright. No one’s ever touching this pouch. Pareth, heard that? Protect this thing like you’d protect my head.

Tartaros took a step forward. “May Strength’s blessing be upon you all.”

Finally, the headmaster took over for the closing statement. “While the classes start tomorrow with no change to the planning, the first event of this contest will take place at night in two weeks. Good luck to you all, may you make the Academy and the Empire proud, and may the three thousand years festivities begin!”

The emperor, headmaster and Saint of Strength all disappeared. The illusion around the ceremony hall making it look like it was in the sky faded. In the hall were left the teachers on stage, illuminated by bright lights on one side, and the many students on the other.

The same words coursed through Sofia’s head and the students’.

By any means necessary.

Most students were young and inexperienced kids barely starting on their journey to power. Most. That left about one or two hundred students who were already strong, people like Alith and Saria.

For them, the contest had already started. For the teachers of ‘relatively low’ level and no renown like Sofia and Astelia, they would be the primary target for all the students in the same filter.

Most of the other, more experienced teachers had already teleported away, leaving only a handful of them on the stage.

Shit.

The ceremony hall's previously calm but tense atmosphere instantly succumbed to chaos.

Magic rained.

Sofia had no time to even reunite with Astelia, instead she fled, as countless magical projectiles were aimed at her. You could have warned us before! She cursed at the Emperor who was already gone as she blasted through the back wall of the ceremony hall to escape. Sensing the mana movements behind her, she could tell at least thirty students were on her tracks.

A quick glance behind as she flew up within the Academy’s barrier confirmed her prediction.

[Mage - Lv. 196] [Warrior - Lv. 225] [Mage - Lv. 206] [Supporter - Lv. 249] [Mage - Lv. 83] [Warrior - Lv. 181] [Warrior - Lv. 230] …

Some of them are quite ambitious, eh? Level 83. DO I LOOK SO WEAK?

Wait. I’m not forbidden from attacking them back, right?

Sofia stopped fleeing and turned around, facing the large part of the flock of students that had been able to follow her up in the sky. She activated the skull choir in the sphere formation.

“Come, kids! My singers will make you dance!”


Chapter 315 - Intrusion










The skulls shouted, their air-pressure-attacks battering the students who failed to dodge. They were only targeting those above level 200, Sofia didn’t see anyone of a lower level as a danger. As for the projectiles still aimed at her, be it fireballs or magic blasts, the scepter gluttonously absorbed the weaker ones while she dispelled the dangerous ones with [Heat Death]. With how high her mana regeneration was on a sunny day like this one, this barely made a dent. She could tell some of the strongest students were also holding back, probably afraid of either hitting her too hard or hurting the weaker bystander students. They were still within the academy.

Right, I can’t bolt them but everyone is pretty much forbidden from using large scale attacks.

Sofia stopped flying up, instead diving back down. The closer she was to ‘civilians’ the more students had to restrain themselves from using powerful attacks. Landing on the academy’s rooftops, she activated her armor and stood her ground.

Most students were still flying above, hesitating to attack.

“Just come down. Want a fight? I’ll give you a fight.”

Three ‘warrior’ students landed on the roof, the others circled around them from above, some already channeling longer spells.

Not a very talkative bunch.

As the warrior students charged, Pareth appeared to intercept them. In the meantime, a book appeared in Sofia’s hand, she ripped three pages out of it, and soon the surroundings were covered in a thick fog.

Before they understood what was happening to them, the warriors on the roof were getting pulled into the ground by tens of ghostly skeletons, while the students still flying above were suddenly swarmed by shining skeletal birds carrying skeletal rats.

Casually dispelling the magic coming her way, Sofia watched as the flying students struggled to deal with the immortal skeletons.

How do you like my swarm of immortal flying rats?

Letting her graveyard skeletons carry her inside of the roof as well, Sofia gave the struggling students a last piece of her infinite wisdom.

“Never said it would be a fair fight.”

Sofia thought she was relatively out of trouble with her tricks as the graveyard skeletons dropped her inside the academy. But two of the flying students had somehow evaded the rats and got there before her. A warrior standing before a mage channeling a spell.

[Warrior - Lv. 237] [Mage - Lv. 206]

Just like me and Pareth.

Sofia ignored them. Activating [Runeforged Overlord] at the second level, she flew away in the other direction, bursting through the halls of the academy. The spell of the Mage student caught up to her, trapping her in a cube-shaped mana barrier.

Some of the students she had left above the roof were entering through the windows, some with rats and birds still latched onto them, gnawing at their flesh.

Sofia punched at the mana barrier, the scale armor protected her arm so she felt nothing, but the barrier barely shook from the hit. She activated the third tier of [Runeforged Overlord], doubling her strength, and punched again. The barrier broke, and she was showered by magical projectiles. Negating most of them with [Heat Death], she barely took any damage, and started flying away again. One of the warriors managed to sneak by and swing his halberd at her, only to be intercepted by a teleporting Pareth.

Sofia recalled her birds to her side, leaving the rats on whoever they were attacking. As the skeletal crows and turvins caught up with her, she passed by Astelia as she sped through the Academy’s corridors. The moon Oracle was fighting a group of students about as big as the one Sofia had had to deal with at the start, which were still running after her for the most part, somewhat held back by Pareth.

In passing, she grabbed a crow and gave Astelia a hand with a madness throw, which ended up being an ice burst in the crowd of students.

I’ll do a loop.

Sofia had Pareth teleport next to her as she flew, and gave him the key to her room. Go open the barrier.

While Pareth rushed off to open Sofia’s room, she kept speeding around inside the academy, whizzing past quite a few ongoing fights and keeping track of her own pursuer thanks to the remaining rats. Some of them were more persistent than others, and one mage in particular was fast enough to keep up despite her massive speed boost, but never managed to land a hit. He missed with every wind blade he threw at her, at best cutting off a wing once, which [Bone Dominus] fixed in an instant.

Thanks to the massively improved mana regeneration Sofia had in the sunlight, and the many windows of the academy letting the light in, she could keep [Runeforged Overlord]’s third tier active for a bit longer than usual, enough time to let Pareth reach and start opening Sofia’s room.

After a full circle inside the academy, Sofia found Astelia again, flying by, she said nothing and simply extended a hand.

Astelia looked uninjured but exhausted. She saw Sofia coming from afar and grabbed her hand without hesitation. The two teachers flew through the academy corridors in erratic patterns, now followed by twice the amount of students.

They made it to the teachers’ tower and rushed up the stairs, almost throwing themselves inside Sofia's room, Pareth preventing the students from following them. After scaring them away with a final swing of his oversized sword of light, he also entered while closing the door behind him, sealing the barrier.

Funnily enough, a student had managed to teleport inside as Pareth closed the door, Sofia recognized the same wind mage who had been closely following her from the start.

“Ahah. It seems like I messed up,” he said awkwardly.

He was an Exidian man who looked to be around twenty, wearing a standardized student uniform and holding a small crooked staff with no catalyst.

[Mage - Lv. 248]

“Well, now you’re stuck here with us,” Sofia answered with a shrug as she dispelled her armor.

“Right, thanks for helping out Sofia, this was getting tiresome,” Astelia said, sighing and sitting on thin air.

“Can I not leave?” the student asked.

“Are you daft?” Sofia answered, “Want me to open it and let even more people in? You’ll leave when they’re gone, if they don’t go away then you’ll be stuck here until it’s class time tomorrow and they’re forced to get the fuck out.”

“Right… Sorry for the intrusion then, it seemed like a good idea to teleport in at the time, but that was, uh… Slightly shortsighted. Can I sit anywhere?”

“You burst into a lady’s home, at least introduce yourself,” Astelia berated the student.

“Ah, sorry for my lack of manners. I am Mystral, level 248 [Galeforce], or speed oriented wind mage, one could say. This is my third year as a temporary enrollment student. I also work as a Soguva Herder in my free time.”

“You can have a seat in one of the bone chairs. How’d you rank in the Spire, Mystral?” Sofia asked as she served herself a glass of water from the other side of the room.

“Not great, I reached floor thirty…”

“That’s still something. And what made you go after me in particular?”

“You were the largest teacher in my level range and my spells aren’t exactly very precise, so that made you the best target,” the man explained as he cautiously sat down on a Skeleton chair of Sofia’s living room, “Are you a new necromancy teacher? Eternam was at the ceremony too…”

“Eh, we should introduce ourselves too, I’m Sofia, but I guess teacher Vakaria works too, I’m teaching Summon fighting strategy. Meanwhile Astelia…”

“It will be teacher Glacier for him,” she interjected, sounding serious but with a smile on her face, “I am the new space magic teacher.”

“A Saint and an Oracle… You ladies are both pretty powerful for your level, it is no surprise you were accepted as teachers at Brighthall. I knew snatching a token pouch from the established teachers wouldn’t be easy but it seems the new arrivants are just as qualified. Congratulations on the job, and miss Glacier, I look forward to taking your classes.”

“Then it will be my pleasure to teach you.”

“Ah, I’m thinking of taking them too,” Sofia chimed in.

“Really? You could have asked me to teach you during our free time like last time…”

“Oh we can do that too, but I want to see how you fare as a teacher. I’m sure your classes will be incredible.”

Sofia happily stared at Astelia, it’s too easy to make her blush.

Astelia and Sofia started chatting as if the man did not exist, Sofia sculpting bone figurines on her bed and Astelia walking around on the ceiling. Taking advantage of a moment of prolonged silence, Mistral asked a question.

“Hum, it might be a bit presumptuous, but since it looks like I am to be locked in here until tomorrow, would you accept giving me a private lesson? I can pay…”

Astelia answered from the ceiling, “What do you want to learn?”

“I was impressed by Lady Vakaria’s flying prowess, I would greatly appreciate it if she had advice to give on that front…”

“Hmm, I might be able to help a bit. But inside the room is a bit restrictive for a flying lesson. You were not half bad yourself honestly. Let’s see. You give me and Astelia a class on how other teachers manage their classes, what they teach and how they do it, how they do tests, those kinds of details, and I give you flying advice I learned from copying an Avian friend. Deal?”

“That would be my honor, teacher Vakaria,” Mystral answered with a curt bow from his chair.


Chapter 316 - Elite classroom?










After half a day in confinement, a broadcast of Beryl’s voice announced that the teachers’ tower, the dining hall and the restrooms were now safe zones in which students were not allowed to attack the teachers for their token pouches. After that, Mystral was allowed to leave, and Sofia spent the night with Astelia discussing how they would handle their classes.

The time has come. Ready, Pareth? Activate all the lights, I think it’ll be better if you just stay out and ready at all times, both for the tokens and for intimidation purposes.

Sofia summoned the skeleton high-priest, activated her armor, made sure the token pouch was visible at her waist, and departed to find her classroom.

Saint set, crown, staff, scale arm, token pouch, skeleton… I’m not forgetting anything?

“Let’s give these kids a good first impression.”



Sofia’s classes were early in the morning, so she expected the academy to be still calm. The corridors were swarming with students. Wearing the academy uniform, going to and fro, students were everywhere she looked. All of them would stop and make space for the armored teacher and her two level 249 skeletons to pass.

There were quite a few who eyed the pouch, but none tried anything for most of the route, until someone with some kind of invisibility skill tried to get up close. Unluckily for them, Sofia and Astelia had discussed the steps to take to protect their tokens the night before. The main takeaway was: always use your mana senses at their full potential. It required some effort and focus, normally Sofia only paid that much attention to mana movements during battles or when exploring dangerous places.

Sofia spotted the mana disturbance made by the invisible student. She tried to identify them.

[Mage - Lv. 173]

Pareth lightly kicked the student away, sending the invisible person crashing into the ceiling as they screamed in fright and pain.

I’m getting faster at Identifying. “Better luck next time.”

The other students were already walking at a respectable distance before, but suddenly there was even more free space around Sofia.

SP6… SP7… SP8!

Small Practical classroom eight. There we go. Five mana signatures inside, it looks like the students are all already there. Class only starts in about half an hour, no? Am I late? No way, the sun is barely starting to show up.

Let’s enter through the floor, see how they react.

Under the flabbergasted gaze of nearby students, Sofia, Pareth and the high-priest skeleton were pulled underground by bony hands.

I think this should be around where my desk is?

Sofia rose from the ground inside the classroom, surprised by the complete silence. The students were definitely looking at her and Pareth, mostly Pareth. They each sat at small individual desks facing the same direction.

It was interesting to try to read their emotions. The dwarf was clearly enthusiastic, excited even, while the other boy looked serious and focused. Of the two Exidian girls, one looked impressed and the other looked scared. Lastly, the youngest student of the class, the ‘Odon’ girl, was some kind of small orange furball, at most a meter tall, with two long triangular ears, like a mix between a fox and a rabbit, as well as three fluffy tails. She wore a heavily altered version of the academy uniform with a completely open back, and her expression was hard to decipher beyond saying that her eyes were wide open.

She looks harmless but she’s the highest level by a lot. All around 50 while she's already at 99.

“Good morning everyone,” Sofia greeted them, refocusing their attention on her. “I am Miss Vakaria, your combat strategy professor.”

“Hello Miss Vakaria!”

“Hi.”

“Hello.”

“Good morning.”

Already talking all at once. “Do you five already know each other?”

“Yes, teacher!” the dwarf happily confirmed. “We all shared a common class last year.”

“Great. Since there is some time before class officially starts, how about we start by some free talk. I’m open to any questions you may have,” Sofia explained while she spawned her bone throne and sat on it after pushing away the boring wooden chair meant for the teacher.

The five students all raised their hands.

“What are you all doing?”

“T- Teacher, this is usually how we ask for permission to speak…”, the shortest of the two Exidian girls explained.

“Really? Well, you get to speak first then, start with your name. You can all lower your hands.”

“I’m Shaily. I wanted to ask… What is teacher Vakaria’s patron God?”

[Mage - Lv. 52] Alright, so this one is the [Sprite Caller].

“Sorrow.”

“Eh? But I thought Saints…”

“You really started with the hardest question. Let us just say my class is unique and special among the saints. Whatever the case, if you’re asking what God I consider my patron God, that would be Sorrow, next, you,” Sofia answered before pointing at the Exidian boy.

“Erian Proudwall. My question is: why does a teacher hide their face?”

Sofia dismissed her bone armor, she was wearing the simplest of her new outfits, a tight white shirt and black pants, it was the most comfortable to wear under the armor.

“No reason in particular,” she answered while she crossed her legs.

Erian looked like he wanted to say more but he had lost his words. At least pretend not to stare at your teacher… Aye… Next… “Your turn,” Sofia said, pointing at the small girl covered in orange fur.

“Name is En! Are we going to do a lot of fighting in this class or only theory?” she asked with a hint of worry in her voice.

“Lots and lots of fighting. The plan is to spend ten minutes at the beginning of every class discussing theory while you guys warm up. Then I’ll have practical exercises for you, including battles between yourselves or with my skeletons; lastly we’ll spend the last five to ten minutes recovering and going over how the session went. Happy with that?”

“Yes, very! Thanks teacher!” En answered from her seat, her cute voice significantly more upbeat than it had been when she asked her question.

“Thank me after we’re done. Red hair next.”

“Thank you teacher! My name is Guerand. Has teacher ever fought Sea monsters? Goblins? Basilisks?”

“Truly a dwarven question to ask. Are you from the isles, Guerand?”

“I am! My parents are both boatsmiths. But I was never allowed to go on expeditions except to come study here.”

“Nice, well, I haven’t fought many sea-creatures, but I killed a Siren Queen once when I was at En’s level.”

The dwarf turned to look at the small girl and the three tails sprouting out the back of her chair, then he turned back to look at Sofia, uncertain, he asked, “T- Teacher, aren’t Siren Queens supposed to be around level 200? They also never attack alone…”

“It was a level 180. I almost died. And I wasn’t alone, I had another level 99 friend there, as well as my most loyal skeleton. This is Pareth, by the way, treat him with as much respect as you ought to show me, he’s much smarter than he lets out even if he doesn’t talk.”

The students all looked at Pareth again, and to Sofia’s surprise, he gave them a nod, which they all silently reciprocated with a surprised look on their faces.

Feeling expressive today? You’re going to be hitting them later, you know?

“Alright, sorry for picking you last,” Sofia called out to the taller of the two Exidian girls with her long drill-shaped hair, “Lola, am I right?”

“You are correct, teacher Vakaria, I am Lola ElderPlain. I want to ask what your occupation was before becoming a teacher at Brighthall. Is it true that humans’ natural level is 1?”

“So you want to know how I got to the level I’m at?”

“In a way, yes. If it is not too presumptuous to ask.”

“It is fine. I said you could ask any question, did I not? Humans are indeed born and stay at level one as long as they do not kill anything. Our race might be the one with the weakest starting point. That being said, I like to think we make up for it in adaptability and unpredictability. If you meet a high-level elf for example, you can already infer some things about them: they probably worship Sun, are most likely fine in very arid climates, tend to favor martial classes, and so on and so forth. A high-level human though? Chaos,” Sofia explained. She stood and walked around to make it less boring. “As for what I did before and how I leveled up. That is another story. But I will let you in on a little secret. Three years ago, I was still level one. I’m only a few years older than you lot.”

“What?!” Erian cried out before apologizing profusely, “Ah, sorry, I apologize, I did not mean…”

“No worries. We’re going to the practical part of the lesson next, you will all take turns hitting Pareth then being chased by him for today’s exercise. But first, actually, let me show you my age, class, and stats. See what your teacher is made of. I will not show you my full name yet, though, so you’ll have to trust me on it.”


Chapter 317 - Still kids










After Sofia shared some of her stat lines, she was bombarded by questions again. ‘Why is your mana so high? Doesn’t your class name imply you summon saints? Your age is locked?’ and more. Her answers were about as short as the questions, this was not meant to be a class about her. At the first occasion, she changed the subject, asking the students to follow her to the classroom’s courtyard. The training courtyard was an enclosed square area of about twenty meters each side, surrounded by tall gray cobblestone walls separating it from the rest of the academy. The ground was made of smooth stones laden with active ritual circles, covered in a fine layer of coarse sand.

This barely counts as outdoors, but it’s not bad. Just a bit small for five students. I’ll probably need to request to use the underground arena later.

“Do you know what the enchantments on the ground are?” Sofia asked the class.

No one answered.

“I see. Well. Probably safety stuff I assume, we shouldn’t need them anyway. Pareth’s ready to take your hits, who wants to go first?”

“Me!” En almost screamed, jumping in place.

“Alright, Miss Totemist. Let me set up everything.”

Sofia’s [Bone Dominus] had enough range to cover the entire courtyard, so she dumped a bunch of bones out of her storage and moved them around without lifting a finger. She made two circles on the ground ten meters apart to show where Pareth and the students should stand at the start, and a life-sized statue of herself in armor behind Pareth. She preemptively silenced the incoming questions about what she had just done. “Don’t worry about the details of how my skills work, else we’ll still be here next year. Focus on your own magic.”

Pointing to the ring for the students, Sofia explained the rules, “En, you stand there. Pareth stands in the other circle, he can only defend and grab you to throw you away, and will try to limit himself to the skill and speed he had when he was around your level. You have to try to hit or topple the statue behind him. Of course you can move around however you want, and so can he and the statue. I will tell you when to stop. All good?”

“Yes!” En enthusiastically confirmed before leaping to the circle in a single jump.

“That statue moves?” Lola whispered to herself.

Of course it does.

I know you couldn’t do shields back then, but use that instead of a sword, maybe just a small buckler. I want them to be able to focus on the task. Sofia communicated to Pareth as he walked to his position in the other circle. His weapon of light appeared, taking the form of a small round shield.

“Do you need time to prepare?” Sofia asked En as a final confirmation.

The small girl shook her head in response, and took a punching stance, fists clenched.

“Then start!”

Let’s see what a Totemist can do.

Three totems sprang from the ground much like Sofia’s gravestones, they were like small wooden poles carved to resemble animals and covered in enchantments. One was right next to En, it looked like some kind of cat. En dashed forward, much faster than someone her level should be able to.

Speed boost?

The next two totems were just a few meters away from Pareth, one in the image of a bird spreading its wings right in front of him, the other taking the likeness of a big slug standing upright on his left. En closed the distance to the winged totem, grabbing it when she neared Pareth instead of trying to attack. The totem shot up into the air, taking the small girl with it.

Interesting. The totem on the ground is slowing Pareth down I think, the mana around his feet looks a bit like the cursed petrification air from Zerei’s dungeon.

En used her advantage of her flying totem to jump over Pareth and tried to attack the statue from above. As she was still in the air, mana gathered around her right fist. Pareth turned around, raising his shield above the statue’s head. Sofia tried to move the statue a bit with [Bone Dominus], but the slug totem actually made it too slow to be useful. Still, with the shield in the way, it looked like En’s punch would never reach the statue even if it turned out to be a ranged attack.

Then En disappeared, replaced by the slug totem. She appeared where the totem used to be on the ground, rolling toward the statue to cancel her momentum and unleashing her punch in a single fluid movement just a meter away from the statue.

It was too sudden for Pareth to lower his shield or move to intercept her, at least with his limitation of pretending he was level 99. All he could do was to extend his other hand to barely meet En’s punch.

The mana-charged hit was heavy, blasting away the sand in a cone from En’s position. Pareth took no damage, and the statue was intact as well, but the air pressure from the punch toppled it over.

“Stop! Well played, En. Good job,” Sofia praised, "That’s a strong start. But be careful about using this in a real battle, that second when you land on the ground and need to break your fall could be deadly against fast opponents. For the purpose of this exercise, though, it was perfect.”

“Understood!” En answered with a smile, her tails happily swaying behind her back.

“Alright, take your totems back and come here. Lola you’re the second highest level, you go next.”

[Supporter - Lv. 61]

It’s interesting that she’s a supporter. The dwarf is an Artisan, the sprite caller is a Mage, while En and Erian are Warriors.

“Yes, teacher. May I have a minute to prepare?”

“Of course, what are you going to do?”

“My summon can only attack souls unless I give it a physical shell, so it cannot attack the statue as it is now. I need to bind it to an armor,” Lola explained while bringing a tall orichalcum armor with mithril-coated weapons out of nowhere.

No storage item? The magic feels just like my bone storage. She has a generic spatial storage skill? That’s handy. Also, she sure is a rich kid, Daughter of a Marchioness, right? Erian is from a Ducal family too. En is a princess from her race but her totems were still just regular wood. I guess they were just mana constructs though, but she doesn’t have any fancy gear that I could spot.

Sofia observed as Lola put her hand on the back of the armor, slowly filling it with mana. There were strange mana movements around her that Sofia couldn’t trace back to Lola. That must be the ghost. It’s really sneaky.

Activating [Graveyard of the Righteous] Sofia had a graveyard skeleton grab her ankle to bring her halfway into the spiritual plane, giving her vision into it. In the blurry white world of the spiritual plane, she saw a tall and lanky, vaguely humanoid form, hovering around Lola’s soul. It turned toward Sofia for a second before getting sucked in where the armor was.

Interesting. Before cutting her vision of the spirit plane, Sofia observed the souls of all of her students. They all look nice and smooth, no injuries. I know Alith said my soul looked weird, but even through Pareth’s vision I can never see it. Well it’s not particularly worrying. If there was anything wrong with my soul surely Aphenoreth would have fixed it when he put his mark there. Maybe it’s just the aftermath of hosting a Soul Parasite for a while.

Seeing Lola’s soul move inside the courtyard, Sofia dismissed the graveyard. The young Exidian girl was followed by the heavy orichalcum armor, now controlled by her strange ghost.

“Start!”

The following fight was underwhelming. Lola stood still in her circle while she ordered her spirit around through a soul-link just like Sofia gave commands to Pareth. She looked confident at first, but her countenance slowly crumbled throughout the fight. It seemed her skills weren’t very combat-oriented, because she did not do much at all herself, only worriedly watching her summon try and miserably fail to get past Pareth’s defenses in close quarter fighting.

Her only interesting move had been a [Confusion]-inducing skill that got instantly canceled by Pareth’s share of [Blessing of the Deep].

After a minute, Sofia stopped the fight. The statue hadn’t suffered a scratch, the possessed armor never even got close. Lola seemed disheartened, looking down at her feet as she walked back to the group.

“Don’t be discouraged by just this. I assume your skills aren’t very focused on combat for now?”

“They really aren’t…” Lola dejectedly confirmed, “the armor is usually strong but it could not do anything against your skeleton…”

“It’s alright, my job here is to make every single one of you into a summoner competent at fighting. I haven’t seen much of your [Spiritist] class yet, but I’m confident we’ll make it work. Erian will be up next, then Shaily, then Guerand, and we’ll have a quick look at everyone’s skills before the second round. I assure you that as far as I know, there are no bad classes; I even once fought a [Stonemason] who could destroy mountains with his skills.“

“If there are no bad classes then does it not mean I’m the one who is bad?” Lola answered with a bitter smile.

“Not at all, Lola. At your age I was still stuck at level one, spending all day reading religious books in a decrepit library. Do you think you’re bad in comparison?”

Does she have self-esteem issues? She looked the most confident when I announced the exercise, was that just a front?

Anyway, good job Pareth, three more.


Chapter 318 - Gonna teach you a lesson










Erian was up next, standing at his starting position, he ‘invoked’ multiple things one by one. Firstly, an armor around his body, then a sword, a shield, and even large wings behind his back.

Real flight at level 57? Interesting.

The Exidian student charged, flying up before diving like a bird of prey. He tried to swerve around Pareth, but wasn’t fast enough. Without teleportation, he could not use the same strategy En used, and attacking from above did not work well for him.

No ranged attacks I guess. His summoned stuff is sturdy but not as good as Orichalcum, not very flexible either.

After a few failed attempts to bypass Pareth, Erian pulled back just a bit, and after a few seconds of channeling, four thick walls appeared around Pareth and Erian took that opportunity to try to fly by him. As Erian neared, Pareth’s fist burst through the wall and grabbed him. Erian tried to free himself, striking at Pareth’s arm with his sword to no avail.

“Alright, stop there,” Sofia ordered, “Nice try.”

He’s trained in swordsmanship I think, from his posture and all. But he tried something different since he saw what happened to Lola’s spirit knight. The walls were an interesting attempt at something, but still clumsy.

Erian unsummoned all of his stuff and fixed his uniform before coming back.

“I apologize for the poor display,” he excused himself before regaining the ranks of students.

“As I said, nice try. Just like Lola, you had a bad matchup against Pareth, there’s no helping that.”

“Even my mithril weapons couldn’t do anything…” Lola chimed in.

“Pareth’s just quite sturdy, although he’s fighting as if he was your level, he’s still a high-level fighter with the health that comes with it. Shaily’s turn.”

“Ah- Can I… Can Guerand go first?” the short Exidian girl pleaded.

“Depends on him.”

“I can go!” the red-haired dwarf enthusiastically accepted.

“You’re up then, show us your best golems.”

Guerand ran back to the classroom to grab a backpack that had been placed in a corner since the start, it looked quite heavy. He brought it to the arena and dumped the contents on the sandy ground. Sofia counted five head-sized clay dwarf statuettes, a small magic staff, a pickaxe and a polished round stone covered in runes. With a tiny speck of magic from Guerand, the clay statuettes came alive and started running around, gathering sand around the round stone. Then, with a much larger mana consumption, Guerand’s magic pulled the gathered sand in the air along with the stone, transforming it into a sand golem resembling himself, which quickly bent down to grab the magic staff.

After kicking the backpack away, the dwarf grabbed the pickaxe and announced he was ready.

“Start!”

Guerand started the exercise by running to the left while his small clay golems ran to the right. The sand golem stood still, channeling something.

Pareth stood still. Although the fight had just started, there was already not much he could do. Since he wasn’t allowed to fight back, moving to intercept the clay golems or the dwarf meant giving a clear line of sight to the mage golem. Still, he would give it his best shot.

The dwarf feigned an attack first, but Pareth managed to read his bluff, scaring him by taking a single step his way then instead turning the other side and grabbing the closest two of the clay golems, throwing them at the spellcaster one. Guerand second strike was no bluff, he threw his pickaxe aimed at the statue. Pareth managed to catch it in the air and instinctively took a step back, realigning himself with the statue, barely intercepting the sand blast from the spellcaster golem.

That left three small clay golems unchecked, they managed to throw themselves at the statue, Sofia moved the statue around a bit, dodging one then the next, but the third hit its target, making it fall over. The preparation time for the fight had been several times longer than the act itself.

“Well done! Outnumbering the enemy is a basic tactic for summoners, it won’t work against all enemies, but it was perfect for this situation, good choice.”

“Thank you, teacher!”

“Keep the thanks for later, I’ve not taught you much yet. Are you good to go now Shaily?”

“Yes. Sorry, I needed some time for my mana to come back up.”

Shaily walked up to the circle in the arena and raised her hands, mana gathered in several points around her, and after a few seconds, coalesced in small dots of colored light, like stars or fireflies. There were about twenty of them, most of them glowing red, and a few of them green.

Cute.

Shaily waved her hands around and the lights followed their directions. Her left hand controlled the green lights, which flew straight toward Pareth’s feet and soon sprouted in a sea of thick vines. Before Pareth could free himself, the red lights surrounded the statue and rammed into it, producing tiny flaming explosions the size of a fist, leaving quite a few burn marks on the bone statue.

Not so cute.

“Well, that was over quickly,” Sofia whispered. Pareth turned his head to look at her, giving away a feeling akin to ‘What the heck do you want me to do about it?’. But maybe that’s just my imagination. Well done either way, you can come back.

“Well done Shaily. If Lola and Erian had a bad matchup, you had a free one. You look exhausted though. Was that all of your mana?”

“Yes…” Shaily weakly answered as she walked back out of the training grounds, sweating and too tired to celebrate her victory.

“Shaily’s skills are very expensive,” Lola explained.

“But she has the best control out of all of us,” Erian continued. “Her skills are higher level than she is,” he stated with admiration.

“Stop…” Shaily meekly protested, the blue skin of her face turning slightly purple.

Spends a lot of time training then? Good start. Reminds me I should get on with my own training… It looks like the three Exidians are good friends at least, I wonder about the other two.

“Good, good, good. I think I can teach a great deal of useful insight to all five of you. You all have your own strengths and weaknesses and that’s fine, we will work with that.”



Sofia changed her plans and spent the rest of the class going over each fight, and having everyone ponder about how the fights would now be if they had to go again, being aware of Pareth’s capabilities.

This approach proved to be both instructive and engaging for the group. Each fight was analyzed in detail, and everyone was encouraged to share their ideas on how the encounters could have played out differently, considering the unique strengths and weaknesses of each participant.

Guerand, the dwarf, eagerly participated in the discussion, sharing his thoughts on how he might have faked out Pareth more effectively or improved his control over the clay golems to make them harder to catch. Lola and Erian, the two who had failed, offered insights into the dynamics of their own magical abilities and how they think they could have done things better. Shaily, though still exhausted from her recent battle, managed to contribute her understanding of control and manipulation of mana when it came to using multiple skills at once, which everyone could have benefitted from.

As the conversation flowed, the group discussed various tactics and strategies. Sofia encouraged them to think outside the box, emphasizing that battles were not always about brute force but about clever thinking and adaptability, especially for those who had the most rigid skill sets at first glance.

Before they knew it, the two hours were up.

“Alright, tomorrow same time. We’ll go over everyone’s class skills for the first hour then you’ll have the second hour to try to make me lose some health any way you can. And try to show up with your mana already full, alright?”

“Yes, teacher,” Shaily answered, knowing that this was targeted at her.

“And that’s it, anyone want to say something before I leave? Any comments about the class?”

“It was great!” Guerand was first to answer.

“I liked it,” En agreed, her tails still swaying behind her back.

“It was fine,” Erian muttered while awkwardly looking in another direction.

Shaily and Lola both tried to speak next but their voices were drowned by the sound of an explosion. Sofia had been standing right in front of the door, and the entire wall behind her was suddenly blasted open from the outside.

Sofia dispelled the magic responsible for the attack with a thought, [Heat Death] negating it for the meager cost of sixty thousand mana while magic quickly gathered in her right hand and her scepter appeared in the other. Pareth had instantly teleported to Sofia and brandished two greatshields of light to protect the students from the rain of debris.

“Fucking hell, at least wait until I leave the classroom!” Sofia yelled before hurling a piercing bolt toward the fleeing flying attacker.


Chapter 319 - It’s a handful










The bolt hit its mark, punching a fist-sized hole through the flying student’s abdomen.

Two more students coming from the sides tried to get the jump on Sofia, but the high-priest skeleton waved his staff and a golden shockwave sent the new ambushers flying. Summoning Bookie and ripping off a page, Sofia turned around.

“Everyone’s alright?”

“We’re good!” En confirmed, completely unfazed by the sudden chaos, unlike the four other kids.

“Pareth will escort you five to your dorms or your next class, just tell him where to go, I’m taking care of things here.”

A flock of skeletal crows appeared behind Sofia, splitting into five groups of ten, one for each attacker and two more to seek any more troublemaker nearby who might be inclined to join them. Sofia flew up to take a better look at the situation.

The student she had bolted was currently struggling to keep flying away, the crows would be on him soon. Looking at the damage done to the classroom and the nearby building, the magic had probably been some kind of shockwave. Just a distraction for the other two to hit. That probably wouldn’t have done much damage even if I didn’t cancel it. The debris could still have hit my students though. Did they not hear the Emperor when he explained what would happen if someone died because of the competition?

Sofia observed as one of her skeletal crows caught up with the fleeing student and threw itself into the gaping wound opened by the bolt. The student completely lost track of his flight.

That’s a bit much. Catch him before he crashes.

The other crows caught the falling student, their beaks and claws digging into his face and arms.

Did I teach you all to be so vicious? Anyway, bring him here.

Below, the high-priest and the other crows were already taking care of the other two. When the crows carrying the unfortunate attacker reached Sofia, she got to see his face. He was just a random Exidian she had never seen. He looked like a man in his thirties and seemed terrified as Sofia flew closer to him. The crow let go of him and Sofia caught him by the hem of his uniform instead.

“I’m sorry! Don’t kill me! I-”

Sofia gave him a smile and a friendly tap on the cheek, “I’m a teacher, I don’t kill students, not even ones older than myself. Don’t be ridiculous.”

Just as the tense expression of the man seemed to relax ever-so-slightly, she let him go, and he fell with a scream.

The high-priest caught him with his slow-fall spell at the last second, and dropped him onto the other two attackers, who were being pinned down by a bunch of crows. Sofia let herself fall too. There were quite a few onlookers who had come flying to check the commotion out, but there were no other students in the corridors of the SP classrooms section. Either they all fled or our three nice guys cleared the place in advance before blowing it up. A quick check on Pareth’s position told her he was already quite far away with her class. She looked back down at the three people sprawled on the debris-covered floor. Just to be sure, she also checked that her token pouch was still there and intact, which it was.

“Proud of yourselves?”

[Mage - Lv. 249]

[Warrior - Lv. 148]

[Warrior - Lv. 172]

None of the three students dared to answer, perhaps due to the skeletal crows happily jumping all over them. Sofia sighed. “Heal them.”

The high-priest healed the trio with a single spell, closing the crow-induced wounds and the gaping hole in the mage’s entrails.

“What should I do with you three?”

“LET-” the lowest level of the three started, Sofia silenced him with a kick to the side.

“This teacher never gave you permission to speak in her class. Now let’s see. You’re all high-level enough. You should be able to survive some injuries. Oh, I know! I notice you three all have hands. Hands are nice, don’t you think? I particularly like finger bones, they make for great playing dice.”

“What are-”

Another kick.

“So noisy.”

Sofia dropped a bunch of bones on them and used that to gag them, filling their mouths with it. “Better. Now for the fun part. I’ll teach you not to endanger my students with a lesson to remember.”

She extended her mana senses up, and to be sure, there were still quite a few curious bystanders looking at the scene from above. With the sharp claws of her scale armor, she pierced the hand of the chatty warrior, then, with [Bone dominus] had all the bones of his hand pop out from the newly created wound. The gag barely contained his horrified screams. He activated a few spells during the process, but [Heat Death] negated them all, not even making a dent in Sofia’s mana reserves. He struggled, but pinned by the crows all a hundred levels above himself, he couldn’t move at all.

Now with a handful of hand bones, Sofia let go of his flaccid bloody right hand and grabbed his left one.

This continued until all three students were left with a total of zero functional hands. The skeleton high-priest then closed the bleeding wounds but didn’t heal the missing bones.

Sofia dumped all the bloody hand bones into her token pouch, and waved it above her head, showing it to all the onlookers with a big smile on her face.

Come and try to take them. I dare you.

Looking back at the three shivering students on the ground, Sofia almost puked at the sight and smell. More than blood had been spilled. She removed their gags, storing the bones, but none of them dared speak, only looking at her in terror, breathing laboriously.

“You better get your hands checked out fast. I don’t know what happened to them but they don’t look so good. Good luck, kids. I’m sure the academy has a healer on duty somewhere.”

Sofia dismissed the high-priest and flew up with her crows. The show was over, most of the watchers dispersed, and those who didn’t flew back when Sofia moved in their direction. The only one who kept flying close by was someone she hadn’t expected to see, leisurely flapping his large black wings.

“Oh, hi, Eternam. Had your first class of the year yet?”

“I was on my way to it. Interesting display. I quite like the small ones,” he commented as he observed the small crows. You do look like a giant crow yourself so I suppose that makes sense?

“Thanks, I like them a lot too. They are a very smart bunch. I think I will have them out all the time from now on, to avoid a repeat of this morning’s events.”

“Perhaps I ought to do the same. Not that many students would pose a threat, but it might get more of them interested in necromancy.”

“That would be nice, wouldn’t it? Well, I shouldn’t keep you here too long, don’t you have your class to get to?”

“Yes. You should go too, Sofia, I sensed a presence at your door when I left; someone is waiting for your return.”

“Any idea who?”

“Not a professor.”

“That does eliminate some people. Well, I’ll go check, then, have fun with your class.”

Eternam nodded to Sofia and flew away, in a single wingbeat he traveled hundreds of meters toward another part of the academy, leaving Sofia with the last few onlookers who still had yet to leave. Not giving them a second look, she flew to the teachers’ tower.



Sofia climbed the stairs to her floor of the tower, fully expecting the person waiting for her to be another student in ambush despite the announcement that this tower was now off-limits. Pareth happened to teleport back to her as she went, so he went ahead with Sofia looking through his eyes.

She sighed with relief when she saw the person sleeping against her door. Quickly jumping over the last steps, she gently shook the sleeping princess.

“Having a small nap, Saria?”

“Oh, hey,” Saria yawned as she struggled to wake up, “I couldn’t get inside and neither you, Asty or Zerei were there so…”

“Ah, sorry, I was out teaching my first class of the year,” Sofia explained. She reached out, grabbing Saria’s hand to help her stand up.

“Nice! How did it go? Are your students good? Any hot guys?”

“My students are nice, surprisingly polite. It all went very well up until the part when the class ended and three unrelated pricks attacked me out of nowhere.”

Sofia brought out her key and started to unlock the door.

“So that's why you have all the birds out? I hear every teacher is going through the same thing at the moment, but I don’t think any got their tokens stolen so far. I managed to get a few anyway,” Saria said, shaking a small leather pouch that clinked with the sound of multiple tokens shaking inside. “I have like fifteen already.”

“Duels?”

“Yep. I spent all day dueling other level 249 students, there’s quite a number of them, and I haven't lost to one yet.”

“Wasn’t there a need to have a teacher supervising the duels? Who did that during the mess that was going on yesterday?”

“That Saint Tartaros guy was at the same spot in the underground arena all day organizing duels since after the announcement. I’m willing to bet he’s still there now.”

“Oh, I hoped to use that place with my students later… Door’s open, come in. The others didn’t want to come pay me a visit?”

“They had classes this morning. Cinthia is taking a multicasting lesson and Alith said she was going for alchemy I think. Dunno about Joah, he’s in the male dorm… Hey, is that a statue of me?”


Chapter 320 - Flying too close










Saria had brought some food and drinks with her, hoping to share a nice breakfast with Sofia, so she was currently eating some crescent-shaped pastries on Sofia’s bed. “So this one’s part of your class? With all the flashing lights and all, right? She’s good, she only lost once I think. Probably got more tokens than I do.”

“Shaily did not strike me as the very combative type, honestly. That will make my job easier. What about En? She’s about this tall, covered in orange fur, three tails. She fights with totems.”

“Ah! Yes. I didn’t pay too much attention to this one but I’ve definitely seen her fighting some rounds too.”

“Was everyone so eager to lose their tokens? I’m shocked so many even agreed to fight you after you knocked a few out.”

Saria stored her pastry and sat up on the bed. She faked a slow, maniacal laughter.

“Oh, oh, oh. My sweet, naive little sister. Do you think I’d show the full extent of my power so fast? Noooo, first you do your best to look weak, then you play with them a little, let a few of the weaker hits land, and finally win ‘by luck’ after a few minutes of ‘struggle’. The hardest part was faking being tired.”

Sofia looked at her sister like she was a crazy person. “So much effort for a handful of tokens? You do know they are only worth one gold each, right? I’m pretty sure the later events will award them in much larger quantities. Did you level up your Shenanigans at least?”

“It did level up once, yeah. I know these few tokens likely aren’t a big deal, but progress is progress. And speaking of, I reviewed the rules and found an interesting loophole.”

“Honestly the rules were quite vague, so that’s not too surprising. You can bet they will keep adding on new ones as they please just like they changed this tower into a safe zone. What’s your loophole then?”

Saria adjusted her position on the bed. “You may not seek or use outside help of any kind. Outside help. You know who’s not outside? Teachers.”

Sofia narrowed her eyes. “That’s a very ambiguous thing to risk your tokens on. But if you have to try bending the rules like this, it is better to do it now while you don’t have many tokens that could disappear for cheating… What do you expect me to do?”

“Not much, even like this, we still have to abide by the no trading and such rules. Just keep an eye out for teachers who could be good targets to steal from. I think if anyone’s going to get one of the pouches, it will have to be a well planned out long-con. We’ve all seen what happens to those who attack with lousy strategies.”

“Right.” Sofia untied her pouch from her waist, looking at the small bones inside. “Should I really make a dice set out of them? Or maybe a necklace? I just want them to stop targeting me, I can already tell this is going to get exhausting fast otherwise.” 

“I still can’t believe you stole these guys’ hands.”

“They deserved it for putting my students in danger.”

“Don’t you know people under level 100 are protected by the school’s barrier?”

“And for pissing me off,” Sofia added, pretending to examine one of the phalanges she had picked up from the bunch.

“So you didn’t know. Did you at least read the Academy rules?”

“I did! That wasn’t anywhere in there. And, they really did piss me off.”

Saria giggled. “Well, they’re sure not to piss you off again… And for the hands, I have an idea.”



Sofia and Saria admired the creation coming straight out of Saria’s mind. She had suggested that Sofia’s decoration for her entrance be a wall of bone, with the stolen hands slotted inside around the door. This by itself was a bit lacking, there were only six hands for now, but what really sold the artistic piece were the hundreds of empty hand-shaped slots in the wall.

“Anyone who sees this and who’s heard of what you did to these guys will have to think twice about trying anything,” Saria commented, happy with her creation.

“Once for each hand,” Sofia deadpanned.

Saria snorted, then walked a few steps back, looking at the stairwell going down the numerous floors of the tower. “I have to wonder whether a lot of students will even see it, though.”

“You know, I have a feeling that once word gets out about this and this morning’s events, quite a few people will come check out my door.”

“Just what I needed to catapult my artistic career.”



The sisters were back inside Sofia’s room, actually playing a game with brand-new bone dice, made from Sofia’s wings. Although now she could use the entire armor to refill her stock, she had taken to the habit of cutting off her wings, so she usually did that whenever she had some free time.

Pareth threw the dice.

“Triple six again! No way! He’s cheating I tell you!” Saria stood up from the table, accusing the mute skeleton.

“You also got triple sixes twice in a row! I don’t even know how you’re both doing that. I’m the one who’s supposed to control bones here…”

Saria visibly gave up playing, instead going back to observe the small bone statues Sofia had already made of a few people. She stopped before one of the display cases which was filled with random miniatures of Sofia’s stuff. There was a small bone crown, staff, and Bookie, among other things, Saria picked up some kind of flat bone ring.

“What’s this one supposed to be?”

“Uh? Oh, that’s Dopple.”

“Oh? Oh… Not the most impressive thing to make a sculpture of.”

“I also realized that after making it, but I still threw it into the pile, it looks better the more things there are, like your gold pile. Ah! It was Dopple who screamed during the ceremony, right? What was that all about?”

“I forgot to tell you!” Saria exclaimed, her brow furrowing as she felt a wave of embarrassment wash over her for not mentioning this earlier. “That was a whole thing… It was hard to get it to talk, but as it turns out, it shared the same owner as the sword at one point! It explicitly said it was not one of the admins, but wouldn’t explain anything more. I think it knows perfectly well who the system admins were.”

“We barely talked about that but do you not have any idea who they were either?”

“I don’t,” Saria whispered as she sat back down at the table, “Zephir doesn’t know either, he tried to ask around but everyone in the know seems to be avoiding the subject. I think it’s a subject almost as taboo as our new name.”

Sofia took a second to recall all the information she had. Three admins, all gone. According to Zerei they disappeared sometime in the first few hundred years of the system, long before she was born. The artifacts from the ranking tower’s 99th floor were all discovered or made by them, but on both mine and Saria’s the names are |REDACTED|.

“The lich I met did mention them when Alith asked about it. He said he was the one to provide the jewels for my crown. Which I’m surprised isn’t getting censored, by the way, and when Alith asked if he was an admin himself, he answered ‘Lords, no; I’d rather die’.”

Saria didn’t answer for a while, the silence of the room only broken by the sound of her nails rhythmically tapping on the table. Finally she stopped and opened her mouth.

“I think I figured out a few things. A few very worrying things..”

“Go on, I have a few ideas myself.”

“Right. First of all, the identity of the Admins. It’s pretty obvious that one of them was a human Hero,” Saria started.

“And one of them was a Dragon,” Sofia completed.

“That only makes sense as to why the system references so many things from the human heroes’ world, just like my class. And it also explains why the system would have a special section for Dragons, when it doesn’t have one for other strong entities like the Kleptras.”

“Kleptra?” Sofia asked. I think Erredis mentioned a Kleptra’s nest at some point?

“I’ll explain later. Just know they’re as strong as the Dragons and even more dangerous.”

“Noted. That leaves the third admin unaccounted for.”

“My guess is, it was probably a God,” Saria blurted out, as if scared that she would get censored.

“That would explain why they set up the whole thing with Saints and Oracles on one side while leaving the Recessed completely unaccounted for.”

“Right? But if the Dragon argument was a bit inconclusive, this one is just a wild guess…”

“Best we have now,” Sofia said with a shrug.

“I have one more thread to follow, this lich you mentioned must know a lot about the Deep. Or he wouldn’t be swearing on their name.”

“This I can confirm, he alluded to us having a lot to talk about on the subject when it came up again later in the discussion, but he had places to go and I haven’t seen him since.”

“And he knows the admins too. For a lich to say they would ‘rather die‘, is quite something, considering only those most afraid of death would go to such lengths to avoid it, even back before the system. Zephir knows a lot about pre-system magic, and becoming a lich really didn’t sound like an easy option,” Saria explained.

“But then what, the admins suffered a fate worse than death? Wait… I have learned at one point that the system was investigating the Deep, sacrificing numerous scribes in the process…”

“You’re thinking what I’m thinking, Sofia?”

“There’s no way… Erredis avoided the subject too when I asked… No one ever speaks about them in any detail and their names are always missing… Could they really-”

“Have been erased?” Saria finished, her voice changing to one that was decidedly not hers halfway through the sentence.


Chapter 321 - Poetic Visions










“Orator!” Sofia cried out.

Saria looked surprised for a second after her mouth had been hijacked, but she understood what was going on thanks to Sofia’s outcry, and decided to let things play out.

“That would be me,” the Orator answered through Sofia’s mouth. “And before you ask, youngling, your Sister risks nothing, and neither does your guardian, for that matter.”

Sofia pressed the bodiless voice for answers, “How do you know that? You were surprised I could survive your presence at all before.”

The Orator switched to speaking through Saria again, “A curious thing, is it not? One this Lord has been investigating. Answers have been found, system shenanigans, hidden within your soul, and your Sister’s. As luck would have it, it was your reunion which helped elucidate the mystery.“

Shenanigans?

“Do you have to speak through us?” Saria asked after the Orator finished speaking.

“This one shows reluctance as well? Such a pity,” it answered through Sofia, his voice then coming from somewhere near the door, “Regardless, the system finding countermeasures has been an interesting development, one I will be taking full advantage of,” the bone statuette of Zerei said.

So it was something he couldn’t do himself? I thought the Lords were more powerful than that.

“Speak aloud, Saintess, I have a numerous audience on this day,” the oddly excited voice of the Orator came from Sofia’s mouth.

Right, reading my thoughts and all that, I forgot, sorry. Hey, isn’t now a great time to find out wheth-

Sofia repeated her previous thoughts for Saria to hear.

“It’s true that this hardly feels like a discussion with someone strong enough to erase Gods,” Saria added.

“Fools,” the Orator said from another corner of the room, forming a mouth with the bed’s sheets, “Power never was the issue, it had always been the pathetic brittleness of the sapient mind which was. Does your kind care to avoid stepping on the crawling insects? Do you lack the power to do so?”

“Fair point…” Sofia agreed without much conviction, “So, great powerful uncle Orator, would you be so inclined as to satiate the curiosity of these two brittle sisters? Also are you going to help me with Erredis’ request?”

And through Sofia, the Orator sighed. “All modicum of respect has been lost. My repeated appearances must be to blame. That I would be the cause of my own downfall, oh, the sweet irony. So be it. I shall distribute the sparks of knowledge, as such is my purpose at this time.”

Switching to Saria’s mouth, he continued, “Tell the lizard that looking is futile. What she is searching for is no longer of this world, only echoes yet remain. When the time is right, it will present itself once again.”

“Then do you know where and when ‘it’ will be?” I don’t really get it, but that would probably help her.

“When is obvious. Where is untold. That is all which needs be known.”

“Always speaking in riddles… I appreciate the help nonetheless. What about the administrators?”

“Is our guess correct?” Saria also asked.

Sofia watched herself shrug. “Correct is not the word I would have used but there is a hint of truth amidst the fog. The administrators… It was fun whilst it lasted. Then, self proclaimed nieces of the Deep, let this immemorial sing you a bedtime story.”

The world around Sofia, Saria and Pareth completely disappeared. In a dim red void, the Orator’s voice came from nowhere and everywhere at once. With it, the red void came alive, dancing flames wrapped around unknown blurs. The Orator’s voice was rhythmic and heavy, oozing with otherworldly power and authority.

Three fates entwined, their call fulfilled,

The first is gone, forever stilled.

Fell prey to greed, they were so bold,

No one shall steal the Griffin’s gold.

The flames dimmed, the red void shook, colors emerged, then faded, space was torn and built anew, countless stars streaking in the horizon. The Orator’s voice echoed again, it became faster as it sang, and so did the stars, becoming little more but streaks of light.

The second drifts, through endless space,

In cosmic realms, they found no place.

They sought to reach, a fruitless dance,

A past long lost, a final chance.

The streaks of light paused, and cracked, they shattered in countless pieces and spread through the vast expanse of the void. From each piece came the Orator’s voice; all slightly different, they harmonized.

The last one sleeps, they are broken,

Nary a dream, thoughts forsaken.

Perhaps one day, forced awake,

They will leave nothing in their wake.

As the last word of the poem faded, so did the strange void. As she regained the ability to think, Sofia panicked. The knowledge of this event was fading just as fast as the illusion she had been trapped in. Like a morning dream, the words of the poem, as fleeting as the flitting stars, were quickly disappearing from her memory.

Visibly, Saria was the same; without a word, she had jumped from her chair and started frantically etching words into the wall with her bare nails, for lack of a better writing implement. Sofia tried to use [Bone Dominus] to write on a bone slab, but the precise control it required only worsened the memory loss. Finally she summoned a puddle of blood, and after dipping her fingers into it, wrote what she could in blood on the floor.

A few seconds later, the two sisters stopped, looking at each other and the result of their efforts. Sofia asked first, “Saria, do you remember what just happened?”

“After he spoke of a bedtime story, barely. I remember singing and flames. And these words… Well, I don’t remember them, but here they are.”

“We are the same then… I should have known it wouldn’t be that easy.”

“It was not too bad. Hmm, our texts are both missing quite a few words, but we can probably get close to the full thing by combining them. I’m more worried about the hallucinations I’m still having.”

Hallucinations? “You’re still seeing things?”

Saria looked around the room, she described, “It’s like… Ephemeral glittering shapes?“

“That does sound like it’s related to the Deep, then, that weird, I don’t see any-”

Reality disappeared around Sofia, she became a witness to a scenery she recognized. One she had caught glimpses of during her fight against the emissary of Ormoncleth, one of ungraspable geometry and confounding truths, overlapping with reality. There were indeed glittering shapes fading in and out of existence around them, but more interestingly, as she looked around, Sofia caught a glimpse of a wandering shapeless titan, deep beneath the ground. She looked at it, and to her horror, it looked back.

“Sofia? Hey? Hello?” Saria called out to Sofia, softly shaking her by the shoulders. Pareth was right there, looking over them.

“Ah! I- Oh. Alright. Yeah. I’m, I’m here. Did you not see that?”

Everything was back to normal, or as normal things could be for someone sitting on the floor, hands covered in blood.

“I don’t know what you saw, but looking at your face I can tell you I didn’t, no. The glittering stuff is still showing in the corners of my vision, but it’s fading by the second,” Saria explained as her eyes shifted from one side to the other.

“You’re seeing fragments of the Deep. And I just got to see directly into the Deep’s plane, I think.”

“Neat. What color is it, red, by any chance?”

“It’s, uh… Not really? I guess you could say it was close to reddish in overall tone, but the specific colors didn’t match with anything real. It’s a lot more shape than color, if that makes any sense…”

“I think I kind of get it, the hallucinations I’m getting are a bit like that. Interesting. So the deep is the red plane, for lack of a better word,” Saria said.

“Why are you even trying to attribute it a color?”

“Well, our physical plane is all colors. Mana is kind of all colors but white-ish most of the time and the spiritual plane is almost completely white, Recessed is gray, Margin black. Isn’t it curious how the planes of existence have specific colors? So if the Deep is kind of red, that only leaves the plane of the Gods, I wonder what color that would be.”

“I’d never thought of it like that… But if we’re talking about the Gods’ plane… Have you not completed the 99th floor of the spire?”

“Oh!” Saria cried out, “You’re right! How did I even forget about that! So that would be some kind of blue-ish purple. Really interesting. How did the different planes even come to be…”

“Hmm, Saria.”

“Yes?”

“Not that this isn’t interesting, but shouldn’t we focus on, you know, the poem about the administrators one of the Lords of said Deep just gave us, that we struggled to preserve?”

“Right. Well, it’s not going to disappear.”


Chapter 322 - Soulmates ?










The poem was reconstructed by cross-referencing the two versions and filling in the two blanks they had both forgotten with whatever seemed most appropriate. After some debating and keeping their previous theories in mind, they guessed that the first admin was a Dragon who got erased by the Deep, the second a Hero who tried to return to their world and failed, and the third one… They weren’t too sure about it. Saria seemed to think it might be the fourth Lord, but Sofia knew there was something wrong about that. The pieces didn’t quite fit, and as she reread the last line of the poem, ‘They will leave nothing in their wake’, she remembered a line from her previous encounter with the Orator, which further consolidated her suspicion that the third Admin couldn’t be the Annihilator.

The Annihilator’s function is not to annihilate, or this world would have long ceased to exist.

Saria thought ‘leaving nothing in their wake’ might also be a metaphor for the destruction of the system, which could mean that the system’s integrity depended on their continued ‘sleep’.

The finality of it all was that Sofia had to leave for her second lesson.



Perhaps it was thanks to the skeletal crows’ escort, but nobody attacked her this time, and she made it to class before any of her students showed up. The classroom and corridor had been repaired, leaving no trace of the previous day’s events. Only the faraway ‘Look, it’s the hand demon!’ and other such whispers of the half-awake students trudging to their classrooms reassured her that she hadn’t dreamed the whole thing. News spread fast.

“Looks like I’m a bit early.” Might as well get comfortable.

Erian entered the classroom first, a surprised look on his face.

Sofia waved at him from her chair, not bothering to take her legs off from her desk, “Hi, Erian. Surprised to see me?”

“Greetings, teachers…” Erian gave her a polite nod and did so for Pareth as well. He sat at his desk, ramrod straight, and finally answered Sofia’s question, “Slightly surprised, yes. Most teachers don’t come half an hour early. There have also been rumors circulating…”

“About the hands?”

Erian nodded. “So you already knew. I find it disturbing that they would try to slander the name of a new teacher so openly. I know necromancers are often negatively perceived but these rumors are ridiculous…”

“It’s sweet that you would think that, Erian.”

“It’s no-”

“But whatever you heard was probably true,” Sofia continued.

“Huh?”

“I haven’t heard the rumors themselves, but from what I’ve heard on my way to the classroom, it’s probably just true.”

“The- I-... Did you actually suck the bones right out of their hands like honey?” Erian asked, dubious. 

“Ah nevermind, that’s a bit exaggerated, I don’t eat bones, no,” Sofia denied. Erian relaxed a little on his chair. “I did steal them, though.”

“You stole… Their bones?” Erian asked with a shiver.

“Want me to show you?” Sofia asked. Despite Erian’s uncomfortable looks, she poked her left hand with the sharp claws of her scaled arm, struggling a bit to get past her tough skin until her entire finger pierced through.

“What do- No, wait! Ah, no, I, uh. I will be fine. Thank you… Does this not hurt?”

Sofia shrugged. “It does hurt still, but I’m used to much worse, you will too, eventually. And this is honestly nothing.” She pulled her finger out of her palm, and waved her injured hand like someone who just touched a hot pan. She stopped to wipe it, and showed her hand to Erian again. “See, already healed. Are you not a Duke’s son, I thought you would be more used to this kind of thing.”

Erian shifted uncomfortably in his chair.

Touchy subject? I guess Nobility is always fucked, Human or Exidian, all the same.

Searching for an escape for her student, Sofia changed the subject to the first thing she thought of, “Alright, give me the name of your skills. Since you’re here early, you get some bonus coaching.”

Turning around, she found the chalkboard, but no chalk, this raised an eyebrow, but she just dumped a bunch of bone to make a bone board of the entire wall under the curious looks of the young Exidian noble.

“So?”

“I have six active and three passives so far, the active are…”



‘Erian - Invoker Lv 57:

Active:

Invoke Swords

Invoke Shields

Invoke Health

Invoke Wings

Invoke Walls

Invoke Traps

Passive:

Bonding Strength

Lesser Magical Resistance

Bound Armor’

“Are you sure you don’t need the levels?” Erian asked from his chair.

“No, skill levels are honestly overvalued. It’s important to keep them to a usable level, but often how you use the skill is a lot more impactful than its level.” So the armor wasn’t actually a summoned object? This class is intriguing. “Why did you not invoke any traps against Pareth?”

“This is my most recent skill, I still struggle to use it well. I was excited about getting another attack skill at first but it’s just weak...”

Sofia gave him a compassionate smile, “Bad skills happen, I’ve had some of those. The worst skills are those which are too situational to be useful when you need them. I’ll reserve judgment about [Invoke Traps] for after I’ve seen it in action, though. Looking at your skills for now, [Invoke Walls] is probably your best tool. Having wings so early is also quite nice, that’s a big advantage against others in your level range. Did you do duels for tokens yet?”

“I have not. I know Shaily and En have, but I would rather train my skills instead of chasing a sword I will never get.”

“You don’t seem convinced by your own words. Alright. New assignment, I want you to go do some duels every day if you have enough free time. At least one or two. It doesn’t have to be for tokens, but you have to fight seriously.”

Erian looked at Sofia, as if expecting her to have been joking. After an uncomfortably long eye contact, he relented, sighing, “Understood, teacher…”

“I wasn’t done. You’re forbidden from using [Invoke Swords].”

“Wha- This is unfair! How do you want me to-”

“Shh. Listen to your teacher. You have wings, Erian. I think you’re not understanding how big of an advantage that is for someone in the first filter. Just for this week, try to get some fights in like this. Try to win with your traps, walls, and aerial superiority.”

Erian was unconvinced but Sofia gave him some space to think about it and, back behind her desk, discreetly cut her leg over a bone basin to try to convert some of her blood to light in the time until someone else showed up.

She managed to convert one drop and smiled away the weird look Erian gave her when she cursed from the pain all of a sudden, claiming she had a cramp.

One drop is still progress…

En was next to enter the classroom and the other three students arrived in quick succession.

As promised, Sofia went over everyone’s skills. Guerand had different skills for his different golems and they all required some prior preparation. Despite the apparent rigidity of these summons, Sofia spent some time thinking about the best way to use them, and the task she gave to Guerand for the next class was to try to make a wall-climbing golem like an arachnid. In her opinion, the biggest flaw of his golems for now was how he defaulted to giving them a dwarven appearance because that was what he knew best. With more variety in form, he would gain variety in function.

Lola’s [Soul Guardian] turned out to be some kind of immortal fake soul which was capable of learning. It was a lot like a ghost Pareth; and while the girl had been demoralized by her last fight against Pareth, Sofia really thought Lola’s class had the most potential out of the five students.

Shaily’s sprites were quite versatile and powerful for her level, where she struggled was not so much in using her skills to win, but in managing her mana and cooldowns. Sofia wasn’t too sure what to do about it yet, she would have to see her fight a few more times to understand it well.

Lastly, En had her totems. It turned out she had to make them entirely by herself, all their effects were enchantments she had put on them with her own hard work. It was impressive but also not something Sofia could help much with. Although she was going to help her with fighting, Sofia’s first task for En was to get her to sign up for Zerei's classes.

This whole skill analyzing session had taken much longer than expected, and there was no time to do the fighting part of the lesson afterwards. Four of the students left the class but Shaily stayed behind. The fierce aura she had in her exercise against Pareth the previous day was nowhere to be seen, she was meek and demure whenever she wasn’t actively fighting.

“Do you need my help with something?”

“Teacher, I- I wanted to know if you would trade a skeleton for supplementary lessons.”

Sofia spaced out for an instant, this was not what she had expected at all.

“Is it not possible? I thought because Teacher Vakaria is a necromancer…”

“It is possible. What kind of skeleton are you talking about? Is it intact? How did you get it?”

“I have several, from the monsters I train against, I dislike wasting materials so…”

“Oh, sure, show me them, what kind of extra lessons do you want? I’m flattered that you trust me like this when I haven’t really proved my worth or taught you much yet.”

“The lightning you threw yesterday…”

“You want to learn that? Try to have your sprites emulate it maybe? Good eyes. I don’t know how feasible that is but I could try to teach it to you. That’s going to cost you a lot of skeletons, this is one of my best moves.”

Stars gleamed in Shaily’s purple eyes, “For real?! There is a facility in the academy to visualize skill patterns, it’s expensive so I never used it but the higher levels use it all the time! Ah, but right, skeletons! Follow me, I'll show you my stash, I have a lot!”

Shaily was so lively it was like a different person, there had been more excitement in that one sentence than anyone had shown for any of Sofia’s teaching yet. And Sofia was getting excited too.

This girl has a skeleton stash?!


Chapter 323 - The way to a Sofia’s heart










After Sofia explained more of the skill’s quirks and downsides to Shaily and made sure the girl knew what she was getting into, Shaily led Sofia and Pareth to a deep part of the academy’s underground. The damp and dimly-lit corridors looked abandoned, but they were far from it; even early in the morning, there were already a few students coming to and fro this underground labyrinth.

“You go all this way every time you need to store something?” Sofia asked as Shaily finally stopped in front of a sturdy wooden door.

“I can’t afford a storage ring so these storage units are the best I can do. At least Lola is sweet enough to lend me her ring so I can bring those here, if not I could only try to sell them before coming back…”

She and Guerand are both not nobles, and storage items are expensive. Guerand also carried his golems in a backpack…

The iron key in Shaily’s hand turned in the lock, and after a click, the door was open.

Hueg! This stinks like a rotten zombie.

Shaily’s nose curled at the foul smell, but she rushed inside. “Crap! One of my rituals must have run out!”

Following her, Sofia entered the storage unit, in the room about the size of their classroom, only lit by one of Shaily’s red sprites, five piles of dead monsters were stacked against the walls inside of ritual circles. One of them had indeed run out of mana and the pile of monsters was now more of a pile of rotting flesh.

“Want me to get rid of that?” Sofia offered.

The small Exidian looked at her teacher then at the pile of rotten corpses. She was hesitant. Finally, she sighed. “Please do…”

Sofia unleashed Bookie on the rotten mound. “Don’t worry, that’ll be part of the trade, I can still make skeletons out of those. Can’t do much about the smell, sadly.”

“Is- Is this book your storage item?”

“Bookie? No. It’s uh. A living book? He eats corpses to summon skeletons later.”

“Living… Does it speak?”

“No, he’s more like… A very dumb dog? The skeletons he helps me summon are much smarter.”

Sofia and Shaily stepped out to have a break from the rotten smell while Bookie was having a huge meal. After Sofia explained some more about what Bookie was, omitting to mention the Deep, she questioned the Exidian girl about the piles of dead monsters in the room. There were also a few piles of bones, which had caught Sofia’s eyes, and a few wooden barrels.

“Lola sometimes takes me to her family’s hunting grounds so we can train against real monsters. I keep all my kills to make some money. I sell the meat to the tamer students with carnivorous pets and I keep the bones to trade with necromancy and alchemy students who sometimes need them. The furs I sell in bulk to a clothing store near the academy when they aren’t too damaged…”

“You have a whole business going on. Do you do all the butchering yourself?”

“I remove the internal organs before storing them like this, and sometimes I actually have someone working in the kitchens help me with it for a small cut of the profit whenever they have time.”

Woaw. At her age I was… Reading books.

Must not pay too well despite all the efforts, though.

Going back inside, Sofia got to take a better look at the remaining piles of corpses. They were mainly forest-dwelling animals and monsters like wolves, giant bats, big furry snakes, and some kind of large cats with a lot of teeth. She had Shaily go over the specifics of each monster, learning they were all of species that generally stayed in the level twenty to fifty range, most of them local to Exidion’s fauna.

In the end, Sofia had Bookie eat all the bones from the bone pile and she collected one of each monster type’s heads for the choir. That’s probably about sixty new skeletons, quite a few pages for bookie. I’ll check them out in detail later. She also helped Shaily refill the mana of the freezing rituals which kept the corpse piles from rotting before they left. Leaving the storage room, Sofia told Shaily to bring them to the skill visualizer, and they had a longer talk on the way.

“So it’s really not worth as much as what I’m going to teach you, even if I took all of it, but I’m not really looking for a fair trade. I just want skeletons, and you want knowledge, everybody is happy,” Sofia explained when Shaily asked why she hadn’t taken the entirety of her stash as she had expected.

“Thank you for your generosity, teacher.”

Thank you for the bones, student.

“Really it’s not like that… I’m not even sure I can teach you the skill properly in the first place, you know? It won’t be easy and you won’t even be able to create a big lightning bolt for now with your mana. I wouldn’t even have accepted if your mana multipliers weren’t so high.”

“I don’t mind! It’s fine if I learn it for later. Also I’m sure my sprites will be able to cast full skills all by themselves at some point, so I won’t have to worry about the burns,” Shaily enthusiastically answered.

“Quite the optimist, with the 2600 mana points you have now, if you can handle my newest version you can already make something strong enough to kill these monsters you hunt in one hit. But that’s all your mana gone in a few seconds.”

“I’m alright with that!”

“Good. Then, before we get there, let’s decide on what version you want to learn…”



Perhaps unsurprisingly, when told of the two options, Shaily chose the piercing bolt over the explosive one.

Technically it’s the angel’s skill… But if he didn’t want me to spread it he shouldn’t have shown me.

Sofia still made Shaily swear that she wouldn’t ever teach it to anyone else. It wasn’t really binding in any way, but the kid had an attitude that Sofia thought could be trusted. If the skill still ended up spreading far and wide later, well, it wasn’t really Sofia’s problem.

I doubt many would bother learning it in the first place. Not everyone has as much mana as I do, and not everyone has a dragon-scale arm to withstand overcharging it. Sure people above a certain level could use it more effectively than I can, but at this point I don’t think they need to copy my skills to be strong.

While Sofia thought over what it really meant to teach her skills to someone else, Shaily stopped. They were still in the academy’s underground, but much closer to the surface, in well-lit, clean and well decorated hallways. In a booth inside a wall, a kid in student uniform was sleeping, his glasses askew on his face, head resting on the counter. A plaque above the door near the booth read ‘Visualizer facility’.

“It’s here,’ Shaily announced.

“Looks like someone’s sleeping on the job.” Sofia knocked on the counter after having Pareth get back inside her storage.

The student behind the counter woke up with a jump, he almost yelped but managed to keep himself silent, the scream dying in his throat as he assessed the situation.

Sofia smiled awkwardly. “I did not mean to scare you, sorry.”

“No, no! I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have been asleep,” the student apologized. Fixing the position of his glasses, he quickly examined the duo. “Are you here to make a reservation?”

“I had hoped to use the visualizer now,” Sofia answered.

“Hummm…” The student cleared his throat, looked through some kind of hole to his side, then opened some kind of ledger and turned a few pages before addressing Sofia again, “Sorry, the facility is in use right now, but if you come back in twenty minutes when this class leaves, the next four hours are currently free.”

“I don’t mind waiting twenty minutes. Do you have other classes this morning, Shaily?”

She shook her head. “None, b- but ten minutes shoul-”

“Then I’ll take the four hours, how much is it?”

Sofia ignored the shocked, worried looks from Shaily next to her.

“Hum… Alright so, first of all I need both of your IDs, the name tag, age and level from your status window and your student passes…”

“Ah, I’m a teacher.”

The student seemed taken aback, “Ah, sorry, sorry, I should know but I still haven’t memorized the list of new teachers… Please give me a second.” Standing up from his wooden stool, the kid turned around and grabbed a new-looking leather-bound book. Quickly leafing through the pages. At one point he stopped and went back one page. “Teacher Sofia Vakaria Aphenoreth?”

Well shit. I’m not surprised they have my full name but they really went ahead and printed that in a book?! Are they brainless?

Beligenus never even mentioned the Deep, he just always called me Vakaria like Zephir wrote in the introduction letter. Well, whatever. Clearly this guy isn’t disappearing. Still, I can’t believe they approved of this.

“That’s me, yes. Just Vakaria is fine next time.”

“As you wish, teacher Vakaria. So for teachers I only need the ID and room key, for your student it’s still all I mentioned before. The rate for teachers is ten gold an hour if you can provide the mana to run the machine, twenty otherwise, and ten silver per-hour per-student you bring in with you,” the student explained with a straight face.

“How much mana would that be?” I can probably do it, right?

“I’m afraid it’s a bit high. About three… Three hundred thousand for an hour of continued use…” the student worriedly indicated.

Oh, that’s it? My regen is well above a million points an hour already.

“I don’t need to pay extra, then. Here’s forty-one gold for the four hours, you can keep the change.”

The booth’s student fumbled to accept the gold all the while processing their documents and failing to understand how a level 249 teacher could possibly pay for the machine’s upkeep when none of the mage-type teachers and students of this level ever could until now.

Shaily looked just as shocked as the booth’s student, though Sofia felt that it was probably for different, more pecuniary reasons.


Chapter 324 - Deep scars










Sofia chatted for twenty minutes with Shaily and learned that she was also an orphan but had inherited a small city house and enough savings to survive by herself for a few years. After that the teacher who had been using the Visualizer left on time with a small group of level 200+ students of all ages in tow.

That’s… a Goblin?

[Supporter - Lv. 300+]

I don’t remember this teacher from the opening ceremony… Then again I was busy staring at my ancestor. And I completely forgot to tell Saria about her.

Sofia and Shaily entered the Visualizer. After the short entrance corridor was a single huge spherical room with a flying platform in the center on which a pedestal held a polished black ball. The walls of the room itself were not simple, they reminded Sofia of the ranking Spire’s inner core Sen had brought her to.

A technology from the system?

Sofia pressed the button on her right labeled ‘bridge’ and a bridge of solid mana appeared in the air, linking the corridor and the levitating platform. Walking on the bridge, Sofia asked Shaily, “Do you know which teacher that was?”

“The hobgoblin who just left? That’s teacher Akan, he’s well known for his fiery temper, he teaches transformation spells I think. I saw him transform into a giant Roc and fly away once.”

“Like the monster Rocs? Sounds like a lot of trouble just for the ability to fly.”

“You can fly too, right, teacher Vakaria? How does it feel?”

“You can just call me Sofia when we’re not in class or around other teachers. Flying is great. It’s hard to explain how it feels really, in terms of enjoyment it’d put it up there with summoning an army of skeletons.”

“That…”

“Don’t get stuck on the details, anyway, we’re here, any idea how this thing works?”

“I think you’re supposed to put your hand on the black crystal and activate the skill as you would…” Shaily tried, uncertain of her explanation.

“Let’s try that with a harmless skill first, then.”

A retract bridge button? Alright.

Damn this ball is cold.

Does this only work on active skills? Activating the skill sounds wrong, maybe trying to focus and visualize the mana patterns makes more sense considering the facility’s name.

Thinking this, Sofia closed her eyes, and focused on what was by far her simplest magic, the spell version of [Heal Undead] which did nothing but create ‘holy’ light.

“It works!” Shaily excitedly exclaimed.

Sofia opened her eyes. In the air around the platform, thin curved beams of blue and red light showed a three dimensional map of the mana pathways used to cast the spell. The blue beams of light were inside of a very faint human silhouette, showing the pathway locations inside the body.

Although it was Sofia’s simplest spell, it was already quite complex, hundreds of light beams curving and crossing in every direction. Three parts of the blue lights were constantly shifting between different forms, which Sofia recognized were meant to control the direction, starting position and intensity of the light.

“It’s strange to see one of my spells like that. Can I turn it around somehow?”

Fiddling with the black crystal ball, Sofia found a way to move and turn the light blueprint, as well as zoom in and out, and even to highlight specific parts of the spell by focusing on them in particular. The ball was sucking mana out of Sofia’s hand, and the expenditure was right about what the clerk had told her, a bit under ninety mana per second.

This is crazy good. It’s great for teaching but that’s also incredible to help transition skills to spells or to understand how to alter them!

“What skill is that?” Shaily asked.

“That’s my most simple spell. It just makes light. Let me show you my most complex spell, then we can get started with the lightning bolt.”

“Your most complex spell?! Is it what summons an army of skeletons?”

Sofia laughed awkwardly. “It’s not… It’s a secret, alright? Let’s just have a look for fun,” she answered before focusing on the mana patterns of [Summon Blood].

The human silhouette grew and grew until only the head fit inside the room, inside it, complex structures of millions of tightly interwoven mana pathways appeared one after the other in quick succession until the entire room was almost filled with undecipherable bright beams of light. Then suddenly the entire room lit up in bright red along with a shrill sound, and all the lights disappeared, leaving Sofia and Shaily in complete darkness.

“T- Teacher?”

Sofia summoned a faint pillar of holy light above them. “I think I broke it.”

“Are we in trouble?”

“If someone is, that will be just me, don’t worry about it.”

The door opened and the clerk student came running through the corridor, barely stopping himself from falling inside of the spherical room. “Is everything alright?” he called out, worried panic in his voice.

“We’re fine!” Sofia shouted back, “I’m not sure about the room though.”

“Thank god!” the student answered, “This should be alright, this always happens when you try to visualize a specialized skill, I forgot to warn you!“

Ahah, right, a specialized skill…

The student profusely apologized for his mistake while he fiddled with a hidden panel in the wall near the bridge button. After twenty very long seconds, the lights finally came back on.

Alright. No [Summon Blood]. Lesson learned. I should have known when it only showed the head. That couldn’t have been more than five percent of the whole thing.

I don’t even understand how the skill can cost so little mana and still…

“So, the piercing bolt… There it is. What do you think, Shaily?”

“It’s, uh, much simpler than the one before, but… I don’t think I can learn that in four hours…”

“I would be shocked if you could. The actual act of casting it is much simpler than it looks, though. Give me a few minutes to create a bone replica of this thing and then you can study that. It sure is a lot easier to understand what’s going on when you see it like that.”

“Do you need to visualize all that every time you use the spell?”

“No, since I had the skill, it’s instinctive for the most part, the system helped with that. But learning spells the regular way shouldn’t be too hard, even though I’ve never really done it from start to finish… Actually, how about this, I will get you a storage item, yo-”

“What? No, no no. I can never pay for it,” Shaily vehemently protested.

“Let me finish. I’ll get you a storage item. Not a huge one but enough to store a dead monster or two.”

“That’s already huge!” Shaily almost shouted, taking a step back inadvertently and hitting the railings of the platform.

Sofia rolled her eyes. “A single one, then, anyway, that will pay for the dead monsters I took, and you will also have to give me the skeletons of all the monsters you hunt this year. Meanwhile we trade skill for skill. Just give me any of your class skills, learning one myself will let me teach you better, I believe. Do you agree?”

“W- The- Aren’t you trading a storage item for my skill then?! I’d trade all my skills for a storage item large enough to fit a whole monster!” Shaily exclaimed, each word louder than the last, “Of course I agree, I agree every day of every-...” Shaily forced herself to shut up, she gulped and with a calm voice, she apologized for her outburst. After a second of reflexion, she added, her voice now becoming quieter the more she spoke, “Why are you so generous? Why me? It’s a bit worrying. I can never pay you back. Even the skill you accepted to teach me is probably worth more than a storage item, I saw how it blew straight through a high-level student’s defenses, and that was with you only channeling it for a second…”

Sofia just waited for Shaily to stop talking. “Are you done?” she asked after a short silence.

“Yes…”

“Took you long enough,” Sofia answered with a smirk. “It’s not about you in particular, and I don’t especially expect you to pay me back. As I see it, I’m just doing my best to help you as your teacher, and if your teacher is the one asking you for favors like a bunch of nice skeletons, isn’t it logical that they should repay you?”

“Y- You could pay any adventurer to get those skeletons for you…”

Sofia shrugged. “I could, but I also don’t care that much. I could go hunt them myself if I really needed, collecting more is like a hobby at this point. If you want the true – true reason why I’m helping you… You’re polite, serious, a hard worker trying your best despite your shitty circumstances, willing to chase even a faint opportunity when you see one; in short, I think you deserve it, and I can afford it, so yeah. Of course I’m losing money if I buy you a storage item, probably several months of my teacher salary. But so what? Money exists to be spent. Several strong people have helped me get where I am, why should you not get some too?”

“B- But what, what if I’m a liar? If it’s just a front? You’ve only known me for one day, how could you possibly…”

Sofia crouched to be on eye level with the much shorter young woman, “Are you a liar, Shaily?”

Words were stuck in Shaily’s throat. Sofia smiled softly, she sighed. “You know what, Shaily, you can prove yourself for certain. Just complete after me… ‘There is no adult left willing to be your guardian-”

All kinds of emotions had crossed Shaily’s face in the last hour, she was a very expressive girl, wearing her heart on her sleeve. But as Sofia spoke, for the first time, tears welled up in Shaily’s eyes. With a trembling voice, she finished the sentence she knew all too well.

“Your class has been changed to ‘Orphan’. We are sincerely sorry.”


Chapter 325 - Do you do weird stuff?










Simply sitting on the Visualizer’s platform, Sofia and Shaily spent a while talking about their respective childhoods; they had gone through quite different paths in life, but the struggles felt similar. Whereas Sofia’s class had been a trap from Scripture, Shaily’s class had been the result of a chance encounter. The winters in the Exidian Empire were very cold, explaining the countless chimneys adorning the city’s rooftops. Shaily, living alone in the small house inherited from her parents, had no extra money for firewood, she would go through the winters shivering under her old blankets. She only had whatever wooden branches and kindling she managed to collect during the year to last her the entire cold season, allowing her the luxury of a rare hot meal and glimmer of heat once in a while. 

One night, as she was down with a high fever during a snowstorm, dying from heat in an ice-cold house, only lit by the faint ambient moonlight, she thought she was hallucinating as she saw snow fall through her window.

The strange glowing snowflakes fell on her blanket, enveloping her body in a weirdly comfortable breeze; she felt her fever recede, falling asleep soon after. The next day she woke up feeling better, the soothing snowflakes nowhere to be seen. Her class had changed during the night. And that was the whole story of her unlocking the [Sprite Caller] class at age 9.



“And I woke up chained to a bed surrounded by guards, the Church had summoned me during the night.”

“And you managed to escape?”

“It wasn’t easy but I did. That’s a story for another time though. We should get back to today’s lesson, don’t you think? I only rented this place for four hours.”

“Ah, yes. Do you really want to learn one of my skills, then?”

“Only if you don’t mind.”

“I’ll do it! Teacher Vak-, I mean, Sofia, just tell me what to do, was my guess right?”

“Not quite,” Sofia explained, “put your hand on the crystal, and think really hard about the skill you want to share, try to remember how the mana feels when it leaves your body to activate it.” She also put her hand on the black crystals. “I’ll be the one fueling it, so don’t worry about that, this should work I’m pretty sure.”

Shaily pressed her delicate blue hand against the black sphere, and almost instantly, beams of light shot around the room, creating a strikingly different pattern than anything Sofia had ever seen.

That was fast!

The mana patterns of my skills are all very chaotic but this is more like… A plant? Like a forest of vines branching out from a central point around the heart. This should be about the same complexity as the explosive bolts, so a bit easier than the piercing ones.

“You got the hang of it even faster than I did. Which skill is that? It’s almost all internal so maybe [Split Focus]?”

Sofia had found out that Shaily’s class shared that one skill with Alith’s, truthfully it was probably the only skill of the girl which she could learn, the rest all had to do with using sprites one way or another. Surprisingly, Shaily shook her head. “This is [Call Elemental sprite],” she corrected.

“What? You probably shouldn’t share this one, it’s the entir-”

“No! I want you to learn this one!” Shaily protested.

“A- Alright. Sure. Ah, but wasn’t it a locked skill? Those usually change something fundamental about how your body works. I'm not so sure I can learn it just like that, but it might be worth a try.”

It would be funny to hide a sprite inside the skeletons’ skulls, ready to jump out and unleash a surprise attack. But still… “Didn’t you say sprites would only heed your call if you had a good affinity with them? I may not be able to call any. I had never even seen a sprite before you summoned one in class.”

Shaily furrowed her brows. “If the lightning sprites don’t even listen to your call then nobody deserves to call them. But we can test your affinity with the sprites I have.” She withdrew her hand from the crystal and closed her eyes. Sofia could see the girl’s mana spreading around her body in the same pattern the visualizer had just shown. Slowly, it spread out and gathered around her, coalescing in a few colorful glowing spots. Somehow it felt adjacent to spatial magic, yet not quite the same.

Six dots of color appeared like this, they fluttered around her body slowly, like dancing lights reluctant to leave Shaily’s immediate surroundings. Pointing at the red one, Shaily explained, “This one is a fire sprite, green is wood, white is ice, yellow is light, gray is rock, and the almost invisible one is water, these are all the sprites I can call for now. Go ahead, try to touch them.”

“Touch? Aren’t they just mana?” Sofia asked.

“Not really, they are like… The weakest equivalent to Gods? Sparks of their element, kind of. I have read a lot about them after I got the class, but it’s hard to find good documentation on them. Still, you will understand what I mean when you touch one, if they let you. Just approach with your hand and see how they react.”

“Alright, let’s see what these cute little sprites think of me.”

Sofia slowly brought her hand near the red sprite hovering around Shaily’s short blue horns. The sprite trembled at her approach, and fled to Shaily’s back.

“Not fire,” Sofia said.

“I think they could get used to you, they didn’t flee outright. Try another one.”

One after the other, Sofia tried to reach for the other elemental sprites, but they avoided her like the plague, the fire ones had actually been the closest one until the Light one, which somewhat hesitantly hopped onto Sofia’s hand and back, nestling itself inside Shaily’s neck, but not fleeing.

“What does this mean?” Sofia asked the young sprite expert.

“It looks like it’s conflicted about you, I think. The light sprites like warmth, clarity of mind, healing, energy and shadows. It’s easy to make them like you by just being a good person… You’re very nice so… Do you… Use light in abnormal ways?”

“Ah… I see. Yeah. I do, actually.” What about spreading mana devouring rot through light? It makes sense this sprite of Light, made entirely of mana, would be wary…

Shaily’s expression of incomprehension made Sofia giggle. “Well, should I still try learning the skill? I guess this is the only way to know if at least the lightning sprites will like me.”

“I’m sure they will like you!” Shaily enthusiastically answered, putting her hand back on the crystal.

“Alright, focus on maintaining the Visualizer, I’m sculpting a bone schematic.”

By the time the clerk came to tell the two women their four hours were up, no skill learning or teaching had taken place. Sofia had barely managed to make bone sculpts of both Angel’s Bolt and [Call Elemental sprite]’s mana patterns, leaving her with a huge headache.

Nevertheless, Sofia was very satisfied. She had learned a lot, just not about skills, but about her pupil.



On the way back to her room, she stopped abruptly in the middle of a hallway.

Do I not…?

Frowning, she entered the closest empty classroom, she wanted to be somewhere quiet where she was less likely to be attacked. Sitting on a desk, she searched through the mess in her storage ring.

It’s got to still be around, no? Did I get rid of it?

Did I sell it? No way…

Did I give it to someone?

Was it among all the shit I threw at the eye monster in the trial?

How would I even lose that?

Sofia dug and dug through her stuff, eventually finding what she had lost, buried under piles and piles of gold which she had totally not stolen from Sun’s space temple.

“Got it! I knew it was still somewhere in there! There we go, no need to buy a storage ring! Astelia will be fine with me giving it to one of my students, right? Size of a barrel, it’s perfect!”

Hmm… That is a lot of money though. I should see with Zerei if she can enchant it with a soul-bind first… Space mages like Cardinal can just take stuff from an unlocked ring without the wearer even realizing. Even Orvod has a lock on his golden tooth, you really can’t leave a storage ring just like that or someone could get ideas.

I don’t want Shaily’s stuff to get stolen. Or worse, what if someone attacked her to get the ring?

I could leave her with the black orb from the trial? That would also solve that problem until she’s strong enough to defend it herself.

Or both.

Sofia made her way to Zerei’s room. She was not there. Does she have a class right now? Maybe she went out to eat. Right, when is Astelia’s class? I really need to learn that teleportation skill. I also need to get Saria and go confront Jen with her. And I’ve barely even started progress on VPPV! And now I also need to work on the sprite skill…

“Argh, so much to dooooooo…”


Chapter 326 - Exploring Magic










Sofia chose to train on mastering the sprite skill first, because out of all the things she had to do, it was the most uncertain one. By the time she had to come out to teach again, her progress was not very good. Clearly trying to copy the entire thing at once was a fool’s errand, so she had to train to form the mana pattern bit by bit. It was easier said than done. Reproducing about a twentieth of the entire thing at once was the best she could do. She learned two such fragments, but trying to reproduce them at once only led to the collapse of both and her body suffering a minor backlash from the mana going astray.

Her scepter was capable of absorbing the backlash, which would make the process easier, but since the students had no access to such a tool, she had to find a better way to teach them. It would have probably been easier to just ask any other teacher what the usual method of learning to cast wild spells from the raw schematics was, but she wanted to find it by herself.

That day’s class came and went. The five students spent two hours in a five versus one battle they couldn’t hope to win, with Sofia using no skills and relentlessly slapping them with a napkin every time they failed to hit her. Despite their best efforts, they touched her zero times.

Sofia, holed up in her room, spent more time trying to learn [Call Elemental sprite] until her last class of the week, which was spent on more theory. Then came the three days of the week where she did not have work.



“Almost there…”

I can’t believe the system does so much of the work normally. Even with ungodly amounts of mana to waste on this, it’s still taking forever.

Sofia had finally found a working way to reproduce the spell pattern with her mana: cheating.

If she couldn’t use the help of the system controlling the mana for her, what was to prevent her from using her bone sculpture as a guide? No need to precisely copy the pattern, just fill the bones. The backlash would also be absorbed by the bones instead of her body, which made this even better. The only issue was that she was learning to cast the spell outside of her body instead of inside, which failed to produce any kind of magic even when it looked like the spell was resolved correctly without any backlash.

It did nothing the last three times… I assume that means the position of the magic inside the body has its importance.

Does that mean a race with a different anatomy needs a different pattern for the same spell?

Exidians are pretty similar to Humans, from the outside at least. So it’s probably fine.

Sofia tried reproducing the spell inside of her body like the visualizer room had shown. She failed to construct it properly without the bone sculpture to guide her mana and the spell crumbled. The mana rampaging inside her body was more violent now that the spell looked more like it should. She coughed up some blood.

I need more training with the sculpture as a guide.

“But what if I just…”

Sofia used [Bone Dominus] to break one of her ribs, which took much longer than she thought it would, as she kept hesitating at the last second. Once it finally snapped at the base of her spine, she pushed it around inside her, making her skin bulge, which felt quite unpleasant, and waited until her passive healing rebuilt the missing rib. Just like this, she now had an extra piece of bone inside her torso. With [Bone Dominus], she pulled a fine bone thread from the loose rib, and started recreating the spell pattern from inside.

If the guide is inside me, it will definitely work, just like my veins being the guides for the Apostle form spells.

Still it was easier said than done, she could only very slowly spread the bone thread around, to leave her passive healing enough time to stop the internal bleeding she was causing. Pain was actually not too bad, now that she had gotten started. She soon realized that the slightest of her movements would cause the bone threads to snap, leaving small bone shards everywhere in her thorax, which happened a few times until she locked her movements by encasing her torso in a rigid shirt of bone. Last but not least, some parts of the mana pattern she simply couldn’t recreate because pesky human organs such as the stomach or the heart were in the way. However, all non-essential parts like her lungs were mercilessly pierced through. Slowly but surely, the new internal bone sculpture grew. 

Not accounting for the parts she couldn’t copy due to stuff being in the way, she had about sixty percent of the spell pattern now inside of her, and it was very easy to send her mana to fill it up. Now I only need to focus on the remaining parts, much easier!

Much easier still took her an entire day, but finally, the spell successfully activated.

Mana gathered around her, and slowly, it coalesced into a single dot of black ‘light’, floating up and down right in front of her face. There was a faint connection between Sofia and the sprite. Much fainter than the one with Pareth, but a connection nonetheless.

Hi? Sofia wanted to try to touch it but she couldn’t move her arms due to the bone shirt, and she didn’t want to shatter the internal guide again.

The dot of light didn’t answer, and [Identify] gave nothing, but Sofia willed the sprite to stop moving, and it did.

Great, so it does act like a summon already. Nice to count you among my army, small sprite. Now what element is that? A shadow sprite?

Pareth had been sitting motionlessly on a chair for several hours, but he chose this moment to stand up, walking closer to Sofia, he raised his right arm and summoned a small shield of light.

Smart. Go on, sprite, attack Pareth’s shield!

The sprite flew away from Sofia, it fluttered over to Pareth and to Sofia’s surprise, threw itself against the shield like a rock out of a slingshot. The sprite disappeared as it hit the shield, as if absorbed by the solid light, but Sofia could tell it was still there, on or inside the shield. The shield grew a bit dimmer.

I think it made your shield weaker? The mana in your shield looks a bit looser now.

Sofia recalled the sprite, which struggled to free itself from the shield for a second before being slung across the room, then fluttering back to Sofia’s side.

The shield is back to normal. The sprite is costing some mana to keep around, but I can’t really say how much, less than what I regenerate at least. Maybe around twenty mana per second? The spell itself was around one hundred. No wonder Shaily runs out of mana so fast.

Sofia activated the skill again, or at least, she tried. It took another twenty minutes before her second successful attempt. During which the black sprite had stopped hovering around her and started to roam around the room. This time, the sprite was of an unstable, flickering blue, it formed around Sofia’s right hand and leisurely spun around it.

Lightning?

Pareth raised his shield. Sofia grinned and gave the order to attack.

The sprite moved in fast, angular motions and collided with the shield. It exploded with a thunderclap. Although it was quickly fixing itself, there was visible damage on Pareth’s shield.

Lightning sprite!

Uhm…

It’s dead?

Unlike the shadow sprite, which had survived its own attack and was currently exploring the bathroom, the connection with the lightning sprite had been severed. It was nowhere to be seen.

Alright then…

The next activation of the skill called forth a second shadow sprite, which quickly started following the first like a puppy following its mother. The third summoned a Light element sprite. Just like Shaily’s light sprite, it was reluctant at first, but after Sofia spent half an hour trying to coax it, it finally accepted to come closer, and settled atop her head.

Finally! I’m not even going to try ordering it to attack, it’s been hard enough to get it to come closer, I don’t want to scare it away.

I don’t really get if these are very smart or not. They’re weird, but they do have different personalities depending on their elements. I would call them cute but they’re also just flying specks of mana and light.

So far I have three elements. Let’s try to get a fourth one!

Despite several ‘correct’ activations, no more sprites appeared at all, leading Sofia to believe her current maximum number of sprites was three. She asked the shadow sprites to ‘go back’ and they quietly disappeared. The following two casts instantly summoned a lightning sprite each.

Sofia spent her entire weekend getting used to the spell pattern and playing with sprites.


Chapter 327 - Prickly










Pareth opened the door to two guests, who turned out to be Alith and Cinthia.

Alith strode inside. “Hoy! You good, Sof? No one’s seen you in days.”

Sofia raised a hand but she couldn’t talk, with her other other hand, she helped guide the bone threads out of her chest.

Give me a minute… Pierced lungs aren’t great for the voice.

“Do you need help?” Cinthia asked, uncertain about what she was even looking at.

Sofia waved her off, pointing at the chairs followed by a thumbs up.

“If you say so…” Cinthia’s voice trailed.

Alith nodded and jumped, landing right on top of a chair with a flip. “Just Sofia doing Sofia things, don’t sweat the details. Viewers going up?”

“Uh… Sorrow has been there with the regulars for half an hour already, someone else just joined but it’s my first time seeing them, their nickname is [ResoundingEchoes].”

Resounding Echoes. Could be anything. Maybe sound related, Cacophony?

Alith naturally suggested, “Resounding Echoes, the god of Stubbed Toes!”

Cinthia pained to suppress a cackle.

“Hey, it might not be this, but I thought it sounded nice,” Alith continued.

“You might in fact not be far off,” Cinthia said, “From what I gather… This one would be Pain, or Suffering. Or both at once, I guess, no one is saying a real name but that seems to be who this is.”

“No way, it’s really the god of stubbed toes… The resounding echoes of one’s scream when they hit the foot of a stone table? My genius astonishes me.”

Finally Sofia finished unraveling the bone guide, and she could finally speak. “I think I get why they would come to watch me…”

“Yeah to no one’s surprise, Sof. I don’t know what you were doing, but it didn’t look very pleasant. Also, in case you didn’t notice, you’re sitting in a pool of your own blood.”

“This is just a way I found to speed up learning new wild spells. It’s a bit painful, yes, but it’s also very efficient. Look what I can do now!” Sofia rose a finger and activated the magic in the now familiar pattern of [Call Elemental sprite].

Shit.

The spell failed and backlashed, adding another mouthful of blood to the puddle on the floor.

“Wait,” Sofia told her two friends worriedly observing her wipe her mouth with the back of her hand, “Almost there, let me try again.”

She spat blood twice more before at last, a small yellow dot of light took form on top of her raised finger. With a shit-eating grin and a bloody mouth, she presented her new magic.

“That’s… A tiny light? Seems like quite the downgrade compared to the stuff you could already do,” Alith commented as she observed the sprite from her chair.

“It’s an elemental of light,” Cinthia corrected her, “go look through the spirit plane, you’ll see the difference.”

“That so?” In just a second, Alith’s body turned misty and ethereal then back to normal. “Oh, it kind of looks like a ghost slime. I don’t really get what it’s meant to do but it’s a nice ghost pet.”

“It’s smarter than it looks, the offensive power is not great yet, but new magic is new magic. I’m sure I’ll find a way to make it work with everything else. Well, thanks for checking up on me, but I need to get changed and go teach my first class of the week…”

“Can’t we just watch?” Alith asked.

Cinthia’s red skin got redder, “Alith, W- what do you-”

Alith raised an eyebrow. “The class, Cin, I meant watch the class.”

“Oh, oh…”

Sofia blinked a few times. I don’t think she can go any redder than that.

“I don’t see why you couldn’t watch,” Sofia answered with a shrug. Nevermind, she can. “That makes me think, do the Recessed watch you… You know?”

“Ah- A, I can turn off the thing, but it leaves me with very few working skills so I usually…” Cinthia’s voice trailed off as she looked away.

Quite the class she has. Why did the system give it to her of all people?

“I’ll go change in another room then…”

“Ah, wait, you have a message from Death!”

“Yeah?”

“Uh, here it is…”

‘[|||||]: (▀̿ ̿ᵕ̿ ̿▀ )’

I don’t know what I expected.



The class came and went with Alith and Cinthia spectating from the back of the classroom. Erian was absent that day, so Sofia took the opportunity to cover a topic which barely applied to him with his [Invoker] class, which was to know when to take a hit for your summons and when to let them take a hit for you. It was something Pareth handled by himself most of the time, but that hadn’t prevented Sofia from putting a lot of thought into it.

When the time came to end the class, Sofia Alith and Cinthia stayed behind for a bit to chat after the students left, but were interrupted just five minutes in by someone knocking on the door.

Crap, is there another class here right after me?

Pareth stood up to open the door, his armor flaring up on the way.

The door opened to reveal a frowning Exidian man in his forties wearing a student uniform. Ignoring Pareth, he walked into the classroom, a dainty air of superiority etched on his face.

What does this guy want? He would be handsome if he didn’t look like a self-righteous ass. Reminds me of those scummy nobles from Skyreach.

[Warrior - Lv.249]

Saying nothing he observed the three seated ladies, ever so slightly shaking his head. “Teacher Vakaria, I have come to challenge you to a duel!” he coldly announced.

You can do that?

“No, thank you.” I want nothing to do with you.

The man’s frown deepened. “I am afraid that is not an option you have.” Clearing his throat, he summoned a scroll in an iron tube and unfurled it, with a steady voice, he read its contents, “From the competition’s second week onward, students may challenge teachers within their filter in a singular duel for their tokens, to be overseen by Sir Tartaros. Each student may only challenge any given teacher once, and must wager ten times the teacher’s token holdings in gold coins for the challenge to be valid. Once these conditions are fulfilled, the teacher must attend the duel within a week if possible. The competition’s previous rules still apply.

C. Beryl Deathmarch.”

“Did you write that yourself?” Alith asked bluntly, and was promptly ignored by the man, who only had disdainful eyes for Sofia.

This feels like the kind of thing that I should be warned about in advance, no?

I guess I was holed up in my room for three days, but if this is real, it must be quite new, or Alith and Cinthia would know about it.

Cinthia looked uncomfortable in the presence of the openly hostile man, “Sh- Should we go to the administration to check if this is real?” she suggested, eyeing at the door. The man threw her a disdainful glance.

A small system window appeared at the edge of Sofia’s vision.

‘[Daddy Hatred] : HE SNEERED AT CINTHIA! THIS FILTHY GOBLIN TURD! YOU BETTER GO FUCK HIM UP! BREAK ALL HIS BONES AND HEAL THEM AND BREAK THEM AGAIN! BATHE IN HIS BLOOD! MAKE A BLOODY MASK OUT OF HIS DENTED SHIT-HEAD SKULL! I’LL KILL HIM MYSELF IF YOU DON’T!’

[Invalid quest title: thoroughly humiliate the opponent in a fair duel without losing any health]

[Reward : [Evasion] skill evolution]

[Will you accept? Yes/No]

Hum. Alright, uh. If you ask so politely.

[Quest Accepted!]

[Time limit : one duel]

I can’t kill him, though. Or permanently injure him, for that matter. But everything else should be fine. I’ll be looking forward to that skill evolution, Hatred.

“Fine, I’ll duel you, do you have the gold?” Ten times the amount of tokens is no small fee.

The man threw a small golden ring at Sofia like it was trash. “I see you have come to reason. Forty-five gold ingots.”

So I have four-hundred and fifty tokens? Never bothered to count them. Sofia quickly inspected the contents of the ring, which were exactly as announced, then she threw it back to him. I guess TLDR really has a monopoly on storage rings, it’s what they use all the way to Exidion. Old lich must be filthy rich.

“What’s your name and when do you want to fight?”

“Marquess Ferdinand ProudWall. We will hold this duel this evening. I shall demonstrate your inadequacy as a Brighthall teacher,” he spewed with contempt before turning on his heels and leaving. Sofia had to explicitly order Pareth to not clobber the man on his way out as she could feel the hit coming.

ProudWall…

Silence regained the small classroom.

“Lovely individual, eh,” Alith sarcastically said and snickered, “Should’ve been born in F̸͎̾̔̿̐͂̆̃̊̕r̴̡͓̘̜̳̪͐͂͆͋̋̕͝ą̷̺͖̯̯͍̂̆̔̀͐̌́͝͝n̸̨͕̣͕͖̘̺̺͕͔̽̽̎̓̒͘͠͝c̶̜̭̞̎͋̐̀̋̑̈̏̕̕ͅͅe̷̷̺̤͈̙̰͚̟͍̬͖͒̇̍̽, he’d fit right in with the nobles there. A conglomerate of prickly baboons.”

“What’s a baboon?” Cinthia asked.

“Wait, that word ain’t censored?”


Chapter 328 - Bear witness










“Are you not going to prepare?” Cinthia asked, incredulous, as Sofia suggested that they go find Saria so they could all have lunch together.

“Prepare what? I don’t need any preparations, I’m always ready to fight. I don’t have to worry about foul play since we have a level 500 referee. So I’ll just beat this guy up and take the money, no need to make a big deal out of it.”

“Why’d he be so hostile towards you in particular though? He made it sound like a personal issue,” Alith asked.

“Erian, the student who was absent today, has the same family name. It was on his data that he’s the eldest son of some Duke, though, so this guy is probably like his uncle, I suppose? Could be his great-grandfather too for all we know, he looked quite old for someone our level. As for what his problem with me is exactly, no idea.”

“I mean, Erredis looks younger than him but that doesn’t mean much… I guess at a certain point people just choose if they want to look old or young? But the real question is : does this Erian kid dislike you or something? Think he has a reason to complain about you?”

“Maybe their family just don’t like other races other than the Exidians? The way he looked at me was a bit scary,” Cinthia added.

“I have no idea what his issue is but I don’t think Erian wanted this to happen. He’s a bit stuck up sometimes, but he’s still polite and a hard-worker. I think he’s not indifferent to my looks, either. Honestly if he knew this was going to happen I’d be faster to believe that he didn’t come today out of embarrassment rather than because he was the instigator and somehow disappointed in my teaching.”

“Eh, who knows with the nobles. Could be anything, maybe he just doesn’t like the way you dress, nothing’s off the table. Let’s just go get Saria and Asty, I’m starving.”

“Not Zerei?” Sofia asked.

“Nah, she’s busy preparing for an open class or something like that I think, it’s better not to bother her.”

“Oh right, Alith, you’ve had Alchemy classes with Eternam already, right? How is it?” Sofia asked as they left the classroom.

“Old man bird guy? He knows a lot, it’s been really interesting, especially how he mixes the…”



Sofia and Pareth made their way to the same underground arena she had fought the crystal monster in. In the large corridor leading to the closed double-doors of the Arena, there was no one else.

Everyone said it was very noisy with all the duels but this is quieter than a forgotten tomb. Is there no one inside either? I thought Saria said she would bring some people to cheer me on.

Extending her mana senses further through the walls, Sofia stopped. Holy… The seats are packed, is there another event going on? The strange void near the other side has to be that Tartaros guy. He felt like that during the opening ceremony too.

That’s at least a thousand spectators in the seats and no one is fighting in the arena.

There’s no way they’re here to watch me, right?

What if they are? They actually are, aren’t they?

Not good. Hmm. I actually need a second to think this through…

I can’t lose health so demon form and [One with Suffering] are useless, so are the [False immortality] runes… Bolts are fine, but only the piercing ones, I won’t lose health with the new armor. I need to humiliate the guy for Hatred to be happy with the quest, just not losing health isn’t enough.

Should I go in there with no armor? Depending on this guy’s skills this could work out well…

Oh, I’ve got a good idea, this should work, right?

Sofia walked back until she found one of the many public restrooms of the academy, and quickly got changed into what the dwarven clothier had sold to her as ‘a lady-like long robe with a lot of beautiful lace and frills, perfect for tea parties with the nobility and other such distinguished occasions’.

I can’t believe this Dwarf really made me buy a corset, never thought I’d ever wear one of those.

Feels a bit restrictive… Does look good though.

Sofia double checked all her stuff, making sure to wear all the golden pieces of the saint set as well as her crown. Letting her hair flow behind her back, she grabbed her scepter out of her storage. The last step was to remodel her wings so that they looked less undead, and more like beautiful bird wings.

White feathers look good. They’re rigid and made of bone, but that’ll do the trick.

And we’re all set.

As a last detail, Sofia summoned her pet crow out of the book, she felt more confident with it on her shoulder. She walked all the way back to the arena’s doors, it was still just as silent, yet the atmosphere seemed a bit tense. Maybe I’m just imagining things.

Let’s just hope they’re really waiting for me, or this might be embarrassing.

Sofia opened the doors.

Voices finally reached her, shocked murmurs, excited whispers.

“She’s here! The crazy teacher.”

“The hand-stealer!”

As she had felt, the rows of seats were full, and opposite her, waiting in the arena, was a stoic and fully armored Ferdinand ProudWall. Sofia took a few more steps inside the arena, and Pareth closed the door behind her.

A quick glance at the seats was enough to spot a lot of people among the numerous students. Of course Saria was there with everyone else who had followed from the sect, but in a place seemingly reserved for teachers, quite a few of them were present; among them she recognized Eternam, the twins, Jennifer, and even the hobgoblin.

The headmaster and Beryl were nowhere to be seen, but In the small booth for the referee, Saint Tartaros stood tall, an inconspicuous Exidian lady sitting behind him in the shadow.

Last but not least, Sofia spotted all five of her students. Erian was sitting with a bunch of richly dressed Exidians, far from the rest of the class. He was looking down, so Sofia couldn’t catch his expression. Except for him, everyone was staring at Sofia with bated breath.

Well I’ll be damned, that’s a lot of pressure. I’m not used to so many people watching me fight…

Or watching me at all.

Ehrm, alright… “Good day, everyone, are you ready for today’s class?”

There were a few cheers from the students’ direction, Shaily and Alith were probably the loudest, besides that, there was not much of a reaction.

Well, that’s a start.

“You are late, teacher Vakaria,” Ferdinand retorted from the other end of the arena.

I’m not, but sure… All mithril, longsword and shield. He might actually survive a few hits.

“On this day, I shall prove to everyone gathered here that a nameless barbaric sod of your stature is unfit to teach at Brighthall!”

The tension thickened in the arena, there were hushed gasps from the crowd, expressions of confusion, and sometimes of approval, everyone was waiting for Sofia’s defense.

“Bold of you to doubt Headmaster Beligenus’ good judgment,” she struck back.

The reactions were mixed, some in the audience whispering, a few clapping in support, and others murmuring in surprise.

The Marquess’ already existing frown deepened, anger flashed through his face for an instant, swiftly replaced by the same superior look of disdain he had shown her earlier that day. He proceeded to completely ignore Sofia’s comeback, “Are you planning to duel in that ridiculous getup? Your shoddy crown is an affront to the Empire! I will not show any mercy in the face of such disrespect!”

From the seats came a few scoffs, a couple of disapproving murmurs, and even a handful of approving nods from the nobles sitting around Erian.

“Are you ready to fight or are you here to blabber on?” Sofia casually answered without a care.

The man’s expression contorted. He closed the visor of his mithril armor’s helmet, and readied his sword.

It was Tartaros who spoke next from up above, “Teacher Vakaria, present the tokens.”

Sofia untied the token pouch from her waist and held it up. Tartaros didn’t have to lift a finger, the pouch freed itself from Sofia’s hand and flew to the Saint of Strength’s side. “I will ensure the fairness of this duel and the safety of the public. Teacher Vakaria’s wager is of four-hundred and fifty Strength tokens, Student Marquess Proudwall’s wager is of forty-five hundred gold. The duel will end if one of the contestants forfeits or when their health reaches five percent of their current total,” the unwavering voice of Tartaros announced. “Do both sides agree to these terms?”

As Tartaros declared the terms of the duel, the audience's anticipation grew palpable. Students exchanged excited whispers, and the teachers intently observed the two duelists.

“I do,” they both answered at the same time.

The silence in the arena thickened.

“Strength be your witness. You may duel!”

Right as Pareth’s [Sanctified grounds] activated, bathing the entire arena in a soft holy light, Sofia had the first move. Before the Marquess could do anything, a system window appeared above her head, for everyone to see.

[Health : 119 850 / 119 850]


Chapter 329 - Spine chilling










Sofia summoned the skull choir, with only eight skulls in the sphere formation, marking the corners of a cube around her. These were a new addition to the choir thanks to Shaily’s contribution, fanged boar skulls with the special ability [Intercept].

The Marquess used some kind of magic with no obvious effect before charging forward, crossing the gap in an instant. His momentum and sword were stopped by Pareth’s. They exchanged a few blows, judging each other’s capabilities in a deadlock.

About equal strength. Pareth is slightly faster.

A piercing Angel’s Bolt started forming around Sofia’s staff. She stood unmoving as Pareth and the mithril-covered knight traded sonorous blows, trying her best to maintain a disinterested expression all the while she managed four skills at once, two of them still waiting to resolve.

The Marquess’ sword swung back after another head-on clash, as he withdrew, taking a step back, and suddenly his body split apart. Two perfectly identical copies appeared at his sides as he lunged at Pareth again. The copies tried to reach Sofia.

Let the left one through.

Sofia knew Pareth couldn’t hold back the three swordsmen at once, so she would take care of one. She could tell the true Marquess was still the middle one, but he had actually split his mana into three equal parts to create these two clones; she had to assume that they were just as strong as he was.

Seeing the opening, the left clone rushed toward Sofia, his mithril sword raised high.

[Heat Death] didn’t respond when she tried to negate the incoming blow.

Not actually a magical attack? Hmm. Bolt isn’t ready. Boars.

Sofia was within reach of the clone’s sword. The overhead strike came with devastating force.

The audience held their breath as the sword fell.

The skull choir’s boar heads regrouped and formed a wall. The sword collided with the choir’s [Intercept], stopping it clean in its tracks and deflecting all the energy to the sides, blowing away the sand of the arena grounds. That was when myriad gravestones appeared out of the ground, and dozens of bony hands clawed at the clone.

A volley of magical bursts from the real Marquess shot past Pareth in an arc. Sofia dispelled it without even looking at it, the red magical particles of the attacks dispersing like they hit an impenetrable wall just before reaching her. The left clone’s sword swept at the graveyard skeletons hampering him, killing a few with each attack, but it still wasn’t free when Sofia swung her staff at it.

Seeing the blue lightning come, the clone self-destructed; its mana ran awry and following it came a bright flash of light and the start of a shockwave. There were gasps and exclamations in the public, things did not look good for the new teacher.

Sofia paid twelve thousand mana, and the explosion stopped, even its thunderous bang abruptly cut as the air stilled. Sounds of shock and incomprehension came from the spectating students.

Mana : 391 059 / 417 100

Still plenty.

The complete failure of his explosive skill seemed to destabilize the real Marquess, and while Pareth parried a strike from the leftover clone, he managed to kick the Marquess in the chest, sending him flying a few meters back. Coordinating with Pareth, another group of graveyard skeletons burst out of the ground, grabbing the armored legs of the second clone.

Sofia finally released her piercing bolt, blowing the head of the clone clean off. The bolt traveled all the way through the arena, crashing against an invisible barrier protecting the teachers’ seats.

That’s two thirds of your mana gone. Sofia thought, observing the Marquess getting back up and readying another skill while his headless clone crashed to the ground. Pareth was already charging.

The Marquess disappeared. Sofia felt his mana reappearing right behind her. The Marquess’ sword struck in a wide arc, tearing right through Sofia’s back. Huge amounts of blood splattered everywhere before Pareth could even teleport back.

In the audience, some gasped, some covered their eyes, and some people cheered, celebrating the Marquess’ apparent victory. But the cheers were short-lived.

Sofia’s health hadn’t changed.

[Health : 119 850 / 119 850]

Her torso and wings lit up, thousands of runes activating to give her a burst of strength and speed. She let go of her staff, and through the cloud of blood, her armored arm reached back, grabbing the sword-wielding arm of the Marquess.

The blood had come from [Summon Blood]. Since the Marquess’ mithril sword rejected magic, his melee attacks were purely physical. Using the phasing from the graveyard skeletons holding her ankles, hidden under her wide robe, Sofia had let it harmlessly go through her.

The Marquess used some kind of strength boost, almost freeing his arm from Sofia’s grasp, but Pareth was already there. Right out of his teleportation to Sofia, he grabbed both of the Marquess’ arms.

Sofia made sure the graveyard skeletons switched to grabbing him, and pivoting her torso only, she turned around.

The instant she faced the Marquess, a magic attack coming from the other side of the arena silently shot for her back like a deadly arrow. The skill the Marquess had used at the very beginning of the duel.

To dispel it cost Sofia less mana than she could track.

She smiled at the entrapped Marquess. He struggled, in vain, grunting from within his helmet, Pareth’s grip was too much.

“You lose,” Sofia sweetly whispered, letting his arm go to hide her mouth with her hand as she forced a haughty condescending laugh.

The Marquess screamed, letting out a raging war-cry, and Sofia saw the entirety of his remaining mana spread out through his body. With a last burst of strength, he almost freed himself from Pareth’s grasp, but Sofia’s armored hand sprang forth.

The dragon scale claws pierced through the mithril armor right at the base of the Marquess’ neck. His scream was choked out. Sofia's hand reached his spine. She pulled her hand back with her gory prize of a few cervical vertebrae and broken shards of mithril armor. A bloody hole in his gorget, the Marquess went limp.

Much like when the Marquess had struck before, the crowd’s reaction was varied, shock, outcry, cheers, disgust, all mixed into a cacophony of loud reactions.

With her other hand, Sofia opened her challenger’s visor. 

“Any more tricks?”

No answer came from the contorted face and bloodshot eyes of the Marquess. Not that he could speak even if he was dying to.

“That’s what I thought.”

Pareth let the Marquess go, his limp body falling loudly onto the bloody sand of the arena.

Everything stilled, and while nobody was able to move anymore, a warm green light enveloped the Marquess’ dying form.

The Saint of Strength’s voice cut through the silence, as he appeared next to Sofia, Pareth and Ferdinand. “Student Ferdinand ProudWall’s Health has fallen below five percent, I hereby declare him the loser of this duel under Strength’s watch, and he will henceforth not be allowed to challenge Teacher Vakaria again. This marks the end of today’s session.”

Tartaros disappeared, leaving the pouch of tokens and the stack of gold ingots at Sofia’s feet, and everyone was able to move again.

“She never took a single step!”

“That was crazy!”

“The magic just disappeared!”

“She never lost health at all!”

“This teacher is insane!”

The students went wild. Quite a few people jumped down into the arena, including most of Sofia’s friends and the people who had been sitting around Erian and cheering for the Marquess all the way.

The first to reach them was an Exidian woman, she almost threw herself at the downed Marquess’ side, crying and forcing what looked like a health potion down his throat before he could even get a grip on what he had just gone through.

Is that his wife?

Sofia crouched to pick up the gold. “He’ll be fine, the Saint healed him.”

The woman sent Sofia a spiteful glare before turning back to the unconscious Marquess.

Sofia looked down at the bits of the man’s spine still in her hand. Can’t say I didn’t deserve this one, I guess. I’m not the one who started this shit, though. Man knew what he was getting himself into.

Pareth had dispelled his weapons, arms crossed, his empty eye sockets stared down at the Marquess and the lady, he looked proud of himself, satisfied.

“Nice show, too bad you bloodied your new robe,” Saria said as she walked up to Sofia.

Alith and Cinthia were right behind. “That was fast,” Alith stated, and Cinthia added that her viewers had liked the show.

“It wasn’t much, I didn’t use half my skills. Well, whatever.”

Eternam, Astelia and Zerei also came each with a small comment, and Sofia was starting to feel a bit overwhelmed, especially because she couldn’t cancel [Runeforged Overlord], which was quickly draining all of her mana. And as it was starting to get hard to understand what anyone was saying between her friends, the students, and the Marquess’ family who had come down with various opinions, Sofia’s focus turned to something else entirely.

[Quest complete, congratulations! Your reward will be delivered soon.]

[A new evolution choice was unlocked for the skill : Evasion]


Chapter 330 - Dodge me










Sofia was currently in Beligenus’ office. She had had her doubts about the old Dragon accepting to receive her like this, but it seemed the Headmaster was usually agreeable with lending a helping hand to his teachers through his tremendous knowledge.

“Teacher Eternam said you were the most likely to know what this exclamation mark was about, short of asking an Archangel directly.”

The headmaster stroked his long white beard, as he slowly read through the system window.

[Evasion] : While moving out of the way of attacks or projectiles, gain a temporary bonus of 100% (skill level) movement and reaction speed.

Available Evolutions for [Evasion] Lv.100 (All levels will be lost) :

●        [Evasion II] : While under attack, gain 140% (100% + (skill level *40); max 300) movement and reaction speed as well as half as much thinking speed.

●        [Smear] : Gain 249% (Class level) movement and reaction speed.

●        (!) [Bending Steps] : Projectiles and attacks move out of your way. Walk forth.

“A peculiar indicator indeed. Scribes would usually provide some insights on such warnings, it is curious that it does not. I believe I understand what this may signify, but I will need to have a look at your other skills if you seek a definitive answer.”

Sofia tilted her head, “Are you certain you want to see? There is some stuff in there that even you cannot unsee.”

Beligenus narrowed his eyes. “It takes more than mere words to scare old lizards and wizards alike. I happen to be both. That being said, I seek not to offend a certain rabbit, so forget about sharing anything; let me simply impart some knowledge and let you decide on the best course of action for yourself. This will cost you a class credit.”

I shouldn’t be surprised that he knows about Erredis. The Great Sage, huh. “That would be my honor, teacher.”

The headmaster turned around. His hands behind his back, he contemplated the view over Exalta and his Academy.

Measuring each word, he explained, “Classless spells, as categorized by the system, are most often the rawest of body and soul enhancement magics. Figure yourself as a large tree. The system’s class skills are your branches. Grow a branch, cut it, grow a new one, it rarely matters. Sometimes a branch becomes too large and important to cut without endangering the trunk, it is a core branch, the system will lock them. The classless skills are different.”

“Are classless skills the roots?”

“No. Classless skills are not the root nor the leaves. Classless skills are carvings, new channels inside the trunk. They allow mana, the sap, to flow in new ways. Unlike a branch, if you forget them, they will clog and scar. You can always claw away at the scar tissue to reopen the old channel, but it will undoubtedly cause some damage. Permanent damage.”

“That explains why classless skills have a long cooldown before you can learn them again after discarding them…” So then my [Sprint] skill is actually a bit damaged? Its mana pathways are, at least?

“In the case of what the system so innocently labels ‘skill evolutions’, it closes some channels and digs new ones aplenty to enhance the skill as much as it possibly can. This takes a huge amount of space in the trunk.”

Oh. And I have A LOT of classless skills. And one is already evolved.

Sofia waited for the next part but there was none.

“My trunk is already full?” she tried. That would be unexpected and very bad news…

“Full? No, not at all.” Beligenus turned around, closing an eye, he observed Sofia. “You are perhaps around halfway there? Many of your core branches are tightly interlocking, clogging the estate of your trunk, but there is a lot of space yet. The issue, I am confident, lies elsewhere. In the overlaps.”

“I had ‘overlapping skills’ before, the system made me forget one to learn the other.”

“I assume that was cutting a core branch to replace it. You cannot cut away the channels.”

“So I cannot learn that skill because it overlaps with another one? Or does it mean the mana will have to be split between the two, giving diminishing returns?”

“Two wrong answers. What happens is, you will have to fight to combine all the overlaps into a new whole. Either you make it, or you don’t. Very high risk, but if the combination is good and you succeed, very high reward. Either way, there is absolutely no coming back once it is done.”

Evolved classless skills take up a lot of space, I’m willing to bet [Way of the fool] is the issue then. So I’m risking losing both [Evasion] and [Way of the fool] if this fails? I’m getting cold feet already. [Bending Steps] wasn’t even my first choice in the first place…

“Do you believe I should take the risk? How likely am I to combine them correctly?”

“Worth the risk? Impossible for me to tell. Only your scribe knows. How much do you trust them? Giving you the option certainly wasn’t unintentional, I can confirm as much. There is no likelihood of success or guidance toward it which I am able to give beyond that. Once you take the skill, you will know what to do, and it will be up to you. Hmm. It will take a few days, you may be excused from your teacher duties during this time if you wish to proceed with it. I recommend doing it in the safety of your room,” Beligenus explained before turning back to look at the city through the window again.

“Thank you very much for your time and advice,” Sofia bowed as she thanked him, and turned to leave, but before opening the door, she turned back, “Sorry to keep bothering you, but would you happen to know what exactly the ProudWalls have against me? No one has been able to provide a clear answer yet…”

No answer. Sofia turned again, grabbing the handle to open the door. Right then Beligenus’ voice came from behind, “Your ID is dirty, you should dust it.”

Sofia turned around to thank the headmaster again, only to realize she was now in her own room, holding the handle of her bathroom door.

“What?”

If I didn’t know who he is I would think I’m hallucinating right now.

I guess he just teleported me here. That was completely seamless.

Pareth jumped out of the storage ring now that they were out of the headmaster’s office. He rarely stayed in the storage now unless Sofia needed to go unnoticed or to enter narrow spaces he wouldn’t fit in.

“So, what do you think? It is a bit compelling isn’t it?”

[Smear] is a straight and safe upgrade. Clearly my first choice. It more than doubles the bonus from evasion and completely removes the prerequisite of needing to be actively avoiding attacks.

[Evasion II] while initially not as impressive eventually becomes slightly better thanks to the bonus to thinking speed. That being said, [Smear]’s bonuses scales up to the class level while [Evasion II] stops at 300% bonus speed and 150% bonus thinking speed.

So perhaps at a very high level, they average out to being about equal.

But [Bending Steps] is just weird. It gives very little detail, and seems to be the opposite of what [Evasion] was meant to do. You no longer evade, attacks evade you…

“I would never pick that.”

But then, the exclamation mark. The possibility of something greater. Basically this is a free fusion ticket. The whole is likely to be better than the parts, and it will most likely free up a skill slot, which is big.

Also, ‘Projectiles and attacks move out of your way; Walk forth’ really gives off the same feeling as ‘The Fool always stumbles but never falls’. The kind of reality bending rule that somehow works out, defying all logic.

Sofia stared at both her skills.

[Evasion] : While moving out of the way of attacks or projectiles, gain a temporary bonus of 100% (skill level) movement and reaction speed.

[Way of the Fool] :  Analytical thinking is 80% (1*Skill level + 50) more efficient when used for personal gains. The Fool always stumbles but never falls. Gain extra experience from performing kills with trickery and deceit.

To risk losing those…

Actually, it’s fine. I can always take that weird [Crystalized] skill to supplement the loss in thinking speed. Losing Evasion is bad but today’s duel proved I have other decent ways to defend myself. I’ll just have to get another classless movement skill to replace it even if it’s worse.

I can afford the risk.

I’d ask Saria and Alith but there’s a hundred percent chance that they both tell me to risk the fusion, isn’t there?



Sofia went through her class the next day as usual, sadly Erian was still not there. She warned the students that there would be no more classes this week.

On her way back, she stopped by Astelia’s room to tell her what she was doing, so that at least someone else would know, after which she put up a ‘do not disturb’ sign on her door and locked herself in.

Sitting on her bed, she looked at Pareth. “This is going to be fine, right? Can’t be worse than Sorrow’s ritual. I know you’ll be there to help if something goes wrong so it doesn’t feel as bad. Let’s do this!”

Your passive [Evasion] Lv.100 has evolved to [Bending Steps] Lv.1

Changes were instantaneous, Sofia felt something go very wrong inside of her. And she was hit by a strange, newfound clarity; as if she had opened her eyes to the mana of her classless skills for the first time.

WARNING! COLLIDING MANA PATHWAYS

Forceful fusion of the skills [Bending Steps], [Way of the Fool], [Fast reading] and [Sprint] now ongoing, please guide your mana while your scribe shields your core.

Estimated scribe lifetime: 81 hours. Please conclude the fusion or delete all the colliding skills before then.

[Sprint] and [Fast reading] too?! And a fucking deadline?! This is so much worse than I expected!!!!

Sofia quickly switched gears to try and salvage the situation. ‘Guide your mana’ wasn’t much of an indication as to what to do, but it was a start.

Focusing on her inner mana pathways, she could vividly feel points of tension, emanating dull pain which resonated through her body and soul. In these points, mana was going berserk. The pathways connected in weird ways leading to streams of mana colliding or crossing each other. Other pathways were dried up, there was not a drop of mana to be found anywhere in them, and Sofia could feel them starting to crumble. There were thousands of such issues all over the place in the space where the four skills crossed.

For a bit, Sofia was fascinated by the newfound ability to view her inner mana pathways so clearly when she could normally only feel the class skills this well. A whole new part of the workings of her mana had opened to her, and yet she couldn’t waste a single second. The more she dawdled, the more new issues cropped up as the colliding skills created a chain reaction of clustered or dried pathways.

One by one, she painstakingly fixed all the conflicts, cutting the flow of mana, making sure there was no clogging, sometimes carving new paths herself with precise mana bursts and discarding others like miners would collapse a dangerous tunnel to seal it off.

A full seventy-six hours later, with sore muscles, sweaty brows, and only a measly two hundred and fifty minutes left on the clock, Sofia resolved the final conflict. She thanked her luck for the processing pills she had gotten from the gachapon boxes, without which there was no universe in which she could have ever come close to accomplishing that in so little time.

All colliding pathways have been fixed, fusion successful. Congratulations!

Relief coursed through her body and mind, along with a clear feeling of heightened awareness.

Sofia instinctively opened up her status.

[Bending Steps], [Sprint], [Way of the fool] and [fast reading] were all gone, and with them two of her classless skill slots, leaving her with only seven. That was a bitter surprise considering the amount of risk and effort getting there had required. Yet, Sofia smiled ear to ear as she read the name of her new skill.

Sir Scribe, you spoil me.

♢ [Dreams Of a Demon which Gods Envy - March of the Envoy] ♢


Chapter 331 - To become educated










♢ [Dreams Of a Demon which Gods Envy - March of the Envoy] ♢ :

Experience gains +10%, Thinking speed +100%, Reading speed +1000%

Alternate between the states of Order and Chaos:

While immobile, walking or moving slowly, enter the Order state.

(Order - March of the Envoy)

Attacks curve around you.

Charisma and Processing +100%

Aura gains Lingering.

Gain the ability to walk on matter in liquid and gaseous forms.

Else, enter the Chaos state.

(Chaos - Dreams Of a Demon which Gods Envy)

Strength, Agility, and Speed +100%

Reaction speed +200%

Maximum running and flying speed +2000%

Sofia worriedly glanced down, a sigh of relief escaped her lips.

Everything looks the same.

“I really don’t know what I would have done if they had doubled in size.”

I’m in the Order state now. The enhanced perception is due to the Processing I think. My Aura lingers now, I guess? I still have no idea what it does… I don’t really see what the Charisma does either, for that matter.

“Care to help me test this thing, Pareth? Just throw me a pillow or something. I don’t know what counts as an attack.”

There was a second of delay, but Pareth grabbed the pillow she was handing him, took a few steps back and threw it at her face with mild force. When the pillow was about thirty centimeters away from her, its form blurred and curved. The square pillow stretched and warped around an invisible sphere originating from Sofia’s position before shooting out on the other side and hitting the window behind the bed.

Space magic of some sort?

Sofia threw another pillow at Pareth, he understood her intentions and swung the pillow at her. Instead of hitting her shoulder, it curved and swerved around her, and once again came out on the other side. As if Pareth had swung right through her.

“What if you stop midway?”

Despite Pareth’s best effort, he couldn’t stop in the middle. The pillow would go all the way to the other side of the invisible sphere, even if he let it go mid swing.

There must be limits. What about explosions? Or Phillip’s light breath, would it curve that out? Seems unlikely. Still, nice.

Testing things in order, she then took out a mirror and observed herself.

“Oh okay. Woah. Charisma does make a big difference. My hair is so shiny! Hmm. My eyes didn’t look like that before either. And I’ve been quite pale due to VPPV but it’s like that never happened… So I lose this if I move too fast?”

Sofia ran around her room to try switching to Chaos state. All it took was a light jog and she felt a surge of power, her senses focused and narrowed, something switched inside of her. The way mana spread through her body completely changed from a smooth curvy flow to pulsating jagged angles. She stopped, and the process reversed, she felt her muscles weaken and her mind expand.

It’s not quite instantaneous, but the switching is still reactive enough. Doing start-stops in battle to deviate attacks last-second won’t really work unless I anticipate things a bit I guess. Two thousand percent speed, though. It’s as if [Sprint] leveled up to 100 and had its effectiveness doubled, and not only that, it now also applies to flight. [Way of the Fool] and [Fast reading] also got an instant upgrade to level 100 by the looks of it. The conditional experience bonus was replaced by a flat ten percent… And not falling is what became ‘walking on everything’?

How, though?

Unsure of what she expected, Sofia raised a foot and tried to step on nothing. It worked; she stepped on thin air, as if supported by an invisible hard surface. Surprised by the invisible step, she lost her balance and fell back. Pareth was there to catch her.

“Thanks.”

Of course I can fall again now, lost the original [Way of the Fool] effect. That sucks.

Unless… If I can walk on nothing…

Sofia climbed on her bed, jumped lightly and let herself fall forward onto the cushions. She focused on wanting not to fall and her plunge stopped. Her body was suspended in the air, supported by soft nothing.

Nevermind, that’s great!

“Can I float around like this?”

Despite doing her best to imagine the result she wanted, Sofia didn’t move at all.

So it’s not quite floating like Valeure, I’m really just creating false ‘stuff’ to stand or just lie on. Not too bad. Do I even need that bed anymore? I can just sleep anywhere now.

Sofia rolled around on her soft invisible bed of nothing. Focusing on wanting to fall then changing her mind, she managed to lower herself a few centimeters at a time. Down is easy, up not so much. I need to really stand up and take a few steps up. This is really ridiculous.

Dropping down to the ground, she tried to form an invisible step right above it. Like this she walked around her room in circles without touching the ground once for half an hour, fascinated by her new largely useless but very fun ability.

“It’s a pity I can’t run while I do this. That would be so much more fun… This was well worth the pain. It looks like I lost two classless slots, but this is four skills in one, so I’m actually up a slot too. Maybe it’s time I learn that pearl-making classless? Thinking speed is really incredibly valuable.”

[Crystalized] ♢:

Your body will slowly produce mana pearls (growth speed linked to mana regeneration), which can be used as ritual fuel or eaten to provide a temporary 100% bonus to thinking speed.

Sofia pouted as she re-read the skill’s description. Or maybe not…

Don’t they have a library here? If I could find more information on this, and know for sure where the pearls grow… I also need to understand what Aura is all about. Let’s put that upgraded reading speed to good use.

Like this Sofia decided to quickly bathe before going out in search of the academy’s library. Soaking in the hot water, she remembered the headmaster’s words of advice.

“Dusting my ID…”

Grabbing her storage ring from the bone stool near the tub, she took out her mithril ID and looked at it from up close. Seeing nothing wrong, she looked for anomalies in the mana around it, but again she felt nothing out of the ordinary.

Looks perfectly normal. It’s not actually dirty either, what did he mean exactly?

Furrowing her brows, Sofia put the mithril card down on a small bone plate, and sprinkled some bone dust on it.

“I don’t get it…”

Infusing it with mana held no more result and neither did trying an advanced [Identify]ing.

Seriously, there shouldn’t be anything wrong with it, Leverle even looked at it and saw nothing special. Maybe the headmaster meant something among the stuff written on there is ‘dirty’, which is why this guy attacked me?

Because I’m not a high-noble? A lot of the other teachers aren’t either…

No wait… The Mithril ID cards… Approved by the Empress…

There is no way the Empress of this huge empire wouldn’t know of the name Aphenoreth. Yet she approved this card right away. Then…

There was this random Exidian woman sitting behind Tartaros during the duel… Is it possible that the Empress herself instigated this whole thing just to sound me out?

I need to learn more about the Empress and how she looks.

I have like forty hours left until the scheduled first event of the competition tomorrow night, right?

The library.



Asking around in the corridors, Sofia quickly found the library tower, and learned that as a teacher, she had access to all the books in the first six out of seven floors for free.

I should have come here earlier.

Sofia could read fast enough that she had no need to borrow books, she could go through the thickest of them in half an hour at most, looking like a madwoman as she seemingly turned the pages one by one without stopping to read them. She paid no mind to the astonished looks from the passing students, a lot of them were directed at Pareth anyway, who, to Sofia’s surprise, had also picked up a book. I didn’t know you were interested in paintings. Too bad you weren’t here for the first trial. Aurelia was really talented.

The first really interesting book Sofia found was in the teachers’ section, titled ‘Secrets of the System - flirting with censorship’ by B. Deathmarch. It appeared a majority of the books here were written by the Academy staff themselves. This book introduced some of the hidden features of the system like the murder list, the ‘last bed compass’ or the ‘spellcasting log’, as well as some sparse details about trials, and a very short page about ‘sub-stats’.

‘Stamina sub stats (worth 1/3 Stamina each)

Strength : Muscular power and endurance, extremely light effect on actual appearance, best stat-to-available-power conversion, especially at low levels.

Agility : Nerve speed and coordination, grants greater and more precise control over your body in general.

Speed : Temporary explosive power of the muscles, better tendons, upgraded flexibility, allows the body to better resist violent shocks and strains. Seems to reduce environmental friction in some capacity.

—

Mana sub stats (no bonus stat)

Charisma : Ability of the body to reroute mana pathways and alter its genetic material to perform better in most natural functions (slightly) and look more alike to the person’s idealized vision of themselves. This seems to be the main cause of aging slowdown as one levels up. Universally causes fertility degeneration.

Processing : Additional mana-powered brain tissue and capacity, helps with thinking speed, multitasking, mana control, pattern recognition, and memory, also seems to affect personal scribes. Hardest stat to raise naturally, high-priority.

Aura : Capacity to subconsciously gather and make use of surrounding external mana. Needs to reach an extremely high breaking-point to become even slightly useful. Best left to Dragons.

—

Luck : Little data. Seems to mostly influence system-given data and rewards.

The existence of an unspoken ‘Perception’ substat has been theorized, unproven as of yet.’


Chapter 332 - Group 14










This all explains a lot. Too bad Alith didn’t get any Processing pill to candify.

Looking at it… It looks less like the system made up stats to magically improve and more like it merely labeled already existing stuff like Aura. Maybe the most mysterious stat is just Health. Such a weird thing. It’s counterintuitive. I think the issue is that its efficiency isn’t linear.

Which makes me wonder how I could improve Pareth now… Without new skills or anything, he’s going to become too weak to follow me in just a filter or two at this rate. I’ll see after the next trial I guess, it’s supposed to be different this time.

Next Sofia opened a book about Exidion’s history and the Imperial lineage. It was exceedingly boring and was missing all the juicy details about things like the Emperor’s class or anything like that. At first it was weird how the Empress wasn’t mentioned anywhere, but it turned out that the reason was quite simple: Empress Delivia was very ‘young’ compared to the whole history of the Empire, she was ‘only’ a few hundred years old. She was apparently a very talented daughter of the lower nobility and she had somehow found herself becoming the new Empress. And that was it. No detailed history about her, no physical description, no heirs, no level, not even the name or rank of her original family.

That’s all there is?

Does she never come out? Is she allergic to the sun or something? How does the author know so little?

Checking the author of the book, it was a name Sofia had never heard of. Probably a retired teacher. The book is dated from thirty years ago after all. I should ask Eternam about the Empress next time I see him, he was the one who mentioned her last time.

Her main objective for coming to the library accomplished, Sofia fell to greed, and started devouring all the books she found that looked even slightly interesting. She went through more than two hundred of them by the time she needed to leave. Night fell on this last day of the second school week, it was time for the first event of the competition. Her head full of newfound knowledge, Sofia made her way to her classroom.

She hadn’t been informed of the details, only that as a new teacher she would be responsible for a group of five students. She wondered if it would be her usual class, and the answer she got as she opened the classroom door was: almost.

Waiting there were Lola, En and Shaily as usual, but the last two weren’t Erian and Guerand but two identical-looking human girls instead. They had long black hair tied in ponytails, and their uniforms looked normal, but were heavily enchanted compared to the other students’,

[Princess - Lv. 66]

[Princess - Lv. 72]

Princess? Quite high level, too. They look about sixteen, I think… Thinking about it, I did notice them during the opening ceremony when I was looking for everyone, though I didn’t [Identify] them.

“Hi everyone, I am Sofia Vakaria, the teacher assigned to the five of you for this event,” she started, and her students greeted her as they usually did, then she looked in the direction of the human twins, “I do not believe we have met, you two are?”

The highest level of the twins answered, “I am Topaz Drakron and this is my sister, Opal.” Opal smiled and waved. “Opal is unable to speak,” Topaz continued. “It cannot be healed so do not ask about it. Please be patient with her, she’s mute, not dumb,” she explained with a straight face.

“There should be a lot of magical workarounds you can find at higher levels… But you probably know better than me. Happy to meet you both, I had no idea Xeros had kids.”

Opal’s eyes opened wide, Topaz glanced at her then at Sofia. “You know of our father?”

“Hum, I had a run-in with him last year. I am from Sovuln originally, but he gave me a Red Winds citizenship and a baroness title right then when I didn’t even ask. I barely ever go to the Red Winds in the first place, but it is nice to have, I guess.” 

The twins looked at each other and nodded. “That does sound like him,” Topaz confirmed.

Well yeah, there aren’t many ‘Human Emperor Xeros Drakron’, it was unlikely to be someone else… Sofia thought but said nothing.

“Well, we can talk at length about that later; I was told we would be teleported at some point and that was about it. Are you all ready? You need to turn off teleportation protections if you have any.”

“As ready as can be!” En confirmed with a big smile from her chair.



Minutes passed and due to being asked by Lola about how the thing that kept her away for the week went, she started a short improvised lesson on classless skills. She also got to see how Opal communicated when she wanted to say something precise: she wrote with a pencil in a notebook. Sofia couldn't help but think that there had to be a thousand more convenient ways to go about it, but again, she said nothing, as she felt it wasn’t her place to say anything about it. At one point, Sofia had the idea to summon the soldier skeleton and to send it away from the classroom, so she would have a reference point to know how far they were sent and the direction of the Academy. Just in case.

Just as she watched the skeleton leave the classroom, the scenery around her and the five girls changed.

They were now outdoors, in a dark snowy forest of tall conical pine trees, only lit by Pareth’s halo and the faint light of the waning crescent moon. In front of Sofia was a small wax-sealed envelope sitting on a tree stump. The first thing which hit the group was the sudden change in temperature to the extreme cold.

“Is everyone alright? Do you need help with the cold?”

“We’re good,” Topaz was first to answer, and En followed, “Same!”

Sofia could tell that the enchantments of the twins’ uniforms were working against the cold. For En, she knew now from her trip to the library that the Odon race En was a Princess of, lived in extreme mountainous environments, which explained why she was fine in the cold.

“I- I’m not good.” Lola gasped, shaking. A red light appeared between her and Shaily as she said it.

“I’ve got this,” Shaily told her as the red light ignited, the fire sprite looked like a small flying flame, but it was deceptively hot, Sofia could feel it radiate all the way to where she was.

“That was smooth, Shaily, but pace your mana, alright? Judging from the position of my skeleton, we are… Extremely far from the Academy. Now give me a second.”

Sofia opened the sealed letter then stored it. Group 14, the week-long night…

“A- Are you not going to read it?” Lola asked.

“I just did. It says the name of the event is ‘The week-long night’, I will stay with you five to grade your score and protect you in case something you cannot handle crops up. I am allowed to offer some advice but no direct help. The tokens you get at the end will depend on a few things which I’m not allowed to say anything about for now. At the end of the letter, it says your first task is to locate and reach ‘The cabin’. That’s all I have for you.”

“Can I go alone or do we need to stay as a group?” En asked.

“I will send a Skeleton with you if you really want to go alone.” But that would cost you some tokens…

En nodded, a difficult expression on her face. The girls looked at each other, still trying to organize their thoughts. Sofia jumped up and deployed her wings just above the treetops, she looked all around.

Don’t see it.

She flew further up a good hundred meters and stopped, folding her wings. She took the occasion to use her newfound ability to walk on air and walked in a circle, observing the giant forest extending far beyond the horizon. Oh, I think I found it. In the distance, a singular weak source of light shone through the trees. That’s a long long walk. Sofia came back down.

“Did you see anything?” Shaily asked innocently.

“I can’t tell,” Sofia answered with a smile, “But you girls better get moving.”

Oh, and turn off the light, Pareth. Apparently the wildlife won’t be scared by our presence but we’re not supposed to help them at all. The fire sprite makes more than enough light, but still, let’s not ruin the experience for them.

After the girls were done consulting with each other. Sofia watched as En used her flying totem to try to emulate her strategy. You’re never going to fly high enough to see it.

As expected, the small fur-covered girl shook her head after landing back down in the snow.

“My turn then,” Lola sighed.


Chapter 333 - Trees, Trees, Trees










From her storage item, Lola brought out a shovel, and started quickly digging in the snow, then in the dirt, until she had made a small hole just deep enough to fit a foot inside. Sofia didn’t expect Lola to drop down on all fours in the snow and stick her head inside the hole, but she did. She quickly looked left and right, she stopped for a few seconds when she looked in Sofia’s general direction, then again when she looked in the direction of the cabin, then she pulled herself out. Jumping up, she quickly patted all the snow on her away while getting closer to the fire sprite.

“Found it, this way,” she told them, pointing at the exact direction where Sofia had seen the light.

Oh, I get it. She had that passive.

Sofia summoned the graveyard skeletons and let them bring her in the spirit plane and under the snow. Underground in the immense whiteness of the spiritual plane, she could see countless roots, quite a few animal dens, the vague shape of deep caves, and most importantly, a small but very strikingly different from its surrounding thing in the distance. A cubic form, the foundations of ‘The Cabin’.

Really? That has to be at least three or four underground levels under that thing. No wonder she found it so fast. Quite clever, I wouldn’t even have thought of the thing possibly having a basement. She even had the shovel ready to use with her [Spirit Realm Vision].That’s five points for Lola and one for everyone else.

Going back up above ground, but still in the Spirit realm, Sofia tried to locate the cabin through the trees. The trees are mostly transparent, but they overlap so much, can’t see anything from that far away.

The graveyard let Sofia go, the students were already a few hundred meters away. I shouldn’t fall behind like this. Using Pareth’s position with them as her reference point, Sofia caught up with the group.

I don’t really feel any big mana clumps nearby, no monsters here I guess. Everyone looks mostly ready to fight. Topaz has two black steel axes, and Opal some kind of small orichalcum wand. Interesting weapons.

There should be another envelope at the cabin.

The ambiance among the girls was tense, they hiked forward in a tight formation, paying a lot of attention to their surroundings. Instead of using a lot of light, they had opted to rely solely on the dim glow of the fire sprite; the darkness made them harder to spot for a potential roaming monster but it also created unsettling dark shadows between the trees. Night in the forest was silent, the sound of boots in the snow only accompanied by the whispers of the cold wind. The deeper they went, the taller the trees around them were, and soon, the faint moonlight that had accompanied them before was only a memory.

After seven long hours of nerve-wracking exploration, alternating between Shaily’s fire sprite and a fire spell from Opal as sources of light and heat, they finally saw the eerie blue light coming from the cabin streaming through the trees.

The form of the cabin slowly revealed itself. It was a rather large manor-like building lost in the middle of dense trees taller than it was, made of weathered dark wood. The windows were broken and the wooden walls were in large parts rotten and full of holes. The light came from a corner room on the second floor, shining through the broken walls and the missing tiles of the roof.

Lola broke the silence, “It doesn’t look very welcoming…” she complained.

“It’s a dungeon, isn’t it?” En added, trying to see where exactly the light came from.

Topaz turned to Sofia who was walking behind them, “We found your cabin, what now?”

Sofia shrugged. “No idea, the letter didn’t say much more. All I can say for sure is that it’s been getting colder since we got here. Lola is shaking even with the fire sprite.”

En summoned her flying totem. “I will try to see what the light comes from.” Shooting upwards, En got a look through the window from a few meters away before landing back in the snow. “It’s just a shiny rock, there’s another envelope there too.”

“This is where we need to go then, let’s quickly find the entrance,” Shaily decided.

It wasn’t long before they found the decrepit doors of the manor and entered.

[You have entered the dungeon : Old manor of Lakeburg - Lv. 50+]

“Good instincts, En, I’ll give you a bonus token for that.” I don’t have many to give out but this is nice.

Topaz asked whether anyone had ever heard of Lakeburg, and no one had, especially not Sofia. If this group uses this dungeon, that must mean every group has largely different things going on, unless the academy can manufacture fake dungeons with real system prompts.

The interior of the manor was as dilapidated as the exterior, the old fashioned furniture was dusty and in an advanced state of disrepair. Anything not made of wood or steel seemed to not have survived whatever happened to the place. The interior was still cold but at the very least, it protected them from the wind somewhat.

I feel something unusual from this place. Weird.

Expanding her mana senses as much as she could and probing the place, Sofia understood the source of the prickly sensation. Shades!

Considering the environment, likely winter shades. Lucky! That will make the job easier; but I’ll have to keep an eye open, still. There are more monsters below but I’m not too sure what those are. Where is the boss monster though? There isn’t any mana signature standing out from the rest…

“It’s getting colder and darker, and I’m starting to be a bit tired. I suggest we get the envelope fast and prepare a place to sleep,” Shaily said as everyone was looking around. Opal had stayed near the door and enthusiastically nodded at the suggestion.

“Should En go grab it from outside through the window or do we explore the dungeon? It might take a while to safely explore all the way to that corner of the second floor,” Topaz asked, “Either way, I agree about the place to sleep, we should see if one of the rooms near the entrance is in decent shape, quickly fix the holes in the walls and barricade the doors.”

“I can go get it,” En confirmed, her tails swaying behind her back.

“I’ll go with you,” Topaz added, “we shouldn’t split too much. Opal, Shaily and Lola can work on our luxury bedroom in the meantime.”

Stay here, Pareth, I’ll follow them just in case.

Pareth nodded and Sofia smiled at him before following En and Topaz outside who were already rushing to the other side of the mansion, lit up by a small shiny totem on En’s back.

As Sofia stepped out of the manor, she instantly felt something wrong. She could still see Pareth through the half-broken doors, yet her soul link told her he was farther away in another direction, which would be in the middle of a bunch of thick bushes.

Now, that is very wrong. Very, very wrong. Smells like confusing spatial shenanigans, yet I felt nothing when I got there. Need to investigate. This would have to wait, as the students’ safety was the immediate priority.

En repeated her previous trick and jumped through the window, she was only in there for two seconds, jumping back down holding a glowing rock on a string and another sealed envelope.

[Pendulum of the frozen lake] : This ancient pendulum is enchanted with basic seeking magic, the lowest form of divination, which will only ever point to the one thing it was meant to find.

Item level : 0. Grade : Ancient.

Well, at least Shaily knows [Identify] so they will know what this is for too. I feel like I already know what the envelope will say.

“For you, teacher.”

Sofia grabbed the letter, opened it, quickly glanced at it and stored it. “Thank you, En, you can keep the rock. You look like you’re freezing, let’s go back.”

This whole event must have been planned for a long time. I wonder if they can really get there in one week. At least that should be good training for the level 100 trial.



En had re-entered the manor but Topaz was still outside, frowning. “I could swear there was one more window on this wall before.”

“You count windows?”

“I just have a good memory, teach.”

“Well, let’s say there really was one more window. What is your conclusion?”

“Either there is some illusion magic involved, or the mansion changed while we were on the other side.”

“Or you remembered wrong. But maybe you’re right. It is a dungeon after all, that would not be the weirdest thing I’ve seen in a dungeon.”

Topaz agreed, “Father taught us a lot about dungeons. This isn’t even close to the weirdest things he has found. According to him there are dungeons hidden under poisonous springs, inside volcanoes and even shrouded in everlasting clouds moving through the sky.”

“I may have gone to a few of those myself. But get inside already, your nose is redder than a ripe apra.”

Topaz nodded and entered the manor.

Sofia stood outside with a worried expression.

Pareth being in another different direction compared to when I left is already something… The window disappearing is another one.

But weren’t the trees before like… A whole meter further apart from the walls?!



Inside, the others had started fixing the first room on the left of the entrance hall. It was a ‘small’ waiting room, furnished with a table missing three of its four legs, paintings discolored beyond recognition, and three mold-covered sofas. Everyone was busy hammering broken planks retrieved from the entrance hall’s floor to the holes in the walls.

Sofia mindlessly watched them work for a good thirty seconds before she could say anything. “Where did you get a hammer and a box of nails?”

Opal pointed at Lola.

Shaily turned her head to watch, and the hammer she swung at a nail hit just slightly off center.

Ouch!

The frail-looking Exidian girl fell to the ground, holding her left hand. She was trying her best to hold in her scream of pain as the tears rolled down her face.

Surely the academy won’t mind if I repair a few bones… Arguably it was my fault…


Chapter 334 - No smoke, only mirrors










All their preparations done, the girls went to sleep without even eating, with one of them staying up to stand guard and a rotation planned out.

I’ll stay with them and work on my blood, do you want to go out? We could use a bit of early exploration to make sure this place is really safe. The things written in the letter and what we’ve seen don't completely match and that’s bothering me.

Pareth stood up and stayed still for a few seconds.

Is something wrong?

In his hands appeared a small shield of light with a weird shape, which he showed to Sofia. Bird shield? Oh, you want to go with Crowie? Is that it? Sure.

Sofia ripped the page from the book of skeletons and the small crow skeleton formed out of the mist like it always did. It hopped around on the ground, cuddled against Sofia’s leg for a few seconds, and then flew up to the top of Pareth’s skull. Sofia then sent them off through the barricaded door with the help of the graveyard crew.

Opal curiously watched these happenings from her side, sitting on her bedroll, the mute girl had volunteered to take the first watch. She grabbed her notebook and scribbled something, when she was done, she turned to Sofia with a smile and showed it to her. It was a small and rather crude drawing of Crowie, accompanied by the word ‘Cute!’.

“You have great taste,” Sofia whispered back with a smile of her own. She internally debated summoning her bigger group of fifty crows right then but she didn’t want to wake the other girls. Summoning a bone slate she wrote a longer message for the mute girl.

“You can sleep if you want, it’s fine, I’m here to watch over the five of you. There’s no real need for a night watch."

Opal shook her head.

“Alright then. I’m going to be doing weird things, don’t worry about it, just necromancer stuff.”

Opal gave a sign that she understood but instead of ‘not worrying’ she kept staring at Sofia, curiosity shining in her eyes.

I should have seen that coming. Well, whatever.

Sofia had been inspired by Nicet’s base building kit in Sovuln, and before coming to Brighthall, when she prepared in the sect, she had bought a few thick panels of reinforced glass. She could make walls with bone whenever she wanted but windows were trickier, thin bone could be somewhat translucent, but that wasn’t really satisfactory, hence the stored glass. Bringing out three such glass squares and a few bones to act as joints, Sofia encased her corner of the room in a bone and glass box.

Should be enough to cover the sound and smell, and I can still watch over the whole room.

The mute girl watched the process, visibly confused, but what really got a reaction out of her was Sofia cutting her wrist to let the blood flow. Sofia just turned on her Health bar display and winked at the girl. The blood loss was slow enough that her passive regeneration from [Bone Dominus] almost negated it completely.

[Venerable physique of the primeval void] ♢ - Second step of the Light forging realm :

Your blood becomes light (48 / 126 441 drops converted)

Let’s aim for a hundred drops tonight! I need to speed this up.



Pareth slowly made his way through the mansion, and checked every room on the way, noting the presence of quite a few shades, which never attacked him, but there were a few things which were abnormal. First of all, he had gone through the entire thing and found no stairs at all. There was clearly a second floor and a few underground levels, but no way to reach them. Secondly, it had taken him several hours to go through hundreds of rooms, so long that Crowie’s lifetime had expired and he returned to the book, when the mansion was nowhere near that large from the outside. Lastly, after reaching the main hall again, he discovered that the entrance was gone. Where the door used to be was now just another hole-ridden wall with the darkness of the night beyond.

He tugged at Sofia’s consciousness.



You’re back, want me to get you in?

Sofia clearly got the feeling from her link with Pareth that this wasn’t it, so she connected her senses to his.

That’s just the entrance hall.

Pareth turned around.

Oh.

Well, we did notice that the dungeon was weird before. I am not too surprised. I just hope it’s not another Margin situation.

Try punching the wall?

Pareth turned to look at the barricaded room’s direction.

What? Don’t want to wake them up? It’s about time they woke up anyway, but fair, I’ll get them up myself, give me a second.

Sofia cleaned up her mess and stored the glass box.

[Venerable Physique of the Primeval Void] ♢ - Second step of the Light forging realm :

Your blood becomes light (112 / 126 441 drops converted)

Not quite the hundred I hoped for, but faster than before. I just need to keep getting faster. The pain isn’t as bad now that I’ve gone through it a hundred times…

It was currently Shaily’s turn to be up.

“Shaily, help me wake the sleeping princesses, will you?”

“Morning already? Do we let Lola sleep, then?”

Right, three of them are actually princesses… “No, her too.”



Everyone was soon grouped in the main hall, with Sofia explaining the situation.

“The normal plan was to have you all clear this dungeon today then go investigate another one at the lake for the rest of the week, with me faking my death halfway through the second dungeon to gauge your reactions and see how you perform without me as a failsafe. But as you can see, the way out is gone. The dungeon having a life of its own wasn’t part of the planning I have been given at all, so I’m taking charge. But I’ll still let you have some fun and try to resolve it on your own.”

The students were surprised at the sudden turn of events, especially since Sofia’s tone was so relaxed and casual despite what she told them. After some quick exchanges between them, En asked the obvious, “Are we trapped in? Can’t we just break the wall? We can see some light from the other side…”

“This is why I’m canceling the entire thing instead of just letting this go, I can already sense what is on the other side of this wall, and it’s not the outside. Lola should be able to tell as well.”

Lola focused on the wall and after an initial muted yelp of surprise, she took a few steps left then right, her face gradually turning to a paler shade of blue. “This- How does…”

“I don’t know, honestly. I’m thinking it must be some very weird space magic. Pareth, break the wall.”

Pareth advanced, grabbed one of the planks by the rotten holes, and yanked it out. On the opposite end of the wall, another plank disappeared. Pareth moved out of the way. On the other side of the wall was the entrance hall. The light came from them.

“It’s… Like a mirror?” Shaily asked as she observed Pareth through the hole on the other side.

“Kind of?” Sofia answered, “It’s hard to understand what’s really going on.”

Sofia threw a bone through and it came out on the other side of the wall. “The room is linked to itself I guess.” She stuck her left hand in next. It did not feel any different than normal, she could still feel and see her hand on the other side, but she could also see it sticking out of the other hole in the wall a few meters to her right. She controlled the bone on the floor to fly back to her hand and retrieved it. “Yeah I’m pretty sure now, this isn’t another space, it’s just like this wall is a teleportation portal to this room.”

Pareth ripped up all the planks of the wall one by one, revealing the full thing. It really was like a weird inverse mirror. By standing at the center Sofia could touch fingertips with herself. Pareth tried completely walking through, and unsurprisingly, he simply ended up coming out of the other side of the wall.

Sofia explained her new plan, “Well, you see how it is. That wasn’t planned, but honestly I am confident in being able to escape this. As long as it doesn’t seem too dangerous, I will let you five give me ideas to try to get out. This will be a good experience for later, I think. Might as well make the most of this situation. If all else fails, I’ll get us out another way and wait for rescue. Oh right, I have also taken control of the monsters in the dungeon, so we can use them if need be.”

Dark shadows appeared all around the room and the temperature suddenly dropped.

“These are winter shades, they have ice magic and can hit pretty hard. You would have had to fight them if things proceeded normally, but they didn’t.”

“You control monsters?” Topaz asked, incredulous.

“I’m a necromancer and Shades are undead. Is that really weird? I think being trapped here is weirder. Honestly I have a hard time believing the headmaster would approve of sending us to this place if he knew things could go wrong, especially since I am a new teacher and four of you are nobles. So my theory is someone is messing with us, and it could be malicious.”

The initial surprise gone, the five girls were surprisingly calm, and they all came up with ideas on how to get out. First and foremost was to try the other walls, so they returned to the room they had spent the night in and repeated the process of taking out a piece of the wall that should have led outside. The result was the same, the room was mirrored onto itself on the other side.

“Let’s try the ceiling next then,” Sofia said and shrugged.

Of course it wouldn’t be so easy.

I do wonder what’s going on though.

It’s great that they managed to stay calm. But this is really strange. Is this part of the event too and the academy just purposely kept me in the dark to mess with me or something? This isn’t funny.

Screw this. If anything goes wrong I’m teleporting everyone to Zangdar.


Chapter 335 - Skygrid










After smashing a few wooden planks, the results were in: the floor was connected to the ceiling. This mirror space was dungeon wide instead of room by room; falling through the floorboards would drop you from the ceiling on the opposite side of the mansion and vice versa.

While the girls tried their best to think of ways to resolve the issue, En stepped up with an idea, “To create an enclosed space like this, you need mana, and it has to come from somewhere. If it’s a ritual or a curse, then the source needs to be inside, so we could try to find it and destroy it.”

Sofia shook her head, “I have seen a few curses, this doesn’t look like one. Curses are usually visible to anyone with developed mana senses. You know how you can see the dust in the air when a ray of light shines in an otherwise dark room? Curses look a bit like that but instead of dust particles it’s small hairs of mana. It could be a ritual though.”

“What if it’s a skill?” Shaily asked.

“For skills, if this works like barriers, then there are two ways,” Sofia explained, “The caster can be inside or outside. If they are inside, something as simple as trapping them inside of another smaller barrier to cut them off from sustaining this one could work, or straight up killing them.”

Topaz narrowed her eyes, “And if they are outside?”

“Then you five better pray that the barrier’s caster does not have enough mana to sustain it against my attacks from inside… But as this barrier redirects things instead of blocking them, it might be more mana-efficient than a regular barrier, so who knows if that might work.”

Hearing this, Opal raised a hand. The group waited for her to write on her notepad.

‘If the entire floor is mirrored, then the mansion should be falling, but it doesn’t feel like it, so there could be an anchor point holding it up?’

“That’s an idea. There might just be a weak point like this somewhere even if we don’t find the fuel source of the barrier. What do you all want to start with? Demolishing all the walls?”

“Let’s go demolishing!” En happily confirmed jumping in place with her ears folding up and down.

At least one of them isn’t worried at all.

“Hmm… Pareth explored the place and it is quite wide. This might take a while… Unless I use the big spells. Would you mind sitting in a box for a bit?”

After a quick explanation of the dangerous nature of the rot Sofia was about to use, she got the five girls to sit inside of a large bone cube with a lightstone for lighting. The box was anchored by a bunch of bone to a large wooden pillar and had plenty of space to walk on the side, just in case it started falling through the ground due to the lack of an ‘anchor’. The shades were all bunched up together inside of a smaller bone box on the side.

With everything ready, Sofia started blasting rot everywhere. The old wood got devoured fast. The rot spread out throughout the entirety of the mansion floor, and in just two minutes, there was nothing left except the bone structure and big clouds of black dust falling forever in the middle of an infinite white nothing, its ‘reflection’ showing up in every direction. The last bits of rot and wood eventually disappeared.

Just like putting something between two mirrors. Everywhere I look I can see myself, even above; that’s crazy.

Are we actually falling? It doesn’t feel like it, at all, but who knows at this point.

Sofia opened the bone box, “I have good news and bad news. Good news is nothing went terribly wrong, we’re all alive. Bad news is, well, you can see.”

Observing the students' reactions, there were audible gulps and visible shivers. The realization of the mess they were in started to dawn on them. Lola and the twins were very pale, En was the only one who still looked unaffected, while Shaily seemed worried but was also looking expectantly at Sofia and Pareth.

En held out her hand, “What's with all the black dust? Is it a curse after all?”

“No, that’s just what’s left of the wood. A bit like how there’s charcoal left after a fire. I have an idea. I’ll make a few handles, everyone grab onto them, just in case. I’ll fly away from the platform and try something.”

Sofia didn’t really fly, actually just walking on nothing until she reached the edge of the ‘barrier’, where the images were infinitely mirrored. Since the barrier was a large rectangular box, there were corners. By being right in the corner, Sofia could see three copies of herself, standing in a circle. Sofia crouched down, she brought out a bone and slowly brought it to the point where the three sides of the barrier touched into a point. She stabbed the bone right through the corner. The bone shattered, torn apart from being redirected to three different places at once.

This put a smile on Sofia’s face. Crouching lower, she thrust her hand at the corner, and readied [Heat Death]. Her hand was about to suffer the same fate as the bone before it, and Sofia tugged on [Heat Death]’s mana circuits more to activate it. But it failed, and her hand was shredded into bloody bits. She did her best to not scream, she didn’t want the students to panic more. But internally, she cursed.

Fuck! I don’t have enough mana to dispel it!

Someone with more mana than me is keeping this thing up. Likely over level 300. This did not activate Leverle’s protective charm though. Probably because it’s not a spell meant to kill, I’m pretty sure the paper charm was only meant to deflect killing blows.

Would the teleportation to the Margin even work at this rate?

Disgruntled, Sofia reformed the bones of her hand to hasten the healing process, and walked back to the students.

“Did not work,” Sofia announced, to no one’s surprise. “I might have been able to dispel the barrier if it was weaker, but it seems this is held up by several times my mana, millions of points, likely. This is a high level spell.”

“Then attacking it to drain it is no good? Hmm… I want to try something, can I?”

“Of course, En. As long as you’re not putting your life at risk.”

“I won’t!”

En walked to the edge of the bone platform, summoned a totem, and chucked it into the void. The totem fell down from the ceiling through the ground multiple times at an angle, going further away each time, before eventually reaching the platform again from the other side, where Sofia caught it.

“What do you think of the result, En?” Sofia asked, tossing the totem back to her.

I get where this is going already. En is good at thinking things through in novel ways, I never asked for their classless skills but I could bet she has some high level [Shenanigans] in there.

“It must use mana to displace things, so if we throw something at the right angle and it falls forever, that will end up draining the mana without needing us to really attack, and eventually dispel it, right?” En advanced her theory, looking for approval in Sofia’s eyes.

Lola’s eyes lit up. “Th- That sounds like it could work!”

Sofia sat down in the air. “Give me a minute, I need to think things through.”

I thought about that too but I'm not too sure.

If the skill does spend mana to displace objects from one point to another then yes, maybe, if we can drain more mana per second than the caster regenerates. That might be a tall order. If the skill actually only has a passive cost to link locations and that’s the entirety of the cost, which I think is possible, then we’re screwed.

And if a level 300+ asshole is waiting for us on the other side, we were always screwed in the first place.

Honestly this is doomed, the more I think about it. Be it a monster or a person, whoever is maintaining this can kill me in one it, I’m pretty sure. Or well, two. The kids wouldn’t survive.

At this point it’s weird that they would just trap us inside there and not kill us directly, are they trying to starve us?

Maybe they can’t actually attack us directly? That’s an option, either because they know about Leverle’s charm, or because that would alert Saint Tartaros or the Academy somehow? Through the Strength tokens? Or through the students’ uniforms? They are heavily enchanted after all.

Either we flee to Zangdar now, or keep trying to break away, maybe with the drain strategy. I’m unsure about our odds when we exit this place, though.

Or we do nothing?

That might be the safest bet, just do nothing, and wait until the Academy comes to investigate our disappearance. We only have to hold out for a week. They know where we are.

Unless…

What if this was a trap from the start? The teleportation to the forest happened without anyone showing up. I wasn’t suspicious then because that’s what Beryl said would happen, but what if someone hijacked the teleport and sent us here in this trap? No, surely the headmaster would already be aware of it if so… This must be the real thing, just that someone is taking advantage of the opportunity to target me and my students, or that whoever scouted this location did a terrible job.

Ah, I’m getting lost in thoughts for too long, this isn’t good…

“Alright, so, I have decided that I would teleport us to a safe place. The only issue is, we will be trapped there until a friend of mine sends a rescue mission, but I believe it to be better, still. I would rather be trapped inside of a bunker of my own making than inside of someone’s trap. I have enough water to last us forever, but only about two weeks of food, after that you’ll have to eat… Other things; if no one has come to fetch us by then. Are you all fine with that?”

No one was very enthusiastic about the idea, and even less after Sofia explained that the ‘other thing’ they would have to eat was herself, but they still all accepted after Sofia explained what level the person maintaining the barrier would have to be.

Sofia brought her her pre-made bone-slate-ritual for the teleportation as well as the ring, had everyone hold hands, and activated the ring.

Nothing happened. Laughing nervously, Sofia [Identified] the ring to see if it was still charged, which it was.

“Well. It looks like we’re going with En’s plan after all. Let us just hope no one is waiting for us outside of the barrier, if we even manage to break it...”


Chapter 336 - The Pursuer










Sofia and the students stared at the infinite waterfall of blood in front of them, perpetually flowing onto itself.

“Well, it looks like this is another failure. I don’t think this is helping drain the barrier’s mana at all. If anything, it feels like the amount of ambient mana has been going up. I could make more blood but that looks pointless.”

“Why are we trapped in here in the first place, what’s the point?” En complained as she walked back and forth on the bone platform.

“That’s hard to tell at this point, I feel like someone trying to kill me or you guys could do it without too much trouble if they can set up a barrier like this without me or Pareth noticing anything. So it’s most likely not that.”

Not that killing me would be that easy as long as I have Leverle’s charm. The students though…

Shaily played with one of her sprites, pensively she mumbled to herself, “Maybe someone just wants to ruin our chances at getting tokens… All of us here are serious competitors, even Lola has started dueling a lot and almost caught up with En and me, I don’t know about Topaz but I’ve had a match against Opal and it was pretty close too…”

“I am the outlier I guess,” Topaz said from the corner she was sitting on, her legs dangling in the void, “I’m not too interested in the competition, I’d rather spend my time here learning all I can, I can’t compare with Opal anyway so it’s dumb to even try.”

Opal snuck up on her and hugged her sister from behind.

Sofia shrugged, “It would be nice if it was just about tokens. I could see someone going that far to sabotage the thing considering how tremendous the reward is, but I worry it might be a bit more nefarious than that. What if this is the ProudWall family trying to get revenge for their guy I slapped around in the arena?”

Lola had been very silent the entire time the group had been trapped, but she spoke up for Erian, “Impossible. The ProudWall family isn’t normally so petty… They worship Talent and they got their Ducal rank for their exceptional service to the Empire. The duel was strange in the first place.” Lola took a deep breath. “That one of them would insult a Brighthall teacher was a great embarrassment for the family even before you fought the match, Erian wouldn’t even come near us out of shame… I don’t want to believe they would stoop so low as to cheat in a competition like this, let alone try to pursue revenge for a fair loss!” she finished, almost shouting.

“Hey hey, calm down Lola, I believe you, alright? Is that really why Erian stopped coming to my classes? I will need to have a talk with him, he can’t be compromising his future out of shame for something he didn’t do. That being said, we need to get out of here. The ambient mana is still rising and that’s becoming a bit worrying.”

“Why is it worrying?” En instantly asked.

“Well, this feels oddly familiar to something I have already experienced multiple times. The academic name of which I’ve recently learned is Siege magic. This is something you do when you need to be sure to absolutely annihilate your opponent, level a fortress with everyone inside, obliterate an army, such things. You trap your opponents inside of a barrier so they cannot escape, you gather a lot of mana over a long period of time… And you unleash a devastating strike all at once. We still have some time though, although I don’t know how long, but I can tell that the mana is still too calm for the spell to be about to resolve.”

While everyone looked noticeably more worried about their situation now, Topaz still looked calmer, even though her feet had stopped moving, she turned to look at Sofia, “You experienced that multiple times… As the caster?”

“As the target. Things happened,” Sofia answered with a shrug.

After a moment of silence, Topaz leaned back Opal, looking at the infinite reflections of their bone platform in the barrier above, “I’m not even a summoner but if you get us out of here I’ll sign up to your class…”

“Sure, you’re welcome to join, Opal too. Also, I am pretty confident in getting us out right now.”

“What?!”

Everyone looked at Sofia like she was crazy, they had been stuck here for hours and now she was somehow confident in getting out?

“Yes. Sorry students, I really let you down this time. I had a way to get out all this time and I just completely forgot about it. I have so much stuff now, so many skills, so many options, I’m really stupid for not thinking of this before, you can insult me later if you want, but yeah, now that I see it, it’s obvious.”

Opal quickly scribbled something on her notepad, she presented it to Sofia with a kind smile. ‘Better late than never!’

Sofia laughed nervously, and started to reshape the bone platform into a small pyramid.

“Please get inside, although the way to get out should be safe, I’m worried about what we’ll find outside, so I’ll be spreading rot everywhere as soon as we’re out and potentially teleport us to the place I spoke of before if things look too dangerous.”

With little opposition from the students, she got them and the box of compressed shades inside of the pyramid before preparing herself.

I would put on an undeath rune but I’m not sure we have that much time before the siege spell resolves…

Preparing her spells, Sofia formed a big handle above the pyramid and tapped on Pareth’s bone plates. I’ll activate the third tier overlord so you can fly, if there’s anyone waiting for us outside, grab the girls and go. Don’t worry about me, I still have Leverle’s charm as a security.

“Alright, everything ready.”

This HAS to work, right?

[Ringed arms of Zar] : (Manaless state): When this ring is devoid of mana, the wearer may activate [Collapse] at any time to make the ring instantly absorb all out-of-body mana in a large area.

Wait, would it even work through the Dragon scale armor? I will be like the storage ring and have the mana travel through my arm I guess. It’s an artifact of the deep, so no way would it not work…

Sofia controlled the bone pyramid to be near a corner of the barrier, perhaps the barrier would reform after her little stunt so it was best to get out fast.

“Here we go.”

Sofia activated the third tier of [Runeforged Overlord] and raised her hand high.

[Collapse]

The barrier shattered like a broken mirror and all the mana in a huge sphere around Sofia collapsed toward her. As she predicted, it entered the scale arm through the shoulder, going through her all the way to her fist, which felt like getting struck by lightning. To Sofia this was nothing. With a huge chunk of the barrier gone, she and Pareth quickly flew up, and Sofia observed her surroundings while showering the entire vicinity in Holy light and Erredian Rot.

It was still night and they were still in the same place, but the immediate surroundings were not as they once were. The mansion was gone, and the surrounding forest had been burned down. In their place was a truly enormous ritual circle carved out in the charred soil, glowing brightly with blood-red magic. 

Sofia only got a glimpse of it before it was covered in rot. In the distance, on an extremity of the ritual circle, stood a single tall masked figure in a gray cloak. Sofia tried to [Identify] them, but they disappeared as soon as the rot started spreading on them. The only distinctive sign she had managed to really see about the person before they were gone were two pointy ears.

An Elf?!

Sofia worriedly looked in Pareth’s direction, hoping the cloaked figure hadn't teleported to him and the students, but her mana vision quickly confirmed that no teleportation trail led to their direction. The person had teleported somewhere else, completely abandoning the siege ritual, which was getting ravenously devoured by the rot.

They fled?

She hesitated for a second; did she need Pareth to teleport to her and flee to Zangdar, or was the immediate danger gone?

A second passed, then another, the ambient mana dispersed as the rot ravaged the remains of the ritual, and there was no sign of the cloaked figure coming back. In the charred forest, there were only the sounds of the spreading rot and the cold windy night.

Fuck me, what the hell was that?

Sofia recalled the creepy design of the elf’s white mask, that of a deformed face with a single round eye, it gave her shivers.

She told Pareth to stop and flew to him, her mana would soon be drained by [Runeforged Overlord], so she also quickly brought out Bookie and summoned random skeletons to have some mana to absorb back after she hit zero. Landing at the border of the charred zone, watching the rot quickly devouring itself a few tens of meters away, Sofia opened the bone pyramid, a hint of worry in her heart.

“Is everyone fine?!”

The girls inside were shaken but unscathed. Finally Sofia could breathe a sigh of relief. For now, they were out of danger. Still, she monitored the mana around her like a hawk, looking for the tiniest sign of spatial magic as she helped the girls out of her bone construct.


Chapter 337 - The Late Savior










“We should be safe now, I think, the attacker left,” Sofia told the students who just stepped out of the bone pyramid.

“I- I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” Lola stuttered, pointing at the sky.

“He’s an ally, everything is alright,” Sofia reassured her.

Sofia had felt the sudden disturbance happening behind her, but she knew by instinct that it wasn’t the masked elf returning, the person who just appeared had many times more mana. She turned around to see Leverle in his white robes stepping out of a black and jagged cross-shaped tear through the sky. Slowly, he walked down, platforms of solid mana forming under his feet.

“That’s the doctor!” Topaz exclaimed, “Why is he here?”

“You know Leverle?” Sofia asked reflexively before it dawned on her that they must have seen him for Opal’s handicap. He couldn’t fix it?

“Truly your master’s apprentice. Have you lost anyone?” Leverle asked as he landed in front of the group without a sound.

Does he mean the students?

“No, everyone is unharmed, luckily.”

“Good.” He turned toward Opal, “Has your condition deteriorated?”

The girl shook her head.

“Very good. Keep leveling at a steady pace, your genome will soon fix itself. Now, care to explain all this?” he said, extending one of his weird black arms out of his robe, pointing at the wasteland of rot. “I lost track of the doll, which was surprising. Did you perhaps just meet your namesake?”

Aphenoreth?

“No, nothing like that. We got attacked. One masked person with pointy ears, probably some kind of space mage. They trapped us inside of a weird spatial skill and were preparing a siege spell with a giant ritual circle. I broke out of the trap and destroyed the thing with rot, it was the size of the entire barren zone. They teleported away then before I could [Identify] them.”

Leverle’s mask-like head rotated to the side like a clock’s hands as Sofia spoke, then it snapped back to its original position. “I understand now why the guardian paid so much. Someone powerful is after you. They must have known about the doll. Did you tell anyone about it?”

“Absolutely not.”

“Then they had the means to spy on our conversation in the cathedral. No small feat, no lesser than cutting me off from the doll completely. They fled, you say? Give me a moment.” Leverle turned around, scanning the rot-covered wasteland, and teleported right where the attacker had been standing when Sofia saw them; a second later, he was back. “They covered their tracks. Unsurprising. There is not much we can do to find them. Have you memorized the siege ritual?”

“About two thirds of it.” The collapsing barrier behind me blocked my view. Still, the reading speed really helped, I can copy most of what I saw without too much trouble I think. “It might take a while if you want me to draw it, the thing was really huge.”

“Then please do so right away. It might hold important information. But first,” Leverle turned around, and another tear in space appeared in front of him, “follow me to the Cathedral.”

Sofia urged all the girls to follow Leverle and entered the fissure last as it started shrinking.

“You are safe here, students. Rest,” Leverle ordered, Sofia’s eyes needed a second to adapt to the sudden change of luminosity. Judging from the orange of the sky showing from the glass dome roof above, it was either dawn or dusk, but the cathedral’s interior was brightly lit. They had teleported right into a small but very tall hexagonal room with large stained glass artworks adorning half the walls, and towering bookshelves covering the other half. There were a few sofas and seats around clean low tables. Leverle waved a hand and the tables were suddenly covered with countless drinks and pastries. “I will have a word with your teacher.”

Leaving the flabbergasted students behind, Leverle left through a side door.

“What he said, rest here, we’ll return to the academy soon.”

“W- wait,” Shaily stopped Sofia right before she followed behind Leverle, “I don’t really get it but, are you in trouble because of us?”

“No, you got in trouble because of me. Sorry about that. Maybe I wasn’t meant to be a teacher at all…”

Sofia sighed and left, closing the door behind her. The room right next to that one was a small office, with the orange light filtering from the thin white curtains, it reminded Sofia of her first meeting with Astelia at the Vasperian embassy.

“You may sit, Daughter of Sorrow. Please produce a sketch of the ritual circle as best you can. Do you have any idea about the attacker’s motive?”

“First… Are we absolutely certain that I was the target? Could the doll being cut off be an unlucky coincidence from being trapped within a spatial barrier?” Sofia asked, already bringing out a large bone plate to draw the siege ritual on.

“Highly improbable. You were undoubtedly the target, your students would have been nothing but collateral damage.”

“I see… Then I have two ideas, maybe three.”

“Did you already offend so many?”

“It wasn’t… Anyway, my first guess is the Empress. I believe she has been investigating me due to the name on my ID.”

“Delivia? She would undoubtedly send a few probes your way, you have likely interacted with several already. As much as I would like to say she is not behind this incident, she could definitely go there. That is, if she believes you a sufficient threat to the empire.”

“Well, maybe we should hope it is her, because the two remaining options are both Gods.”

“Gods?”

“The attacker looked like an elf, and I may or may not possess five of Sun’s essence. I think it almost impossible that Sun Herself would want my death, She lends one of my heroes Her blessing to this day, but perhaps an overzealous follower might think I do not deserve the essence and want it back to their Goddess.”

Sofia’s words left Leverle speechless for a bit.

“There are some decrepit elves around, perhaps one has succumbed to insanity. It is a frail possibility, but a possibility nonetheless,” Leverle carefully assessed.

“The last and more probable possibility is Scripture, the ‘God’ who gifted my sainthood. He wants me dead, that is for certain, but what bothers me is that if he had the means to pull this off when I was protected by your doll, he could have killed me a thousand times over by now.”

At Leverle’s demand for more details, Sofia explained her tumultuous relationship with Scripture and his Church.



“Quite the situation. Another God roams the land. Defeating His incarnation seems foolish, but you bear His essence. Perhaps it may be possible, if you reach my level.”

“Not level 500?”

“You fail to grasp the power differential at play. Those who reach these heights can easily contend with most of the strongest Gods and Recessed, only a select few can claim to stand above them, such as Sun or Death. But it is only a matter of numbers. Should all the level 500 band together to cleanse the Deities one by one, none would survive. They would be born anew, clean slates, assuming anyone is left to produce the essence. Scripture may prove challenging to someone at my level, but not impossible, if I trust what you say.”

“What about ‘my namesake’?”

“I do not know, and I do not wish to know.”

“Too bad. Well, I’m about done with the ritual circle. This should be mostly accurate to what I managed to see.”

Leverle grabbed the bone slate and looked it over for a good minute before setting it down on his desk.

“Unlucky. This is of no help. It could exonerate Scripture, but it might not. This is mostly mana gathering and consolidating arrays. It was in large parts meant to gather mana, to fuel whatever the center part was, but most of the center is incomplete. There is one certitude only, this sharp corner is part of a Divine rune,” he said, pointing at two lines joining at an angle near the very center of the circle.

“Because it cuts through all the smaller arrays like a wall? This angle… It does look like the lower point of Sun’s rune…”

Leverle shook his head, “That is the issue, unfortunately. Most Divine runes are very alike, either triangular or spiraled. Delivia is a follower of Talent, I cannot show you, but Talent’s rune fits as well.”

Knowledge was kind of a spiral I guess… I can see it. “Then Scripture?”

“I have never seen Scripture’s rune. It may also fit or it may not. I fear the ritual is of no help, Daughter of Sorrow. Perhaps Sorrow Herself may bless you with divine knowledge about the matter.”

“No, the ritual does help, it confirms that a God was trying to kill me, even if it’s uncertain which. I think this rules out Sun completely. So it was either the Empress and Talent, Scripture, or I have somehow walked on someone else’s shoes without even realizing.”

Leverle turned and opened the curtains, he gazed at the sun rising over the city.

“Five stones for your protection might have been too cheap after all.”


Chapter 338 - Brave, or foolhardy?










Leverle brought everyone back to the academy’s entrance.

Caleb raised his eyes from his lectern. “Oh, if it isn’t the Doc and teacher Sonia again!” His brows furrowed after his jovial greeting, “The entire group is here… Did something go wrong with the event?”

“We had some outside interference… Is Beryl available?”

Caleb shook his head, “I’m afraid not, miss Sonia, likewise, the Headmaster is away. Sir Tartaros is present, however.”

“Should we report to him?”

“Your issue happened during the event so I don’t see why not, going in this time, Doc?”

“I will,” Leverle confirmed.

Caleb nodded and pressed a few buttons hidden under the book on his lectern, a teleportation gate appearing in front of the academy gate. “Ay ay, step right in, everyone. Students will be sent to their dorms while Doc and Sonia are inbound to Sir Tartaros’ lodgings.”

So this is how new students usually get in?

“Thank you, Caneb.”

“It is my pleasure.”

Sofia turned to the students before leading them through the portal, “I will come check in on you and explain things when I have it all sorted out, the academy is safe so you can rest easy.”

“We’ll be just fine,” En answered, a carefree smile on her face.

“Th- Thank you, for getting us out of there,” Lola added, and the others approved.

Sofia entered the portal after the students, and stood next to Leverle in what seemed to be an underground chamber with large pillars all around the circular room. Saint Tartaros was sitting cross-legged on the ground at the very center of the barren room, his eyes closed. The clothes he wore were different than usual; his current attire was one very familiar to Sofia, a simple white uniform with a red belt.

Does this guy…?

Sofia thought about grabbing her black belt from her storage but she felt that now wasn’t the time.

Tartaros spoke, his eyes still closed, “Will you finally fight me, Death Guard?”

“I am afraid not,” Leverle answered monotonously.

“A pity. Then will the girl fight me?”

I would die before I could blink. Go fight Erredis or something. “If you wait for me to catch up to you, I will.”

“I shall wait, then.”

How polite of you…

Sofia was about to talk back and explain the reason they came to see him, but Tartaros spoke again first.

“Don’t waste your saliva, I already know. We will arrange for such things not to happen again in the context of the competition, but you are expected to deal with your personal issues through your own strength.”

He knows? It would have been nice to help, if not for me at least for the students…

“I see, thank you very much. Is there anything you can tell me about the attacker?”

“They were beneath my interest.”

Alright then…

“Can we do something to compensate the students? They lost the opportunity to earn tokens…”

“They will not be penalized for the Academy’s error. Strength will assess them and distribute the regular rewards accordingly.”

“Thank you very much, Saint Tartaros.”

Sofia glanced at Leverle, lost as to where to take the conversation from there. The doctor took a few steps toward the saint. “Are you not worried? This will interfere with the goal of the competition.”

The goal of the competition? That really does not sound like ‘Awarding a priceless sword to the best student to celebrate the academy’s success’. There is something more to it, then. It was weird that the prize was so good in the first place.

Tartaros finally opened his eyes, “No. This much is well within our expectations. The fish is observing, undoubtedly. These interruptions are no issue, quite the contrary, danger will only create more pressure to bite.”

Fish, bite… They’re luring something? Someone? Then the sword is bait? That is some high quality bait…

Leverle’s head rotated on its axis slowly as he spoke, “You play with fire. I was tasked to protect Sorrow’s Daughter. If your plan compromises her safety, I will have to step in.”

“I would like nothing more, Death Guard,” Tartaros answered with a smirk, “The more chaos the better.”

That does not sound good…

“Lunatic monster. You better not be lying. Was the attack part of your plan?”

“We knew of the possibility, but it was not our doing. The teachers may be set pieces, but they are no sacrificial pawn. Neither are the students. Luckily teacher Vakaria was not so weak that I needed to intervene, that would have indeed been an issue, the link cannot die, after all, or the fish might be too scared to swim up.”

Wait, alright… ‘We’ is Tartaros’ faction, which has to be at least himself, Beligenus, and the Emperor, if they organized the competition as bait for something. They knew I might be attacked but it was not them. Then does that not mean it cannot be the Empress?

The attack was probably from Scripture, then. And if they knew about it, it means they know more about my past than they let on.

I don’t know why he would wait until now to attack but there might be a reason. Probably the same reason he never attacked me directly after the orphanage…

I just need to find Scripture’s rune to confirm it would fit.

And ‘the link’ must be one of my students, probably not the twins, I guess, if it is one link. They somehow give confidence to ‘the fish’ so that they might show up?

I’m starting to think I also don’t get paid enough for my position…

“I will take your word for it,” Leverle answered in his unchanging monotonous tone after a moment of silence, “tell Delivia to leave her and her relatives alone, then. Do not make my task harder for nothing, I have enough to deal with.”

This pretty much confirms without a doubt that the woman behind Tartaros during the duel was the Empress… Both she and the ProudWalls worship Talent. She used them to probe me. 

“The Empress’ actions are unrelated to the plan. Take that up to her by yourself, Death Guard.”

Yeah, that confirms it in my mind, the elf had to be one of Scripture’s pawns. I really don’t see which other God would try going after me if not Talent for the Empress. Scripture might be growing in power if he can afford such an attack now but couldn’t before. That’s a bit worrying. I need to get stronger faster.

“Unhelpful as always,” Leverle complained, he turned back to Sofia, “I did all I could, Vakaria. I will head back to the cathedral. Shall I bring you to your lodgings within the academy?”

You did plenty! I got so much more information from this than I expected.

To think the entire competition is just a front to bait someone with the sword…

“I can go back by myself, thank you very much for your help, Leverle. I still have a few things I would like to ask Sir Tartaros, if he will.”

“You are free to discuss with the lunatic yourself, in this case. Warn me in advance before you leave the city next time. Good luck, Daughter of Sorrow.” Done with his farewells, Leverle opened the same black fissure he had used before to teleport and stepped in, leaving Sofia alone with the Saint of Strength.

“May I?” Sofia asked the Saint who silently observed her.

“Sit.”

Sure…

Sofia walked to be facing the Saint directly and sat in the same position as him. Since Tartaros said nothing, she took the initiative to speak first.

“Is the Empress investigating me because of my name?”

“That is so.”

“Alright. Then, if the sword is bait for some unknown person, are you not really going to be giving it to the winner of the competition?”

“We are. Strength does not deceive.”

Good.

“Would that not put the winner at risk?”

“It would. But we will have caught the fish by then. After that, should the wielder be worthy, the sword will defend itself.”

“Can I know more about ‘the fish’? It feels a lot like my students and I are part of the bait, and I really am not fond of that idea.”

“The entire Academy is part of the bait. One of your students in particular, but you may not learn more, lest your knowledge risk compromising the plan.”

“Fine. I get it. I am a weak little level 249 in the end, am I not? Thank you for your time. As thanks, let me make you privy to a little secret, since your allies wanted to know so badly,” Sofia said with a large smile. In her hands appeared a tablet made of blue crystal, “It’s a gift from my adoptive father. You already know his name. What do you think? Very cute, isn’t it? Be careful when you tell the Empress, it wouldn’t be good for your plans if you were to suddenly disappear, I assume.”

Tartaros’ expression did not change, but after spending a few seconds absent-mindedly fixating on the midenicite tablet, he closed his eyes.

“I shall see to it that Delivia no longer bothers you,” he started after a long silence, “But no matter what, the plan and your place in it must stay unchanged. You might thank me for it later. I look forward to our eventual duel, Sofia Vakariazrehafin Aphenoreth.”



After Tartaros teleported Sofia out of his room, he reflexively looked behind his back, he knew there was nothing there, he could feel the empty space and the undisturbed mana, but he was inexplicably compelled to look.

There was nothing but the usual rounded wall and columns.

With a deep sigh of relief, he un-crossed his legs and fell back, letting his heavy body slump to the floor.

The Saint of Strength silently stared at the ceiling.


Chapter 339 - Runes and Characters










Sofia had been teleported directly inside of her closed room.

“So much for a strong barrier around my room…”

She shivered. I can’t believe I did that. One of these days my big mouth is going to get me killed.

Should I go find the students?

No, best to let them sleep this trip off, I’ll go check in on them tomorrow.

Pareth looked at Sofia and Sofia looked back at him.

“What now?”

Sofia did not expect an answer but she actually got one, Pareth summoned his weapon of light in the form of a small dagger, and mimicked cutting his wrist.

Still not going to talk? Well, this is already better than before.

“Train the venerable physique? It is quite far from completion… Let’s do that then… But before, why not choose a new classless skill? Since I have a free slot? I can still forget [Identify] for the teleportation later as well. Any recommendations?”

Pareth seemed to hesitate, or that’s how Sofia interpreted his stillness, at least. Eventually he raised a hand, and his weapon of light changed into a small round-ish rock.

Rock? I’m surprised that it even qualifies as a weapon for your skill, but you did use that giant pair of scissors once, so… I don’t get what you mean, though.

Pareth came closer, showing the ‘rock’ in his hand to Sofia. Under the mastery of his skill, the rock became smoother and smoother until it was a perfectly round ball.

Oh, I get it now. The pearl thing, uh? I did think about it. I searched about it in the academy library too, but found nothing on that skill. My main issue is still about how large of a pearl we are talking about, and where does it come from?

“Hey, don’t look at me like that, I know you don’t know either, still…”

[Crystalized] ♢ : Your body will slowly produce mana pearls (growth speed linked to mana regeneration), which can be used as ritual fuel or eaten to provide a temporary 100% bonus to thinking speed.

“Ah, whatever. Surely it can’t be too bad.”

You have acquired the classless skill : ‘[Crystalized]’

Sofia felt a surge of heat rise within her chest, and looking down, she saw the runes from [Runeforged Overlord] shifting around, making space for a new mana circuit around the top of her sternum. Her skin around this spot took a strange blue hue like the Exidians’ skin, with clear borders and spreading slightly in all directions with root-like tendrils. It contrasted a lot with her skin, but all in all was not too bad, the center part only being about as large as a gold coin and the thin tendrils about the length of half a finger at their longest.

“It kind of looks like a badly poisoned wound… Well, at least it’s not too weird of a spot. The pearl shouldn’t be too large considering the size of the spot, what’s left is to see how long it takes to grow now.”

With that and the bonus from March of the Envoy, I’ll be thinking at three times the speed, pretty nice. Could be four times if these are multiplicative but somehow I doubt that.

Sofia scrolled through her system logs and status.

I should add a new skill category.


Status - Sofia (2)

Name : Sofia Aphenoreth

Age : 21 ♢

Class : [Saintomancer] ♢

Level : 249 ♢

Health : 80 980 / 80 980   (20k + (20/level - 4k) + 60k)

Stamina : 8552 / 21 047  (20 067 + (20/level - 4k))

Mana : 416 047 / 417 100       (319 100 + (2k/level- 400k))

Main Specialization : [Eclipse Skeleton]

Alteration chance : 100%

Secondary Specialization : [Heat Death]

Active Skills (8 / 8)

[Spine of the Black Sun] - Level 209

[Summon Blood] - Level 207

[Maiden Banshee] - Level 249 (Lv.249)

[Graveyard of the righteous] - Level 211

[False immortality] - Level 3

[Skull Choir] - Level 213

[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] ♢ - Second step Light forging realm

[Bone dominus] - Level 2

[Erredian Rot]

[Runeforged Overlord] ♢ - Level 249

Classless Skills (7 / 7)

♢ [Dreams Of a Demon which Gods Envy - March of the Envoy] ♢

[Identify] - Level 2

[Mana manipulation] ♢

[Radiance] - Level 71

[Quintessential] ♢

[One with Suffering] ♢

[Crystalized] ♢

Special Skills (1)

[The Book of Skeletons] ♢

Wildcast Skills (4)

[Angel’s Bolt Exploding ver.]

[Angel’s Bolt Piercing ver.]

[Heal Undead / Holy light]

[Summon Elemental Sprite]

Summoned heroes (4 / 4)

●        Lv.249 Pareth (Holy Boneplate Mauler Eclipse Skeleton)

●        Lv.249 Alith (Alith)

●        Lv.249 Book of Skeletons (Book)

●        Lv.249 Ihuarah (Heartless Shade)

[Mark of Aphenoreth]


Chapter 339 second part










A few skills have leveled up, nothing noteworthy. What I’m really waiting for is the third level of [Bone dominus]. It leveled up during the fight against Victory and I have been using it non-stop, it should go up soon. [False immortality] too.

Let’s progress with VPPV, still only at 112 drops but I should be able to make it much faster now that I mostly get how it works. Let’s go until tomorrow morning.



[Venerable physique of the primeval void] ♢ - Second step of the Light forging realm :

Your blood becomes light (1100 / 126 441 drops converted)

It took a while but I have a consistent one drop every fifty seconds now. Still not good enough, but at least I could get through it, I just need a hundred days…

She looked up at Pareth, who had been dutifully guarding her all this time.

“Aren’t you bored?”

No answer, uh.

“Say, Mr. Scribe, does Pareth have his own Scribe? If not, shouldn’t he? Why does he not have a complete status sheet like everyone else?”

Again, nobody answered her.

“Well damn. I’ll make one myself then. The book said, to open a new empty document… Think about the word File, then New, then Data Array…”

Holy shit it works! Who is the madman who ever found that out?

Let me write up a nice Status sheet for you, Pareth!


Status - Pareth

Name : Pareth

Age : 3(?)

Class : [Holy Eclipse Skeleton]

Level : 249 ♢

Health : 995 100 / 995 100  (2 905 692 With sanctified grounds and halo)

Stamina : 403 399 / 403 399  (1 177 925 With sanctified grounds and halo)

Mana : 49 800 / 49 800    (200*level)

Active Skills (6)

[Sanctified grounds]

[Flying shields of light]

[Chains of the four seals]

[Gravity well]

[Purification]

[Greater Heal]

Passive Skills (6)

[Stellar corona]

[Shapeless weapon of light]

[Shapeless armor of light]

[Higher magical damage negation]

[Space magic resilience]

[Displacement skills immunity]

Special skills (5)

[Bone Density Up +200%]

[Silent Bones +200%]

[Teleport to Sofia]

[Negate hits of less than 10% Max Health]

[Quadruple Damage Against Undead]

Summoner skills (5)

[Blessing of the Deep]

[Soul link]

[Shared senses]

[Bone Dominus : Blessed Construct]

[Runeforged Overlord Aura]

Enchantments (3)

[Generosity of Sun]

[Avian magic : Fighting sense]

[Avian magic : Air steps]

[Blessing of bloating]

[Mark of Aphenoreth]

[Best Skeleton ♡]


Chapter 339 third part










“There you go! I think I didn’t forget anything. It turns out you have almost as much stuff going on as I do when it’s laid out like this. What do you think?”

If Pareth thought anything, he did not show it, but Sofia was happy either way.

Now imagine how messy a level 500’s status page must be.

Done being sidetracked by her system interface, Sofia left her room. The teachers’ tower was empty. The corridors were the same, devoid of life, for the most part, with only the cleaning personnel lazily mopping around. Walking past the library, she stopped and turned back. There was only one clerk in the library instead of the usual six, a relatively old-looking level 199 Exidian man with round glasses.

“Hello! Can you help me find a book about Divine runes? Is there something like that?”

“Oh, I recognize you, new teacher, right? We have literature about divine runes, yes, but if you’re looking for the makeup of a rune in particular, then I am afraid we do not have it.”

“Is there any reason why?”

“Drawing a divine rune is like calling out to the God themself, one should not use them carelessly,” the old librarian explained, “We usually do not record them so as to avoid upsetting Them. I do know a few I could share, though, as some Gods do not mind; Sun, for example, is very well-known, since the elves like to wear the rune as jewelry.”

“I am looking for Scripture’s rune specifically, is that something you know of?”

The librarian stroked his beard. “I have heard of that God, a few decades ago, but… No, I have never come across His rune. Your best bet is probably to ask one of His high-priests, the Saint or the Oracle if you can find one.”

“I am the Saint.”

“Oh. And He has never communicated His rune to you? That is quite a bad sign…”

“Scripture has been trying to get rid of me, actually.”

“No wonder, then, luckily for you, there are protections for Saints provided by the system, so ditching a Saint shouldn’t be that easy, especially for a God long past their prime like Scripture. For the rune, though, I… cannot help you. But if what you said is true, that might be for the better. Just being near Scripture’s rune would open a channel between Him and you, although a weak one, but who knows what terrible things that might bring. You are better off never seeing it.”

“What if I only see it in the Spiritual plane? That’s further from the Gods’ plane, right? So it should be safer.”

“Hmmmmm… It might be safer, yes, though I still would not risk it if I were you. Perhaps if you could reach the plane of the Recessed… But that is a place hardly ever entered by mortals.”



Sofia left the library soon after. She summoned Zangdar’s ring and the Book of Skeletons and held them next to one another.

“A high-priest, right? I’m going to need a trustworthy source of mana.”


Chapter 340 - Dog treat










Walking through the empty student dormitories, Sofia managed to learn from a janitor that her students had left with Tartaros a few hours prior.

I don’t want to bother Leverle again so soon… And I really don’t want to keep training VPPV right now…

Sofia left the Academy. Caleb was busy reading the same book in front of the gate.

“Hey Caneb!”

“Miss Sonia, leaving so soon?”

“I was thinking I could relax a little. Would you happen to know about the best restaurants and shops in the city? You have been here a while after all.”

“Oh of course. What’s your budget?”

“I have more gold than I know what to do with.”



Azurian’s antiquities. That’s the place.

In a street lined with shops of all kinds, this one looked like any other next to it. But Caleb had been adamant that Sofia would find her happiness there.

Doesn’t look like anything special. Maybe he was having a laugh at my expense. Let’s not judge the book by its cover though. Sofia opened the lacquered wooden door of the small shop.

[Hero - Lv. 358]

Shocked by the unexpected spectacle, Sofia lost herself looking at the shirtless human hero’s rippling muscles as he struggled to finish one push-up with a short dainty horned lady sitting on his back.

[Mage - Lv.400+]

Sofia took a step back outside of the shop and closed the door. That… Is definitely not what I expected to find in an antiquities shop. She wondered what she should do, thinking that maybe it was better to come back at a later time, but the door opened from inside.

It was the short lady who greeted Sofia, “Hi, sorry about that, welcome to Azurian’s, he’s the guy I was helping exercise. Are you looking for anything in particular? Not every day we find more humans around here.”

The human hero was nowhere to be seen in the shop.

“Hey… I’m- No, I don’t know what I want exactly, I just wanted to look around… And you don’t look exactly human.”

“Oh, yeah, because I’m not, I'm one of ‘em big flying lizards, you know, the kind you scale to make armor out of,” the girl winked, “Everyone in my family ends up looking like humans though. Come in, do look around, we have plenty of ol’ crap for sale or barter.”

I figured.

Sofia followed after the girl, she quickly glanced around the shop. “You wouldn’t happen to be Phillip’s daughter by chance?”

The girl turned back, her arms crossed, she looked up at Sofia, “That’s my old man, yeah. What are you, a Dragon hunter? My scales ain’t for sale, they ain’t even hard yet, just so you know.”

“No, no, I’m just here on a recommendation from Caleb Whitehound of Brighthall, I’m also a teacher there… I just happened to meet Phillip before, he helped me with something in exchange for new lingering magic to study. I never expected to find his daughter here.”

“Really? It ain’t no secret that I’m here often tho, since I’m going out with that guy. Well, I’ll take your word for it, not like you could have stolen that scale on your arm by yourself, you must be worth a pretty something if someone trusted you with that.”

“I got it in a fair trade between me and Erredis,” Sofia casually explained.

“The motherfuckin Moon Lord? You joking?”

Sofia extended her hand, summoned a small loaf of bread from her storage, and quickly showered it with holy light in front of the Dragon’s eyes. The bread was covered with rot and quickly consumed.

“Well, fuck, I wanna be able to do that too. You got some fine credentials huh, I wasn’t sure considering your level but I guess we might be able to do some good trading here.”

The human hero showed up again, fully clothed this time, coming down from the stairs in the back of the small shop, “Someone you know, Lina?”

The girl turned back, “Nah, but she knows my pa as well as the fucken moon lord, can you believe this shit?”

The man blinked several times, then came down and extended a hand to Sofia. The handshake was a bit awkward because of the black powder left from the rot-consumed bread, but it didn't seem to bother him. “Hi. Sorry about Lina’s foul mouth, I have been trying to fix it but well… Anyway, I’m Azurian, welcome to my shop, I sell the random stuff I find in dungeons here.”

“That’s an interesting way to make money, I guess. Some of the items here do look interesting,” Sofia said, looking at a shelf covered in old books and bones.

“This? Lina found that recently actually, a bunch of stuff tucked away in an old castle, a lich who broke their phylactery, we think. There’s some interesting stuff in the grimoires, we brought the bones there just for show, there’s a locked chest too, with a few baubles inside, not too sure what. I can sell you the whole thing for 5k.”

“You didn’t open the chest?” Sofia looked at the man suspiciously.

“No, it’s heavily-heavily cursed and we don’t want to bother, honestly.”

“Couldn’t a Dragon easily handle that?”

Lina sighed, “I’m a bit bad when it comes to precise stuff like that, I’d probably break what’s inside before I successfully absorb the curses’ mana…”

Azurian placed a hand on Lina’s shoulder and brought her closer to him, “It’s alright, you’ll get there,” he told her, then he addressed Sofia again, “Lina is still getting used to her human form, Dragons live at a different scale, normally.”

I guess so, Erredis was huge…

“I’ll probably buy the chest and the things, then, if you let me have a look first,” Sofia started, “And I’m curious now, how old are you, if I can ask that? I thought you would both be quite old at first considering your level but I’m not so sure anymore…”

“Ah, I can get that, it’s fine to ask, I’m, uuh, forty one years old? If you count both lives. I was summoned here pretty young. Lina just turned twenty six. Right, you’re a Saintess, summoned anyone from my world? I’m always curious to meet other isekai’d heroes.”

“Isekaied?” Sofia asked, a confused look on her face. Is that a Draconic word or something?

“Oh, right, sorry, just forget about it,” Azurian backed out, uncomfortably putting a hand behind his neck, “I’ll get censored left and right if I try to say too much, not worth the hassle. I’m surprised this even got through the scribes.”

“I see… Well, I did summon someone from the human heroes’ world, yes, but I can already guess she was not from the same time as you.”

“That’s quite alright, I’d love to meet them if I have the occasion. You want the loot from the dead lich, then? You can have a look but don’t break anything, the policy for books is you can only [Identify] them, no reading before buying.”

“Alright, thanks. I’ll tell her about this place, she’ll come if she wants.”

Sofia walked up to the shelf and started identifying everything, almost salivating.

Did Caleb know they had this stuff?!

[Book of the four-HeadDead] : A necromancy grimoire by the hands of Master Lich Tetrapopulos about his research on the grafting of additional heads to zombies.

If this is applicable to skeletons… Also, no item level or grades today?

[On becoming a healthy lich] : Diary of Master Lich Tetrapopulos detailing the process of turning oneself into an undead skeleton without the intermediary step of becoming dead.

I’m not really interested in becoming a skeleton myself but that should be an interesting read nonetheless.

[Curses, the most misunderstood school of magic] : An essay from an unknown author about the nature of curses.

That actually looks interesting.

[Commander’s guide to military formations] : A book that somehow survived through the ages, it recounts the exploits of a human commander guiding his outnumbered troops to victory through clever use of terrain and positioning.

I have been mostly letting the paladin skeletons do whatever they wanted but that is knowledge I could use. Not five thousand gold worth of knowledge though.

[Nameless book] : This book contains 28 unlabelled ritual schematics without any explanation. Try at your own risk.

That’s… Kind of exciting, honestly. I’m sure Zerei would love to have a look at this one too.

That’s it for the books, there’s also two wands, a dilapidated robe, the chest and most importantly, the skeleton!

[Bones of a twice-dead lich] : The remains of Master Lich Tetrapopulos, the old skeleton is mostly intact despite a few of the smaller bones missing.

Must have originally been a dwarf or something like that, that’s a small skeleton.

I’m definitely buying this! Are you hungry, Bookie? We’ve found a skeleton-summoning skeleton to add to your pages!!!


Chapter 341 - I expected shenanigans and was still surprised anyway










Sofia brought back a lot of random stuff from Azurian’s shop, it barely made a dent in her gold reserves, so much that she was starting to wonder whether Sun might actually be annoyed at her for taking it. Not that it would have survived anyway, but still, before the deep whale destroyed everything, she had technically stolen it.

She stopped in front of the academy.

“Back already? You’ve only been gone a few hours, teacher Sonia, were my recommendations not to your liking?” the dog man asked with a bright smug smile.

“No, it was good, a bit too good, even. You have some flair, Senior Caneb, I must admit it.”

“Glad to hear that from you, well, get in,” he invited her, showing her the gate.

“Wait, before that. Would you happen to know of a good place to test destructive spells? Is there a room like that within the academy?”

“Not quite within, no, but deep beneath, surely. That is outside of the barrier, but you can go all out, there. Make your way to the arena, but instead of entering it, keep going forward, then take every stairs down that you see until you reach the cube. Very easy!”

“The cube?”

“You’ll understand,” he confirmed, nodding to himself.

“Alright, thank you. Have a nice day.”

Sofia phased through the gate and followed Caleb’s instructions. Since the Academy’s corridors were mostly empty, she rushed through at dangerous speeds and made her way down to the deepest part of the academy’s underground. A weird lift took her straight through the barrier and down several kilometers into the ground. The lift took quite some time to descend, and the air gradually got hotter and hotter as she went deeper.

Finally it stopped! Is it over?

The doors opened, revealing a small glass cabin overlooking a giant ‘cube’. To be exact, a cube-shaped cavern, glowing with flowing magma on the sides. A short, old-looking Exidian man with a cane approached Sofia from the side, he was under level 100.

“Come to try out a boomin’ spell or two? I’ve seen yer mug in the teacher book, go right ahead,” he said after observing her face for a second, pointing at the door leading to nothing on the side of the cabin.

“Is it safe? What if one of my spells reaches this cabin? It’s pretty high but not out of reach.”

“Dun worry, tis all quite safe ya? Headmaster himself comes here to try new magic sometimes, walls carved through a natural mana leyline and reinforced so much, tell ye what, I’ll eat mah cane if you can scratch ‘em.”

That’s not exactly what I asked, but sure then…

Sofia headed through the door.

The reason she had sought out this place was quite simple: she needed to use the ring of Zar’s [Collapse] to absorb the curses of the necromancer’s chest after activating them, but it was currently still full of mana. To activate it again, she was going to train the piercing Angel’s bolt some more, which would drain the ring’s remaining mana to give the bolts more power.

The magma flowing down the walls gathers in this vortex at the center… Is the city built on a volcano? It looked quite flat. Maybe it’s that thing with a mana leyline? I’m not sure I’ve ever heard of those before… More reading ahead, it seems. But first!

Sofia landed on a spot far away from the several magma rivers coursing through the ground, and she dumped out all of the bones she had just bought, then summoned the book of skeletons. Have a nice meal.

The bones were devoured by the book, and a new page took shape showcasing the drawing of a short skeleton holding a book and an ornate cup overflowing with a misty black liquid. Hiding the mana cost with her hand, Sofia had a good look at the drawing.

Now that I can see the full skeleton, that’s a bit thin for a male dwarf. She slowly slid her hand to reveal the mana cost. There wasn’t one.

No cost? What do you mean no cost?

Is something wrong, Bookie?

The page freed itself from the book and split into two down the middle.

What’s going on now?!

Before Sofia were two new pages, one with the small necromancer and only the goblet; this one had a cost of 100,000, while the other still had no mana cost, and on it, the necromancer held a book strangely similar to Bookie itself.

Oh, I think I understand where this is going.

So you want me to choose? Is the left one the original and the right one… The skeleton holding you?

I feel like I'm not being given enough information right now. This is a bit like picking a blessing, isn't it? So it can be either a regular summon or yourself? That's a bit of an unexpectedly tough choice. I cannot get both, can I?

Sofia sighed and picked the page with the book.

Happy?

The book shuddered, and the page Sofia chose reattached itself while the other one disappeared in a puff of smoke.

I guess this means yes. What now?

Floating in front of Sofia, the book presented its new page, which she ripped off. The mist started flowing, and in front of her formed the small skeleton of the necromancer. It instantly felt more lively than the usual mist skeletons. It looked around, then at Sofia, and held out a hand as if waiting to receive something.

[Solar Book of Skeletons - Lv. 249]

Health : 24900/24900

Mist : 99%

Lifetime : 14932s/14940s

Well, that has the merit of being quite clear. I guess Bookie was always a necromancer. You want the actual book, right? There you go.

The small skeleton grabbed the book and walked up to Sofia with a skip in its steps. Somehow, she could tell it was proud.

I'm not exactly sure what the benefits of this are, but hey, if you're happy, I'm happy for you. One good thing, I guess, is I can now see exactly how much mist is left, although I could already kind of guess. But it's nice to be able to put a number on it.

The skeleton turned its head, looked at Sofia, and handed the book back to her, insisting for her to take it.

You changed your mind quickly.

The skeleton shook its head, and the book opened by itself. Sofia understood the new changes; maybe there were more, but at the very least, one thing was obvious—the mana cost of the skeletons had changed. The book had opened at the page of the High-Priest, and under the barred usual 50000, a new line showed the cost was only 45000. Sofia checked every page, and they all showed the same 10% discount.

“Hey, this isn't bad. It's not what I expected, but I'll take it.”

Looking at the small skeleton, she asked, “Does it also reduce the mist cost?”

And the skeleton nodded in response.

“Nice, too bad I'm still a few tens of thousand mana points short of what's needed to summon the ingot monster. Do you have any more surprises for me?”

The small skeleton nodded again, gesturing for Sofia to flip the book so that she held it upside down.

“And then?”

Guessing what to do, she opened the book again and noticed there were fewer pages than usual. The first one was Crowie's page, showing the picture of the small skeleton with a crow on its shoulder. Turning to the next page, there was the picture of the small skeleton with a helmet and holding a bow.

“That should be the page of the bow soldier. I think I understand now.”

The next page in the book should have been the one with 50 crows, but instead, what showed up was a picture of the small skeleton with a broom.

“So it's only the pages with a single skeleton on it?”

Sofia flipped to the last two pages, which were normally the ones with the ingot monster and the quartz giant. On one, the small skeleton became huge and encased in a larger, thicker skeleton, while on the other, the depiction had become much smaller, with twig-like wings, and looking ferocious. With a chuckle, Sofia gave the book back to the skeleton, which he grabbed, then let go. It moved by itself and hovered behind his skull.

If the book is Bookie, and the skeleton is Bookie, I’m going to start having naming issues.

“Can you summon stuff by yourself?”

Once again, the skeleton nodded.

“All right, summon the elven caretaker then. I want to see you with a broom.”

Without the skeleton doing anything, the page ripped itself from the book and turned into mist, which very quickly collapsed on itself and became a broom in the skeleton’s hands.

[Solar Book of Caretaker Skeletons - Lv. 249]

Health : 12450/12450

Mist : 98%

Lifetime : 14725s/14940s

That's cute. Wait, you actually lose health? Is that because of this fusion in particular? Does that happen every time? Well, only one way to find out. “Summon the bow soldier now,” she told the broom-brandishing skeleton.

Once again, a page ripped itself off of the book, and an instant later, Bookie’s new form was now fitted with a small spiked helmet as well as two more arms above his original set, holding the broom, a bow, and with a quiver filled with bone arrows attached to his waist.

[Solar Book of Caretaking Soldier Skeletons - Lv. 249]

Health : 24900/24900

Mist : 97%

Lifetime : 14711s/14940s

“Oh! The health is back to normal. Can we add more?” she asked.

Not only did Bookie acquiesce once again, but the book flew to Sofia once again, opening at the page of the sandworm. It showed Bookie’s upper body sprouting out of the sandworm’s back. The sandworm was much smaller than usual, as if scaled down to Bookie’s size.

“Sure, go for it!”

The result was exactly as Sophia expected, she lost 90000 mana for the summoning, and the four-armed ‘Solar Book-Worm of Caretaking Soldier Skeletons’ now slithered happily around Sofia, waving its broom as if fighting imaginary enemies. Its stats had also changed quite a lot.

Health : 249000/249000

Mist : 54%

Lifetime : 14623s/14940s

Oh yeah, this is fun. I think I like that a lot more than a regular old necromancer skeleton.

“You were always a member, but now it feels a bit more real. Welcome to the team, Bookie.”

Bookie brandished his broom high in the air in celebration.


Chapter 342 - Old stuff resurfacing










Sofia sat down on the ground, and Pareth did the same. She brought out the rest of the necromancer's stuff and looked through it.

“What do you guys think? The robe is beyond saving, but I guess I can take it to the clothier; he might find that interesting. The wands are also rotten, so really it's only about the books and the cursed chest.”

Wait, actually, maybe we can do something with that…

Sofia told Bookie to summon the engineer skeleton and had him break down the wands into their components. They broke down into three piles, one of rotten wood, one of gold powder, and one a small stack of cylindrical red gems.

Those were hiding inside?

[Kuvaldr Amber] : Fossilized resin of the Kuvaldr tree. Useful as a catalyst to reduce projectile spread. Once powdered, it is also considered a delicacy by some races.

People will really eat anything huh.

Well that's it for this, I will read the books later. Let's get started with the chest, I just need to empty the ring first.

Sofia quickly threw a small piercing bolt at the cavern wall to test its hardness. She did not even make a dent into it. The mana inside the Ring was also still plentiful. Since she was going to cast a lot of bolts to empty the ring anyway, she decided to train them. In particular, what she aimed for was to find a way to charge the bolts faster. When she had seen the Angel use them, both times his charging process had been much faster than hers, and even with the scepter doubling her channeling speed, 2000 mana per second was starting to become too slow. The higher-level enemies wouldn't stand still for her to charge the bolts forever.

Holding her scepter to absorb the inevitable backlash that would happen whenever she failed a cast, she started tinkering with the piercing bolt’s mana patterns as she cast it, hoping to find ways to charge it faster.

A few hours and a lot of bolts thrown at the walls later, she made a breakthrough much faster than she had anticipated. What she had done was quite simple; she had cast the spell several times with and without the scepter and tried to observe the minute difference between the two to understand how the scepter did what it did. Like this, she understood how the scepter managed to hasten the channeling. It was a surprisingly dirty solution.

So it just copies that starting part and then merges it with my spell later down the line. And that works?

If it's so easy, can I not just do that myself? If I double it on my side, then will the scepter copy the doubled version too? Seems like it would. So I would jump to channeling 4000 mana per second just like that.

Sofia was pretty sure that her theory would work. It was easier said than done, though, and the bolt exploded in her face every time she tried to alter it like that. She tried a lot of different ways, but the spell was never stable. This would be another thing she needed to spend more time on later. But the good thing was the ring did not care that the spells were failures; it boosted them all the same, which gave her a hard time with her healing but eventually emptied it, so she could now try to open the necromancer’s chest.

Just to be safe, I should put on a rune or two.



With everything ready, Sofia created an elevated bone platform in the cubic cavern, just in case the use of the ring near the walls might interfere with the ‘mana leyline’ the old Exidian had talked about. There, she stood as far as she could from the chest, so that it would still be in the ring of Zar’s range, and had one of the graveyard skeletons open it.

Sofia activated the ring as soon as she saw mana erupting from the chest. It was not as much mana this time, and she barely felt it course through her arm and to the ring. The chest was now opened and with apparently no more tricks to it.

That was easy enough; I didn’t even need the runes. Let's see what they wanted to protect like this.

A red silk cloth enveloped the contents of the chest. Sofia took it out and unfolded it, revealing three small items: a silvery brooch, a thin mithrium ring, and an ornate goblet like the one Sofia had seen on Bookie’s illustration of the necromancer, carved in very dark wood and covered in small shiny red gems; it was very well preserved.

The first thing Sofia grabbed was the ring.

No way, mithrium? This much is probably worth about the same price I bought the whole thing, isn't it? It looks enchanted too!

On the ring were small runes Sofia did not recognize; it looked nothing like the modern rune system popularized by the avians, but mana was already moving around them before she even put it on, so it was obviously of a magical nature.

Go on, Sir Scribe, and give me the advanced [Identify] analysis straight away, just use the mana.

Sofia read the description of the ring and was so surprised her mouth lay agape.

[Ring of the fallen legion]: This mithrium ring was made for a Lich’s lover in hope that they could walk among their legions of undead without worry. Nearby undead are more likely to be neutral toward the wearer of the ring. The wearer of the ring may spend mana to influence nearby undead. The cost and efficacy will depend on the intelligence and strength of the undead as well as the nature of the influence being exerted.

This is just [Lead the Dead]! It’s a [Lead the Dead] ring!

So, just like [Angel’s bolt], [Lead the Dead] was magic that already existed and that the system just copied! And well, [Erredian Rot] is like this too.

Do I have other skills like that? This is an interesting discovery, not too terribly useful considering [Runeforged Overlord] already dissuades undead monsters from attacking me, but I guess it’s worth wearing. Also it’s a few grams of mithrium, so if I ever need some I know where to find it.

Next, Sofia grabbed the brooch, it was a wavy pattern made of silver, that Sofia did not think  represented anything in particular.

[Bard’s brooch of facial concealment] : This silver brooch absorbs the light reflecting from your face, obscuring your likeness to observers with regular vision. Will overheat if worn for too long, must be placed in an unobstructed area near your head for optimal efficiency.

I can see how that would be useful to a necromancer. I probably won't be using that one much.

Sofia stored the brooch and grabbed the goblet next. It was surprisingly heavy for its size and covered in the same esoteric runes as the mithril ring. In Sofia's hand, it looked like a small cup, which made her giggle as she remembered it looking quite large in the necromancer's hand on Bookie’s page.

Let's hope this one is a bit more useful.

[The Overflowing Chalice]: This Chalice of dubious origins is decorated with 48 blood rubies which are entirely useless to its functions. When fed mana or otherwise placed in a mana-rich environment, this chalice will produce endless amounts of dangerous freezing mist. This does not affect the Undead.

Oh! I’m not undead but I should be immune to this thanks to VPPV. I don’t really think I could use this in a fight but I can see how that would be useful to protect a fortress full of undead. That might be a good thing to bring into dungeons too, like a less destructive rot that also spreads by itself.

Sofia filled the chalice with mana and a thin layer of mist started flowing from it, dripping down to the ground and spreading in all directions until it met the rivers of magma and couldn’t go any further.

The mist feels fresh, I guess. The ground is covered in a thin layer of ice already, I imagine this could fill up an entire room quite fast, if there were no magma rivers…

Sofia was decent at calculating the volume of fluids with all the mucking around she had done with [Summon Blood], so she already had a good idea of how fast the chalice produced mist, but she wanted to be sure, since gas wasn’t quite the same. She created a bone cube large of about one meter and held the chalice above it, the cube was filled with dense mist in about ten seconds. 

About a hundred liters a second, as I thought. It’s really quite fast. Also eats through a lot of mana, a few thousand points a second. Quite the gluttonous artifact.

Searching for some meat in her storage ring, Sofia threw the first chunk of flesh she found into the cube and watched it become an ice block under her eyes.

Colder than it looks. What happens when I store the Chalice?

The source of the mist now gone, it quickly lost its cold nature and dispersed.

Well, more random things in my storage ring, I guess. Worth more money than I paid by far, but not as exciting as I’d hoped. The best part was the upgrade for Bookie.

Somewhat unsatisfied, Sofia started throwing bolts at the walls again, thinking she had nothing to do until the end of the week anyway. Later, she stopped and returned to speak with her students who were done being evaluated by Tartaros. She explained very briefly why she had been the cause of their group being attacked by a space mage.

All was fine until Shaily brought up something that Sofia had completely forgotten about. She only had two days left until her first public class.


Chapter 343 - In the spotlight










Sofia spent the next two days working on her venerable physique one drop at a time. The competition's first event ended, and the rankings would soon be published, but first, it was time for her first public class. She made her way to the backside of the amphitheater where the class would be held, and Beryl was there, waiting for her, notepad in hand.

“Good, you’re here on time,” Beryl welcomed her.

“Yes, though I'm a bit lost, honestly. I am still unsure about how I should go about this. Will there even be anyone here to listen to me?”

“Oh, I would not worry about that. Your name has been making rounds, especially since your demonstration in the arena.”

“Ah, right. That happened. I wonder what kind of people that will bring… The Headmaster mentioned an entrance fee?”

“Yes, but since this is your first time, the entry is free. This helps bring more people. Depending on the popularity, we will decide on how much to charge next time. The number of seats is limited, so the more popular, the more expensive the places will be. You get to keep 80 percent of the fees, and the academy takes the rest. So it's in both of our interests that we make this work well. Do you have any idea what the contents of today will be?”

“Absolutely not. This could go in a hundred different ways. I think I will improvise depending on how many people there are and what they want to see. How long should I stay in there?”

Beryl wrote something on her notepad, then stored it. “It's fine; you are looking good. I have no doubt you will manage to make this interesting. If you can just show some interesting new magic, it would already be enough to make some of the students come back next time, so the bar is quite low. Length is up to you; technically, you have all day, so 14 hours maximum, but most public classes last for around 4 to 6. Just don't make it too short. This time is fine since it is free, but when people pay, they have higher expectations. That being said, if it is interesting enough, like the headmaster’s lectures, even half an hour can do.”

“I see. Thank you, Miss Deathmarch.”

“It's my pleasure, Teacher Vakaria. Now, head inside. Gerard will outfit you with the sound artifact and tell you when to enter. Have a good class,” Beryl told Sofia before leaving.

Making her way through a narrow corridor, Sofia arrived backstage. It turned out she recognized Gerard; he was the librarian who had helped her with her questions on divine runes. He gave a small pin to attach near her neck, designed to amplify her voice. Then he explained that there was another one for the public that he could carry around for her if she needed to. She politely declined his help, saying she had skeletons for that.

“I will be in the public, then. If you have any technical issues, just give me a sign,” the white-bearded old librarian told her. “The public is mostly settled; you can go in whenever you are ready. The path to the scene is right this way,” he added, pointing at a path separated from the room by a heavy curtain before leaving through the back door.

Pareth appeared near Sofia, and she also summoned Bookie’s new form to accompany her.

“Alright, let's go.”

Sofia had purposely been restricting her mana senses to avoid spoiling herself the surprise of how many people would be there waiting for her. She felt her nerves bundle up as she walked down the corridor to the stage, remembering her speech to the elven army in the trial.

I'm really not good with crowds…

Somehow, she both hoped and feared that the room would be empty at the same time. But the thought was fleeting as she could already hear the chatter coming from the room ahead. Climbing the final steps of the corridor, she stepped into the light and discovered the large amphitheater reserved for her class—it was almost full.

Holy crap, am I this popular? This is like 300 people!

The chatter stopped as she entered. With a quick glance, she recognized a few faces—all of her students were there, including the two human princesses. There were also Alith, Saria, Cinthia, and Astelia sitting in a corner with a bunch of snacks. But more surprisingly, Sofia recognized one of the few high-level people as one of the Death Church’s priests, and there was also a familiar inconspicuous Exidian lady sitting by herself in the back row.

The Empress?

Doing a double take, Sofia [Identify]ed the lady, seeing that she showed up as a level 82 mage, which felt all kinds of wrong, but she didn't have free time to spend wondering about that. Sending some mana to turn on the voice amplifier artifact, she announced the start of her class.

“Hello, everyone. Thank you for coming to my first public class at Brighthall. I am Sofia Vakaria, teacher of summoner combat strategies, necromancer, and saintess of a mad god, among other things. These two are my main summoned Heroes, Pareth and Bookie; they do a lot of the fighting for me. I'm sure you have a lot of questions already, so I will be starting this class by answering a few of those.“

Sofia gave the voice amplifier artifact for the public to Bookie and sent him to the first person who raised their hand to ask a question. The level 60 student was surprised to see the small skeleton running at him, but he rapidly understood what was going on when he was presented with the artifact.

“Hi, uh, how can you be a Saintess and a Necromancer at the same time? Do you have multiple classes?” the Exidian student asked, uncomfortably speaking near the artifact Bookie held up in front of his face.

Of course, that’s what they start with…

“No,” Sofia answered. “You can only have one class at a time. That being said, my class is the result of trying to have two classes at once. I was chosen as a saint at the same time I became a necromancer, and due to an error in the system, the two classes ended up fusing together, for better or worse, which is the reason my heroes are all undead. The class name is ‘Saintomancer,’ and it’s just as weird as the name suggests.”

Already, shocked murmurs spread through the audience. ‘Wait, you can fuse classes?!’ ‘Do you think we can do that?’ ‘I want a fused class too!’ ‘Saintomancer? That’s so ugly…’

“I hear some of you are getting ideas already; I personally would not recommend trying this. I was lucky that things worked out well in the end, but the start was rough, and my future skills are still very unpredictable. And honestly, I am not sure you could reproduce this without a similar divine intervention. You are free to try, though; just don’t piss off your scribe. Next question?”

Sofia glanced at ‘the Empress’ again, who was staring intently at her.

I really shouldn’t look in that direction.

Sofia let Bookie choose whoever he wanted for the next question; the skeleton ran through the seat rows and stopped in front of another student.

“Are you in a relationship?”

Bookie hastily pulled back the artifact and slapped the student, leaving a red bony hand mark on his face, provoking a few laughs after a moment of shock.

Sofia raised an eyebrow. Oh, he’s level 199; he’ll be fine. Try not to kill anyone, Bookie, please. “No. Serious questions only, please.”

Bookie walked to the next person with a raised hand. She was a young-looking civilian girl with braids who had been writing down stuff every time anyone spoke up.

“Hi teacher, why did you become a teacher at Brighthall and what do you want to accomplish in the future?”

Does she work for one of those newspaper things like they do in Red Winds?

Sofia took a few seconds to think about her answer. Seeing some people getting bored already, Pareth activated his armor, giving them some light to focus on.

“I came to Brighthall for a vacation. I have been fighting non-stop for two years and needed some time off to work on my skills and strategies. Teaching some promising people on the side to help make their life better is just a nice bonus in my eyes. As for my objectives… I have a God to kill, mainly,” Sofia seriously answered, nodding to herself, “And I won’t be accepting any questions on the subject,” she added as the voices in the public became much louder.

“Th- Thank you for your answers…”

Unprompted, Bookie directly walked up to another woman, a level 156 Exidian student this time, who sighed as she was relieved to finally be able to lower her hand; she had been waiting from the first question.

“Hello, Teacher Vakaria, I saw your duel against Marquess ProudWall. Can you tell us how you made all of his spells disappear? Did you teleport them away? I couldn’t understand how it worked at all.”

“This I will not explain in detail, but it's the effect of my second specialization,” Sofia answered, “You should all strive to perform better than expected during the trials; the rewards are well worth it, specializations being the main draw.”

This, again, caused chatter to spread among the public. Some were asking the others what specializations were, while some were shocked that she had two of them, and some again argued that she needed at least that if she wanted to claim something as ridiculous as the ambition to fight a God.

You’ve seen nothing yet. “How about I show it off a few times for those who weren’t there at the duel? Anyone who wants to, come down and throw a few attack spells at me.”

Sofia expected at least a few people to come down, but it seemed Pareth and the sudden appearance of his huge sword of light dissuaded most of them. Sofia’s friends weren’t interested, very busy watching the spectacle while munching on snacks, with even Dopple slowly slurping up a shirt. While the students all looked at each other, each not wanting to be the idiot who goes on stage to see all their spells be effortlessly countered in front of their friends, someone stood up.

The conversations among the students started again, ‘Hey, who’s that?’ ‘Dunno but she’s hot’ ‘Brother have you not seen the teacher?’ ‘I’m not so into beige skin’, they stopped speaking when Bookie approached them with a hand raised.

Meanwhile, oblivious to that conversation, Sofia was having a mental breakdown, cursing internally.

NOT YOU!

Her thoughts screamed as ‘The Empress’ slowly walked down the rows of seats and made her way to the stage.


Chapter 344 - Between a Bone and a Hard Place










The woman stepped onto the stage. She was elegant and sophisticated, wearing a sleek, form-fitting deep blue and silver uniform that exuded a sense of authority. Her horns were quite short compared to most other Exidians, and her fine white hair was tied in a high ponytail behind her head. Stopping a few meters away from Sofia, she bowed with an arm across her chest.

“Elizabeth Fraus,” she introduced herself, “I am honored to be of help, Teacher Vakaria.”

What do you want?! Sofia's mind screamed while she answered politely in return, “Thank you for coming down to help, Elizabeth. Since you are a mage, please send a few attack spells my way.”

‘Elizabeth’ nodded and took a few steps back. She raised a hand and warned Sofia, “I will attack now.”

A weird fluid-like ball of light shot from the woman's hand and flew towards Sofia in an unsteady trajectory. On high alert, Sofia activated [Heat Death] when it drew near, and for about 150 mana, the ball of light was dispelled.

That's it? Was I mistaken? Maybe she's really not the empress?

Sofia quickly dismissed the thought. Even if the woman was the empress, right now, in front of three hundred people, she was a level 82 mage, and her cover would be blown if she did anything out of the ordinary.

A second ball of light came, larger and faster than the first. Sofia dispelled it again; it had cost 1500 mana this time. Realistically, this was about all someone at level 82 should be capable of, but the woman kept going uninterrupted, and the next weird ball came, same as before, but this time with nine more following in quick succession.

That is way too much mana for your level! Sofia thought, but it seemed nobody in the public noticed anything. That was quite weird, and as the woman prepared the next attack, Sofia felt Pareth’s consciousness tug at hers and switched to his vision. From his point of view, the woman was still launching tiny attacks like the first one.

Some kind of illusion?

Seeing the magic at work from two different angles, Sofia recognized this kind of visual illusion magic and its kind of mana patterns. It was almost impossible to detect when you were oblivious to its presence, but once you knew and were looking for it, it was plain as day. She had already seen this somewhere else, during the opening ceremony in the Grand Hall when the scenery had temporarily changed to that of an island in the sky.

Of course she was there! So the illusion back then was her work! No wonder she could disguise like this and no one could recognize her.

Sofia was trying her best to control her facial expression, not to show any surprise, and continued to dispel all the magic the woman threw at her with a focused expression. The spells ramped up, costing 20, then 30, then 40 000 mana to dispel, and Sofia was starting to panic slightly as her mana disappeared in chunks. She only had about a hundred and fifty thousand left when the attacks stopped, and the empress started counting something on her hands.

From Pareth’s view, the woman was still throwing very weak balls of light in different trajectories or quick succession to demonstrate Sofia’s abilities to the public.

Then a tiny scepter appeared in the woman’s hands. Sofia seriously thought about fleeing, but the attack was instantaneous, so fast that not even Pareth had time to teleport. She activated [Heat Death] purely on instinct, and the concentrated beam of light aiming her way disappeared as fast as it had come.

Mana: 1 / 417 100

Holy fucking shit, she counted my mana to leave me at zero?!

Sofia threw a wary glance at the woman, who smiled back at her. The empress bowed again, “My apologies, Teacher. It seems I have run out of mana, so I have no choice but to stop. Thank you for giving me the opportunity to help; it was very instructive.”

“You're welcome. Thank you. You may return to your seat,” Sofia answered elegantly, trying to suppress the fear in her voice. Her real thoughts were more along the line of ‘please get lost already’. As she watched the woman climb the stairs back to her seat, she almost had a heart attack. At the very top of the stairs, the doors to the amphitheater had opened ‘by themselves’. A lot of the higher-leveled students turned around to see what had opened the doors, and the empress herself looked up curiously. But nobody saw anything wrong; the empress kept walking, and the students turned back to look at Sofia, at most whispering a hushed ‘weird’ to themselves.

To Sofia, however, the situation was more than just a bit weird as she observed a globulous iridescent creature looking like a cluster of grapes from hell trying to squeeze itself through the door frame.

Her mind whirring, Sofia only saw three ways to proceed forward. Either she accepted looking like a lunatic and evacuated the room, trying to convince everyone that an invisible monster was lurking here and putting everyone in danger. Or she invented some excuse to end the class early. And lastly, she could also keep going and act like everything was alright.

The creature finally managed to get through the door, and with its five spindly legs, it crawled into the amphitheater, its body unfolding until it was about four meters tall. It looked like a tall upright stick on five legs with a bundle of grapes dangling from the top.

“Th- This is the kind of power you can expect from getting a specialization. If you want to have good future growth, both getting one and picking the right one are very important. So no matter what, remember to always give it your all during the trials. N- Now I will take a few more questions, and then I will showcase some neat things you can do with necromancy or summoning classes in general, as long as you use some creativity,” Sofia announced to the public, but her eyes were fixated on the creature, which was now slowly advancing through a row of seats.

It walked right through the students, and they did not notice anything. Suddenly it stopped in front of an empty seat, and its stick-like body bent slightly to rest on the seat’s edge.

IT FUCKING SAT DOWN!!!

Sofia was starting to wonder if she was going crazy or if the Empress was still playing visual tricks on her. Clearly, it was none of that. Not only did she still see the creature through Pareth’s eyes, but she also finally noticed the insistent and worried stares she was receiving from Alith in the corner. This further hammered down the fact that, yes, there was a creature from the Deep currently sitting in the academy's amphitheater, and it was supposedly listening to her lecture.

At least it's not a parasite…

As promised, Sofia answered a few more questions. By the time she was done, she couldn't remember anything she had just said as she was too focused on observing the iridescent being. However, in time, she was able to put it out of her mind and focus on her lecture instead. She demonstrated the many ways one could use bones. The class lasted for three hours in total and ended spectacularly with a duel between Pareth and a group of two level 200 and one level 150 students, which Pareth won in perfect Sofia style: without losing any health.

There was no trace of the iridescent creature anymore. It had left the same way it came, about half an hour before the end of class after sitting perfectly still for exactly two hours. Similarly, ‘Elizabeth Fraus’ had disappeared at some point in the middle without Sofia even noticing.

With her nerves right about to give out, she announced the end of class with a sigh of relief, receiving mild applause. She told the public to come back next time for her lecture on the theme of making the best of the system’s tools and errors.

The librarian was already waiting backstage to retrieve the voice amplifier.

“You did well; it was very entertaining and informative,” he complimented her.

“Thank you… I was nervous, but I do think I pulled through.”

“Yes, yes, I believe the seats will be tightly packed next time. Students always like teachers who incorporate a lot of practical demonstrations like you did. Your stress was visible, but it is expected for a first-timer. You will learn to mostly manage it after a few more months; everyone does. But it’s hard to really get rid of it.”

Sofia gave the man a polite laugh in return and continued the small talk. The librarian gave her more tips on how to manage her anxiety, blissfully unaware that stage-fright was only the tip of the iceberg in terms of what had caused Sofia’s stress that day. He eventually excused himself to give her some space.

After taking a long break by herself in the staff toilets, Sofia trudged back to her room.

Alith was waiting in front of her door.

“Hey! Good work Sof. You look like you haven’t slept for a month,” Alith greeted her.

“Oh, it’s been longer than that.”


Chapter 345 - The witch who played with fire.










Alith followed Sofia inside, immediately her attention turned to the bone statues, “Hey, you're getting better at those,” she complimented. “Who's this one supposed to be, an unfinished product?” she asked while picking up one of them.

“Oh, that's meant to be Ihuarah. See the hole? It's just difficult to capture his appearance, especially from memory.”

“I mean, he is monochromatic, so at least you got that right… The issue is the pose, I think. Ihuarah’s not the kind to stay in a neutral position like this. It's lacking panache if you know what I mean.”

“Well, I, uh… Yeah, you're not wrong. Speaking of which, we still have no news from him. I can see he’s still alive, but that's it.”

“You can always switch places with him, no? That's one way to get news,” Alith suggested.

“What if the timing is inconvenient for him, though?”

“I'm sure he wouldn't mind. But I guess there is no real reason to do it right now. Have you been monitoring his kill feed?”

“No, I have that turned off most of the time, yours too. I just find it distracting.”

Alith nodded, “Yeah, same, though maybe we should stop doing that since it's our only means of long-distance communication.”

“True… Well, let's have a quick look at what Ihuarah’s been fighting…”

Sofia scrolled through a bunch of notifications. Ihuarah seemed to have been fighting mostly jungle animals for a while, and then it had become a long stretch of killing ‘Ochiarans,’ which both Sofia and Alith had never heard of, with the latest kills in date being against stronger monsters.

‘You have defeated [Damned Ochiaran - lv. 225]’

‘You have defeated [Damned Ochiaran - lv. 245]’

‘You have defeated [Damned Ochiaran - lv. 208]’

‘You have defeated [Turgescent Soul Ochiaran - lv. 259]’

‘You have defeated [Keeper of Limbo - lv. 278]’

Sofia pointed at the last two kills in the list, “These are from four days ago, maybe the boss of whatever dungeon he was exploring? He hasn't been fighting anything since then, it seems.”

“So much fighting, and we can’t even repay our level debt…” Alith complained.

“Debt is whatever honestly. We always stay stuck for a while before the filter anyway, so it's not like it really is slowing us down.”

“Well, yeah, true,” Alith agreed as she sat down on one of Sofia’s bone chairs, “and we’re not getting any more debt for the next filter. By the way, I learned from one of the teachers that we cannot get a specialization point from the third trial.”

“Really? That's kind of a letdown,” Sofia complained as she sat on the opposite chair.

“Yeah, really. As usual, it's hard to get too much information on the trial itself without the censor interfering, but I managed to get some. Wanna hear it, Sof?”

“Of course I want to. Why do you even ask? I don't know about you, but when this school year ends, I'm going straight for the trial.”

“You say that as if I was not going to go with you… Anyway, here is the information I managed to piece together; first of all, this trial happens entirely ‘in the real world,’ so no fake magic world, and that's a big deal.”

“So the resources we bring with us actually matter, is what you’re getting at?” Sofia asked.

Alith bent forward, an excited gleam in her eyes, “Yes, but not only that, it also means we get to keep whatever we find on the way!”

“Oh, that's a very good point. Then maybe we should invest in better spatial storage items? I have plenty of space in my ring, but not that much considering all the crap that's in there, and your own ring is rather small, no?”

“It's good enough for now, but it's not huge. I can buy a better one, but I was thinking we could just go and ask the guy who makes them directly, don't you think?”

“So we pay a quick visit to old man TLDR before the trial, noted. It's a good idea anyway since I want to see if he can upgrade Pareth more. Anything else?”

Alith nodded again, “Yeah, and this is where it gets really interesting, both for you and for me, and I'm going to need your help with that. Apparently, you can get some hidden benefits by wagering a divine essence; depending on the God, you get different results.”

“Oh! I’ve got plenty of choices, then, even some… Unusual ones.” If the system even accepts them.

“Yeah, unusual like the thing that came to listen to your public class right?”

“Exactly right, but how do you want me to help with this? I don't think I could give you one of the essences I have even if I wanted to. Do you want to get one from Domination somehow? We might manage to take down the mutated apostles with enough planning…”

Alith frowned, “Didn't you have a quest to return those or something, Sof? I’m not trying to sabotage you here.”

“It was more a request than a formal quest but yeah. If not that then how?”

“Well, you see, I’ve heard from Saria that a certain uncle had resurfaced recently. I was thinking…”

Sofia looked at Alith like she was crazy. “I really don’t think this is a good idea…” she started, and before she could close her mouth, more words came out by themselves. “I, on the other hand, believe this to be a most entertaining proposal!” she continued.

Alith suddenly clutched her head, screaming in pain. She fell off her chair, and Sofia barely managed to catch her before she hit the ground, yelling mentally at Pareth to heal her.

Fuck off Orator! If you do anything to Alith, you can stuff your quest where the sun never shines for all I care!

“Is that all the trust I inspire in you, still? A dagger to my heart, truly,” the Orator said through Sofia’s mouth amidst Alith’s screams. Sofia lost control of her right arm and could only watch herself flick at Alith’s forehead. The short girl’s screams died down as her body limped in Sofia’s arms.

‘The hero : ‘Alith’ has succumbed.’

“Alith!”

“Will you calm down already? Such a needless commotion,” Orator added through Dopple’s voice before being chastised by that same voice, “You dog-ass bastard killed my wearer! I will end yo-”

The world seemed to slow down to a standstill in Sofia’s room. Her emotions in turmoil, she could hear a sigh in her own voice. “Always so dramatic. This old one gave the girl exactly what she wanted, did he not? She was the sole cause of these happenings. Now if only you would stop yammering and start working on bringing her back before her soul fades for good. I shall not be held responsible for your failings, Inquisitor’s protegee or not.”



Sofia’s memory of the last twenty five or so hours was blurry at best. After dragging the lifeless body of Alith close to the window, she had been continuously channeling [Maiden Banshee] without a second of rest. People came to knock on her door after a while, surely because of the class she missed, but she did not even notice them. Pareth spent the entire time holding her, while Bookie had summoned himself on his own and participated in the war effort by summoning skeletons and killing them off to transfer his mana to Sofia through [Heat Death].

Eventually, long after Alith’s corpse had gone cold, the skill worth 100 000 000 of cumulated mana points had resolved without fanfare. In Sofia’s numb arms, Alith slowly opened her eyes, “Sof…? Sorry, I think I passed out…” she mumbled, “It’s… Kind of cold in here, isn’t it…? Hey, why are you crying?”

Sofia looked down at Alith, tears streaming down her face. She let out a choked laugh, a mix of relief and exhaustion. "You passed out? I thought I lost you!" Sofia confessed, her voice shaky. She wiped away her tears, managing a small smile, "You fucking idiot witch.”


Chapter 346 - LOOMING










“Sorry for worrying you like this, Sof. I honestly expected something more like a quest just like the one he gave you, and not, you know, a sudden death. I think the last thing I remember is you telling me that this wasn't a good idea. In hindsight, you were right...”

Sofia let herself fall on her bed, sighing. “Listen, I'm not going to chastise you more. I'm not really in a position to do that considering… yeah. But, at least warn me in advance before you do something crazy next time…”

“Yeah, alright. I'm not planning on dying again so soon, though, but well, if I had to choose, this was still a better way to go than my previous death. And it wasn't for naught either; we just learned quite a few things, and I actually got what I wanted. So, huh, besides the death and emotional distress, it wasn't all that bad…” Alith tried to justify herself with an awkward smile.

“True, we've learned from a very trustworthy source that if I wait too long to bring you back, you're dead forever! It is good to know, but it's not exactly making me feel better about the situation," Sofia complained from her bed.

“Well, we also learned that I'm still myself after the resurrection, which is really good news. Imagine if I had lost all my memories from the past three years… It would be like I'm really dead. Not too bad for me, but that would really suck for you, so… I'm very glad that's not how it works…” Alith walked around the room nervously, then finally laid down next to Sofia. “I'm really sorry, thank you for bringing me back, Sof, thank you for never discarding my useless skill.”

“As if I could ever get rid of it…”

After a moment of calm silence, Alith spoke again in her usual lighter tone this time. “You know, you just witnessed a historical event, the first-ever recorded death of an Alith, quite the accomplishment, right?” she told Sofia with a giggle.

*What, really? I thought this was the death of the shortest Alith,” Sofia answered with a cheeky smile.

“Can’t say that you’re wrong.”

They laughed together and shared another instant of comfortable silence, until Alith had something to say again, “Hey Sof, did you know that the system has a divinity tab?”

What?!

“Are you serious?” Sofia answered, incredulous. The only way she could see the essences she had was through VPPV; she had tried several times to find another way to access them but hadn’t found one.

“Yep. I didn't know either. I was just frustrated at not being able to see the thing I died for, so, I tried to think of a bunch of related keywords. Turns out you just need to think ’access divinity’.”

Access divinity?

A new system window appeared in front of Sofia's eyes.

For fuck's sake.

“What's even the point of having all of these system functions if no one ever tells us about them?!” Sofia complained. “Couldn't the admins have left us an instruction guide or something? I swear if I ever meet one of them the first thing I’ll do is punch them right in the face!”

Alith sat up and shrugged. “I don't know, seems pretty intuitive to me.”

Sofia stared at Alith. Are you kidding me? “Alright, alright, intuitive, huh? Did you know that the system can predict the weather? I learned about that in a book in the teacher's section in the academy’s library. It’s very, very simple; all you have to do is say out loud in your head, ‘report satellite forecast’.”

“Nevermind… Who’s satellite?”

“Hell if I know, some weather mage working for the system?"

“Sounds like a Vampire name if you ask me. Heh, looks like it's gonna rain tomorrow,” Alith commented, reading the system forecast.

“Rain gets stopped by the Academy's shield anyway,” Sofia answered absentmindedly as she was focused on the divinity window.

This one isn’t in Draconic? There’s really been fewer and fewer Draconic stuff to translate lately. Would a certain Scribe happen to be responsible? Don’t overwork yourself, alright?

[Divinity status - Sofia Aphenoreth]

– Saintess of Scripture –

(VIP) (Safeguards : On) (Link Status : ERR_SSS018 - Conflicting Regional Settings)

Planar connection:

Superphysical - Yes

Mana FOG - Yes ♢

Subspiritual - Yes

Margin - Yes

Deep - Unclear

Collected Essence - EV :

Aphenoreth - #DIV/0

Dread - 3.68

Looming - 1e-9

Ormoncleth - #DIV/0

Scripture - 2.12

Sorrow - 4.73

Sun (5) - 25

Victory - 4.28

I have many questions… Conflicting regional settings must be thanks to Sen transferring me to the Draconic part of the system.

“Any idea what EV is?” Sofia asked Alith.

“No… Are you also locked on ‘Mana FOG’?” Alith asked back.

“I am, yes. It’s pretty obvious that it’s the mana plane, but who knows what FOG means. I don’t think it’s about literal fog.”

“Yeah, sounds unlikely, or at least, I don’t think it would be capitalized if that was it. By the way, you might be able to guess, but I have some exclusive information on here. Still don’t know the Orat-”

“Hoy!” Sofia cut Alith, placing both hands on her friend’s mouth. “Are you trying to die again?!”

Alith pushed back Sofia’s hands. “Just saying it should be fine, no? He won’t just show up for no reason just because I said the name, will he? I’m not asking for anything this time. And I’ve always been able to say Aphenoreth and Ormoncleth without any issues until now.”

“Please don’t say it. Even if just to spare my nerves,” Sofia pleaded.

“Alright, alright. Fine. Just read the thing, then, and show me yours, while you’re at it. I’m curious.”

[Divinity status - Alith]

– Blessing of Phoenix lineage (Sun) –

(Hero) (Safeguards : On) (Link Status : Operational)

Planar connection:

Superphysical - Yes

Mana FOG - Yes ♢

Subspiritual - No

Margin - No

Deep - Unclear

Collected Essence - EV :

Yvraveteth - #DIV/0

Yvraveteth The Orator.

Aphenoreth The Inquisitor.

Ormoncleth The Regulator.

And Edrazeketh The Annihilator.

There we go, I have a complete collection. Can’t rightfully call myself the saintess of the Deep if I don't know at least that much, right?

Alith tapped on Sofia's shoulder, “Looming?”

“I am just as confused as you are, never heard of that God, I don't see where I could have gotten that, it doesn't show up in VPPV nor does it count for [Quintessential], and I have no clue what the one E something stands for.”

“Our best bet is probably to ask Cinthia’s spectators. And if not, then Erredis would probably know,” Alith suggested.

“I already missed today's class because of you, I can't really travel all the way to the sect, so Cinthia it is, but first, I think we owe Miss Beryl an explanation about my sudden absence.”

“Are you in big trouble because of me or…?”

“It should be fine. I just need to do the extra hours later; we teachers are allowed some flexibility for emergencies.”



Still in her pajamas in the middle of the day, Cinthia scratched the base of her horns, reading the messages popping up in her chat one by one. She looked up at Sofia and Alith, “So… Th- The EV thing should be ‘Essence Value’, or how ‘pure’ the essence is; An EV of one is essence from an entity that barely qualifies as a cognizant divinity, while an EV of five is the best of the best you can get,” she explain while looking back at the messages every other second.

“So Scripture really is just that weak,” Alith contemplated, sitting on her bed, facing Cinthia’s.

“And Sorrow is quite strong. Still, Scripture is more than double the minimum so it’s not that weak either, even if it’s the weakest of what I have,” Sofia analyzed.

“Not really,” Cinthia corrected, “your Looming essence is the weakest. I didn’t understand everything but in short, Taxes says that this is a value indicating something so weak it should not even be qualified as divine essence. Like a speck of a concept, worth less than the tokens they donate for my skills.”

“Taxes?” Sofia asked, “That’s a new one.”

Cinthia shook her head, “No no, Taxes is a regular also, but they usually only show up whenever money or mathematics are involved…”

“At least that’s consistent with their concept… What about Looming, then? That also sounds like a Recessed,” Sofia asked while changing position on her non-existent chair.

Cinthia took a second to look at the new messages. “As far as they know, there has never been a deity of Looming,” she finally declared.

“That would explain why the EV is so low, but why is it in my list?”

Sofia and Alith waited for a bit, hoping for an answer from Cinthia’s chat, but after a good minute, the red-skinned orc girl sheepishly looked up from her message window.

“Th- The answers I’m getting are not really helping… But, for context, this is Death’s take on the matter that they wanted me to share with you…”

‘[|||||]: (͠≖ _≖)?’

“I- I see… Well, I’ll keep an eye on it, I guess… I kind of get a sense of foreboding the more I re-read that line in my status and its weird number…” Sofia told the other two.

Alith nodded in approval, “If nothing else, at least the Looming’s true to its name.”

Well, it’s the least of my concerns at this point, with everything else going on. I still haven’t given the storage ring to Shaily after all this time… I’ll check up on her progress after tomorrow’s class. Hopefully Erian will be back.


Chapter 347 - Shortcuts










In the courtyard of the classroom, a spark of electricity crackled in the palm of Shaily’s hand. “There!” she rejoiced.

“Nice. Good progress! The mana structure is still unstable, but the basics are there. I think you are ready to move on to the more… ‘intense’ training method I have devised if you want. I have to warn you, though, it is quite painful.”

Shaily wiped the sweat off of her forehead with the back of her hand. She looked at Sofia, her unsteady gaze betraying her uncertainty. “How– How much pain are we talking about?” she asked, her voice wavering a little.

“It is quite bad, since it involves a lot of stabbing, but probably not worse than some of the injuries you should have gotten with all the duels you've been doing. I don't even understand how you managed to get so many tokens already,” Sofia told her, thinking back at the ranking scoreboards. Shaily was currently first with a good margin of thirty tokens over the second place. Saria was third, En fourth, Opal seventh, Erian twelfth, and Lola twenty-sixth among all of the students. Of Sofia’s class of seven, which now included Topaz and Opal despite their obvious lack of summoning skills, only Topaz and Guerand did not make it to the top fifty. Sofia was quite happy with their performance and was currently in a good mood due to Erian’s return to her class, who had profusely apologized for his uncle’s behavior, despite Sofia’s insistence that everything was fine.

“M-Most students are in my level bracket, so it's easier to get a lot of tokens…” Shaily tried to justify herself. Seeing Sofia’s unconvinced expression, she added, “I might be a bit addicted to dueling… It's just so efficient at leveling skills! I have a hard time stopping as long as I don't run out of mana…”

“Hmm. Training is good, but pace yourself a little, alright? You are starting to get some dark circles under your eyes; that is not a good look.”

“I-I’ll try to get more sleep…”

“Please do. You can sleep less when you’re above level one hundred but for now it’s important that you sleep well, especially since you’re probably still growing. Now, Shaily, are you up for some stabbing or not?”

Shaily reeled back. “Is that really necessary?” she asked.

Sofia shrugged. “It is not. But it would make learning the skill much easier, think ‘learn in a few days instead of a few months’ easier.”

“That much?!”

“Yeah. How do you think I learned the summon sprite skill so fast? I am not bad at learning new spells, but I am far from a genius; for example, it took me like a full week to learn [Identify] from a scroll, but my friend Alith learned it in basically one day, just based on my description of the mana circuits and a few drawings in the sand.”

Shaily hesitated for a few seconds. She clenched her fists. “Alright, I’ll do it, how does it work exactly?”

“Good,” Sofia approved, then she pointed at the bone sculpture of Angel’s Bolt’s circuits and explained, “It's very simple: I put that thing into your arm, where the mana is supposed to flow, and you use it as a guide to practice the spell.”

“In- Inside… Inside?”

“Yes, inside. Did you think ‘stabbing’ was some kind of metaphor? As I said, kind of painful, but Angel’s Bolt is mostly inside the arm, so it's not too bad; the bones won't be piercing any major organs. And of course, I will summon a healer skeleton, so you don't bleed out. Are you up for it? We can start by a short session; we stop whenever you want, just tell me.”

Shaily listened to Sofia’s explanation, then she frowned. She summoned a light sprite, looking down at her chest, and her frown deepened. She gulped. “Major organs… You- You said you did this for [Call Elemental sprite]?!”



Sofia removed the last bone thread from Shaily’s arm. “See? It wasn't that bad, and you made good progress! A few more sessions like this, and you will be able to throw bolts just fine!”

Bookie, finish healing her up, please.

Shaliy was shaky, “I… Teacher, I’m… Not so sure I want to ever do this again…”

“Well, it's up to you. If this is too much, you can just do it the regular way; you'll be able to do it before the end of the school year anyway, I'm pretty sure. Oh, right, here’s your reward for putting up with my nonsense, I promised it to you last time, so it's only right that you get it now,” Sofia told Shaily as she presented her with a thin golden ring.

“Is this… Were you really serious?!” Shaily asked, totally dismissing the lingering pain in her right arm.

“Well yeah. It’s also an apology for getting you involved in my personal business during the school event… I prepared some small things for the other girls too.”

“It wasn’t your fault! Even if it’s really your god attacking you, you couldn’t have known!”

Sofia shook her head, “No, really, I should have known, I put you all in danger so the least I can do is make up for it at least a little. I got my avian friend to enchant this, it has a lock and a soul-binding enchantment for double security. You can hide all of your valuable stuff in there and not have to worry about a thing, not even a Dragon could open it if they wanted.” Though they could easily destroy it…

Shaliy had been reaching out for the ring, as if entranced, but she retracted her hand. “How much is it worth?” she asked, stunned and taking a small step back, as if fearing to hear the answer.

“That’s not really important.”

Sofia grabbed Shaily’s hand and slipped the ring into it.

“Go on, wear it,” she encouraged Shaily.

Hands shaking, Shaily held the ring, and slowly slid it on her finger.

“You just need to send some mana toward it and it will be yours, using it should be pretty instinctive. Stop looking and try to open it already,” Sofia told her.

Shaily nodded and Sofia observed the young girl precisely send a thin stream of mana into the ring. Her expression suddenly changed.

Watching her with a smile, Sofia gestured to Bookie and Pareth. Boys, time to go. As she was about to leave the classroom, she turned back, “Oh, right, I might have left a little something inside. It’s all yours so do whatever you want with it,” Sofia said with a wink to a speechless Shaily. “Just think of it as orphans having each other’s back,” she added and left the room.

Walking down the corridor, Sofia heard the distant, shaky voice of her student.

“Thank you, Sofia!”

Sofia kept walking away, a spring in her steps, she hummed a lighthearted melody.

What a good day.



Days passed quickly in the academy. When she was not tutoring her students, Sofia spent most of her time either attending Astelia’s classes to learn the classless teleportation skill, or training VPPV. Teleportation without the help of the system was surprisingly hard, but after a month, Sofia had gotten enough of a grasp of it to randomly teleport nearby. Which was useless, but a decent start.

Her speed at converting her blood to light had kept going up until she found a good pace and hit a plateau; still, it was fast enough that by the end of her second month, she had gone from just above a thousand drops changed to light to being more than halfway done.

[Venerable physique of the primeval void] ♢ - Second step of the Light forging realm :

Your blood becomes light (76 524 / 126 441 drops converted)

At this pace she would finish the second step of Light forging before the end of her third month at Brighthall.

During the second month, she was only attacked by students for her tokens once. A group of five had prepared an ambush, which had miserably failed and resulted in a new collection of hands on Sofia’s entrance wall. None of the teachers had lost their tokens so far.

She held her second public class. A lot of new people came, bolstering Sofia’s salary quite a bit as well as her confidence as a public speaker. Neither the Empress nor the Deep creature had shown up this time, which Sofia had found strangely underwhelming. In fact, the Empress hadn’t really shown any sign of life ever since the first public class, and without too much surprise, when Sofia had asked around, nobody except those who had been there for her first class had ever heard of the woman named ‘Elizabeth Fraus’.

At the end of the second month came time for the second event of the token competition. Thanks to Sofia’s reporting of the first event’s attack to the Headmaster, the second event had been changed to be something a bit more secure. First of all, the teachers would work in pairs, and they were also all given communication catalysts which they could break to signal an emergency and allow the higher-level academy officials to teleport directly to them.

For this second event, Sofia was taking care of the exact same group of students as the first time, along with Astelia who also had her own group of five students in her care. Together, they had to help their students clear the first half of a Dungeon before taking over and showing them how they handled the second half with stronger monsters.

Saint Tartaros had brought the entire group with him to the location of the Dungeon in a single teleportation spell, and this time, they had a level 360 masked Priest of Death in long white robes following them as an escort.

Tartaros closed his eyes and Sofia could feel waves of mana coming from the saint gently washing over her and spreading in every direction.

Opening his eyes, he addressed Sofia and Astelia, “There was nobody foolish enough to follow us. I will make sure no one can find this place. As long as you do not leave the dungeon, it should be safe. Do break the catalyst if anything goes wrong. Too many disturbances would be bad for… the competition. May Strength’s blessing be upon you all.”

His speech over, Tartaros disappeared, and the priest of Death took their distance from the group, slowly turning invisible.

Sofia turned to Astelia, “Let’s do this!”

“Let’s get our students plenty of tokens!” the small Vampire cheered back.

[You have entered the dungeon : Forgotten Halls of Mezanthil - Lv. 50-250]


Chapter 348 - Gamblers associates










It's quite dark in here, Pareth, can you glow a bit stronger for the students? Thanks.

The group of twelve observed the environment they had been teleported into. It was a narrow corridor, with no opening to the outside in sight. Frescoes and sculpted pillars along the walls were almost completely covered by lush green vegetation. The air was a bit stale but still breathable.

How is this place so overgrown when there isn't the slightest bit of sunlight?

One end of the corridor was collapsed, leaving a single way forward. Sofia extended her mana senses through the walls, confirming her suspicion that they were deep underground. “Any ideas as to where this might be?” she asked Astelia, who was also observing the walls.

“Not really, no. Mezanthil sounds a bit like an elvish name, so Elven ruins, maybe? The artwork on the walls is too damaged to be any help.”

“Let’s just go forward then. The start is meant to be a trial for the students, so it can't be too dangerous. Who’s the highest ranking of your students?”

Astelia’s feet left the ground as she floated up to get a better view of the group of students, then she pointed at a hooded teenage Exidian holding curved daggers, “That’s Evan, he’s ranked twenty-second I think, if it hasn’t changed from when I last looked.”

Sofia nodded in approval, then she called him and Shaily over. “You two are now your group’s leaders, since you have the most tokens,” she explained, then she brought out a coin, “Heads or tails? The winner’s group can decide who takes the first monsters we find, then you’ll alternate.”

Evan decided to bet on Heads and lost the coin toss, so it was Sofia’s students who got to take the lead, starting the exploration by leaving the long corridor.

The entire place was overgrown, it seemed most furniture in the large halls had disappeared, or was buried under thick roots and bushy leaves. Keeping an eye on the progress of the students as they carefully explored with Pareth at their side, Sofia had a casual chat with Astelia.

“... and that was my second specialization. It's been very useful so far. What did you choose for yours, you got an active point if I recall correctly? Did you even use it yet?” Sofia asked Astelia. The vampire had been holding back on specializing for a while for some reason, she still had not picked when they had met back up in Zephir’s sect.

“I did, yes. It took me a while to use it because I needed to get used to the skill a bit more before the system would let me specialize in it,” she explained.

“Oh, that makes sense, does that mean you specialized in a new skill you got after level 200?”

“Not really, maybe we should do another status trade after we’re out if you want, but in short, I fused a skill then specialized into it.”

“Right, you also got a fusion ticket… Can I try to guess what you combined?”

Astelia nodded enthusiastically, “Of course, I’m curious about what you would have done in my place.”

“Give me a second to remember the skills you had… Maybe [Lunar Realm] with [Weight of the Moon]?” Sofia tried, but Astelia shook her head.

“That was one of the choices I considered, but I decided against it because [Lunar Realm] has too many limitations.”

“Then… [Celestial Pull] and [Repulsion] would be the next obvious choice?”

“You got it!” Astelia confirmed with a thumbs up. “The resulting skill was called [Gravity Strings], it was pretty much just the two skills stuck together with more directional control. I had to practice with it a whole lot until the system would let me specialize in it.”

“Not a bad choice… I think I would have probably fused passives if I were you, [Greater physical absorption] with [Greater regeneration] sounds like an incredible combination, then I would have specialized into [Repulsion] most likely, since it’s the skill you used the most in battle both offensively and defensively,” Sofia theorized, “I remember how you blasted my skeletons around, that was really strong already.”

“That could have worked,” Astelia approved, “But I felt that what I did was the best choice, fusing passives is an idea, I’ll get more fusion tickets later so it isn’t a huge deal,” she confidently bragged with a smug smile.

“If you say so. How did that specialization turn out, then? Gambled a lot? You were already at 249 earlier so I guess you have a big debt now?”

Astelia laughed awkwardly. “N- No… What’s a few levels after all. I definitely don’t have two hundred levels of debt, ahahah…”

“Two hundred?!”

The students ahead turned back to look at their teachers.

“Sorry, it’s nothing,” Sofia told them, “Keep going,” then she turned back to Astelia, “Were your options that bad?”

Astelia’s naturally tanned skin turned a bit red, “N- no, it’s just… I got two really good options almost from the start and I didn’t know which to pick, it was too hard, so I decided to keep going until I got something I could be sure was better than both of them. It just took a little while…”

“Was it worth it, at least?”

“Very much so, yes. The description and requirements of the final path I got were a bit disturbing, honestly, but there’s no question as to whether it is strong or not. Just look at it.”

[Directionless Hegemony] :

By focusing on any target you may alter its direction and speed.

Mana cost varies depending on the number, scale and distance of targets as well as the applied changes.

Sofia frowned as she read the description of the specialization. Isn’t that just what her fused skill was already supposed to do?

“I don’t really get it,” Sofia admitted, “how is that different from what you could already do?”

Astelia smiled. “It is very unassuming like that. So little text, but what has changed is not what the skill can do, it’s what it cannot do. Do you see any cooldown? Any restrictions?”

“Oh. Oooooooh.” ANY target? No maximum range? No maximum size? No limitations in the applied speed? Alright, I get it now… Depending on how heavy the mana costs are… This has the potential to do really crazy things.

Sofia narrowed her eyes. “Let’s just say, for example, that you decided, you know, to target a certain ball of fire in the sky… What would happen?”

Astelia laughed. “I don’t have that much mana.”

“So you tried.”

“Well, you know. I mean. It was Moon’s idea, kind of.”

“I see. Can you use it on me?”

Astelia nodded, “Sure, what do you want me to do?”

“Hmm, can you alter my speed to be zero?”

It took surprisingly long for Astelia to come up with an answer. “That depends on what you mean by zero. If you mean your speed relative to the planet, so stop you in your tracks, then yes. If you mean your absolute speed in space, that’s not really something I can do yet, since the planet is moving...”

“I meant the first option.”

“Then of course, here,” Astelia said candidly.

Sofia felt nothing except for Astelia’s magic enveloping her, but as she kept walking in thin air over the carpet of roots covering the tiled floor, she discovered that she no longer moved.

Woah, that is super weird.

Sofia tried extending her wings but flying was the same, her body could move but she was like stuck in space, as if held back by an invisible hand. Since the spell was non-damaging, [Heat Death] could not prevent it, but when Sofia tried to use the random teleportation classless skill she had managed to learn for Astelia, that worked and she appeared a few meters further. She had escaped the grasp of Astelia’s skill for just a second before the small vampire’s mana caught up to her and she was once again unable to move.

Teleportation doesn’t use speed so it works. Hmm. I wonder if the free flight of [Runeforged Overlord] would bypass it but this is no time to run out of mana.

“Pretty impressive, I can’t move at all,” Sofia observed.

“Eheh, well, it’s very expensive to maintain when you force against it, I need to constantly adjust your speed back to zero, but it works!” she explained as she let go of Sofia, “This made me a bit thirsty…”

“Want some blood? Ah, we shouldn’t let the kids go too far even with Pareth.”

“R- Right.”

What are you getting embarrassed f-... Oh, right, she’s younger than most of the students… Well, it is what it is.

Sofia summoned some blood for Astelia in a bone cup as they quickly flew up to the group of students laboriously making their way through the overgrown halls of the dungeon. They had been going for a few minutes without encountering anything yet, but the only way forward now was closed double doors obstructed by a bunch of thick roots.

Topaz stepped forward with her axes, “Let me take care of that, we shouldn’t waste any mana on this.” Her axes struck the roots, becoming instantly covered in their thick bright red sap. Surprised by the unexpected color, she jumped back, trying to not get touched by the strange sap, observing the tainted blades of her axes.

Hey, that feels very familiar.


Chapter 349 - Proper teamwork










“The sap is harmless, Topaz,” Sofia told her from her position in the back.

Nodding to Sofia, Topaz stepped up to the doors once again and resumed the cutting.

“You know these plants?” Astelia asked, curious.

“Know is a bit of a stretch, but it’s not my first time seeing them, I just never realized it was the same plant until I saw the characteristic blood-red sap,” she explained, then, whispering into Astelia’s ears, she added, “This should be the dungeon’s main monster. It’s a kind of living tree that takes over dead people, empty armor suits, things like those. It can also just be in the form of a ‘fake’ tree, and as far as I know, only these specific parts are dangerous, the general roots are just roots. I don’t know the name but I’ve seen them in the spirit forest.”

Sofia could see the realization of something on Astelia’s face as she told her this. Astelia whispered back, sounding excited by the discovery, “I have heard of this from the Queen! There are monsters like these in the forest, yes! They’re really tree monsters, the system calls them the ‘Hallowed purifiers’, apparently they feed primarily off of curses!”

Curses? That would certainly explain their presence in the black primus forest since Zerei was buried under there. And on the 99th floor of the ranking spire… Yeah it’s not a stretch to say the place it was based on might have been cursed.

They’re not very smart so that will make good fodder for the students.

The last roots blocking the doors fell, and Topaz opened the way into the next room, she took a step in, but En, who was right behind her, grabbed her by the belt and pulled her back, “Watch out!”

A dog-sized monster fell from the high ceiling right in front of Topaz. It looked like a four-legged mechanical steel spider fused with a bunch of creeping roots and vines. Half-covered in leaves, it was almost hard to see amidst the vegetation if not for the one glowing red eye-like bead on the middle of its body. Having missed its prey, it let out a mechanical screech and skittered away.

“Thank you, En,” Topaz thanked the furry girl without looking back, her axes ready, she carefully peeked into the room, trying to see if more creatures were waiting in ambush.

That looks like elven steel monsters, just like in the sunken city of Joah’s dream. It must have been based on a real place, then. And it was clearly parasitized by the fake trees, but it’s hard to say which one of the two was in control. It looks not quite as clear cut as the possessed armors Pareth fought in the trial, I could have sworn the roots wanted to keep attacking but the thing fled anyway.

Lola summoned the armor for her spirit guardian, it was pre-charged with mana this time, and the spirit could instantly take over, the summon took the lead in front of the formation for the exploration now that it was starting to be more dangerous.

Good, let it take all the dangerous corners.

In an almost religious silence, the two groups of five students advanced through the overgrown halls and the narrow passageways connecting them until the spirit guardian entered a large round room that spanned multiple levels. They were at its bottom floor, and from the upper levels, dozens of the root-bearing mechanical spiders crawled down, legs clicking on the walls and weaving through the omnipresent thick vines as if gliding over them.

Lola was first to see it coming thanks to her guardian and warned the others, “Retreat! We’re outnumbered, to the last passageway!”

Everyone quickly fell back as they heard Lola’s warning over the sound of the countless monsters running their way. Inside the connecting passageways that were only large enough for three people to fight side by side, they would be able to control the tempo of the fight much better than in the wide-open halls. Nice call! Good to see that Lola was listening when I rambled on about proper positioning. Oh, that’s bad…

One of the students of Astelia’s group fell over as they backed off, feet caught in a vine. It would hinder the retreat of everyone else and put them all in danger. The hooded student with his daggers reacted fast, cutting the roots entrapping the fallen student’s foot and helping him get up, but these were precious seconds lost. The running Spirit Guardian, Topaz, En, and Opal were still all out in the open when the spiders reached them. Pareth had been following behind the group so he wasn’t in a position to help.

I can’t reach there fast enough if something happens… Do I burst through the wall? That’s several meters of stone, the whole thing might collapse.

Astelia tapped on Sofia’s shoulder, “I’ll teleport over, cover the back.”

“Thanks,” Sofia answered, relieved to have someone else to count on. The back of the students' formation was wide open due to the emergency and if not for Pareth being there, more monsters coming from the back would be devastating. Still, worried, Sofia used her mana senses to observe the situation as a whole. Seven students were falling back in the passageway, three still outside, Astelia flying a few meters above them, and crawling monsters all around them. It was not looking too good.

The Spirit Guardian kept receiving mana packets from Lola, orders about how to act, as a result, it stood its ground and met the assault of the monsters, hacking and kicking at them as best it could. Topaz and En were on its side, as melee fighters, they were the frontline of the group, so despite the sudden onslaught, they were not completely overwhelmed and they were strong enough to kill the creatures in one or two hits each, spreading red sap and black oil everywhere. Any mechanical monster they felled was replaced by two more like an endless wave. Behind the three, right at the entrance of the passageway, Opal spent all this time preparing a spell, while Shaily had turned back to heal the fighters with a light sprite, and Lola was concentrating on giving orders to her Guardian.

Nice! Punch the eyes, En! Keep the pressure on!

Finally, Opal’s spell was ready. Mana surging at her fingertips, she raised the wand in her other hand, which released a blue flash. This was something Topaz had explained to everyone as far back as the first event in the forest, Opal’s signal to take cover. Topaz and En jumped back straight into the passageway, rolling to the sides of Opal, each with several spiders on their tracks, while the Spirit Guardian was completely getting swarmed and could not move anymore.

Opal released her skill, a violent surge of blue flames spewing from her palm in a large cone. The monsters, the Spirit Guardian and Astelia were all in the cone of fire. The vines on the mechanical spiders caught fire and they spread out in a panic, spreading the flames everywhere, while the Spirit Guardian chased after them, finishing them off, unbothered by the fire.

Oh, that’s a lot of mana for a single spell at her level. Very effective.

The one spell had exhausted Opal, it seemed, and her sister had to catch her as she fell back. Topaz also called out to the other students, “Can someone extinguish the fire?! The monsters are retreating but it's spreading too fast!”

“I’m on it!” Shaily answered, a few almost invisible water sprites appearing near her and flying out of the passageway into the burning hall.

After a few minutes, despite the students coughing from the lingering fumes, the fire was contained, at least in the vicinity, and the Spirit Guardian came back from its hunt. Sofia smiled as she observed how her students had fared. No big injuries and quite a few level-ups! Good! Perfect! We didn’t even have to intervene, that’s going to be worth a lot of tokens.

The instructions Sofia had received for the counting of tokens here were quite simple. The group all shared a single score they would all get. There was a maximum possible score, level-ups and kills would award a certain amount of tokens while severe injuries and teacher interventions would take them back. There were also a few special single-person bonus prizes for those who discovered magic items or contributed the most in fights. So far, it was looking quite good for Sofia’s group.

Astelia teleported back to Sofia; despite getting caught in the fire spell before, she looked completely untouched. “Your students are good,” she told Sofia, ”I did not have to do anything. The further part of the dungeon is burning though. Sorry about Clint’s stumble, he put your group in danger.”

“It’s fine, not your fault. And I don’t think he wanted to fall either. I believe the magical flames will run out soon, and if I’m correct, the regular ones won’t be enough to burn the red sap, so no need to worry about that.”

“Hmm, you might have a point,” Astelia answered cheerfully. “Then my students are up next!”
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The students kept exploring the dungeon, Astelia and Sofia’s group alternating the fights against all sorts of root-infected mechanical creatures. There were a few minor injuries along the way but nothing too extreme. Watching the students’ group cohesion and tactics grow at a fast pace was very satisfying to the teachers. There was, however, one small issue. ‘Clint’, the student from Astelia’s group who had stumbled and put her students in a bad position during their first fight, was starting to look very suspicious.

Stumbling and slowing down everyone’s retreat the first time? Sure. Things happen. Screaming like a frightened chicken because of a leaf touching him and alerting the monsters when my group tried to orchestrate a sneak attack? Strange.

When he woke up the students during their camping session ‘because he saw something’ as he stood guard, when there was actually nothing, Sofia thought this guy was starting to become annoying.

In the middle of the second day of exploration, the students were settling down after backtracking a bit to a safe explored area to cook and eat. Sofia was sitting at a distance with Astelia.

“I’m telling you, something’s wrong about how he acts. I’m sure now,” Sofia whispered.

Astelia sighed. “I agree. I was willing to give him the benefit of the doubt because he’s generally a good student, but this is starting to add up to a lot of strange behavior, and it’s always mostly inconveniencing your students. I really don’t get why he’s acting like this.”

“Well, I have my little idea. Four of my five students are in the top fifty of the token rankings, so it’s not hard to see why someone would want them to fail.”

Astelia concurred with Sofia’s deduction, “What I am curious about now is who paid him to do that. Clearly he’s not doing it for himself, he’s not even in the top 100, he has no chance of winning even if your entire class stumbles.”

“Could be anyone. Maybe his high rank classmate?”

“Evan?” Astelia asked in disbelief, “No. He looks a bit shady but I can vouch for his outstanding morals and ethics. He’s one of the last people I would suspect.”

“Could be a façade, but I’ll trust you on this one. We’re going to have to scrutinize the top of the rankings to see who could be tempted to do something like that… At least he’s not tried to kill them or anything too bad yet, but with how it’s going I’m worrying he might try something bigger during the half-boss we were briefed about.”

Astelia took a second to think. Then she told Sofia of her new plan, “Doing something during the half-boss would expose that he knew about it, if so then that means his backer has insights into the organization of the event and knew about the scouting of this dungeon for our group in particular. That would be someone quite high in the Academy’s hierarchy… I say we wait and stand ready to stop whatever he tries then, if anything. That’s a first step in knowing who is trying to screw with your students’ score. I don’t think he can do anything that we can’t fix, especially if you keep some of the graveyard skeletons on standby under the floor.”

“That’s an idea… What if he’s hiding some kind of pre-loaded cursed item or something like this to use then, though? Surely whoever’s got him to do this crap knew we’d be here, so things might not stop at simply small scale sabotaging. Letting him play his little games for any longer might become a safety issue for my students.”

Could it be the Empress resurfacing now? She’s one of the people who could be in the know…

But maybe we’re just being a bit too paranoid. He could still be nothing but an awkward and annoyingly unlucky kid…

While Sofia and Astelia were distracted talking to each other about the suspicious kid, the student in question suddenly started screaming like a terrorized pig. Amidst the group of snacking students, near Shaily reheating her soup over a fire sprite, Clint was dangling in the air, feet right above the ground, as if held up by the wrist by an invisible person.

Everyone grabbed their weapons, some started channeling skills, Astelia even instantly teleported to his side.

Sofia shouted for everyone to stop and sit back down. She could already see the hem of the priest of Death’s robe reappearing. Slowly his masked, robed form revealed itself from the feet up, he was the one holding the kid up by the wrist.

What did this kid do that the priest had to step in like this?!

Clint tried to free himself. “Let me go! I did nothing wrong!”

This sounds exactly like someone who did something wrong. And it just happens to be you again, huh. Guess we weren’t just being paranoid.

The priest turned his masked head to Astelia. “Teacher Glacier. Let us handle this matter privately with Teacher Vakaria, come,” he told her before teleporting himself and the student to Sofia’s side. Astelia followed and the first thing she did as she reappeared next to them was to tell Clint to shut his trap.

“You can let him go, I have him in my grasp,” she told the priest, who released his grip on Clint. Astelia was doing to him what she had done to Sofia before: his speed was stuck at zero and he couldn’t get away.

Seeing that the kid was about to speak again, Sofia plugged his mouth with a bone gag.

“Can we get an explanation?” Sofia asked the priest.

“The explanation lies in his right hand,” the priest calmly explained, pointing at Clint’s tightly clenched right fist.

“Open your hand,” Sofia ordered. The kid panicked, looking around and trying to crawl away but he couldn’t. He seemed very unwilling to open his hand. Sofia frowned, about to grab the student’s arm; he looked terrified. “Can I?” she asked Astelia.

“Please.”

Sofia nodded and grabbed the kid’s right arm with her Dragon scale claws. The claws piercing through the student’s arm, touched his radius bone and she forced his hand open with [Bone Dominus]. He had been holding a tiny opaque flask the size of a fingertip.

The other students were noisy and trying to see what was going on but Pareth was looking over them to stop them from coming closer.

Sofia grabbed the flask. Clint was struggling to free himself from Sofia’s iron grasp and trying to say something, but the bone gag was very effective at shutting him up.

Now let’s see.

Uncorking the small flask, Sofia looked inside, seeing a small amount of brown powder.

No you didn’t… Pareth! Make sure no one eats anything!

Mr Scribe, verdict?

[Silent Death] : Dangerous refined toxin, this poison is hard to produce even for renowned alchemists. In sufficient doses, causes a swift death by sudden brain and nervous tissue necrosis after an incubation period of four to five hours. Effective on most hot-blooded creatures under level 200. 

This much is enough to kill about three level 99s.

Item level : 200. Grade : Precious.

This fucker was next to Shaily!

Sofia showed the description to Astelia, whose face darkened as she read. Her expression was scarier now than Sofia had ever seen her. Sofia slowly closed the flask and gently removed the gag in the student’s mouth. With a kind smile she told him, “You better have a very good explanation for us, Clint.”

“I was forc-” Clint started before having a spasm and his words dying in his throat as he started vomiting blood.

Shit!

The priest cast a series of spells in a second, resulting in Clint being still like a statue, as if frozen in time. The blood he was coughing up was no longer flowing, stuck in the air like the rest, encased in strong mana bonds.

“This is serious soul damage,” the priest declared, “Not something we can handle. I will bring him to the High-priest. Do you still have the charm?”

Sofia nodded.

“Good. This should keep you safe enough. Use the catalyst if something else goes wrong, we will heal this one and interrogate him, then bring him to the Headmaster. In the meantime, it is best for your students’ mental health if you keep going as if nothing happened.”

“Did he manage to poison anyone?” Sofia asked worriedly.

“No. I had been monitoring this student’s action since yesterday, he only now revealed the flask that was hidden in the inner pocket of his uniform. He had no time to open it,” the priest reassured her. “I will go now, expect to hear more about this when you leave the dungeon.”

Without another word, the priest of Leverle’s church disappeared with Clint.

Thank the lords the priest was here. If he had managed to poison Shaily…

I need to extend my thanks to Leverle and to Death. Can you hear those kinds of prayers, Death? Thank you!

“You look scary, Sofia,” Astelia told her in a tense voice.

“You look even worse, Asty. Your pointy teeth are showing.”

“One of my own students!” she answered, stomping her feet. Putting her hands on her head, the short vampire crouched and sighed. “I need some blood…”

Sofia detached her eyes from Astelia and threw a worried glance at the curious and agitated students at the other side of the hall, still all held back there by an unmoving Pareth staring down at them.

How the fuck can I explain to them what just happened?
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Sofia summoned a cup and filled it with blood. “Drink up, this one’s on me.”

“Thanks…”

Shaking, Astelia greedily gulped down the contents of the cup, it instantly helped soothe her nerves. Sofia lent her a hand to stand back up.

“Thank you… I– Sorry you had to see me like this.”

Sofia waved her off. “It’s nothing, Vampires do vampire things. Stress makes things worse, it looks like.”

“It does,” Astelia confirmed. “Now what do we do? Is it even safe to continue?”

With a shrug, Sofia started walking back toward the students. “Even if it’s not, we will deal with it. I was looking forward to fighting the boss with you, so we can’t stop now, right?”

“Your way of casually shrugging dangerous things off is scary,” Astelia told Sofia as she floated up to her.

“Hang out with me a bit more and you will get there too, I’m sure. Just ask Alith… the real question is, what do we tell the students?”

It was Astelia’s turn to shrug. “You handle it, I’m starting to get a bit tipsy…”

I should have grabbed a smaller cup…

“What happened to Clint?!” was the first of the many questions the students had for the two teachers.

I don’t want to lie to them… And they’re not stupid, they clearly saw that something was wrong… I should probably just hide the thing about assassination until this is over. I’ll tell my class after the event ends.

“Finish your meal,” Sofia told them as she sat among the group, taking out a loaf of bread and some dried meat to snack on. “I can’t explain in detail but…” Sofia started, stopping to drink some water, “In short, Clint had been acting weird for a bit. Turns out he was afflicted by something nasty, so the priest of Death who had been on the lookout for our safety took him to the headmaster. That’s all it is.”

“He was really acting a bit strange since yesterday…” one of Astelia’s other students mumbled to himself. “Is he going to be alright?” another asked.

Sofia finished chewing on her bread and answered, “He’s with the best healers I know, I wouldn’t worry too much. You should all just focus on the competition. The half-boss of the dungeon is coming up soon; since Evan’s group is lacking a member, you nine will all fight as one large unit from now on. Organize yourselves accordingly.”



Sofia and Astelia continued to supervise the students as they adventured through the overgrown halls of the dungeon. With Clint gone, things progressed without a hitch; the first few battles as a large compound group were a bit messy, but they rather quickly fell into a good rhythm and the flawless encounters afterwards continued all the way until the half-boss.

Still, Sofia had this nagging feeling that something was waiting to go wrong. What if the true goal of the ‘assassination’ was to get the priest away? was the question that looped in the back of her head. Every so often she checked her storage ring and the sight of the emergency catalyst in there helped quell her worries somewhat.

The half-boss was the first monster in the dungeon which hadn’t fallen to the root parasites. It was a big mechanical knight on a steel horse, wielding a huge scythe so heavily covered in layers and layers of dried red sap that it seemed to be made out of it, the hooves and legs of the horse were in a similar state.

On the students' side, the frontline was Lola’s spirit guardian, Topaz and a boy from Astelia’s group with a shield. Their only priority was to keep the knight away from the casters, which they managed to do cleanly, with the spirit guardian focusing on taking the hits from the scythe while Topaz and the Shielder limited the movements of the horse.

Shaily and the [Mender] class caster from Astelia’s group spent the entire fight keeping track of each other’s mana while they healed Topaz and the Shielder. En and Evan were in the middle, each using utility skills to boost everyone else and getting a few hits in when they could. It was Evan who eventually managed to land a paralyzing blow on the back of the knight, allowing the mages, Opal and the last person from Astelia’s group, to launch their biggest spells, emptying all of their remaining mana without the worry of missing their target or hitting their allies.

This coordinated attack finished destroying the horse, almost bringing the fight to a close, but the knight wasn’t defeated. He unexpectedly stood back up for a final struggle with a spin of his scythe, deeply injuring both Topaz and the Shielder in one swing. They were urgently evacuated to the backline, carried away by En and Evan, and the healers focused on their critical wounds, leaving Lola and her spirit guardian as the last effective fighters of the entire group.

Astelia looked at Sofia worriedly, “Do we step in?”

“Not yet.”

Lola has improved tremendously over the last two months, she can do it, she needs to!

The knight was stronger and faster than Lola’s spirit guardian, and yet, the armor-possessing spirit guardian was holding on. It parried and blocked strike after strike of the scythe without faltering. It was possible because of their shared control, the spirit guardian only focused on using its weapon to counter the scythe while Lola’s constant direct orders from a distance maneuvered the rest of its body and its few skills from a different point of view.

Lola was so into the fight that she unconsciously moved her body like the armor she controlled. After a tense exchange of blows between the guardian and the knight, En and Evan were back, En summoned a speed boost totem and Evan used it to circle around the knight. He threw a dagger perfectly at the joint of the knight’s left knee.

The knight was destabilized for just an instant. Lola caught this golden opportunity to land a heavy knee blow to the mechanical knight’s torso. The armor of the spirit guardian was all orichalcum, and as it copied Lola’s attack, its knee left a deep dent in the knight’s chestplate, sending it reeling, its back against the ground.

It’s now or never! Strike the core!

Had it been any other one of her students, Sofia would be worried that they wouldn’t know what to do to finish off the mechanical knight, but Lola had [Mana Senses] as her highest level passive skill. There was no way she wouldn’t guess she needed to strike the golem core hidden below the waist of the knight’s armor, especially not when she had a golemancer classmate.

The spirit guardian held its blade high and struck down, its mithril coated blade penetrating the thick armored plates of the mechanical knight. It pierced right through the creature’s mana core.

The knight spasmed, and its movements stopped.

Lola didn’t celebrate her victory; as soon as the kill message appeared, she relinquished control of her guardian and ran to the healer to check if Topaz was alright.

Very good!

Sofia walked up to the students, followed by Pareth and Astelia. She clapped. “Well done. Very good fight. The injuries were avoidable but not unwarranted, Topaz and Leon were ensuring the safety of En and Evan by staying in the front even when the knight fell, so you won’t be penalized for the injury. Everyone did their job very well, especially you, Lola, I’m impressed,” she complimented them as she summoned the High-priest skeleton to heal the two injured. Thanks to the healers, their condition wasn’t critical, but they were still bleeding with semi-open wounds, there was no reason to let them suffer for nothing.

The group went over the fight, their level ups and observations, Sofia was quite proud as she read the message that her students shared with her.

‘Your party has defeated [Steadfast protector of Mezanthil - lv. 183]’

Now it’s my turn!



“And that is it for the general safety rules. Any questions left?” Astelia asked the group of students.

Shaily was the only one with a question, “Can I send sprites to attack when you fight to get some experience?”

Sofia shook her head. “Not at first. We’ll have to be sure to understand what we’re going up against before anything. Then we might let you in specific circumstances. And you absolutely won’t when we’re up against the boss. But this kind of ‘easy’ leveling doesn’t really work well. The experience is proportional to your contribution to the fight so even if the monsters are worth enough experience to get you to level 99 in one go ten times over, you’re only going to be getting scraps.”

“I know, but it feels like a waste not to since you and teacher Glacier are both already at the filter. But if you say so, then I won’t insist.”

“You’re right, but your safety goes first. I don’t want a monster to suddenly decide to attack you because one of your sprites flew too close or something. Pareth will be your protector but there’s nine of you and only one of him, so let’s not make things too harsh on him.”

“In the worst cases, a teleporting monster could use your link to the sprites to teleport right beside you,” Astelia added.

“Understood! I won’t do anything unless you ask me to,” Shaily accepted.

“Good. That applies to all of you,” Sofia added, “Now, let’s go. Do you need any preparation, Astelia?”

“Armor and blades ready, I’m good to go!”

The armor and blades in question were all new. Sofia recognized Zerei’s runework on the Orichalcum armor, while the blades were of a slick design no longer resembling real swords with a handle. They were just a collection of ten extremely sharp thin mithril spikes floating behind the Vampire’s back.

“It’s still surprising that your [Orbital blades] skill can work on mithril like this,” Sofia told her as she summoned her own armor.

Astelia giggled. “It shouldn’t be able to, but I modified it enough that it can. I’m not really controlling the blades as much as I am contorting the space around them to make them move.”

“Do you even still need that skill now with your specialization?”

“I could maybe do without it in the long term, but for now it helps a lot with multitasking. I need to focus hard to use the specialization on so many targets but [Orbital blades] makes it completely effortless, at the cost of a skill slot and a bit of lost flexibility,” Astelia explained as she walked up to the door separating the group from the second half of the dungeon. “How do you usually explore dungeons? Just pick a random direction?” she asked, “I’m not too used to this.”

Bookie appeared in Sofia’s hands.

“Let me introduce you to the Bird Reconnaissance Squad,” she announced with a large grin.
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Sofia introduced her bird squad and even got to try her new design for Eternam’s transmission ritual, which she had embedded on a bone coin with a mana battery ritual on the other side to have the birds give a live view instead of just their position.

The coin didn’t work at all; Sofia lost the connection as soon as the birds turned a few corners. Still, under the watchful eyes of Astelia and the students, the three dimensional map of the entire dungeon quickly took form in Sofia’s hands. The 100% bonus in processing she got from the Order form of March of the Envoy allowed her to flawlessly keep track of all the birds and sculpt the map at the same time.

“This makes it almost too easy,” Astelia commented, looking at the work-in-progress map, “I can already tell that the boss is probably in that isolated deeper section.”

“It helps in that way but if you want to be a treasure hunter you have to explore the entire thing anyway. The good stuff in a dungeon isn’t always anywhere near the boss. Though I guess it will be less of an issue when the transmission tokens work. It also doesn’t work as well in places where the birds get killed by the monsters.”

“How much health do they have?”

“A few hundred points each, varying depending on which birds I use,” Sofia answered, “The Crows are slower but have a bit more health than the Turvins and are smarter. The rats are also an option sometimes, they’re better for places with a lot of closed doors since they can fit in small holes or quickly dig their way around.”

“How many different skeletons do you have?” Shaily asked curiously.

“I’m… Not sure, actually. I lost count, but I have some good variety. I even have things like a bunch of carnivorous fish that I have never used. Oh, the last few birds are done. Here it is, that’s the entire dungeon.”

“There is no exit?” one of Astelia’s students asked as he perplexedly observed the map.

“It looks to be that way, if the map is accurate” Astelia answered, “Maybe the boss guards an exit, but most likely the way out was the collapsed section behind us when we were teleported here.”

“The exit does not really matter anyway, both me and Astelia can get us all out of here if needed. Anyway, just give me a second to equip all my things and let’s clear this place out.”

“Right you’ve not been wearing the crown and the saint set,” Astelia noted.

“I should really wear them all the time but it feels a bit pretentious.”

The shielder from Astelia’s students interjected, “Teacher Vakaria, if I may… Why a crown? A lot of us have been wondering if you were Human royalty but…”

“Oh no, this is just the reward for the best ever performance in the second trial,” Sofia casually answered as she stretched to adjust the jointings of her bone armor just how she liked them, “I didn’t get to choose what it looks like.”

“B- Best ever?”

“You heard me. Astelia wasn’t far behind either. You didn’t get just anyone as your teachers. Oh, right, speaking of which, see this bell on my staff? This is a scribe bell, I just do this,” Sofia said as she shook her staff, “And you should get a small experience bonus for a few hours when you participate in fights alongside me. It’s a bit finicky though, not everyone can always hear it for some reason and if you don’t hear it you get no bonus. Did anyone not get it?”

The students looked at each other. “I heard it just fine,” Shaily said first. “Me too,” Topaz confirmed, and soon enough the topic went from wondering whether they all heard it to asking Sofia where she had gotten that, which she expertly ignored.

They all heard it then… That’s a bit reassuring.

Just a bit. Sofia did a surprise scan of the surroundings, expanding her mana senses as far as they could reach. She found nothing out of the ordinary, and could only put the nagging feeling that something wasn’t right to the back of her mind. “Anyway, if everyone is ready, let’s go!”



The zone behind the half-boss room started out very peaceful. No more mechanical creatures were to be found anywhere therein. First were a few completely empty rooms, where mural paintings depicted multiple races united in the worship of a large faceless being, and after that came the forest.

It started with the vines and roots on the floor reappearing, then, as the group ventured further and deeper into the dungeon, the ground turned busier and bushier, eventually being so covered in verdant flora that it had developed a layer of soil. And with the soil came the trees. Thick trees with dark brown, almost black trunks, and dark green leaves.

Sofia and Astelia were near the entrance to the big room with the first trees, hiding on either side of the door, while the students were a good thirty steps back, waiting with Pareth behind a corner.

Sofia opened her helmet’s visor and whispered to Astelia, “I think we found our first group of monsters. Do we just rush in?”

But while her mouth said one thing, a bunch of small bone letters appeared across her face within the helmet, saying something else. ‘Possible Danger. Assassin? Priest gone dangerous. I bait later. Student safety first. Catalyst? No worry about me.’

“Your plan seems fine but be careful,” Astelia whispered back.

Good, she got the message. Alright, for now, let’s give some love to my most neglected skill.

[Spine of the Black Sun]!

The explosion has a radius of almost four meters now. The only thing is that I need to stop using it as a whip; to make the explosion stronger, I need to leverage all my strength bonuses and strike with the sword form. It also heals me for 20% of the damage dealt… Actually more like 35% with [Radiance]. Now that I have a proper health stat, it would be stupid not to use it!

Sofia and Astelia rushed into the room. The trees awakened, each six to eight meters tall, a few meters wide, and each worth their own several tons of wood and sickly red sap. The trees were stupendously fast. Before the two women could engage the fight, the largest two trees had uprooted themselves and rushed up to the frontline, acting as the vanguards for the smaller ones.

Sofia made contact first. March of the Envoy had just switched from the Order to the Chaos state, her senses narrowed and her body was strengthened instead. Diving straight through the raised branches of the tree, she took a few glancing hits. Her scepter-turned-bone-sword hit the tallest tree, leaving a large dent in its bark and sending electricity coursing along its trunk. Then the solar burst triggered, engulfing the entire upper half of the large tree. Sofia’s health shot back up to full as the tree burned and shrieked, sending dozens of its burning branches after Sofia like creaky wooden tentacles.

Astelia engaged the other vanguard tree. Using her specialization, she simply gestured as if she pushed the tree away. With loud tearing noises, the countless roots of the tree ruptured at once, and its massive trunk was sent flying toward the other side of the room, barrelling through many of the smaller trees, destroying them on the spot, and finally exploding in a rain of wooden shards and blood-like sap against the far wall. The entire dungeon shook from the impact.

Holy shit Astelia you’re not joking around!

Sofia kicked against the trunk of the tree to get some distance and quickly checked through Pareth’s eyes that everything was fine on his side. Reassured, she quickly started channeling a piercing bolt over the Spine and charged in again. The normally very blunt Spine of the Black Sun tore through the rough bark thanks to the Angel Bolt’s raging plasma. It penetrated deep into the tree, leaving charred marks on its path, and as the swing stopped, the solar burst triggered from within the trunk. A large portion of the vanguard tree blew up from the sudden accumulation of energy within. Sofia was blown away by the burst and flew right back in, the second internal explosion burning away the last sparks of life within the tree.

‘You have defeated [Blackbark Hallowed Purifier - lv. 243]’

Further into the room, Astelia was smashing the smaller trees against the walls one by one while under a deluge of physical and magical attacks as the branches swung and the leaves flew, sharpened by the concentrated mana on their edges.

I need to speed up or there’ll be nothing left for me!


Chapter 353 - Arts and crafts










Sofia dove through the rain of attacks of the small trees, flying right past them, hitting each of them once on the way, triggering a chain of weaker explosions. Between each hit, the Bolt surrounding her scepter grew stronger, and by the time she reached the furthest tree on the other side of the long hall, the scepter hit that previously would have only burned some bark instead cut straight through the entirety of the monster’s trunk. She hit the wall of the hall feet first, and propelling herself from it, she turned back, repeating the same process. She was under constant attacks the whole time, branches smacking her in the face, sharp leaves denting her armor, but what few health points she lost were all quickly refilled by the continuous explosions of solar light. After about forty seconds, the room was once again silent.

‘You have defeated [LeafBlower Hallowed Purifier - lv. 227]’

‘Your party has defeated [RootSwinger Hallowed Purifier - lv. 166]’

‘11 additional kill notifications have been muted’

‘[Spine of the Black Sun] reached level 210’

‘[Spine of the Black Sun] reached level 211’

‘[Radiance] reached level 72’

Before anything else, Sofia checked again if everything was alright with Pareth, and only then did she dispel the Spine and the Bolt. Astelia floated up to her, and above a sea of brightly burning dead tree monsters, she was smiling. “This was unexpectedly satisfying,” she told Sofia.

“You really went all-out with your new specialization. I’m starting to worry about the air we have in the dungeon, though, seeing as my attacks lit them all up…”

Not that it matters to me, but for everyone else…

Astelia dismissed her worries, “The dungeon is so big, and these plants grow everywhere, it shouldn’t be an issue, the smoke they make when they burn doesn’t seem so bad to breathe either, it kind of smells nice. A bit relaxing, even.”

“I will be monitoring the students’ breathing just in case… But so far this is going well. The trees aren’t too dangerous. It’s a big jump in difficulty from the first half of the dungeon but there probably won’t be a challenge in here for us besides the boss.”

Crossing her legs in the air, Astelia agreed, “Do we still want to share some experience with the students?” she asked.

“Probably not,” Sofia answered, shaking her head, “too much trouble for nothing. The leaf blower trees have a very long reach, a single rain of leaves we let through could severely injure them all. If their leveling was an urgent matter maybe it would be worth the risk but I know from experience that the sharing is not good. They would all get maybe two to three levels if they participated in all the kills in the dungeon and the level of monsters stays about the same as this hall.”

Astelia nodded through the explanations, then she raised another question, “Do we still clear the whole Dungeon then? Maybe we should just go straight for the boss after all, be quickly done with it, especially with… What you told me earlier.”

“No need to rush. Do you still have skills that need combat leveling?” Sofia asked her, looking at her own status page.

“Three of them, yes. I have [Orbital Blades] which still needs a few levels, [Meteor Strike] which is stuck at level one, and [Thousand arms of the Moon] at 204. Though, [Meteor Strike] cannot exactly be trained here...” Astelia answered, staring at the ceiling.

“Meteor… Well, I have plenty of things to level up, the Spine and [Radiance] being the best suited against the trees. I say we quickly go around clearing at least the large halls like this one, and looking around to see if we find some interesting items, then we go for the boss.”

“So be it! Ah, we should check up on the students first.”



The students were relieved to see both teachers come back unharmed. They hadn’t been able to watch the fight but they had heard, smelled, and felt the consequences of the battle. They had also seen the flashes of light from all of Sofia’s solar bursts. They asked again if they could steal some experience, and Sofia explained why they could not. They accepted the news, though reluctantly, and with a collective voice, demanded that they be at least allowed to watch.

At their insistence, Sofia sighed and rolled her eyes, but she and Astelia discussed it some more and accepted.

Sofia quickly shaped up a tiny bone box in which the nine students could barely fit together. On one side, she layered all of her panes of reinforced glass with meshes of bone threads in between, and finally, she made the whole thing a blessed bone construct.

“I’ll place this near the entrance of the rooms with monsters if there are no trees too close to the door, you can stay in it to observe the fight, but no using any kind of magic, don’t move too much and don’t make noise, alright? You really do not want to draw the trees’ attention, some of these are over level 200.”

With that in place, Sofia and Astelia took the opportunity of now being aware of the type of monsters around to give some tips to the students about exploring dungeons and other hostile environments. Sofia explained the importance of looking for traps, loopholes in the design of places, and for the traces of monsters, trying to understand why the creatures were where they were, how to best approach an enemy of unknown strength, and knowing when to retreat. Astelia was, for her part, more focused on essential survival knowledge, how to hide, where to find food and water, what to do when faced with an unknown ritual circle, and other such situations.

The group rapidly stormed through the dungeon, alternating these teaching pauses when they walked between infested halls, and the explosive battles of the two teachers against a forest of ruin-dwelling trees. The students were left speechless whenever they witnessed their teachers fight.

They were also left speechless when, upon entering a large hall mostly free from vegetation and decorated with intricate marble statues, Sofia had started cutting the statues free from their pedestal and stealing them. They didn’t know whether to laugh, or to cry, but were generally shocked at how mind-bogglingly large her storage item must be to be able to store these.

The thing was, these were statues of demons.

I had the feeling that the faceless being of the murals was a Recessed! I wonder which one it is, though. I thought it might be Death at first with Leverle having sort of a faceless mask head, but this is clearly not it.

They all share a similar build though. All from one Recessed, but this isn’t a faceless mask, it’s a flesh veil in front of their face.

So many Apostles though… Sixteen different statues. Either those have never existed, they are multiple generations of Apostles… Or this Recessed had plenty of Apostles at once.

Is that even possible?

Which concept could it even be… Trickery? Theft? Deceit?

I’ll have to show them to Cinthia.

And also… This is great decoration, no way I would leave them here! I’m not coming out of a dungeon empty-handed!

Well, I also have gained a lot of skill levels. Still, I’m unsatisfied. Especially because of this weird feeling that I’m being watched. Nothing happened yet though. I even checked from the spirit realm and found nothing… And VPPV should protect me from divination so if somebody is looking they have to be close. Yet they’ve done nothing all this time?

I don’t get it.

Maybe I’m really just being too wary.

Hard not to, though, after what happened last time.

Let’s go for the boss, but I’ll keep the catalyst ready… Better yet, I’ll leave it to Bookie and Pareth. They’ll be protecting the kids while I and Asty fight the big fucking tree in that room.

Definitely the boss. It’s really damn big, I can feel its flow of mana from here, it’s pumping it from below, it looks like. Probably the Dungeon’s magic item. Wouldn’t have used the rot anyway but that’s one more reason not to.

Sofia turned to the group, discovering them all staring at her. “What? Were you all waiting for me? You can sit down and have a meal break, we won’t be fighting against the boss for at least half an hour.”

Can’t go in there without the unlife runes.

The students along with Astelia sat down for a meal, except for Lola who walked up to her.

“Are you going to sell the statues?” she questioned Sofia. Not waiting for an answer, she crouched near the pedestal of the statue Sofia had just removed and stored. “This is coral marble, it’s worth a lot, you should also take the pedestals, it would be a waste not to since they’re made of the same thing,” she explained.

Sofia looked at the young Exidian girl curiously, “You have an interest in rocks? I thought that was more of a dwarf thing usually.”

Lola giggled, “Guerand knows a fair bit too, but my family has been in the art trade for generations. Our great ancestor is a very famous smith and sculptor… He helped build the Death church, the imperial palace, and a lot of the older parts of the city. We still specialize in buying and selling paintings and sculptures to this day.”

“And yet you chose a summoning class instead of following the family trade?”

Lola turned her eyes. “I’m a failed artist,” she admitted shamefully, a bit less lively than she had been seconds before, but it only lasted for an instant, “My older siblings are all successful artisans so… It’s fine. I am still leveling the [Smithing] classless skill on the side as well. One day I’ll be able to make my spirit the best armor by myself!”

“It looks to me that you are a fast learner, I’m sure you will get there,” Sofia cheered her on, “And to answer your question, the goal is not to sell them. But if it can help you with your family I could give you a few.”

The Exidian teenager seemed frozen in shock for a moment, then taking a step back, Lola rejected the offer, “No, no, thank you, teacher, but this isn’t necessary,” she flustered, “My family is wealthy enough. If you want to gift them then Shaily and Guerand could really use the money instead!”

Sofia continued to chat with Lola while preparing her undeath runes, Shaily and Opal eventually joining them. The break lasted a bit longer than expected, as both teachers worked to prepare a safe underground room for the students to hide in with Pareth and Bookie, but after an hour, everything was ready.

Astelia and Sofia stood in front of the door to the Boss’s room.

Oh, I’m terminally dumb! I didn’t even [Identify] the statues!

It will have to wait until this is done… Well, maybe Sir Scribe won’t be able to say much, so… Better focus on the task at hand.

Time to change my class to [Lumberjack].


Chapter 354 - Harvest season










Health : 80 980 / 80 980  

Stamina : 21 047 / 21 047 

Mana : 203 650 / 417 100

Sofia looked at her mana trickle down as she prepared a piercing bolt before entering. It’s really annoying that the runes lock all regeneration. As soon as I get stuck on VPPV the next goal is to fix that. Hopefully before the next trial.

Plasma kept growing and gathering over the Scepter, Sofia felt the heat on her face even through the bone armor helmet but her right arm was completely fresh, protected by the dragon scale arm. She turned to Astelia, “Ready when you are.”

The small Vampire nodded and closed the visor of her own helmet. She walked up to the door and extended her hand.

“Interestingly,” she said, “I have a lot more control over my specialization when I directly touch the target. Kind of like you with your bones.”

As if punched by a giant, the heavy-looking stone door broke off from its frame and was sent flying away into the huge boss’s room, it flew on a curved path, barely missing the giant tree in the middle to lodge itself into the opposite wall like a thrown dagger into a soft fruit.

“You missed,” Sofia commented.

“I’m the Oracle of Moon, not an expert in door ballistics.”

Barely able to hear each other’s banter through the crackling of the bolt’s raging plasma, they walked into the strangely peaceful room.

The boss room was akin to a giant cylinder, with narrow pathways all the way along the walls. It somewhat reminded Sofia of the abyss under Scripture’s Holy See. In the middle was a giant tree with dark red bark and black leaves that spanned from the bottom where they were all the way up to the ceiling, some fifty meters above. The diffuse red light coming from its three large veiny red fruits near the canopy dimly shone, drowned out by the intense light of the bolt Sofia was holding onto. The tree’s thick roots were all over the floor and amidst them were dozens of rusty and broken mechanical knights like the ‘Protector of Mezanthil’ the students had fought earlier.

The only reason Astelia and Sofia had time to banter was because of the lack of immediate danger, but they became serious once they stepped into the room.

There’s mana coming from all the broken knights.

The black leaves of the tree rustled above.

Impaled by thick roots which spread in and around them, the armors stood up.

Astelia called to Sofia as she readied her mithril blades, “I get the knights you get the tree!”

Sofia did not need to be told twice. Before the knight could even fully stand up, she launched herself forward with a beat of her wings. March of the Envoy flipped to the Chaos state, and Sofia reached the trunk in two seconds, evading a few attacking roots on the way. The scepter hit the bark, and despite the intensity of the bolt, barely penetrated into it. The following solar burst was just as underwhelming, failing to scorch the bark, and as Sofia reared back to attack again, she could see the superficial wound she had inflicted to the tree close back up.

That’s a tough one.

Below her, Astelia was cutting up the mechanical knights. Like puppets on long roots, they could ‘fly’ and pursue the Vampire anywhere the living roots could reach. Astelia had tried cutting the roots but found them almost as resilient as the trunk, so she turned to cutting up the armors and their weapons instead, which was no easy task as there were many. Still, the mechanical knights used no magic so far, and Astelia had yet to get hit once.

Sofia glanced at her remaining mana and decided that the best course of action was to use no spell. Since she lacked the damage output to hurt the tree, she would just keep hitting it while reinforcing her ‘weapon’. I can still make this bolt ten times stronger!

Relatively undisturbed, Sofia hit the trunk several times at the same spot, the scepter making it a bit deeper each time. This freedom was short-lived, as new knights on roots emerged from the chambers in the walls, their numbers increasing from the few dozens Astelia had been killing one by one to more than a hundred in just a few breaths. Avoiding them wasn’t extremely hard, Sofia was very used to avoiding tentacles by now, even with a sword-wielding knight at the end, but it made keeping up the pressure against the trunk much harder. Every time she had to fly in a wide arc to avoid an attack, she could see the bark reforming.

Sofia stopped attacking the trunk, then maneuvered through the flying knights to rejoin Astelia.

“This isn’t working! Let’s kill the knights first!” she told Astelia.

Working in tandem with Sofia, Astelia could now switch to using her specialization to clump the knights together for Sofia to strike them, which worked a lot better. Whenever a mechanical knight was sufficiently damaged, the root propping it up would fall back to the ground. They quickly worked through the swarms of knights, taking a few hits each in the process. The more they disposed of, the easier it got, and eventually the tree had nothing else to throw at them. For a second after the last root fell, it almost felt like they had won, and it was about time, as Sofia’s bolt-enhanced weapon had almost completely drained her mana. Not wanting to hit zero quite yet, she finally threw the bolt at the trunk, piercing it from side to side.

“It’s not over,” Astelia commented, breathing heavily as she observed the red sap flowing out of the newly drilled bolt hole and running down the trunk.

“It’s never over until we get the kill notification,” Sofia confirmed, “The students are still safe,” she added after quickly checking up on Pareth’s vision.

Without warning, the three ogre-sized fruits of the tree fell. They hit the floor like boulders, crushing roots under them, and the red sap of the tree quickly started pooling in the small craters they had formed.

Sensing shenanigans, Sofia fell down, and stored the smallest of the three fruits. As it was no longer connected to the tree, nothing prevented her from snatching it. But the other two just wouldn’t fit in her storage, and were quickly filling up with mana as they absorbed the sap.

Under Astelia’s magic, the other two fruits flew back up, and once they were at her level, she kicked them. The gargantuan fruits exploded against the wall with a wet sound, spraying sap everywhere.

“Safe?” Sofia asked.

“No. I was too late.”

Something fell from the crushed fruits embedded in the wall, human sized creatures brimming with mana.

“This seems dangerous,” Sofia told Astelia as they observed the creatures stand up like zombies, “Let’s go for my plan.”

“Got it.”

Astelia activated her [Lunar Realm], flooding the room in cold moonlight while she closed her eyes. This was her opportunity to rest, heal, and regenerate some mana and stamina.

Meanwhile, Sofia still kept her small reserve of just about thirty thousand mana and made her way back down to the ground level, walking on thin air in the direction of the two creatures. She switched her scepter to her left hand.

The red sap obscuring the creatures’ exact appearance dripped down as they stood up, and their real form was revealed. They were like thin, vaguely human silhouettes made of silky smooth dark-red wood. They had nothing comparable to a head or a mouth and yet they produced a blood-curdling scream. They charged. Sofia could barely see them move as they appeared before her and attacked in unison with one arm each. Their pointy wooden arms lashed out horizontally at Sofia from both sides like a pair of scissors.

It was hard for Sofia to fight her instinct to try to evade but she stood still, and the attacks harmlessly curved around her, their force leaving a deep x-shaped laceration in the opposite wall.

Scary.

Using the last of her mana, Sofia simultaneously activated the third tier of [Runeforged Overlord] as well as [Erredian Rot] and charged forward, body slamming the two twig monsters standing before her.

The rot spread through contact with the bone armor as it was enveloped in a thin layer of holy light. This was the best way she had to precisely hit the monsters without spraying rot everywhere and possibly ruining whatever magic item was hiding within the roots of the giant tree.

Covering the monsters in rot was successful, and ramming them into the wall too, but Sofia lost the Order state of [March of the Envoy]. The monsters struck again as they freed themselves from the wall, and Sofia died, her head sliced into eight pieces.

Astelia was on high alert, her mana clutching around the Academy’s catalyst hidden within her armor, while was scanning mana and space in a wide area with her eyes closed. Sofia had just died, which was part of the plan. If anyone was waiting for an opportunity to attack the students like Sofia feared, it was now or never.

The twig monsters charged Astelia, who stopped them with her specialization, but she would not be able to hold them for long.

Nothing came of it, and Sofia was reborn three seconds later.

Nothing?

Still, stay alert, Pareth.

I need to help Asty fast.

Sofia’s heart flew out of her chest.


Chapter 355 - Don’t Lose Yourself










It was Sofia’s first time transforming since getting her new fused passive skill.

Oooh, this feels good.

It’s a bit of a waste of levels since Pareth could have handled the twig monsters by himself, but well.

I like this too.

As soon as Sofia’s Apostle form was complete, she flew to Astelia’s rescue. Using her Dragon-scale arm, she punched one of the wooden monsters from behind. The monster was kept stuck in place by Astelia’s specialization, and punching into it felt like hitting an unbreakable wall. With nowhere to dissipate, the entirety of the punch’s strength could only spread through the wooden monster, which cracked all over. Sofia hit it again, and the creature fell apart. It exploded, peppering Sofia and Astelia with blade-sharp wood shards. It couldn’t pierce Sofia’s defenses and Astelia diverted the ones aimed at her away with a wave of her hand.

No kill message, it’s not dead.

The monster Sofia had punched was the one least affected by the rot. The other one looked already weaker, and was almost entirely covered in rot.

“The rot is interfering, I’m losing hold!” Astelia warned her as she backed away.

“The other one isn’t dead!” Sofia answered as she threw herself to the rotting monster that just freed itself from Astelia’s control.

The wooden monster was extremely fast, so despite Sofia reacting early thanks to Astelia’s warning, it still had time to attack her several times as she flew towards it. The long arms of the wooden creature seemingly had an infinite reach, and Sofia did her best to evade it, but she still got hit once. She managed to minimize the damage, only losing her left arm, and finally arrived face to face with the monster, grappling with it. The loss of an arm was annoying but not enough to stop her. She still had two wings and a tail more than the wooden monster. The creature was fast, but it was not equally as strong, and the monster couldn’t move at all, stuck in her deadly embrace.

If destroying them doesn’t work, then letting the rot do its job will!

While Sofia restrained that one creature, Astelia was trying to prevent the other one from reforming. Its scattered pieces were pulling themselves together like magnets and reassembling. Astelia first tried to stop them with her specialization, but there were too many pieces and they were too scattered, and seemed to have a will of their own; she couldn’t control them all for any extended length of time. Instead she used one of her flying mithril blades to cut herself, slashing both of her legs off at the knee, spraying her own blood everywhere.

Crying out in pain, the small vampire used her specialization once more. As her blood was catching fire mid-air, she controlled the individual drops of flaming blood to strike the many shards of the wood monster. Most of the shards were hit and caught on fire, while Astelia’s legs snapped back to where they belonged by themselves with a disgusting wet sound.

The Vampire’s curse of fire?! You can use it like that?!

This isn’t normal fire either, it’s much hotter and filled with the mana from her blood!

Its individual parts either covered in rot or on fire, the monster that had been reduced to shreds finally died, its shards weakly falling to the ground, no longer trying to bring themselves together.

‘Your party has defeated [Juvenile Dryad - lv. 249]’

I don’t suppose Bookie is interested in those wooden shards…

Astelia turned to Sofia, “Need help?”

“No, this thing can barely move, I’m holding on tight, just give it a bit for the rot to sip on all the mana and it’ll start eating the wood. I don’t think it’ll stand back up from it.”

“Alright. What now, though?” Astelia asked, “Do you think the tree has any more surprises for us?”

“Maybe? Probably not or it would be doing it now is my guess,” Sofia answered, still holding onto the second Dryad. After a few seconds of total silence, she continued, “The question is, do we finish it off, now that it isn’t putting up a fight anymore?”

Astelia looked at the tree from the bottom to the top, before looking back at Sofia. “That is a very good question. It’s not really doing anything. If we’re being fair, it was only defending itself. Finishing it won’t give us any experience and won’t help with our skills.”

As they spoke, the rot consumed all of the second Dryad’s mana and eventually its wooden body crumbled in Sofia’s arm.

‘Your party has defeated [Juvenile Dryad - lv. 249]’

“I guess we’re about done, then. Almost makes me feel bad for killing the wood things. Still, I sense a source of mana under the tree, we should probably check that out,” she told Astelia while checking up on Pareth’s situation.

“Can you take us there with your half-skeletons?”

“I can, the death of the first Dryad restored a bit of my mana, we have to be quick though, I can only sustain the graveyard for like twenty seconds. Also when my transformation runs out in four minutes or so I’ll be weakened, you remember how that works?”

“Yes, it has been a while since you showed me but your skills are so ridiculous they’re hard to forget, Sofia. I’ll still be there and we have Pareth too, so it’s fine, there shouldn’t be anything dangerous left around here unless the mana source under the tree is another monster.”

“Let’s find out.”

Using the graveyard skeletons to phase through the floor, Sofia and Astelia discovered an underground vault under the tree, tightly wrapped around by thousands of roots. It was much harder for the graveyard skeletons to phase through living matter but they still made it in time, leaving Sofia and Astelia inside of a small square room with orichalcum walls right under the base of the giant tree’s trunk.

This cubic vault was almost empty except for a pair of black gem earrings just floating in the middle, surrounded by the smallest amount of pink and green mithrium to hold the gems and make the hook.

If you have this tiny an amount of mithrium, that’s probably the best you can do, that’s likely one or two grams at most.

“Cursed,” Astelia observed.

“Yeah, cursed mana is leaking and getting absorbed by the tree. It is really a lot of mana to fit into something so small. My mana senses are almost overwhelmed just standing this close to them. Let’s see what our scribes have to say… Actually, can you do it? I don’t have the spare mana for an advanced [Identify] if we want to leave using the graveyard again.”

“Sure, give me a second.”

[Sweet Little Lies]: Divine item forged with the essence of Lies. Wearing these earrings allows one to see past any trickery and illusion, at a cost. The wearer needs to stay true to themselves. Not following your true desires and lying to yourself is a Sin, should you fall prey to it, you will be lost in sweet dreams, temporarily ensnared by the earrings’ curse. A fair trade.

Item level : 450. Grade : Forgotten.

This answers who the veiled Recessed is. Quite fitting.

“That sure is something,” Sofia commented as she read the description, “Do you want them?”

“Do you not?” Astelia asked back.

“It’s not that I don’t want to, but more that it’s a bit redundant, [Blessing of the Deep] protects against [Mind control], [Hypnosis] and [Confusion], and I think I can work on regaining the interesting effects of [Pristine essence] against perception alterations even if I forgot it since last time, seeing how the mana pathways still exist, just dried up and a bit atrophied.”

“You want to re-learn a passive skill from the leftover mana pathways? That’s not going to be a fun time.”

“Just part of it, well, it’s a side-project, not a priority at all. Still, these would be kind of wasted on me, I would probably just be tempted to try to get the divine essence out,” Sofia admitted.

And honestly I already have way too much jewelry and shit to wear all the time, I don’t need more. If anything I should think about getting rid of some before I start looking like Ihuarah.

“That is really a waste… I would take them, but the curse part is a bit…”

“It’s not too bad? It even says it’s temporary so if you mess up it shouldn’t be a huge deal. Your scribe seems to think it’s fine, at least.”

“I’m taking them, then. I guess that might end up killing the tree in the end, since we’re stealing its nourishment. But well… We can’t leave this here to rot.”

Astelia had several gold rings and jewels already attached to her long vampire ears, she removed the pair of amethyst gems on her earlobes and grabbed the pair of cursed earrings to replace them.

“Looks cute,” Sofia complimented her.

Astelia blushed slightly. “Thanks. You should take the Orichalcum, no reason to leave it here, these walls are thin and the room is small but that’s still a lot of good metal.”

“Got it.”

I need to be fast before the transformation ends.

Using her Dragon scale claws, Sofia ripped off the walls, ground and ceiling orichalcum sheets lining the room and stored them all within her storage ring, leaving the small vault stripped of all its value and completely empty. The stone bricks behind were cracked and let some of the tree’s roots through.

“That should be all, my transformation still has about a minute left, let’s go see what the students think about it.”

“They’re all good?”

Sofia nodded, “All safe with the skeletons, it’s too bad that we couldn’t have them watch the fight.”

“They saw us fight plenty against the trees already. Imagine if one of the Dryads attacked them and Pareth let even a bit of the blast through.”

“Yeah that would have been bad… Let’s get going.”


Chapter 356 - Jokester










Sofia and Astelia stood over the spot where the bone bunker was buried with the students and skeletons inside.

“Should I teleport you inside?” Astelia asked, aware that Sofia had no mana left to spare to use the graveyard again.

“No, I have a funny idea,” Sofia answered, laughing ominously.

Only about forty seconds left on the demon form… So short.



The students were waiting in the enlarged safe room, safely buried a few meters deep under one of the dungeon’s corridors, a few hundred meters away from the boss room. Some were sitting, some walking around in circles, impatiently waiting to be let out of there.

The safe room shook with the distant noise and vibrations of a muted impact, as if a wall fell down somewhere far in the dungeon.

The students looked at each other.

“Was the fight not over?” one of the boys asked.

“It was silent for a while…” Lola answered, sticking her ear against the wall, “And it’s silent again.”

“Could there be a second boss?” Shaily suggested, right as the room shook again.

Lola and Opal were surprised by the stronger tremor and both lost their footing, getting caught by En and Topaz respectively.

Opal seemed the most worried of the group as she knew something the other students hadn’t realized yet. The second tremor had come from much closer, she could feel it. Since she couldn’t talk, she tended to listen to things around her a lot more and had developed a very sensitive sense of hearing.

Nevertheless, the casual discussion in the safe room turned back to the hushed whispers it had been when the teachers had been fighting the boss.

A third tremor hit the room, this time much closer, enough that everyone noticed. The atmosphere was already getting tense but it suddenly got much, much worse when Pareth activated his armor and weapon, taking a fighting stance in the middle of the room. Bookie panickedly signaled to the students to sit on the floor and be silent with hand gestures.

The room was so silent one could hear a fly land.

Next came the sound of floor tiles cracking, then of the stone around the safe room getting crushed. Something was digging, and it was coming straight for them.

Some were too terrified to do anything, some instinctively prepared to use a spell, but they all knew that if the skeletons guarding them couldn’t protect them then they would have no chance to do anything.

Something hit the walls of the safe room, it was not as violent as the tremors from before, more like someone knocking at the wall. Then came a second, louder knock, and Pareth adjusted his fighting stance slightly, his sword facing the direction of the noise.

A dark gray clawed hand burst through the wall. Some of the students screamed in terror. The hand pulled back, tearing a huge hole into the bone wall. It revealed the demonic appearance of a creature’s spiky mutated head with a disproportionately large mouth and pointy razor-sharp teeth. Half of its torso was also visible, revealing a gaping hole in the creature’s body where the heart should be.

The thing roared and threw itself arms first at the holy skeleton warrior.

Pareth’s sword disappeared at the last moment, he spread his arms and caught the demonic creature in a tight embrace. They barrelled through the room, rolling in front of the students as they held each other, and crashed into the opposite wall.

A few spells were actually fired their way, only to curve around them and harmlessly hit a wall.

Just as the dust settled, Sofia swiftly reactivated her bone armor except for the helmet, and her transformation ended. Pareth was down, back against the floor with Sofia on top, they released each other and Sofia sat up on his chest, her hair a mess in front of her face.

“Hey kids, missed me?” Sofia asked the students as she adjusted her hair.

After a moment of silent shock, copious amounts of profanities were hurled her way as Sofia heartily laughed by herself. Astelia entered the wall through the hole a few seconds later, discreetly storing the academy’s catalyst she had been clutching until now.

“You were a fucking Apostle!?” Topaz asked, her mind blown by the nonsensical revelation.

“Did you think Vakaria was my surname? It stands for Vakariazrehafin of Sorrow,” Sofia answered innocently as if it was common sense.

“Weren’t you a Saint?!” Topaz argued back.

“Oh, yes, that too, though my patron God hates my guts.”

“How can… Did you perform one of those deranged rituals?” Topaz asked again, flabbergasted.

“Sure did, had to kill myself twice in the process. Fun times.”

“No wonder she can call shadow sprites,” Shaily mumbled to herself.

The students, especially those from Astelia’s group, were looking at Sofia like she was a monster, which, to be fair to them, she was. Out of all of the teenagers, En seemed to be the least affected by the sudden scare. If anything, she looked excited to learn her teacher was even stronger than she had realized until now. On the other hand, Opal was breathing very fast, having a hard time recovering from the scare, Sofia’s roar had shaken her to her core. Frowning, she scribbled on her notepad and showed it to Sofia.

‘YOU SCARED ME!!! (♯｀∧´)’

Sofia laughed awkwardly and apologized, “Sorry, sorry, I just couldn’t help myself. Since you bunch could not watch the boss fight I thought you deserved to at least see one monster, right? We did clear the dungeon by the way, Astelia got some cute magic earrings and I also got a good chunk of Orichalcum. I’ll melt the thing into ingots and you’ll get one each as an apology for the scare, how does that sound?”

The unexpected reward instantly lightened the mood in the ‘safe’ room, and the students started asking a lot of questions to both Sofia and Astelia about the items and the boss and the demon form all at once. First, however, they were interrupted by Pareth tapping on Sofia’s back; she was still sitting on him.

“Oh! Sorry,” she apologized with a rare slightly reddened face; she stood up and lent Pareth a hand to get up.



I guess there was nobody else going after us… I still can’t shake this weird sensation that somebody is watching me, though. Maybe I really need to take more time to relax…

Waiting for the Academy to send someone to retrieve them from the dungeon, everyone was having a fine campfire meal in a clean room they had reclaimed from all the rampant vegetation.

Sofia was just getting done recounting the events of the boss fight to her class while Astelia was giving out the scores to her own students.

“Right, let me give the scores for this event, I have been keeping track, so let’s see. I won’t give the detailed breakdown, but overall, you all did very well, I’m proud!”

The students intently waited for the scores. Four of them were actually trying to compete for the first place, with only Topaz being uninterested. However, tokens were still worth one gold each, not much to the princess of an Empire, but even she wouldn’t say no to more money to spend on new weapons.

“So, do keep in mind that everyone shared a singular pool of tokens since it was a cooperative event, but there were a few bonuses up for grabs and that did create a small leaderboard. Everyone got at least two bonuses which is pretty good, and the overall performance throughout the dungeon was very good with minimal injuries and issues. I only had to step in once, so that’s a single penalty. Now, then. Equal in third place with the exact same number of points, we have En, Topaz, and Shaily, getting 180 tokens each.”

“So much?!” En asked, her tails standing up.

“Yeah, the events are really going to be the main source of tokens along with duels. For comparison you only get four-hundred something for stealing my teacher’s pouch so it’s both a lot and not so much. Anyway, second place goes to Opal! You barely ever missed a spell, never actually hit an ally despite the large area of effect of most of your spells, finished off a lot of monsters by yourself, overall great performance. 220 tokens.”

Opal looked embarrassed by the compliments and tried to redirect the attention to the only person left who was obviously first place, Lola.

“And indeed, Lola, congratulations on getting the most bonus points. You have improved a lot since our first class two months ago. You still have areas to progress in. I continue to think you could have some great success by fighting side to side with your guardian like I do with Pareth, but it’s good to take it step by step like you do. I’m very proud of how far you have come already. 250 tokens!” Sofia announced, clapping for Lola.

The other girls also clapped and congratulated her. Shaily looked very happy to see her friend progress so much, she had the brightest smile out of the entire group despite scoring lower.

Evan in the other group stood up during this, “Two fifty?!” he exclaimed, getting entirely ignored, before sitting back down. “I’ll admit it’s deserved…” he mumbled, sighing defeatedly.

“Evan got 220 like Opal,” Sofia informed them, “So Lola is actually first for the whole dungeon. As I said, well done. Hard work pays off.”

Saint Tartaros appeared around the time everyone was finishing their celebratory meal.

“I see that besides the student who had to be evacuated, nothing has gone wrong,” the tall Saint observed as his eyes scanned everyone in the room. “Very well, I will now distribute the tokens before we head back. I will ask the students to quickly regain your dorms, as I need to have a talk with your teachers. The next two days are off and there will be no duels during this time, so sleep well and recuperate. Building strength requires proper rest.”


Chapter 357 - Two thousand levels of fun and games










After his explanations, Saint Tartaros teleported everyone to the academy. Astelia and Sofia appeared directly in the headmaster's office in the company of Tartaros, while the students were probably sent to their dormitories. Beligenus was busy writing in a book using an impractically huge feather as his pen. It took a few seconds for him to finish writing his page, and only then did he look up at the newcomers, welcome them, and tell them to sit.

Sofia did try to read what Beligenus was writing about, but it was in Draconic, and reading Draconic signs upside down was still outside of Sofia's capabilities, especially with how much she had been slacking off on this particular subject ever since her scribe had started translating the system messages for her.

Before the headmaster could explain anything, Astelia had already asked a question: “What happened to Clint? Is he still alive?”

Beligenus nodded, his white beard shaking up and down, “Doctor Leverle handled his case. He is safe but currently in a coma. We could not get any answers from him, but that is entirely unnecessary, as we now have a good grasp on the situation.”

Tartaros picked up where Beligenus left off, “We, Beligenus, the Imperial couple, and myself, have been working on a large project. To facilitate its smooth continuation, we have decided to let you both know a bit more. You will then continue to oversee the competition’s events as a pair from here on out. Miss Vakaria already knows a little.”

Astelia turned to look at Sofia, a puzzled look on her face.

“Can I share everything I know?” Sofia asked, and Beligenus nodded in response. Sofia thus proceeded to explain what she knew to Astelia, “In short, the hidden goal of the competition is to bait a certain unknown someone into trying to steal the admin’s sword, and one of my students is apparently linked to that person somehow. That's it.”

“Oh,” Astelia softly reacted, “The sword as the reward did look a bit too good to be true, though I had just pinned that on the emperor being overly generous with his citizens… But how does that lead to Clint trying to poison Sofia’s students?”

Tartaros stood up from his chair, his hands on his hips. He started pacing around the office as he answered, “The person we are trying to bait out of hiding and eliminate is a traitor of the Empire and the reason for the late Empress’ passing,” he revealed, “They were last identified by the system as a level 508.”

Hearing this, Astelia’s hand gripped a bit tighter on her seat's armrest, causing the stressed wood to make cracking noises.

Well.

I am not going to be of any help here, clearly.

They’re going at this guy at three against one and still need to proceed with caution… For the best, probably. An all-out battle between level 500 powerhouses must be devastating on a planetary level, thinking about how Erredis said she could have covered the entire moon in rot with a single breath.

Beligenus then continued, “We expect that person to try multiple things to get their hands on the sword, one of them being to have someone they have some influence over win the sword legitimately for them. That someone is one of Teacher Vakaria’s students.”

Sofia frowned as she quickly made the connection in her head with the poisoning incident being obviously related to this. “You mean they controlled Clint to sabotage my group and poison Shaily in order to skew the token gains in favor of another one of my students and eliminate competition?”

“It is not so straightforward,” Beligenus refuted, “they are a cunning, powerful and ruthless individual. While achieving that might have given their candidate an edge, that would have been nothing but a happy accident to them. In accord with their habits, the intent of the maneuver was likely twofold. It served to gauge our response to their actions, and to remove the priest of Death from the scene, allowing them to spectate the event in a less roundabout manner.”

“I felt a presence watching me all the time after Clint left. That was them…” Sofia concluded.

“Undoubtedly,” the headmaster confirmed, “One of your abilities is preventing scrying, it is curiously potent, and must have been a hassle to deal with, as this is not in our target’s field of expertise. If you noticed it, it must mean that their means of spectating were less than discreet, hence the need to remove the priest from the picture first.”

So VPPV did at least hinder the divination from a level 500. That’s not bad. It is supposed to be an absolute effect but I assume there is only so much it can do with the mana it has available…

“Why watch and do nothing?” Astelia asked.

“For the same reason our side had to refrain from direct surveillance or intervention, an abundance of caution,” the headmaster explained.

“And why, exactly, do we have to be embroiled in all of this?” Astelia asked, a slightly frustrated tone coating her usually sweet voice, “Are this Academy and Empire’s ideals to be playing with their teachers and students’ lives?”

“I stand with Astelia on this,” Sofia added, standing straight in her seat.

“As far as the students go, we regretfully have no choice,” Beligenus explained, his voice as calm and composed as usual. “As it stands, you both are replaceable. You may leave if you accept for your recollections of this operation’s details to be wiped from your memory. I would, however, advise against it.”

“How surprising,” Astelia coldly answered, “Wait until the Queen hears about this. You should know what it means to go against a Duke of Vasperia.”

“I understand your animosity,” the headmaster conceded, “however, I ask that you be patient, as the reason you were included, teacher Glacier, has little to do with the operation.”

“Then why?” Sofia pressed him, “Just endangering me and my students wasn’t enough?”

Beligenus ignored the indignant remark and elaborated on his thoughts, “Teacher Vakaria was set up as the new teacher because of her unique protection against scrying and external influences. Although we failed to isolate the reason at first, we now understand that it must have to do with her… Unsettling lineage. This alone greatly enhances the safety of the students under her care.  As for your case, teacher Glacier, you were added to the considerations after our recent discoveries. Your presence gives teacher Vakaria an additional bit of support, which is welcome, but it is primarily in your own interest that we put you where you are.”

“How on the Ancestor’s bloody curse is this situation meant to benefit me?!” Astelia angrily argued back, completely forgetting who it was she was speaking to.

“That I would rather not tell yet. The early discovery would only hinder your focus. Just know that it will benefit you. This old lizard may hide many things, but he does not deceive,” Beligneus told her, sitting straight in his chair.

Do you not, now?

Dragons must have an interesting definition of deception.

Astelia’s new earrings should be able to detect lies so that should help if he is trying to misconstrue things. Can we really trust this item in the face of someone so powerful though? That is uncertain…

Seeing Astelia also still harbored a very unconvinced expression, Sofia brought out her staff. She grabbed the little metal ball dangling from it. “What am I holding?” she asked, staring at the old Dragon dead in the eyes.

Beligenus narrowed his eyes a bit, although the rest of his face was imperturbable. The question came out of nowhere, but he indulged her, “That would be the system-protected jingle bell which has been attached to your weapon ever since you arrived at the Academy.”

So he does know that it is a bell despite it being empty and not identifiable. But is that a guess or can he actually hear it? To probe further…

“How does it sound to you?” Sofia continued. “Describe it in detail. My continued collaboration will entirely depend on your and Mr Tartaros’ answers.”

“You trust that bell more than your own judgment?” Beligenus asked curiously. “So be it, if that is all you require. To my best knowledge, this bell sounds like the distant ringing of wind chimes on a sunny day. As far as I can tell, it does not actually emit any physical soundwave and instead directly sends information through the soul. I assume that this was likely one of the ultimate rewards of the second trial.”

Sofia turned her gaze to Tartaros, who was waiting with his arms crossed, back against a wall.

“What the Dragon said,” he declared with no hesitation before adding one more detail, “the sound is relaxing. Soul-healing properties, I would wager.”

“I see,” Sofia said, storing her staff. “I think we can trust them,” she told Astelia.

It took a bit more talking to convince Astelia, but she eventually accepted to conserve the status quo after making Beligenus swear under Moon’s name that he would not let a single one of their students die during the year.

The two old monsters were annoyingly reluctant to share any more information on the target of the plan, the specific student of Sofia’s who had a link to them, or the exact reason why Astelia would have wanted to be a part of the entire ordeal. But they did at least have one more interesting thing to say, which was that they were now certain that the attack during the first event had been instigated by Scripture, and that He would undoubtedly strike again at some point during the year.

They had then assured them that they would intervene when that happened. Tartaros would prevent the target of their plan from stepping in and taking advantage of the chaos, Beligenus would focus on preventing a direct divine intervention from Scripture, and Sofia and Astelia would have to fend for themselves against Scripture’s now isolated and weakened pawns.

In a way, they would repay Sofia’s help by helping her against Scripture. It was enticing but Sofia had to wonder whether it would be an issue for the ‘no help’ part of her quest, which she would now have to ask the Orator about.

Either way, she eventually headed out of the Headmaster’s office with Astelia, but not before leaving them with a last present, to really seal their temporary alliance.

“Just so that we stand on completely clear grounds. My name is still Aphenoreth, and I swear on the four Lords’ names that if you let one of our students die for your little hunting plan, I will haunt you both and your friend the Emperor until the very memory of your existence is erased from the fabric of this world. Now have a nice day.”

Sofia closed the door behind her with a gentle smile on her face.

There was an oppressive silence in Beligenus’ office as Astelia and Sofia walked down the stairs of the headmaster’s tower.

“I told you. We are playing with fire, Beligenus.”

“You know me. I have always had a fascination for fire. These two burn too brightly to ignore. Everything is following the plan so far. We only yet have to secure the Archangel.”

“Delivia is still negotiating as we speak…”


Chapter 358 - Playing ball










One week after the second event, on the following weekend, Saria was helping Sofia get ready for a social outing. Lola’s family was organizing a party to celebrate her outstanding performance in the competition, and Sofia had naturally been invited. Since she could bring two guests, and Alith wasn’t interested, she was going to go with Pareth and her sister.

Saria adjusted the tightness of Sofia’s corset. “About this much should be good. How do you feel?”

“It’s much better than it was when I put it on myself.”

“You should have asked for Pareth to help you.”

Sofia looked back at her sister, “Pareth knows weapons and fighting, he’s not so familiar with clothing.”

“Eh, you never know until you try. Oh right, did voice-man come to clarify things about the quest?”

“No, Orator hasn’t shown up since the last time with Alith, but the quest has been updated so he was listening,” Sofia explained.

“I don’t know if it’s funny or scary to think about the Lords just always listening to everyone.”

“The feeling I got is more like they just know the things happen rather than actively listening probably. The one vision I had of Ormoncleth in particular felt like… As if they were more real than reality. It’s weird but, yeah…”

I didn’t know much back then.

“I’m curious as to what the fourth one looks like now. Do you think the sculpture was accurate?” Saria cautiously asked, trying to circumvent the censorship about the second trial.

“Maybe? It’s hard to tell. I’m more curious about Orator’s appearance, if he has one.”

“Guess we’ll ask next time he comes for a chat,” Saria said while she looked through Sofia’s clothes, “Right, how did the quest change? You didn’t say,” she asked.

“It now says the restriction on allies helping only applies to marked quest targets. That’s it, nothing else changed, no precision on who the marked targets are either.”

Saria shrugged, “So some kind of ‘you’ll know when you see it’ deal. I would guess Scripture and his high-priests must be the targets. I can’t imagine Orator caring much if you get help to get rid of a few paladins.”

“I don’t really intend to kill more paladins if I don’t need to. I’ll get Scripture for what he did to the Orphanage and that’s it.”

“Still, to think Scripture would attack you even in the Academy… He must be really desperate for that essence you have.”

“Well, too bad for him, I don’t intend to ever give it back. Speaking of which, Saria, what are you going to do about the next trial?”

“Cinthia has been going to the church of Death every so often after you told her of the Apostle, we managed to negotiate something with them. Death will give us each an essence to wager,” Saria explained. She finally picked one of the outfits for her sister, “Raise your arms.”

Sofia followed the instruction while Saria dressed her up, at the same time, she asked, “Death? Sounds dangerous. I expected Cinthia to get a deal with Hatred.”

“The stronger the essence, the better the return on investment from the trial, supposedly. Hatred wants Cinthia to get stronger so He actually advocated for her to get something better than His own essence. And yeah, handling Death’s essence is dangerous, so it's going to be quite something setting it all up, but that benefits everyone, Death can also get some relief too by having their essence spread out.”

Saria then grabbed the pieces of the Saint set Sofia had laid out as part of the things she could wear. “No news on the other three parts?” she asked.

“In the last two months? Nothing. I haven’t really been looking,” Sofia admitted as she adjusted the long black robe Saria had just helped her put on. 

“Too busy with changing your blood into light, still?”

“I’m getting much faster at it, I will be done in a few more weeks if nothing major comes up. I promised myself I would read every single book in the Academy’s library once I was done with it, that helps me stay motivated.”

“You seem plenty motivated already. I’m trying hard to keep up, gotta get my first place back in the next trial. I won’t let you beat me at it twice, lil sis,” Saria told Sofia while juggling with the Saint set’s headband and the Crown of Victory.

“I’ll get you your own crown if you beat me. Sounds good? That might be easier than you think, too. I don’t think I’ll perform as well this time, Sen warned me that the trial would be twice as hard now since I would be taking it along with Pareth who now counts as his own person.”

“Don’t forget to have it enchanted to adjust to my Dragon form,” Saria said with a small laugh.

“Don’t get overconfident now. And are you going to keep playing with my stuff or do you want to actually help me choose what to wear at some point?”

Saria gave Sofia the side-eyes, “Sorry sister, I don’t think anyone'll be paying any attention to whatever jewelry you put on now. Not with the corset and that robe. Your… charisma is overflowing.”

Sofia glanced down.

Hmmmm. Yeah, it is a bit much. Well.

I don’t think anyone would complain about it, though. The clothier said it would be good for nobles’ gatherings so… Oh, hey, my first mana pearl is starting to take form.

Saria tapped on Sofia’s back, startling her. “See, even you get distracted by your own stuff.”

Sofia rolled her eyes. Observing Saria, she noticed something wrong. “Have yours gotten bigger?”

“Well, you know. I can buy Charisma from my class shop. So…”

“I see. You do know how exactly charisma works, yes?” Sofia asked.

“Oh don’t worry,” Saria laughed, then continued her thought, “I’ll be content long before I get to your level. I’m more surprised that you can say this with a straight face.”

“Hoy, I’ll have you know I looked like this from level one, so don’t start insinuating things.”

“Sure, sure…” Saria answered with a smirk. “But enough joking around, we’re going to be late at this rate, just keep the dragon scale, the blue earrings and the crown,” Saria told Sofia as she handed her the crown she had been fiddling with until now, “that ought to be enough, no need to bring out the whole Saint set too. Is Pareth ready?”

“Haven’t checked, he left with the Clothier a while ago. He just has to teleport back when he’s good anyway. You looked up where the ElderPlain Marquessate is?”

“Yeah, you can fly us there in no time, don’t worry.”



Sofia landed in the central square of a small town, far to the west of the capital city of Exidia, let go of Saria’s waist, and looked around for someone she could bother. Her arrival hadn’t gone unnoticed, so the few people still around the central fountain at this hour were all looking at them. Sofia just walked up to the closest person, a middle-aged Exidian woman walking with two large bags full of potatoes under her arms.

“Hello, excuse me, could you point us toward the ElderPlain Manor please?” Sofia asked the blue-skinned woman.

“Human nobles?” the other people around the plaza wondered aloud, while it took a few seconds for the woman Sofia had questioned to process the sudden encounter. In the end, she pointed in a seemingly random direction. “The north gate, follow the paved road…”

“Thanks.”

Sofia walked back to Saria, grabbed her and flew up. The directions from the woman turned out to be true, as a few minutes later, they could see the huge manor on the border of a dark forest in the distance. The sun was starting to set and the manor was brightly lit, making it impossible to miss from above. Sofia started slowing down as they flew closer, having a good look at the estate of Lola’s family.

“Looks very wealthy for a Marquess,” Saria commented.

“They are art makers and brokers, supposedly,” Sofia explained.

“I know, they have a big shop in Exidia, we’ve been there once with Cinthia and Zerei. But it’s still impressive to see, can you imagine how hard it has to be to maintain a garden that big?”

“I’m sure with a single competent plant mage around…”

“If they can find and hire one just to play gardener, yeah.”

Sofia stopped completely.

“What’s going on?” Saria asked, surprised by the sudden stop.

“I just remembered, this is going to be a special night,” Sofia started.

“Isn’t that the whole point of a celebration party?”

“No, what I mean is, Jen is also invited.”

“Oh, you mean we’re going to check up on that potential ancestor of ours, finally? About time, I was wondering when you were going to bring that up again.”

“I’ve been busy…”


Chapter 359 - Mommy issues










“We should land near the line of carriages, probably,” Saria suggested.

“Oh, yeah. It looks like they have someone checking the invitations down there… Say Saria, do you think we would survive the fall if I just closed my wings right now and we do nothing to stop it?”

“That’s a weird question to ask out of nowhere… I think we would, actually. We should be at the point where it’s hard to die from a simple fall, unless we crash on something dangerous.”

“I did die when I hit the moon.”

“That’s not the same and you know it. How did you even come up with that question?”

“I just remembered how I killed that Magisterium guy,” Sofia explained.

“Didn’t you say he was like level 150? We’re far past that already. So, we going down or not? This isn’t exactly the most comfortable position.”

Sofia flew down and landed near the long row of carriages lining up outside of the manor’s front garden. She and Saria helped each other readjust their dresses and hairstyles, and when they were about ready to go, Pareth finally made his appearance. His skeletal body as a boneplate mauler skeleton was completely hidden inside of a sumptuous and gigantic black-steel ceremonial armor that gave him the allure of a three-meters tall muscular human warrior. Holy light escaped from within the helmet’s visor and his divine halo hovered above the helmet, creating shimmering reflections all over the polished black plate. Facing the two women, he bowed with an arm across his chest.

“Our escort finally shows up,” Saria commented. “Looking good, Pareth.”

“The Clothier sure did a fine job. You can’t even tell it’s a skeleton inside. Are you happy with it?” Sofia asked Pareth, which was answered by a small nod. “Money well spent, then! I like it too. Let’s go!”

“After you, sister, you’ve got the invitation.”

The group walked along the line of empty carriages all the way up to the manor’s gates, where an old Exidian butler in uniform was waiting for guests to show up.

[Supporter - Lv.199]

“Hello and welcome to the ElderPlain estate, ladies, and good sir,” he greeted them, “May I see your invitations?”

“Hi, there you go,” Sofia answered as she handed him the invitation letter Lola had personally given her.

The butler opened the letter and quickly glanced over the contents, then he folded and handed it back to Sofia. “We are happy to welcome you and your company as our guests, Teacher Vakaria.” The butler's voice held a note of respect as he continued, “The Young Mistress has had nothing but praises to say about your teachings. Please allow me to teleport you to the main entrance. The Young Mistress is no doubt eager to greet you."

Sofia, Saria and Pareth stepped onto the ritual circle near the gate the butler led them to, and in an instant they found themselves in front of the manor’s front doors, where a single level 300 Exidian stood guard. His gaze barely turned their way, losing all interest when he noticed the butler's presence.

“This way,” the butler guided them inside and, between two rows of large marble statues, through the entrance, all the way up to a set of wooden double doors sculpted with great detail, which he pushed open to reveal a large and opulent hall. “A wonderful evening to you three.”

Sofia looked into the already crowded hall and its long banquet tables lining the walls, all eyes turning to watch the newcomers.

At least a hundred heads, a lot of them look quite powerful too.

Not far from the entrance, Sofia spotted Lola standing with two older ladies with a smile on her face, dressed in an elegant gown that sparkled in the soft light of the chandeliers.

“Teacher!” Lola called out, hurrying toward her as fast as her long gown would allow. “I’m glad you accepted to come!” Turning to Saria, she greeted her too, “You must be her sister. Welcome to my home. And to you too, Instructor Pareth.”

"Thank you for inviting us, Lola," Sofia said with genuine warmth. "Your home is magnificent."

Lola laughed. "It's a bit much, isn't it? All the artwork on exhibition today is made by my two eldest sisters,” she said, pointing at the two women she had been standing with before. “I'm glad you like it. Ah, but let's not keep my parents waiting. They've been looking forward to meeting you."

Marquess ElderPlain and his wife were both Artisans over level 400. They were polite in their introduction, despite completely ignoring Pareth’s presence, and thanked Sofia for taking good care of their daughter’s education. It turned out they did not have much else to say, and they moved on to welcome someone else after promising to reward Sofia handsomely should Lola win the competition.

Maybe reward her, not me? Sofia thought, puzzled, as she watched them walk away with another Exidian nobleman.

“They’re a bit old fashioned but they mean well…” Lola explained as her parents disappeared amidst the crowd of guests, then she made a shocked expression, and without a word, she ran past the group. Turning around, Sofia saw her running toward a modestly dressed and panicking Shaily who had just clumsily spilled a bunch of some weird liquid on one of the banquet tables as she tried serving herself a cup.

“There she goes,” Saria giggled. “Your students are quite lively. We’re by ourselves now, I guess. We should probably socialize or something.”

“Ah, yes, time to become the nobles we were always meant to be, uh? Our father would be proud,” Sofia sarcastically answered.

“You’re a bit early in bringing him up, should keep that for this paternal ancestor of ours, no?” Saria quipped back.

“Speaking of which… Isn’t it weird that I look like mom yet I also look like Jennifer when she should be from our father’s side?” Sofia asked.

“Oh, now that you bring that up… You remember the day that dickhead chased us out?”

Sofia thought for a few seconds. “Not much. I remember you being angry and the butler throwing us out of a cart in an alleyway, that’s about it.”

“Well, maybe it’s best that you don’t remember. Our dear father actually called us up to his office before that to gloat about finally getting rid of us to our face,” Saria recounted.

“Twisted fucker.”

“Well, yeah. At least he’s dead now. Anyway, it was the only time we stepped foot in his office, but I remember how I had been puzzled by the painting behind his desk. It looked like mom, but older.”

The gears turned in Sofia’s head and she made a disgusted face, “You think he got with our mom because she looked like his own mother?!”

“I think that, yes,” Saria confirmed, looking equally disgusted. “Just thinking about him makes me sick. I’m almost glad for the Ebb.”

“Let’s not get into that discussion… We should look for Jennifer, it shouldn't be too hard, it's mostly Exidians here.”

Saria looked around, and it was Pareth who tapped on her shoulder and pointed toward a corner of the grand hall. “Oh, yep, Pareth found her I think, I saw some blonde hair in the sea of white locks and hats.”

Sofia looked that way but couldn’t see any human woman. The Exidians were shorter on average and Jennifer was quite tall, but the blue-skinned people also almost all wore high hats, hindering the view. She checked through Pareth’s vision, surprised by how restricted it was through his helmet, and indeed saw the tanned blonde teacher sitting in a corner, digging into a plate of cured meat by herself. Her robe showed an outrageous amount of skin and she kept a huge sheathed sword propped up against her side.

How fitting. Some people never change.

“That’s her, yes. Unmistakable,” Sofia told Saria.

“Great, let’s say hi, she can’t possibly be worse than our joke of a father.”

They weaved through the crowd, making their way to the corner of the hall where Jennifer ate by herself. Seeing them approach, the woman set the plate of meat back on the banquet table and licked the last bits of grease off of her fingers.

“Ay, I figured this was comin’ for me at some point,” Jennifer said to herself as she sized them up. “Let’s take this outside,” she told the sisters before they could say anything. She stood up, grabbing her sword, and walked around the table to leave by the closest window-door leading to a side terrace.

Saria and Sofia nodded to each other and followed her outside. Pareth was too large to walk through the door, so he teleported after them and closed the door behind him. The atmosphere outside was a bit cold but without wind, the sun was already gone, leaving behind a beautiful starry sky.

Jennifer stood before the silent trio, lit by the light of the party inside. She had a curious expression that Sofia couldn’t quite read. Hands on her hips, she opened her mouth. “I didn’t want to believe it at first, but I have to, now, don’t I? Guess that useless daughter o’ mine managed to reproduce after all.”
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“It doesn’t sound like you love her much,” Sofia said in reaction.

Jennifer turned away, taking a few steps out on the terrace, propping her sword against the handrail and leaning on it. “People grow apart. I ain’t gonna go over that, Miranda’s resting in the afterlife now,” she said while looking in the distance. Then she turned again, and half-sitting on the fence, she addressed the sisters in a somewhat softer voice. “But I never knew she had kids. Not until the ceremony at least. Saria and Sofia, right? How old are ya two? I wanted to do some more diggin’ but headmaster wasn’t tellin’ much and I ain’t exactly got no time to go back to the continent lately.”

“That’s right,” Saria answered. “I’m Saria, twenty four years old, Sofia is twenty one. We were born with the name Sellar but we were disowned and unnamed, chased from the household. I was six back then, Sofia was three.”

Jennifer grunted at Saria’s last words. “Well shit. Doing our kids wrong must be the fuckin’ family special; sorry you had to go through that. Must not have the best feelings towards my name then.”

“You don’t have anything to apologize about. Multiple generations separate us, we are barely even related at this point. If anything, I view this as a lucky encounter, no harsh feelings toward you in particular,” Sofia said with a shrug.

“You don’ say! I’m like your grand fucking ancestor ain’t I? It’s no big deal if ye want nothing to do with with me but it’s fuckin’ shameful to think I didn’t even know you existed… Is there anyone else I need to know about? D’ya want me to go and spank the hell out of yer ‘parents’ right now?”

“No one else that we know of,” Saria answered. “As far as we know, Baron Silvio Sellar, our ‘father’ died in the ebb, our mother died before we got disowned. We don’t have any other biological relatives, any cousins or such were probably wiped by the ebb too.”

“Oh… So the line moved from Skyreach to Sovuln at some point… No wonder I never knew about y’all. An’ yet you both survived, became quite strong quite fast too, if ye ain’t lying about yer age. Left the country before the tide?”

Sofia shook her head, “We both survived the tide, our luck turned around, one could say.”

“Ya did? Sounds like there be an interesting story behind all ‘at… Ah… Well, now that yer both here, what d'ya want? Imma ask you straight up. I ain’t very in touch with the emotional side of things, usually, so whatever yer expectations are for me, just say it. Really jus’ a lucky encounter?” Jennifer asked with an awkward expression.

Saria and Sofia looked at each other, and it was Saria who spoke next, “Really just luck, yes. You’re our distant relative and we’re curious, that’s about it. We don’t want or expect you to try and be our new grandmother or anything, we don’t need your help with anything specific either, it’s just nice to know we still have some family out there that’s not hostile.”

Jennifer sighed, looking up at the stars, “That a very low bar to pass isn’it? I appreciate that you ain’t trying to force this to become something else, but I wouldn’t blame you if you wanted more. I’m open to helping you kids, if you even need it. I’m not good at much besides hitting things and getting hit, though. Never have been, never will.”

Sofia took two bone chairs out for her and Saria. “Want a chair too, Jennifer? The fence doesn’t look very comfortable.”

“Sure, thanks. That made of bones? I know ya do some Necromancy, but curious furniture,” Jennifer commented as she sat down facing the sisters.

“It’s bone, yes. Sofia does that, but that’s not what you should be curious about now. Since we’re mostly done with the presentations, you should ask Sofia about her first trial.”

Jennifer looked at Sofia, “Trial? Oh, the past thing… Did the system make ye live a scene through me? Fuckin’ archangel piece o’ shit would do that wouldn’t he?” Jennifer laughed to herself and bending forward on her seat, she told the sisters, “Wanna hear something funny? My first trial I was made to be a teacher in Brighthall.”

“Looks like he really knew what he was doing,” Saria commented.

“A teacher of what subject?” Sofia asked.

“Wanna guess? I’ll give ye a hint, my class is [Juggernaut] and the main peculiarity of it is, I have no available mana, ever. It all goes to my passive skills. So what d'ya think the asshole archangel put me up to?”

So that’s what she meant back then when she told me she had no mana. Interesting class.

“Ritual teacher?” Saria guessed.

“That a good guess but not quite, it was a wildcastin’ teacher, of all things! Wasn’t easy to get through, let me tell ya,” Jennifer revealed while laughing by herself, “I even got ta meet her later, we’re good friends; she’s retired now.”

“Sounds interesting, I wouldn’t mind meeting her,” Sofia said. “And to answer your question, no I wasn’t you, but I did meet you during my trial. I was Aurelia.”

Jennifer stopped laughing. “Oow… That can’t have been good… You met me as Aurelia? Princess Aurelia Grandcourt? That Aurelia? The fuck was the archangel thinking?” she cursed. “Poor lass died, she was not even an adult…”

“It was… Not fun. But yes, my trial spanned the whole month from her condemnation to the eclipse.”

“To the Eclipse?!” Jen almost shouted from her seat.

“You heard me,” Sofia confirmed.

“Well fuck me, I really want to hear that now.”

“And I want to know how it really went. I snooped around the ruins of the old capital and I also met Orvod sometime later but he refused to expand much on the subject. And that period of history was conveniently missing from history books.”

“Ya met bald man? Haven’t heard of him in a while. But sure, I’ll tell ya all you want to know.
You tell me about yer trial and I give you the historically accurate version, as witnessed by mah own two eyes. As fer history books, it’s normal ye didn’t find any, Armand, I mean, the new king after the eclipse, he wasn’t the kind ta dwell on the past you know. He wanted to rebuild the kingdom first.”

Sofia turned to see how the party was going, it still looked very lively inside, then she turned back and got comfortable in her bone chair. She also glanced at Pareth, who had taken some distance, and was busy looking at the stars by himself. “This might take a while,” she started.

“The party looks like it’ll last a while,” Saria said in response.

“Worst case we’ll finish at my home,” Jennifer said, unconcerned, “tell me all about that trial, I’m curious about Aurelia’s perspective too.”

Sofia cleared her throat. “The trial began as I woke up on the ground, in the throne room. Aurelia was accused of some crap and sentenced to death, meanwhile Jevvin and Ellen were looking over like carrion birds scouting a piece of rotten meat.”

“Sounds like ‘em. Ellen wasn’t so bad, from what I’ve heard; jus’ as naive as Aurelia. Jevvin threw her to the dogs as soon as he had the chance. Supposedly the King never really wanted to get Aurelia killed, he just used the opportunity to lock her in a safe place away from Jevvin until things calmed down,“ Jennifer explained.

“It wasn’t too fun being locked up. I really couldn’t do anything, stuck in Aurelia’s body at level one,” Sofia continued.

“Heh, you’d only have to stay locked up for three weeks until we came with Armand. At least it’s a relatively safe place, Jevvin couldn’t break through the barrier even after the coup,” Jennifer commented.

“Three weeks…” Saria mumbled. Turning to Sofia she asked, “Didn’t you say they rescued you after eight days?”

“Eight days?” Jennifer repeated, “doesn’t add up.”

“I- I might have riled up Armand Skyreach a bit when he came to visit Aurelia…” Sofia admitted.

“Ah, ay, could see how that’d work. The real Aurelia was much too shy to ever do anything like that. She wasn’t mute but t’was almost like she was.”

“Speaking of which… Can you tell me what happened to Fox? He was really nice,” Sofia asked, prompting another sigh from Jennifer.

“Dead. Not in the Eclipse, mind ye. He left our group after we got paid for rescuing the princess, got married with a human lass, had kids, died in his farm after about sixty years of good life. I used to visit his kids every so often but eventually they died too…”

Oh…

“Sorry that I brought that up…” Sofia apologized.

“It is what it is. No need to apologize. If you live long you’ll outlive plenty of people you like too, it’s just part of the deal…” Jennifer rebuked. “So we rescued Aurelia early… That’s bound to be messy, took a great deal o’ preparation to make a clean escape. We had ta pierce through the barrier from beneath an’ all. Worked great though, by the time Jevvin noticed anything, Aurelia had changed identity and was comfortably hiding in Armand’s residence in the capital.”

“What about the key to the royal treasury?” Sofia asked.

“I’ll tell ye about that but I want to hear about that early escape first.”

“Sure… Sit comfortably, the story is about to get wild.”
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“... so I grabbed the key and kept it on me because it seemed important. That’s about all that happened while I was still a prisoner,” Sofia recounted.

“Then Armand rushed things and rescued you early,” Jen continued, nodding along.

“Precisely,” Sofia confirmed, “In fact, it was Fox who snuck into the palace and got rid of the guards in front of my door. He broke the barrier, stomped in, grabbed me and broke a catalyst. Next thing I knew, we were in the forest behind the palace, teleported there by Nyse.”

“Didn’t you say it was Astelia’s uncle?” Saria interrupted her.

Sofia nodded, “I did, he was the same ‘Cardinal’ guy who paid me for blood in Drakron, just that he was lower level and used a different name back then.”

“That tiny vampire lass is ol’ Nyse’s niece?” Jennifer muttered, “It’s a small world, eh. He must be glad she’s also a space mage.”

“This is where things get a bit messy, it turns out you were acting as a diversion with Armand to allow Fox to get in, and Jevvin took the opportunity to assassinate the old king and frame you two for it,” Sofia explained.

“Jevvin was good at being a sly fucking dog, we can give him that. Must’ve made things much easier for him to have us show up to take the blame. Sent the army after our ass?”

“Not quite… Nyse teleported you and Armand to us, but the royal mage advisor guy with a dumb face followed you. He was outnumbered though, when Armand broke his shield you sliced him in half with… Uh, is that the same sword, actually?” Sofia asked, pointing at the scabbard behind Jennifer.

“Not the same, but a similar design,” Jen answered. “I remember that one dude, was part of the coup, if I remember things right. Died to the Phageid. I coulda handled him alone, probably. But if Nyse had ta teleport us, must mean we had the whole ass Royal Guard after us. What next?”

“Well… We hid in Fox’s place for a while, and Armand analysed the situation. His conclusion was that it was unlikely that Jevvin could mobilize the army against us right after the coup, and that he would want to keep the royal guard close because he was a coward. So the most likely thing to happen would be to have the Church’s heroes hunt us.”

“The Church?” Jen asked, “Why the hell would the Church get involved in this crap? They never gave two shits who the king was back then.”

“Supposedly, if they retrieved Aurelia’s key, they could keep part of the treasury’s contents.”

“Oh… That do make sense… Pretty sure there were some old relics of their god in there, not enough to make ‘em commit regicide, but if the new king was to offer to give it to ‘em…” Jennifer mumbled, thinking to herself.

“What happened to that, by the way? You said you would explain,” Saria asked Jennifer.

“Right. Well, the treasury was essentially a big space magic storage lockbox in a vault, according to Armand. So when the Phageid came to nab all the mana it could, guess what the first thing it reached for was. Treasury’s pretty fuckin’ dead,” Jennifer explained with a laugh.

“Oh… What happens to the contents of a storage item when it breaks? Does it spill out? I’ve never encountered that actually,” Sofia asked.

“That I can explain,” Saria chimed in, “The storage space inside of a storage item is its own bubble of compressed and stale space contained within the Margin, linked to the item through the mana plane. So if it breaks, It all gets thrown directly into the Margin.”

“Sounds about right,” Jen confirmed, “Shit is lost forever, pretty much.”

That… Sounds like an interesting way to permanently get rid of something. Like incriminating evidence, or something useless to you but that could be used by your enemies.

I wonder if Pareth could teleport back to me if my storage ring broke while he’s inside.

Probably not if I’m here, but I’d think he probably would be able to if I’m sticking my hands out of Zangdar’s outer shield. If he can even survive being in the margin. Hard to say if he would, considering the Phageid we threw in there died in a few seconds…

“So yeah,” Sofia started again, “The Church sent the heroes after us, all of them.”

“And ya managed to escape? Yer trial’s goal was just to survive, right? I guess you just gave ‘em the key, didn’t ya? Pretty sure they’d let ya go with just dat.”

“Well. No. I managed to convince you all that I had a plan to deal with the issue, and with Armand on my side, you all agreed to go along with it,” Sofia said.

“Ay, always follow the money, bet he promised to pay us extra when ye weren’t lookin’. Bold move tho, I ain’t too sure what you could do against the heroes. Even with Armand there. Big baldy wasn’t much of a fighter but he was still not someone we could stand against. Coulda flattened our whole band with a single spell, wouldn’t be hard to retrieve a key,” Jennifer commented.

“So… I’ll skip the details, but I had the instructions for an Apostle’s ritual… And by the time Orvod caught up with us…”

Jennifer stared at Sofia, wide eyed. “Ya didn’t, right? And with Aurelia’s frail ass stick body?!”

Sofia silently shared the description of her [Vakariazrehafin of Sorrow] skill.

After a moment of speechless shock, Jennifer burst out laughing so loudly that she and her chair fell backward, and she kept laughing for a second even on the floor. “YE BECAME A FUCKIN APOSTLE IN A TRIAL?!” she almost shouted while standing back up. “Yer even crazier than me! I’ll give ye that title any day o’ the week. Damn Archangel must’ve been shittin his pants too for how much ye messed the trial up!”

Sofia glanced at Saria for support, but her sister who was always so supportive seemed to have nothing helpful to say this time. “I mean… She’s not wrong. That was crazy, especially when you know what the ritual entailed…”

“As if you wouldn’t have done the same,” Sofia retorted.

Saria smirked and raised an eyebrow, “We’re sisters alright.”

This made Jen roar with laughter again. Thankfully a small orchestra inside the manor had started playing music for the party, and it easily drowned the loud guffawing of the tanned warrior.

After Jen managed to settle down, Sofia returned to her storytelling. “Orvod reached us right after I transformed. I was still stuck at level one due to the trial’s restrictions but my stats were nothing like a level one. More like a fresh level 200, I think.”

“A fresh level 200 Apostle ey? It’d still be hard to escape baldy but not completely impossible. He ain’t the fastest flyer, his strength was more in holding a siege. Defensive fighter,” Jennifer commented, “What about our group, though, still with ya at this point?”

“So, at this point… I decided to fight against Orvod,” Sofia narrated.

“Really? Ya got some real balls,” Jen commented with an approving nod, “But I suppose with Armand ye could hold for a few seconds.”

“Oh no, Armand was useless, he was clashing with Orvod initially but clearly wasn’t able to do anything to the man. I told him to go help you lot, and by that I mean you and Nyse. Fox got… Smashed by a big rock, some few seconds before that.”

“Oh. That why you asked about him? Yeah his real life ended a bit more peacefully than that… I suppose in that trial I and Nyse died too, then.”

“Why would you think that?” Saria asked.

“If Armand was holding Orvod back after Fox already died, and we weren’t there, means we were trying ta escape. But Orvod wouldn’t come alone, ye can be sure the other guard dogs o’ the church would come, the tiger man and the weirdo paladin. And ta be honest… Me and Nyse from back then against ‘em? Ya we’re completely an utterly dead. Leaves one question, how in tarnations did ya manage to ‘fight’ against baldy and survive?”

Sofia smiled, “I assume you know about the Primordial lake? They built a magic academy on it later…”

“The lake?” Jennifer asked, “Ya took the fight to the mana lake? That’s probably one of the worst places for Orvod to fight in… Interesting. Very interesting! I’m startin’ to understand how ya got to where ye are at yer age. Mah old stories must sound tame in comparison to the shenanigans ya get up to. How’d tha fight go?”

“It wasn’t too bad…”



“And I woke up at the bottom of the lake, with a few days left on the clock. There’s a bit more to the story I’ll get up to later with the Eclipse, but I'd like to know how the real event went first. And I guess, if you could tell us what you know about the Phageid in general…”

“What happened back then ain’t as interestin’ as ya may imagine. It was hell,” Jennifer started.
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“To start with the reason this even happened… The attack back then was the first time this world suffered a serious invasion by the Phageid, since then, it has happened once more, around five hundred years ago. And it will surely happen again, relatively soon. Optimistically, we might have about forty years,” Jennifer explained seriously, completely losing her accent. 

“So they attack every five hundred years?” Saria asked.

Does it have anything to do with the ‘True Solstice’ from the trial? I’ve been calling it an eclipse because it looked like that but the solstice shouldn’t be an eclipse…

“Sadly it is not that easy to predict exactly when they come. At best we will know two or three years in advance, but it will happen on the summer solstice, when the sun is furthest from us; when Sun’s influence is at its weakest.”

“Wait… To clarify, they attack on the solstice because Sun is weaker at that time of year?” Sofia asked.

“Yeah,” Jennifer casually confirmed. ”At any other time, Sun would be able to prevent them from reaching us, but her power to affect our planet varies greatly depending on the distance of the actual Sun. In fact, even during the solstice, she would be able to stop them, she does just that every year, actually. Sun is the entire reason we haven’t been overrun yet. The elves in general are slaughtering Phageid any chance they get.”

“This is looking like a bigger issue than I even thought it might be…” Sofia commented.

“That lich you spoke about seemed to take them pretty seriously,” Saria chimed in. “I asked Zephir but apparently he was told by the older Dragons to worry about growing stronger before bringing that up again…”

“And they’re right, this issue is something for the old folks like me to deal with. The system is also always bolstering its forces to be able to fight back. I’m explainin’ so that ya can understand how it goes but yer a bit too young to help.”

“So… If Sun is able to prevent them from attacking every solstice, how did they still manage to invade twice?” Sofia asked.

“Because, twice now, something massive in space has eclipsed the sun during the solstice for a few minutes. It’s truly gigantic, larger than our planet itself, and yet we can barely perceive its presence when it draws close, and can only really know exactly where it is when it’s hiding the sun.”

Some kind of big planet hidden in the void? I can see how it might be hard to keep track of, just finding our planet from the sun wasn’t easy despite how bright and colorful it was, wouldn’t have known where it was or how it looked without Aphenoreth pointing it out.

“And we have no idea about what it could be?” Saria asked.

“Absolutely none. No one even noticed its presence the first time, from what I’ve heard, everyone’s attention was turned to the sudden invasion,” Jennifer confirmed.

Sofia asked another question, “From what you’re saying it sounds like they attacked everywhere at once. Was there more than one Alphageid?”

“Several of those, a few bigger ones, and countless smaller,” Jennifer answered, “And to continue on the subject of the thing in space, we noticed it when it came again last time, because a lot of the higher level people were expecting the attack. The Phageid did not attack cities on their second attack, they targeted the system’s towers. A few of them fell and had to be rebuilt since.”

“So whenever that thing obscures the sun again is when they will launch their third assault…” Saria mumbled.

“In about forty years, if the time between the attacks is consistent. An old Dragon named Avross and the two celestial Gods are keeping track of outer space, on the lookout for the object. They are confident in being able to find it a few years in advance this time; depending on the situation there might not be another Phageid attack. There are people preparing to destroy the thing when it shows up, very strong people. Let's just hope they succeed,” Jennifer explained, finishing with a sigh. Then going back to her story, “Now you know the how, somewhat at last, the exact origin of the Phageid is still a mystery, then again, I ain’t the best informed on the subject, as for the why of the attacks, it’s simple, they want mana to reproduce. And that’s exactly what the big one came for on that day. I was just outside of the city when it happened…”

Jennifer stopped to summon a glass of water, and after downing the entire thing, she continued, “As I said I was just outside of the city walls, waiting in line to enter, quite the lucky timing… Fox was already far in the countryside, and Nyse was in the city, drinking at some pub. For the other people you want to know about… Aurelia was still in Armand’s capital house, Armand himself was away on some errand, and baldy was at the Church. Just like that you have almost the entire list of survivors…”

“Out of those only Aurelia died…” Sofia noted.

“Yes,” Jennifer confirmed with another sigh. “It was as if fate was against her. She escaped death’s jaws only to fall right back in. Armand’s house was close to the tear in space the Alphageid appeared from, Aurelia was likely one of the first to die… I would love to have an heroic tale to tell about what comes next, but there is no such thing. I was lucky to be outside and could escape. Nyse teleported out as soon as things started looking bad, the few people able to fly also fled, one of them being Gabriela, one of the Church’s heroes back then, she escaped with baldy’s kid, making him the only child to survive...”

Wait… I saw her! A woman flying away with a kid!

“I think I saw her escape in the trial as well,” Sofia told them. “Are they still alive?”

Jennifer made a weird face, “They… Gabriela should still be alive, though no longer affiliated with the Church, haven’t heard of her in about two hundred years though, so who knows… Orvod’s child passed away later, I think, but I’m relatively sure he had a few kids too…”

Hmmhmm. Well, I killed one of them. Several generations down the line probably, but still. I wonder how his daughter’s doing now. I’m pretty sure I got rid of all her soul parasites. Let’s hope she managed to flee the country. It’s interesting to think that some heroes of the Church from back then are still around… But it also makes me wonder how many hero pawns Scripture might still have under his control… Maybe the elf from last time… No, it wasn’t a hero…

Jennifer then described what she saw from outside the city, which was essentially the exact same as what had happened during the trial. The main discrepancy was the presence of Armand and Orvod.

“Baldy protected the Church with his stone magic,” Jennifer explained, “It was the last standing building after the attack. Barely, but still standing. Armand reached the city relatively soon after the attack started, and after realizing Aurelia was already gone, he attacked the thing directly. He died, overwhelmed by the tentacles of the Phageid, but had some sort of magical protection which brought him back, that cleared his mind a bit and he joined forces with baldy to try to at least save the few remaining people hiding in the Church.  No one inside made it through, despite their best efforts, the Alphageid’s tentacles managed to pierce the defenses and snatched them. When baldy and Armand realized they were the last two survivors inside the city, they fled, and this is when an angel finally showed up to destroy the thing with lightning magic. As I told you, no heroic tale. As for me, I was busy trying to survive against the Phageid outside the city. Mostly big squid types, called larvae; it wasn’t glorious.”

“So the survivors were you, Nyse, Gabriela, Armand, Orvod and his son? That’s really not much…” Saria enumerated.

“A few more who were able to fly or teleport made it out… After all of this, Armand as the highest ranking survivor of the nobility took the title of King and gathered the willing survivors from all over the country to build the new capital. Once he felt that his duty was completed and the kingdom saved, he killed himself in the memorial chamber he had built for Aurelia. The remains of the old capital were flattened by baldy and left for nature to reclaim. And there you have it, the first Phageid attack and the creation of the Skyreach kingdom…”

“I have one more question,” Sofia told Jennifer when she was done with her story, “Why did Armand choose to build the new capital on that mountain?”

“Humm… Give me a minute, I think he told me about that once when we were havin’ a drink…” Jennifer told her, deep in thoughts.

“I remember!” she finally exclaimed after forty long seconds of reflection, “ ‘Twas the Church’s Oracle who gave the idea, the bloke survived the attack ‘cause he was away on his second trial. When he came back he actively helped rebuild the kingdom, and he found this location for the new capital. We have to give it to him that the mountain is a great natural defense, tha city is still standing to this day.”

As I suspected.

Who knew Scripture would want to build his church right on top of a pit full of undead, right? As if he had been planning something for a long while… Something relating to a certain Recessed…

“Was that the same Oracle who is still in charge?” Sofia asked.

“Still tha same guy, far as I know, never care much for him. Think he failed a trial, stuck at level 299 or 349 if my memory’s correc’. Think his name was… Jeffrey?”

The name made Sofia’s blood run cold. It was like a sudden hit in the back of the head.

No…

No no no.

No no no no no.

Absolutely not.

Jeffrey.

Like…

Orphanage Director Jeffrey???

Surely not. Not so obvious. He wouldn’t even bother changing his name?

No, that can’t be right.

I saw his dead body right in his office! He was just…

WAS IT HIS BODY?

“Sofia are you alright?” Saria’s worried voice brought Sofia out of her stupor.


Chapter 363 - Light-headed










“Yes, sorry… I’ll explain later. It’s… probably nothing,” Sofia reassured Saria.

I’m probably just getting paranoïd, Scripture is getting under my skin; there’s no way he would have spent years running an orphanage pretending to be the unremarkable director Jeffrey… It’s a rather common name too… I just… Yeah…

“So, yer gonna tell me how the end of yer trial went?” Jennifer asked.



“... then I teleported right into the bolt and I died, but since that counted as completing the trial, it sent me back.”

“Yer out of yer damn mind… Tis’ what it takes to grow that fast I s’pose. Not often that one can claim to have died thrice in the first trial an’ still passed. How’d ya do in the second one? Jus’ curious.”

Sofia pointed at Saria, and with the most deadpan expression, she said, “She ranked first first.” She paused, then continued, “And I ranked first after that.”

“Ya wat now?!” Jennifer reeled back on her chair. “Fuckin’... Can’t wait to see ta kind of shit ye both gonn’ pull in the next trial then,” she told them, before slouching back into her chair, “Less not speak ‘bout my own rank… I did well in tha third one at least, arguably more important…”

Saria jumped on the opportunity to ask about the subject, “Right, is there anything you can tell us about it? We already know about the essence wager, but that’s about it.”

Jennifer changed position on her chair again, thinking while bent forward, elbows touching her legs. “I… Hmm. Censor ain’t makin’ it easy. Yer gonna have to be smart about the choices you make, so ye better bring yer brain with ya is one thing. Tha best advice censor will allow me ta give is probably this: know yerself and know what ye want.”

Know yourself and know what you want.

And the trial is called the Tower of Rebirth…

We make choices for our own rebirth? Know what you want for yourself, then?

If that’s it I should be fine. What I want is more mana to summon more skeletons, pretty easy. If it’s more of a life goal thing then the answer is the same. I just want to enjoy life. I need to get stronger to hand it to Scripture but that’s it… And I enjoy the trials…

I can’t help but look forward to my own growth.

There was a short moment of relative calm, accompanied by the muffled sound of the party’s orchestra inside the manor as Sofia and Saria both pondered on the meaning of Jennifer’s words.

“That’s interesting information, thank you,” Saria thanked the blonde warrior.

“It’s nothin’.”

“No, that does help, I think, thank you,” Sofia chimed in, “we should probably go back to the party at some point. But, huh, if I had to ask one last thing; what do we make of this now? Our relationship, I mean.”

Jennifer shrugged, but she seemed a bit uncomfortable with the question. “Ya tell me. I ain’t tha best with that. So… I ain’t gonn’ suddenly become someone I’m not. I can help with training yer physical skills and I know lots ‘bout monsters. None much else…”

“Being nothing more than a distant family member that sometimes shares a story and can help if they want doesn’t sound bad,” Saria suggested.

“So just life as usual for all of us, except now we know you exist and we’re acquainted. No obligations, just spontaneous positive interactions. I would like that, honestly. At least it no longer feels like Saria and I don’t have roots anywhere. It’s not actually useful, but it does feel nice to just… Know you’re here,” Sofia continued.

Jennifer laughed a bit, it looked to Sofia that their answers had reassured the woman a lot, with a slight smile, she accepted their ‘offer’, “If that’s all it takes to make ya sisters happy then I’ll gladly exist as just yer distant family member. I don’t spend much time at the academy but ye can come talk whenever I do. I ain’t good fo’ much but I do have plenty o’ ol tales to share if yer interested.”

“I’ll take you up on that,” Saria happily accepted.

Sofia looked through her storage. It was in the hero’s cold box I think… Oh, right there!

She brought out something that had been waiting in her storage for what felt like forever. It was a full bottle of dwarven liquor. It had unknowingly made its way to her food stock on the night of happy drinking she had spent with Kuli, Karlson, Karin and Drian in the Red Winds Empire, right before getting her citizenship. “Should we have a toast to the reunion of our distant family?” she suggested while also checking her storage for clean glasses.

“Gladly. I’m happy I finally got to know the family I didn’t know I had,” Jennifer accepted, suppressing her accent to sound more serious.

As the trio shared a drink, Sofia felt watched for a second. She looked behind her, the party was still going on, and there were people vaguely looking in the direction of the terrace, but no one watching her in particular. She looked at Pareth, asking if he felt or saw anything weird, to which he shook his head in response. This reminded her of how she felt watched during the dungeon excursion and how it had ended.

One thing led to another, and the group returned to the party afterwards, spending the rest of it munching like three gluttons on the buffet tables and discussing what Sofia could do with the Dryad egg in her storage ring. Jennifer hadn’t lied, she did know a fair bit about even the most exotic of monsters, and what to do with a big egg was included.



The next three weeks came and went in an instant, Sofia held her third public class without any issue, the creature of the Deep showed up again this time, and Sofia had sent Pareth after it when it left, only to see it fade away and disappear in the middle of a corridor.

Sofia held her regular classes as usual, helping all the students progress. Notably, Shaily was starting to get somewhere with Angel’s Bolt, and could already send small shocks up to a few meters away through her hands.

Whether there was going to be a special event for the competition this month was still uncertain, as there had been no communication on the subject, and Sofia was still pondering about the options Jen had given her to deal with the Dryad egg. In the meantime, however, she had spent all of her free time in isolation.

[Venerable physique of the primeval void] ♢ - Second step of the Light forging realm :

Your blood becomes light (126 436 / 126 441 drops converted)

Some changes were already there. Now Sofia could feel the few drops of blood left stuck within her veins, being pushed away by the light, but she could also tell that the real change from this step of VPPV was yet to come. Just changing the blood was the buildup to the real switch inside of her, the blood-light in her was still inert, for now.

Another heartbeat. Another bout of dull chest pain that now failed to even disturb Sofia’s focus or expression. Another drop of blood gone.

Four more.

Sitting cross-legged on her bed, she closed her eyes. Her empty heart continued to beat, and another drop of blood trickled down from the cut on her left hand, caught by a small cup.

Three.

Two.

Sofia’s heart beat one last time, and stopped.

Her body was shaken by a short but intense shock, feeling like being struck by lightning. She had felt it coming, so even that failed to get a sound out of her, but as the pain faded, she slumped on her bed.

“Done.”

Sofia put a hand on her chest.

It’s no longer beating… Can I even be called human anymore?

She held her left hand above her face. From the small cut that had been used to drain the last drops of blood, she could see the flowing light beneath. It looked like a rapid stream of shimmering golden water.

This feels weird. Out of all the steps of VPPV until now, this has to be the most strange.

How does it even work?

Her mithril dagger appeared in Sofia’s right hand. She looked at Pareth, who had stopped looking out the window to come to her side when she finished converting her blood. You’re not going to help me with my testing, right? I know you don’t like harming me.

Well. Let’s see how this goes.

Sofia clenched her teeth, and with a clean strike, she amputated her left hand at the wrist, losing a few thousand health points. The pain was lower than I expected, she thought as she watched her hand slowly detach and fall. I almost didn’t feel that.

“Oh wow.”

The lifeless hand fell, looking very clean without any blood. The light was left behind, and kept flowing in the shape of her hand despite the hand being gone, going out of the wrist then back in.

So this is what the veins in a hand look like? That’s a lot. These larger ones are the main lines supplying all the smaller ones. Looks a bit like a bunch of jumbled roots.

The hand of light moved following her wrist. It didn’t feel like anything aside from the cut wrist itself being a bit sore.

Despite not being able to feel her hand anymore, Sofia tried to close it, and was shocked to discover that it worked. The cut hand on the bed was still an inert piece of flesh, but the hand of light on her wrist definitely moved.

I feel like this will make healing a lot easier. Besides that I’m not too sure… She tried to grab the real cut hand with the hand of light. The streams of light curved when they collided with solid matter, curving like a squishy blob to keep flowing as usual.

“Light can’t really touch anything…”

She tried to cut the hand of light with the mithril blade to see if it would curve around it too, which it did. She brought the hand of light to her face.

It’s very bright… And a bit warm. But I still don’t get- Wait…

I can’t cast an Angel bolt without a hand to hold it and direct the mana. But I still have ‘a hand’.

Sparks formed around the ethereal hand and a violent rod of plasma started to form, held in place by the golden streams of light. Sofia canceled the spell and suffered some weak backlash as the mana dispersed through the light and back into her arm, running amok inside her.

She laughed.

Not even looking at the description of the next step of the skill, she spent the next few minutes channeling an unlife rune. She needed to try something else now, and it couldn’t wait. The hand was already starting to heal by itself; equipping the saint's headband to get some more bits of health regeneration, she watched with amazement as her hand slowly regrew around the channels of light while she worked on the rune.



Standing in front of Pareth she asked, “Are you really not going to do it? Alright, fine…”

Sofia summoned the small lich form of Bookie, grabbed him and put him on the bed, handing him her long mithril dagger. She fell to her knees in front of the bed.

“Come on now, behead me.”


Chapter 364 - The long awaited










Bookie did not have the same qualms Pareth had about following orders, but he was also not nearly as proficient with bladed weapons, leaving Sofia with a slit throat that didn’t bleed.

That’s… A bit uncomfortable. Aaaaand it’s healed. Simple clean cuts really don’t last long if the two sides of the skin can touch again. Health hasn’t gone back up but the skin still fixed itself.

Trying and failing to speak indicated that, on the inside, her throat was still messed up.

Well, the rune is preventing healing… Try again, Bookie, line up the dagger a bit better alright?

Bookie nodded and slashed at Sofia’s neck again. It was a cleaner strike, going right through her spine. Sofia’s head fell on the bed, the streams of light connected to it flowing out of her now lifeless body to follow the head. She couldn’t see more as she fell face first on the bed sheets.

Somehow, this isn’t what I had imagined.

Health : 20 245 / 80 980

Exactly a quarter of my health remains. For just the head? More than I would have expected. It’s weird to think I’m just a head right now.

As Sofia was analyzing her situation, Pareth picked her head up.

OoOooh, hoy, warn me first!

Being just a head… I feel a bit vulnerable.

Now freed from the bedsheets, Sofia could look at her lifeless body on the ground and at her ‘body’ of light following her head like a dangling ghost.

I can survive like that. Yeah… Definitely not really human anymore, am I? If I ever get trapped I can escape like a lizard cutting off its tail, just by cutting off my body instead. Actually… I want to try something, can you put me down on the bed again, please?

Pareth gently put Sofia’s head between two cushions.

This… I feel like it should work, as ridiculous as it is.

Sofia dumped a bunch of bones from her storage right on top of the bed, and started sculpting a headless replica of her body. Once she was done, she controlled it to pick her head up.

It’s not very easy to control such a big lump of melded bones, a bit too rigid. Still, let’s try.

Slowly, Sofia brought her head to the flat neck of the bone body. Only to realize that the veins of light wouldn’t get inside. Twenty seconds of experimenting later, she understood that if the veins of light were to inhabit that bone shell, she would have to carve out the paths inside of it for the light to flow through.

Too much work… I’ll take time to prepare one for the trial just in case, it’d be nice to have a replacement body ready, it should be much easier to control when my ‘blood’ flows inside it just like reshaping my own bones is easier than otherwise.

To think this whole thing is possible with just [Bone dominus] and [Venerable physique of the primeval void]. Two skills.

Ah, well, not quite. [Heat Death] is what’s providing the energy, it’s also why I kept all my mana. I’m pretty sure I’d eventually starve if not for that, pretty quickly, probably.

Alright, enough testing.

The arms of the bone body slowly reached up, still very rigid, and picked up the head from the neck.

Get my body up, Pareth.

With Pareth propping up the limp headless body of Sofia, she carefully controlled the bone body to put her head back where it belonged. The veins of light flew right back into the body, and Sofia could sense her mana spreading back into the entire body. The only issue was that the body and head were still only just stacked on top of each other. Like before, the skin quickly stuck to itself, reconnecting the head, but everything inside was still separated. Sofia couldn’t feel her body at all. The unlife rune prevented healing so she either had to dispel it or kill herself if she wanted to fix the issue.

Somehow I’m a bit uncomfortable at the thought of dispelling the rune when my head isn’t properly connected to my body… Logically it should be perfectly safe though.

The rune gone, the simple presence of Pareth as a blessed construct of [Bone dominus] gave enough regeneration to quickly reconnect the bone, tissues and nerves inside of Sofia’s neck, finally giving her control of her body back.

“Oww, I feel all tingly. I think the body suffered a bit from the lack of blood,” she told Pareth and Bookie.

Well, ‘blood’. Light? Blood-light?

As she had expected, reconnecting the head to the body also got her health back up to full instantly.

That almost makes me want to try to see which limbs are worth how much health, but that’s enough self mutilation for today… Let’s see what my venerable physique has to say.

[Venerable physique of the primeval void] ♢ - Third step of the Light forging realm :

Light forging realm :

Starting step : You no longer age.

First step : Your skin becomes tougher and opaque (1000/1000%)

Second step : Your blood becomes light  (126 441 / 126 441 drops converted)

Third step : Your nerves and brain become light (0/100%)

Fourth step : Enhances your appearance through the use of light.

Fifth step : ???

Current step training method : Consume nerve-damaging substances.

“I see. Very straightforward, at least.”

Nerves and brain… I wonder what’s left for the last step? All remaining organs? I’d like to at least still look human by the end of this… But it does feel like the fourth step might not help with that. Enhance my appearance, huh? I’ll trust you, Mr. Scribe, but I’m dubious. Hopefully the training for that is easy, considering how useless it sounds.

Too bad I don’t have any silverwater left. Do I have any other poisons in stock?

Right I have this, still. Sofia thought as she summoned the flask of brown powder that one student had tried to poison Shaily with.

[Silent Death] : Dangerous refined toxin, this poison is hard to produce even for renowned alchemists. In sufficient doses, causes a swift death by sudden brain and nervous tissue necrosis after an incubation period of four to five hours. Effective on most hot-blooded creatures under level 200. 

Item level : 200. Grade : Precious.

That’s actually perfect.

Sofia opened the flask of brown powder and swallowed the entirety of its contents.

“Wasn’t the reason we couldn’t eat more stat candies due to some kind of poisoning? Ah but Alith said it can reduce stats I think… That’s a risky gamble but it might be worth a try. If I can even get the stats from a single one then the poisoning from the next might not be enough to remove it all. I’ll see…”

Sofia walked around in her room while looking in her storage to see if she was forgetting anything. She was stopped by Bookie pulling on her shirt.

“Yes?” she asked the small skeleton, at which he brought out his book form, and opened it at a certain page Sofia hardly ever used.

“Oh! The poisonous plant mage hero!”

There were a few flower pots around that Sofia had made for her room as decoration to make the place less drab while she worked on her blood, she had filled them with dirt but forgot to ever actually plant anything. It ended up being the perfect setting for the useless plant mage to finally shine.

[Solar Blossommancer - Lv. 249]

Health : 6225/6225

Stamina : 6225/6225

Mana : 37 350/37 350

Lifetime : 14 938s/14 940s

Awful stats… “Alright, you’ve got dirt to work with this time, so make me some good poison!”

The very normal-looking skeleton had no kind of equipment at all, which was rare for Bookie’s humanoid skeletons; it just kneeled before two of the flower pots and shoved a skeletal hand in the dirt of each.

From the left one grew a bunch of tightly packed blue star-shaped flowers, and from the right one, a single big orange flower with four large oval petals in the center of which grew a long sausage-like purple fruit.

The skeleton stood up and looked up at Sofia with his arms crossed, visibly proud of his job.

This one has an attitude.

“That’s all you have?” she asked.

The skeleton nodded, still looking confident.

“Alright, I get the fruit, but what about the other ones? Am I supposed to eat them too?”

The skeleton shook his head, he very carefully plucked a star-shaped flower and brought it up to the nose-hole of his skull, mimicking the act of smelling it.

Oh, makes sense. Let’s try these… Maybe I should cast a fake immortality rune first, just in case. Just in case…

The rune up, Sofia grabbed the long purple fruit and bit right into it. It had a thin skin and was full of juice-filled bubbles that popped in Sofia’s mouth. The juice was slightly sour like a weak lemon. Before she could even swallow, the contact of the juice with her mouth sent waves of heat along her throat and up her face.

Stronger than I expected.

Sofia stored the rest of the fruit and carefully monitored her condition.

A sensation of numb pain followed the heat, and the mere contact of her clothes on her upper body felt a bit like wearing sheets of molten steel.

“Not very comfortable… I might have underestimated that skeleton’s abilities, this could be useful. Maybe… Then again, my health is barely moving.”

[Venerable physique of the primeval void] ♢ - Third step of the Light forging realm :

Third step : Your nerves and brain become light (0.16/100%)

This as well isn’t moving much. It is moving, though. That’s a start.

Time to pay Alith a visit. If that’s not enough then I’ll ask Eternam too, surely the Alchemy teacher and necromancer would have a few exotic poisons to let me buy…


Chapter 365 - Toxic relationship










Sofia followed Alith to the underground sections of the academy, Alith was renting a room just like Shaily did for her monster corpse business, except Alith was using hers as an alchemy laboratory.

“What are the slimes for?” Sofia asked, observing the bunch of small red slimes sleeping at the bottom of a glass container.

“Waste disposal. They’re called sponge slimes, they eat just about anything as long as it’s in liquid form, they’d even gobble up molten mithril if they had the chance,” Alith explained while she gathered a variety of glass tools from the many shelves lining the walls.

“Oh, right, I remember those from your bestiary book. Aren’t they supposed to be quite rare?”

“Feed them enough junk and they’ll duplicate, since most alchemists use them there’s actually a surplus, making them quite cheap,” she turned, showing Sofia the glassware she was preparing, “The enchanted beakers and flasks are relatively cheap too. What really hurts is actually the herbs and powders we need to cook.”

“Right, I should pay you. How much do you want?”

Alith shrugged, “Heh, I’m not about to make you pay for it, just reimburse me for the more expensive ingredients if you really want to get rid of some gold. What do you want to try first? A couple of Health candies to test your theory? You might actually lose some Health,” Alith warned her.

“Since it’s a bit risky, let’s leave it for the end, maybe I’ll complete the thing fast enough that it won’t be needed,” Sofia answered, poking at the inert slimes.

“Alright… Now that I think about it, Sof, this is the first time you’ll see me actually do my job, isn’t it?”

“I’ve seen you cook food plenty of times, it’s not that far from one another if I understand Alchemy correctly.”

“Yeah except this time I’m cooking neurotoxic poison for my best friend instead of a good meal. Hurray,” Alith sarcastically rejoiced.

Sofia stopped playing with the slimes and walked up to Alith, “I’m really interested in seeing you do your thing, actually. And hey, I’ve cooked poison for you plenty of times, haven’t I?” Sofia giggled, remembering the ‘food’ she used to cook sometimes when she was traveling with Alith. It was no mystery why Alith had started taking care of the meals.

“It’s shocking to me you even survived to adulthood with cooking skills this hazardous,” Alith answered, giggling too.

“Heh, you know, Orphans don’t get much of an opportunity to cook. Most times we couldn’t even make a fire to heat up the stuff we found, so imagine actually cooking. I never learned to cook in the orphanage either.”

“Never too late to learn,” Alith told her while she produced a bunch of small bundles of dried and fresh herbs from her storage ring.

“I might as well just get a cook skeleton. Also I’m quite decent at roasting meat now, if nothing else,” Sofia answered while watching Alith sort through her ingredients.

“That’s a start…” Alith humored her while she grabbed a small bundle of brown dried herbs and threw it into a stone mortar. She swept the pestle from her work table and twirled it in her hand before starting to pound the dried herbs into a powder. Adding some water, the powder became a sticky paste, which Alith rolled into a small ball, covered in a white powder, and presented to Sofia. “That’ll be the first thing I can give you. How are the other poisons you took before going?” she asked, “Some compounds can cancel each other so it’s best not to take too many at once.”

“The effects from the poison flowers and the fruit are almost all gone, the progress has stopped going up too, it has been stuck at 3.8% since around the time we left the refectory. The Silent Death powder should kick in soon though, it’s been almost four hours since I took it,” Sofia explained.

“Oh, that doesn’t matter. Silent Death is supposed to be a bit weak for someone our level, worst case you might faint. Shouldn’t interfere with that Tabinic powder gummy. This one usually causes mild paralysis, I think it should work for VPPV. It’s slightly sweet too.”

“You tasted it?” Sofia asked, as she gobbled up the squishy ball without even [Identify]ing it. It is a bit sweet, she’s right.

“Well yeah I’m an undead. I can taste whatever I want, I’m immune to all poisons as long as they don’t damage the soul. Too bad [Mark of Aphenoreth] doesn’t protect from soul-altering poison or I’d be able to eat literally anything and be fine. Effects should be very quick to show up, how is it?”

“I don’t really feel anything at all,” Sofia admitted.

Alith frowned, “Really? Oh, wait… This one spreads mostly through the blood, of course you wouldn’t be affected by this crap… A lot of what I can do is actually like that… Hmm. That’s annoying. Let me make something else.”

“I’m quite sure VPPV is in that order exactly because I’m immune to a lot of poisons now. It allows me to consume most of them relatively safely for this step.” Just like it transformed my blood to light right after making my skin opaque to avoid turning me back into a weird glowing person.

“It’ll make it so you can take the strong magic stuff without having to worry too much yeah… It also means all the cheap poisons I could give you to progress fast are gonna be useless so this might actually make the thing harder,” Alith explained, looking slightly annoyed.

“Sorry to be an inconvenience,” Sofia apologized.

“Are you kidding?” Alith asked, wide eyed. She narrowed her eyes and filled her hands with even more herbs from her storage rings, with a smirk, she added, “I just got myself a willing test subject to try out all of the worst things I can make. This is going to be fun.”



Alith poked at Sofia’s face, Sofia was currently having full-body spasms while sitting on a bone chair.

“No longer going up?” Alith asked, seeing Sofia’s expression sour.

“It stopped al- already,” Sofia answered, getting interrupted by another spasm.

“Well shit, that’s all I have, the batch of health candy is still cooking and that’ll be everything. Let me get you an antidote for this one, the spasms look painful.”

“I- It’s fine. It’ll go aw- away.”

“Nah, you crazy? This could last like half an hour with the quantity you downed, no point if VPPV’s no longer going up,” Alith dismissed her as she started throwing herbs into a pot of boiling water.

Already up to 48%, it’s n- Ugh, Not bad.

It took a while more for Alith to finish the batch of five Health candies.

“I didn’t think this needed so many ingredients,” Sofia commented as she held the small balls of medicine.

“It’s a tough balance of combining a lot of chemical and magical properties. Kind of like fusing two unrelated ritual circles. It’s not far from creating an actual spell pattern in food form; of course you’d need a lot of ingredients,” Alith explained, “That’s also why they all give the exact same amount of stats, any deviation and the ‘spell’ fails.”

“Alright, well, let’s see how this goes. At least no matter what happens I won’t be vomiting blood this time.”

“Sometimes vomiting blood can be preferable. You want to suffer from the poisoning though so yeah. I can’t say what might happen honestly, Sof. We might actually use your rune here.”

“Worst case I lose some health. Let’s go.” Sofia popped a candy in her mouth and chewed twice before swallowing, closely monitoring her health.

The health did not move, but Sofia felt her consciousness blur.

Crap.

When she opened her eyes, Alith was bent over her, examining her eyes. “Oh, you’re back with us. Good, I was starting to worry a bit. You didn’t die but you were out for about twenty seconds,” she explained.

Uegh. “I- I feel like shit.”

But I got five thousand extra health!

Health : 85 980 / 85 980

Alith nodded, “Unsurprising, really, there’s a reason these can give so many stat points, they’re pretty strong compounds. If you remove your rune and heal a bit it should go away.”

“No, my Health is full, still. I even got the five thousand from the candy… But I’m… Nauseous.”

“Huh? That shouldn’t… Wait…” Alith turned into a ghost and back, she had a slightly worried expression. “You suffered some soul damage…”

“Oh… How bad is that?”

“Not too bad. Just like the damage from summoning sickness it will heal by itself, but it’s pretty significant still, you should sleep it out, Sof. No more candies for you, this isn’t external soul damage it’s damage from the inside. Any more could be really dangerous.”

“Understood… Can you help me get to my room?”

“I’m sure Pareth would be happy to do that but if you ask me then of course.”

“I’m worried someone might try to steal my token pouch on the way…”



The soul damage was gone by next morning. It turned out the health candy hadn’t contributed at all to the progress of VPPV but the extra Health was worth it. After her class and her bolt-training session with Shaily, Sofia went to ask Eternam for help, only to learn that he had just left for the weekend. 

Sofia sought out Beryl to ask if there was anyone else in the academy likely to be able to help her. The teacher coordinator gave her an idea and helped her set it up in the hour, that is how Sofia ended up behind a booth at the entrance of the refectory just before lunch time.

Above Sofia’s head, the completion of VPPV was displayed as ‘48.3/100’ and a bone slate atop the booth said: ‘Poison me and get paid!’ while another underneath said ‘1% poisoning = 100G!”

I didn’t know we were allowed to be this shameless and set up a shop inside the academy… Will the students even be able to help? Do people normally go around carrying strong poisons for no reason?

I mean I was carrying some until I ate it but still…

A group of students strolled in the refectory without paying any attention to Sofia’s booth.

Kind of reminds me of the time I spent begging on the streets. Fun.

The disappointment did not last long, as the next group of students noticed the booth and came to check it out.

A level 60 Exidian student walked up to Sofia, “Aren’t you the summoning teacher?”

“That’s me,” Sofia answered, pointing at Pareth, literally sitting behind her on a bone chair. His lights were all off and he was in the shade so his presence wasn’t all that obvious. 

“Are the signs true?” the student asked, skeptical.

Sofia dumped a bunch of gold coins on the counter of the booth. “If you poison me and it’s strong enough that the number goes up, you get the gold. There’s no catch, I’m just very resistant to poison.”

“I’ll be back,” the student said before running away in the direction of the student dormitories.

A few minutes later, it was time for lunch, and many more students started coming, Sofia had left the pile of gold on the counter which did not fail to catch a lot of eyes, and soon, a first student came with something for Sofia to try. It was a flask of red liquid.

[Flesh berry juice] : Poisonous substance extracted from flesh berries. It has a strong meaty smell. Often used to get rid of invasive rodents and scavengers.

That’s new. Never heard of flesh berries.

Sofia opened the flash and gulped down the contents under the weirded-out gaze of the student.

It kind of tastes like meat too.

After waiting a few seconds, nothing happened, Sofia felt nothing wrong with her body.

[Venerable physique of the primeval void] ♢ - Third step of the Light forging realm :

Third step : Your nerves and brain become light (48.3/100%)

“This one looks like it’s a miss, no gold for you, sorry.”

The student walked away, dejected. Before long, more students came with things for Sofia to try, some of which she had to refuse like the girl who tried to give her a box full of ‘Dried Jakdak dejection’, which smelled exactly like what it was: shit. 

A few students actually managed to make VPPV go up for fractions of a percent, making a few gold coins and driving even more students to come try to feed poisonous stuff to the weird teacher.

All was going decently well at forty minutes in, the progress was already up to 53.8%, which was when a familiar person showed up to stand in line behind a few students: Elizabeth Fraus.

Or rather, the Empress… What do you want with me?!!

Sofia glared at the woman, and got a wave and a mischievous smile in response.

She might actually kill me this time.

And I’d probably have to pay her for it…


Chapter 366 - Satisfyingly safe substances










After going through the poisoning attempts of a few more students, it was the Empress' turn, and Sofia was not really looking forward to it.

"We meet again," the woman said, a polite smile on her face.

"Yes, how unexpected. Are you here to help with the poisoning? There are a lot of people waiting, as you can see," Sofia answered, trying not to sound too cold.

"Of course, yes. I am always willing to help a teacher. I just happened to hear about this stunt of yours while roaming the halls, and I have acquired quite a collection of exotic substances over the years. They hardly ever find a buyer, so this should be a golden opportunity to make some money back," the woman explained with a large smile as a row of small flasks appeared in front of her.

All loaded with magic.

The one on the far right has more mana than me, for fuck's sake!

"You should try the one on your left first and work your way up to the one on the right," Elizabeth explained. "Of course, these are all quite dangerous, but I assume you know what you're doing, do you not?" she asked with a suave voice.

Sofia pretended to laugh to defuse the tension a bit. “Ahah, of course I do…”

Only because I have a rune prepared…

I know soul-damaging poisons can be dangerous still, but I should be able to trust Mr. Scribe at least. I just have to identify all of these.

So, this first one...

[The wreckage]: A strong and very concentrated alcohol with a touch of magic. Legend says it was the ancestral treasure of the dwarves, who needed a way to get wasted on their ships without occupying half the cargo with barrels of beer, back when storage magic was yet to be discovered.

Safety ranking: Sufficiently safe.

Oh, so instead of item level and grade, I get safety rankings now? You've been taking a lot of liberties lately, Mr. Scribe, is that because I am no longer getting new skills and you’re getting bored? Either way, I like it, thanks.

Sofia picked up [The wreckage], gave a last look to Elizabeth, who was standing in front of her smiling ear to ear, and gulped down the contents. It was like drinking pure alcohol and pretty disgusting.

Ugh… so far so good… Counter isn't moving though…

“It looks like this one was a failure…” Sofia told the woman.

Elizabeth’s smile did not falter. “Not to worry, I'm sure the taste of such a delicate beverage was at least an invaluable experience. Please do try the next one, Teacher Vakaria.”

[Felroot extract]: Pungent extract of a felroot’s juices. It is commonly used to quell chronic pain, for those who can afford it. The usual recommended prescription for an adult is one drop.

Safety ranking: Satisfyingly safe.

So… is it safe to drink one drop or to drink the whole flask? Because there is a lot more than one drop in there, Mr. Scribe… Well, I still have the rune anyway.

Sofia drank the felroot extract and it immediately made her feel a bit dizzy. Her extremities, in particular, went a bit numb, but the sensation quickly disappeared as the number about Sofia's head went up.

“Not bad. It seems I owe you some money already,” Sofia commented.

“Please, Teacher, do not bother with counting. I will be taking all of this money, I am pretty sure. I would donate it to an orphanage in your name, if you will let me.”

Such an innocent remark and not at all hinting that she knows about my past… It is no big secret that I am an orphan, though.

“That is so selfless of you, Miss Fraus. And I cannot help but wonder, what do you do for a living that you would disregard so much money, and that you would go around with so much poison at your disposal in the first place?”

Elizabeth answered with a polite laugh. “Why, that is quite the question. Although the specifics of my job are a bit tricky to encapsulate in a few words, I, over the years, have come to specialize in threat assessment and removal, if you will,” she explained as she leaned on the counter.

Sofia found it strange that she would admit to something like this with all the students around, but none of them seemed to react; they were all still just patiently waiting in line or walking by to go get their food. Sofia jumped in place a few times, which Elizabeth observed with a raised brow, but the students, again, did not react. Sofia knew enough about the eye-catching power of her current attire for this lack of reaction to be sufficient proof that something weird was going on.

“You’re preventing them from seeing or hearing this conversation, aren't you?” Sofia asked Elizabeth, eyeing the unresponsive students. “Is there still a need to be so roundabout about things when it’s like this, Empress Delivia?”

“So this is what you were doing, jumping in place?” Elizabeth asked with a chuckle. “I see, clever. They are all oblivious to what is happening here right now, yes. I just like to enjoy some privacy, and please, my friends call me Elizabeth.”

Your friends, uh. You sure have a special way to foster ‘friendship’. If you wanted to make a good impression, all you had to do was to gift me a skeleton, it’s not that hard… “Is that not a fake name?”

“Now, do not be ridiculous, Teacher Vakaria. If I am the one who approves of names in the empire, how can my name possibly be false?”

Right… I should get back to drinking…

[Unnamed mix]: There are so many different toxic substances mixed together in this vial, it is hard to tell what the effects are going to be exactly, but it is bound to be unpleasant. Safety ranking: Potentially painful product.

You know, Mr. Scribe, I’m sensing a pretty predictable pattern in the way you write these safety ranks. Did you add them only so you could play around with words?

“Have you tried these yourself?” Sofia asked Elizabeth, as she observed the brown goo she had identified as an ‘Unnamed mix’ in the flask she was holding.

“For the most part. The last two I have not touched. I suspect you will reach 100% with your quest or skill or whatever this is long before you get to these, however. But if you do not, the option is there, if you have the confidence to try them.”

“I see… What level are you at, by the way? What you did during my first class was impressive.”

“I have yet to attempt the last two trials. As for the party trick, it’s barely worth mentioning. Just see it as a very advanced mana sight. My class deals with any and all things vision related. But are you not going to drink? This one is a personal concoction of mine,” Elizabeth explained.

Sofia uncorked the flask and gave it a sniff; it smelled like rotten eggs and made her gag. “I know it is not my place to give you advice, but you might want to stay away from Alchemy in the future…” Pinching her nose, Sofia emptied the contents of the flask in one big gulp. Her vision instantly started to sway, and she became nauseous, having to use the counter as support not to fall over.

Oh shit… It’s been a while– since I last fell so sick.

Pareth stood up from his chair and walked over to pat Sofia’s back as she struggled to stay conscious. The effects lasted a few seconds before starting to fade. As the nausea disappeared and her vision calmed, her muscles started to cramp randomly, and Pareth had to support her to keep her stable.

“It won’t last long. Try to relax; that helps with the cramps,” the Empress suggested while sipping on a glass of orange-colored drink through a thin tube of hollow wood.

Where did… ugh. She even- argh- get that?

It took Sofia a good minute to recover, slumped on the counter. She felt it was worth the pain, though, as VPPV progressed quite a bit.

[Venerable physique of the primeval void] ♢ - Third step of the Light forging realm:

Third step: Your nerves and brain become light (59.8/100%).

Sofia had conflicting emotions as she looked up to see the Empress looking down at her while sipping on her cold drink with a snide smile.

“Do you find this funny?” Sofia asked, still weak from the poisoning.

“I do,” Elizabeth answered before taking another sip. “I was very wary of you and your link to the big four at first, but it is refreshing to see that you aren’t someone I need to get rid of after all. And even if I did, I feel like just leaving you to your own business will have the same result,” she added, looking at Sofia then at the row of flasks full of poison right next to her.

“So you think I’ll just die at some point in the near future is what you are getting at?”

I don’t know if I should be offended…

“Maybe not die,” Elizabeth denied, “but should one keep playing with fire, they will eventually get burned.”

“Not to worry, Empress, I have been burned many times already. But look, I’m still standing.”

Sofia fought the lingering dizziness to regain her composure and grabbed the next flask of poison.


Chapter 367- Sea creature










[Tri-Venatoserine Proteasic Acid] : Also known as the bloodhunter serum, this poison kills by intense and fast-acting blood clotting. Most effective when injected near the heart.

Safety ranking: weird water

Weird water?

This isn’t going to do anything to someone with no blood, right? So it’s like drinking weird water…

Sofia uncorked the vial and drank the whole thing like water under the watchful eyes of Elizabeth. See, still not getting burned.

“No effect?” Elizabeth asked after a few seconds.

“None.”

The empress raised an eyebrow, and her left eye shone with mana as her gaze pierced Sofia. Finally, she stopped her magic with an utterance of acknowledgement. “Got it, no blood. That is new. It explains a lot… Why would you still drink it when you knew it was useless? I saw you identify it.”

“I’m being petty to prove a point,” Sofia deadpanned.

Elizabeth covered her mouth with the back of her hand as she giggled, “Trying to impress the Empress, are you? I am already married, sorry; but how about you explain what this poisoning spree is about, if you want to be interesting?”

“Sure; after all, you went out of your way to help me this time, did you not? As an apology for your past deeds, perhaps? To keep it simple, the skill which turned my blood to light is turning my nerves to light as well, and I need to consume nerve-damaging substances to speed up the process, the percentage above my head is the completion,” Sofia explained while she swirled the one drop of red liquid in the flask she was holding around.

“My past deeds? I haven't a clue as to what you may be referring to, miss Vakaria,” Elizabeth said, clearly meaning the opposite. “A peculiar skill, it will be interesting to see how that plays into your next trial.”

“The tower of rebirth… I know the censor is in the way but, how was it for you?” Sofia asked.

“I was satisfied with my results, and see where it got me, I dare say my talent shone through.”

“Right, you wagered an essence of Talent, I suppose.”

“You are well informed, Saintess. What about you, not going to go with your original patron God, I imagine?”

“You imagine well. I was thinking of wagering an essence of a much, much better quality than that, to be perfectly honest. Even though the hows and whys of this whole wager system are still a bit opaque to me.”

“It will all be explained in due time, not to worry, one can even wager gold if they have no essence to spare. Speaking of which, your big skeleton here should also prepare a wager. He is a separate sapient entity from you, is he not? Same goes for the smaller one who is absent today. Or are you simply very much into puppeteering along with necromancy?”

Wait, wait… Do I need essences for Pareth and Bookie?!!

Actually since Pareth goes with me it makes sense that… But what about Bookie, though?

Hmm… I don’t have that much essence to spare, I need to keep at least ten for VPPV…

Sofia glanced back at Pareth who had returned to his chair. “This might actually be an issue…”

“You will figure something out, I am sure. And if not, I would happily lend you some Talent for a meager century or two of labor for the Empire, if you beg.”

“No offense, but I am afraid I will need to refuse.”

“None taken. The offer stands,” the Empress said with a shrug.

Sofia changed the subject, “Right… I should get back to drinking or we will be here all day.”

[Basilisk miasma] : A concentrated drop of miasma refined from the gallbladder of a millennia-old basilisk.

Safety ranking: disturbingly dangerous drinkable drop!

You’re giving mixed messages now… I don’t mind if you take some liberties with the descriptions but at least try to be a bit serious when the topic is me drinking potentially lethal substances…

Sofia watched letters disappear from the safety ranking line until all it said was:

‘Safety ranking:     drink!’

Alright then. Much better, thanks.

“You might want to sit down for this one,” the Empress warned.

“Good call, thanks.”

Plopping down on the bone throne, Sofia carefully ingested the drop of Basilisk miasma.



Oh.

Sofia opened her eyes. She was in her room, on her bed. It was night.

I’ll give you this one Empress, you won.

Sensing Pareth approaching, she asked him, “Was I out for longer than a day?”

Pareth shook his skull in response, and showed Sofia his hands with nine fingers up.

“Nine hours… The rune is still up so I didn’t die. But I’m in bad shape…”

Health : 12 558 / 85 980

Stamina : 3602 / 21 047

Mana : 53 800 / 417 100

Elizabeth brought me here I guess, probably Pareth who opened the door… I don’t remember anything. I just felt the drop touch my tongue and…

Sofia’s attention was distracted by Pareth, who had just picked up the flask tray from a shelf and brought it to her. The three remaining flasks of poison suddenly looked a lot scarier. What a nice present.

“Any shenanigans?” she asked Pareth.

Again, he shook his skull.

Well. Let’s see. I’m at 66%... This was the strongest poison yet but it only gave that much. Another case of diminishing returns?

Sofia decided to slow down the poison taking, she would do one a day after class, with Alith and Saria to watch over her.

The next poison went down easily. Sofia simply died, her entire upper body dissolved by the flask of strange alchemical compounds, which brought the completion up to 78%. She was brought back by an unlife rune with no further issue.

This only left the last two ‘most dangerous’ poisons.

First was a vial of [Kleptra Saliva], which Sofia debated trying for a while because it sounded disgusting, but which she eventually consumed. Her scribe’s safety ranking of this one was: Literally lethal. And to no one’s surprise, it actually was, but this time in a slow and painful manner, with Sofia’s body consuming itself from the inside out. This did wonders for the completion of VPPV, which shot all the way up to 99%.

She waited for the following weekend to try the last one, as she needed to prepare a special place to consume it; once again, the vial only contained one drop.

[Leviathan's tear] : A droplet extracted from a tear of the Leviathan.

Safety ranking: DO NOT DRINK!!!

Recommended process: in a closed room, inhale a single breath of the smell from at least 10 meters away, quickly close and store the container before setting yourself on fire to consume remaining airborne emanations.

You really know just what to say to make me feel safe.

To Delivia’s credit… This one is probably very expensive…

Saria was watching Bookie's stone ogre squad dig an underground chamber in a random cliffside for Sofia to do her thing. “Are you really sure you should be using that?”

Sofia shrugged. “I tried several other things for the last three days but it’s been stuck at 99% so… If anything, Eternam and Leverle both said I should be alright as long as I follow the instructions. We even have a death priest hiding nearby I think. It should be alright… I’ll still have three runes on but if everything goes well I shouldn’t even die. Not from the tear directly, at least…”

“The fire won’t help either,” Saria continued, still uneasy.

“I have the fire resistance from [Saintess’s madness] so it shouldn’t be too bad. It will stop when there’s no air left in the room anyway, which should be relatively fast if I understood everything correctly. Anyway I’m more than used to getting burned at this point.”

“Alright, alright… I won’t stop you, I’m just worried, everything I found about the Leviathan points to anything coming from it as extremely nasty stuff.”

As the two sisters debated on the safety of the poisoning, Alith resurfaced from the hole in the cliffside. “Your room is ready, your highness!” she hollered from there.

Sofia rolled her eyes and walked up to her. “I see you take your class as a lady-in-waiting very seriously. All jokes aside, thanks for coming.”

“Not that I can do much if this goes wrong, but I’m happy to be here for moral support. Good luck, Sof.”

“See you both in a bit,” Sofia told Alith and Saria as she entered the long underground room.

Pareth was already on the other side, holding the flask with the tear. The stone ogres left after Sofia entered and closed the path behind themselves.

“Alright, I’m ready when you are!”

Pareth opened the flask and closed it almost instantly. It took a few seconds for a prickly sensation to reach Sofia’s skin, prompting her to take one deep breath of the fumes. It smelled a bit like the ocean. When she was done, a single spark from [Angel’s bolt] set off a chain reaction that engulfed the room in green flames.

Within the flames, Sofia closed her eyes.

The curse-like mana from the fumes spread through her like waves crashing against her body. She felt bloated. She couldn’t see what was happening exactly, but she had already lost all physical sensations from her body. Even the heat of the flames died down.

It feels exactly like it did when I died to become an apostle.

My health is… moving. Up and down like a wave. This is the first time I’m ‘healing’ despite the unlife rune being there… I’m really curious but…

Oh, screw it.

Sofia connected her vision to Pareth’s.

She shouldn’t have. There were no flames left, only her body, bloated, warped and stretched, extending like an invasive seaweed to cover every wall, becoming little more than a painting of flesh. Her veins of light stretched across her elongated organs like an eerie sight from outer space as uncanny waves of visible mana scattered along the surface of her skin.

Pareth covered his eyes.


Chapter 368 - Double agent










Sofia did her best to forget the horrendous image of what she had become, and focused on her skill instead. She could see her health go down steadily now, and she could feel Pareth attacking her.

The second the progress reached 100%, Pareth killed her.

The rune brought Sofia back to life. As usual, her first reflex was to open her eyes, but she couldn’t. A bony finger on her face held her eyelids tightly shut.

“It’s still there, isn’t it?”

There was no answer, but she could feel Pareth’s distress. In fact, she knew the answer perfectly well; she could feel her old body pulsating below her.

“It’s alright. I’m fine now, aren’t I? My body feels perfectly normal. I feel better than ever, actually. We’ll… Get rid of that thing.”

She immediately covered the entire room in Erredian rot. But to her dismay, she heard the rot consume itself instantly. Whatever her corpse had become, the rot was not having it for dinner.

My rot is still just a weak copy after all…

“Can you help me put the scale arm on?” she asked Pareth, “I will just bolt it all to ashes.”

Pareth was reluctant.

“I’ll keep my eyes closed, alright? I’m not even using my mana senses at all. I still have the glove and all the rings so just give me the arm.”

Pareth helped Sofia to sit up and to put the scale armor on, once it was all said and done, she sent him outside with the graveyard skeletons to warn everyone else to take some distance and started to channel an explosive bolt. She grew the bolt until she only had enough mana left for the graveyard skeletons to safely carry her outside. After quickly checking through Pareth’s vision that everyone had safely evacuated, she let the bolt go off. Despite her closed eyes, her vision turned white.

Surviving the initial blast with 1% of her health left thanks to the passive effect of VPPV, she quickly called the graveyard skeletons to take her to the spiritual plane as the entire hill collapsed on her, forever burying whatever might be left of her previous leviathan-corrupted body.

Maybe I should reconsider getting the [Friendly fire] classless after all…

The graveyard skeletons let Sofia out of the ground at the maximum of their range outside of the hill, the previously imposing cliffside of the small hill had become nothing but a pile of rubble. A large part of the hill had collapsed to the side in a landslide, and the near vicinity was covered in char marks and rogue boulders.

“The damages of a 200 000 mana bolt. It really does much more damage in enclosed spaces,” Sofia said to herself as she observed the aftermath. She felt relatively fine despite her charred body under the regenerating bone-armor and her empty mana.

My mind feels clearer somehow. This upgrade came with a bonus in processing, I think.

My brain is made of light, now, right? I wonder how that even works… But I feel like I should be significantly harder to kill now. Theoretically I should still be able to think even if my head gets destroyed, no? If the brain of light stays behind just like the veins. Can I even still die?

With no answer to her questions, Alith, Saria and Pareth rejoined her.

“Sofia?” Saria asked.

Sofia turned around, “A great success! It was a bit messy. I’m not looking too good under the armor currently, the runes still prevent healing. I know it’s weird but… Want to try to kill me?”

“Never change, Sister… You’re serious, aren’t you? Let this older sibling of yours stab you to teach you some decency, then! Where do you want it?” Saria asked as her Dragon mask crawled up to her face and her magical polearm of blue light formed in her hands.

Sofia tapped her forehead, opening a vertical slit in her bone helmet.

Saria shook her head disapprovingly and stabbed Sofia in the face.

“You’re just as bad as her,” Alith commented from the side. Pareth seemed to be of the same mind.

Sofia watched her health go down a few more points. The pain was really mild, muted. The magical blade felt cold inside her skin.

“Not dead?” Saria asked.

“No. I’d appreciate it if you could pull the blade out, though.”

Saria frowned, but obliged. Bright yellow light leaked from the gaping hole in Sofia’s punctured head as the polearm was removed. Then the skin glued itself back together, leaving no apparent traces of the attack.

I have a hole in my skull now…

“I don’t know if I’m more impressed or disturbed,” Alith commented.

It was Dopple who answered in a sarcastic tone, “You’re a ghost, wearer. Can you really talk?”

“Well you’re a talking piece of clothing which I am wearing, so I don’t think you’re well placed to speak either.”

“Fair… Do you think I can have another one of those red-silk chemises tonight?”

After a few more stabs, it became evident that killing Sofia with something as clean as a single blade wouldn’t work unless all her bones were shattered, so to avoid a mess, she just canceled the runes and let her passive healing heal her back up.

Maybe it’s a good time to start dying less often.



[Venerable physique of the primeval void] ♢ - Fourth step of the Light forging realm :

Light forging realm :

Starting step : You no longer age.

First step : Your skin becomes tougher and opaque (1000/1000%)

Second step : Your blood becomes light  (126 441 / 126 441 drops converted)

Third step : Your nerves and brain become light (100/100%)

Fourth step : Become a beauty blessed by light (0(6)/1)

Fifth step : Finalize the light-forging

Current step training method : Obtain the essence of a light-related deity; use it through this skill to alter your appearance.

I don’t understand…

I’ve been stuck on this crap for a week!

I already have the essence, come on, this should have been a free step!!!

Sofia once again channeled one of Sun’s essences through the skill, and as it did every time, it overloaded the skill’s mana channels with so much energy that it backlashed and failed to accomplish anything.

Sofia cursed.

“I give up… Alright. You forced my hand… I didn’t want to but I’ll use Scripture’s essence…”

How is it even light-related anyway?

Letting go of her stubbornness, Sofia channeled the venerable physique skill with Scripture’s essence, and the step was instantly completed as her body started glowing all over like a shining star.

“Great. Is this my life now? Looking like a luminous freak, again?!”

She kept activating the skill, and tried playing around with the mana distribution, and to her great relief, she managed to stop glowing altogether.

Much better! Now the question is, can I do a tasteful in-between?

After a full night of deliberation in front of her mirror, and with the help of Pareth approving or disapproving of her changes, Sofia ended up settling for two configurations of the lights. For her everyday life , she had the passive mode where only her eyes and hair were affected, with her eyes shining softly with blue light and her hair becoming ever so slightly transparent and shimmering with golden light. And for grand occasions, she had the Angel mode, which, for all intents and purposes, made her look like a semi transparent being of golden light inlaid with shining stars, just like the angels and archangels. With the exception of not looking like she was trying to break reality, unlike the real thing. It still looked very uncanny.

It really only alters how I look though… Well, good enough.

One last step and I’m done with the light-forging!

For once Sofia did something she rarely did and opened the full description of VPPV, which came with a very familiar sudden jolt of pain in her head, which she could tell was largely attenuated thanks to her brain being now made of light.

Mr. Scribe? What are you doing? Are you alright?

[Venerable physique of the primeval void] ♢ - Fifth step 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 (1000/1000%)

Second step : Your blood becomes light  (126 441 / 126 441 drops converted)

Third step : Your nerves and brain become light (100/100%)

Fourth step : Become a beauty blessed by light (1(+5)/1)

Fifth step : Finalize the light-forging by awakening the mana cores (0/11)

The primeval void is your domain.

Boundless space realm :

Starting step :You are able to perform quantic transpositions.

First step : ???

Current step training method :

1- Complete the bonus task in your next trial before the reward distribution and request a scribe upgrade to tier 3.

2- At the time of rebirth, complain that your scribe has wrongfully assigned you a quest resulting in the premature death of the Apostle of curse.

3- Ignore all error messages and focus on absorbing the mana hijacked from the tower.

4- When the system’s enforcers show up, claim that your actions fall under the emergency procedure rule ERR-O-12, and request to be judged directly by Anna, do not say or do anything else until they give way.

5- Thoughts about these instructions may get censored to avoid unwanted alerts.

6- These instructions will disappear in twenty seconds, commit them to memory now.

Complete all steps and gather divine essence to unlock further realms.

Current divine essence (11) :

●        Scripture (1)

●        Aphenoreth (1)

●        Dread (1)

●        Sorrow (1)

●        Ormoncleth (1)

●        Victory (1)

●        Sun (5)

No way… What… Are you serious?!

Past the initial shock, Sofia quickly read the ‘training method’ several times over, and soon, it disappeared, replaced by a set of ridiculous instructions to the tune of : ‘find the origin of a rainbow’ or ‘count the grains of sand in the red desert blindfolded’.

I’m going to trust you on this one, Scribe, but you better know what you’re doing…

And who’s Anna?


Chapter 369 - Lunar revelations










After the disturbing events with the Leviathan tear, Sofia’s ‘vacations’ at the academy finally felt like actual rest. With no pressing issues remaining, she could peacefully keep helping the students progress while working on her own skills at a leisurely pace.

The first thing she did was to finally get to reading the entirety of what she had access to in the Academy’s library, then the Empire’s public great royal library. It only took her a few minutes to go through even the bigger tomes, flipping through the pages like a lunatic, quickly earning herself a reputation among the nobles of the Empire as a book-eating freak. On a happenchance meeting with ‘Elizabeth’, she traded back the flask with the Leviathan’s tear for a pass to the Mithrium-rank-ID restricted section of the royal library, where she found books about all the known classes, siege rituals and dungeon locations as well as sparse but interesting information on the Major Gods and the Deep.

Among all the interesting information, one that definitely caught her eyes was the mention of Scripture as one of the strongest major gods worshiped by humans of the pre-system era and his gradual downfall, which ended with people beginning to associate holy text with the system, redirecting power to its creator God, whose identity, just like that of the two other admins, wasn’t mentioned anywhere.

Uncensored knowledge on the system itself was sparse, there was apparently a God’s incarnation in charge of every trial after the first, just like Victory, though their names, too, were not spoken.

Finally, she found a few passages mentioning ‘The rot Dragon’ and ‘The higher races war’ which the book described as: ‘a tragedy that left an entire continent uninhabitable’.



For months, life was calm at the academy. Even during the events for tokens with Sofia and Astelia’s students, there were no more attacks or suspicious activities.

Shaily fell off in the token rankings as she had become obsessed with mastering the [Angel’s Bolt] and was already at a point where she could throw genuine, if weak, piercing bolts. Unlike Sofia who trained to channel them faster, Shaily was trying to modify her version to be more mana-efficient.

Instead of her, it was Lola who solidified her ranking in first place, with a small but meaningful lead over Saria in second place, Erian in third, a level 199 student in fourth, and En and Opal constantly battling and dueling each other for fifth place.

After every public class, more and more students would apply to Sofia’s class but she rejected all of their applications as she felt she couldn’t focus on any more students at once. Many of the other teachers also used their lesson credits to come to spectate her and each other’s classes.

Sofia also started proactively using all of her accumulated credits, finally learning short range teleportation from Astelia’s lessons, and overall just getting to know every teacher in the academy while learning random knowledge in a bunch of unrelated fields. In particular, she spent a lot of time in Eternam’s necromancy lessons, which she was already overqualified for most of the time, but enjoyed anyway. Since Zerei was already often with Eternam, Sofia could often be seen hanging out with the two Avians around the academy grounds.

She was attacked a few times for her token pouch by organized groups of students, netting her quite a few new hands for her room’s door, but no one ever challenged her to an official duel again after the humiliation of Marquess Proudwall.

Her skills were slowly progressing, and in particular she trained the combat skills by organizing frequent all-out brawls with Astelia, Saria and Alith whenever the four of them were all free. She was admiring the result of her hard work on the seventh out of the ten months of the school year, when she noticed her first mana pearl from [Crystalized] was finally ready.


Status - Sofia (3)

Name : Sofia Aphenoreth

Age : 21 ♢

Class : [Saintomancer] ♢

Level : 249 ♢

Health : 85 980 / 85 980   (20k + (20/level - 4k) + 65k)

Stamina : 21 047 / 21 047  (20 067 + (20/level - 4k))

Mana : 417 100 / 417 100       (319 100 + (2k/level- 400k))

Main Specialization : [Eclipse Skeleton]

Alteration chance : 100%

Secondary Specialization : [Heat Death]

Active Skills (8 / 8)

[Spine of the Black Sun] - Level 249

[Summon Blood] - Level 249

[Maiden Banshee] - Level 249 (Lv.249)

[Graveyard of the righteous] - Level 247

[False immortality] - Level 3

[Skull Choir] - Level 236

[Reign over shadows]

[Saintess’ madness] - Level 2

Passive Skills (7 / 8)

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

[Vakariazrehafin of Sorrow] ♢

[Exalted Exoskeleton] ♢

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

[Bone dominus] - Level 2

[Erredian Rot]

[Runeforged Overlord] ♢ - Level 249

Classless Skills (7 / 7)

♢ [Dreams Of a Demon which Gods Envy - March of the Envoy] ♢

[Summon Self] - Level 42

[Mana manipulation] ♢

[Radiance] - Level 99

[Quintessential] ♢

[One with Suffering] ♢

[Crystalized] ♢

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]


Chapter 369 second part










[Bone dominus] really is stubbornly stuck there… Most of everything else is almost ready though. I need to work a bit more on the teleportation classless and finish optimizing the bolts and I should be good to go for the trial. I’ll just need to take care of Pareth and Bookie next before going. Also pay Erredis and TLDR a visit.

“Now onto the pearl… It’s been almost ready for a while but it’s just dislodged itself a bit I think,” Sofia said to herself as she prodded the pearl on her chest. With a gentle pinch, she dislodged it, revealing the small budding bead of a new pearl underneath. Oh, so the new pearl is what pushed it out.

Sofia held the pearl in front of her face and observed it closely, finding it perfectly smooth and round, about the size of one of Alith’s candy, and its pearly surface was a marbled mix of reflective blues and purples.

There’s quite a lot of mana aggregated inside. It’s surprisingly heavy, too. About six months for this… I hope they come much faster later on, since the growth speed is linked to the mana regen. Let’s see what Mr Scribe has to say.

[Mana Pearl] : A pearl of very finely compressed and woven mana taking a physical form from the sheer density of energy contained within. It can fuel rituals for a long time or be swallowed whole to gain a 100% bonus to thinking speed lasting for a few minutes, as well as fueling your mana regeneration even in an environment devoid of mana (up to a certain point). Will slowly dissipate in about a decade, use within five years for best results.

Well, keeping that one for the trial. Might even be worth it to wait until I get a second one before going in. Actually, what if I ate two at once? Mr. Scribe?

Identifying the pearl again, there was an additional line about mass consumption diminishing returns.

Good to know…

There should be the next competition event in a few days, no? How come Ms. Deathmarch hasn’t brought me anything yet? I’ll see if Astelia is home. She should be napping around this time I think… Do I wait?



“So it was not just me?” Astelia asked, sleepy-eyed and still holding a yellow bird-shaped plushie, “I thought the academy might have skipped me by mistake when making the papers, I was going to bring it up to you at tonight’s fight.”

“Well… Time to pay a visit to our lovely coordinator. Are you coming with me?”

Astelia nodded. “Give me a second to change.” She closed the door and reappeared two minutes later, her hair tied in an approximate ponytail and wearing a simple long tunic in the colors of the academy.

“There’s no rush, you know,” Sofia commented jokingly.

“I would not be so sure about that… Moon just sent me a very creepy vision of a weird mask.”

How nice. Just when I was starting to get used to the slow life here.

Sofia shaped the one-eyed mask of Scripture’s newest pawn out of bones and showed it to Astelia. “By any chance?”

“Yes! This one. Is it what I think it is?”

“Exactly that one, this bastard Scripture must be planning some shit again. So don’t rush, be ready for battle. We’re safe in the academy, but who knows how fast things can go awry… I’m not getting caught unprepared again. How long do you need?”

“Hmm… About ten minutes to be sure I’m fully ready,” Astelia answered after a second of reflection.

“I’ll be back here in ten, then.”

Sofia summoned the graveyard skeletons and phased right out of the teachers’ tower.



Sofia phased into Alith’s alchemy lab, which was where she was at this time of day with 100% certainty.

“Sof? Something going on?”

“I have reasons to think it’s time.”

“Right now?” Alith asked while she cut the fire under her multiple cauldrons and glassware tubes.

“I’m not sure but it’s better if you come just in case.”

“Give me a second to make sure nothing’s going to explode and I’m good to go.”



Sofia found Saria in the spectator benches of the underground arena, watching the ongoing duels. She tapped on her shoulder.

“Time for plan Birthday party.”

“Really?” Saria asked as she turned around.

“Uncertain, but Moon just sent Asty a vision of the elf’s mask.”

“Alright, I’ll be heading out with Pareth then. Cinthia is in our room if you want to check the chat, don’t forget your runes.”

“I’m working on it.”


Chapter 370 - Scouting the location










It turned out that Cinthia's chat was completely clueless as to what was happening, but Hatred wished Sofia good luck either way and Death sent one of his usual random faces. Sorrow was not present for some reason, leading Sofia to think she might be looking after Ihuarah at the moment.



Led by Beryl, Sofia and Astelia entered Beligenus’ office in the highest tower of the academy. The headmaster was already there, behind his desk and fiddling with some kind of elaborate mithrium contraption, which held in place small dragon scale fragments each engraved with a different piece of ritual circle that could be moved around. He looked up from his contraption and welcomed the two young teachers.

“You come early. Sit, I will explain. Beryl, you may go and activate the defenses with Saint Tartaros,” the old Dragon in Exidian form told them.

Beryl left with a nod, while Sofia and Astelia silently sat opposite to the headmaster.

“As you might have guessed, you two will not be taking part in this weekend’s event. Your target has shown itself, the pawn of Scripture. He has already started sabotaging your next planned event location,” Beligenus explained while he focused his attention on the contraption again.

“How come Scripture knows of the event location?” Sofia asked.

“It is a complex subject which has to do with his domain,” Beligenus started explaining, his head still buried inside the strange contraption occupying most of his desk. “We found a few students worshiping religious texts within the academy grounds. Using this along with the proximity of His Essence which you bear, it created a sufficient link for Him to spy on the happenings within the Academy. We have since removed all religious writs in the near vicinity, but the event locations were planned long in advance.”

Scripture can spy on things happening near me as long as there are religious texts being worshiped nearby? … I see. No wonder the elf prepared such a complex trap last time, Scripture really knew about Leverle’s charm. Of course there would be religious texts in Death’s Church!

“So that is what this was about!” Astelia said like she just understood something, “I was wondering why Beryl was so insistent on asking if I had texts from Moon.”

“No one asked me, though?” Sofia wondered aloud.

“Asking you would only alert Scripture that something was going on, we acted fast to prevent any actions from His part. We know that you carry no religious text, however,” Beligenus told her.

“How?”

“We asked your skeleton.”

Oh. That would work. When, though? Not that it matters but… Hmm. When I was busy reading through the library probably, Pareth did wander off on his own a few times… Is that it?

Alright, I’m still not used to seeing him act on his own that much, but I’m not against it.

It’s honestly uncomfortable to be separated like this…

Beligenus stood up from his chair to get a better look at his mithrium machine, then addressed the two teachers again. “This, right here, is a targeted essence canceller. As you can see, I am still giving it the finishing touches. Only I can operate it, and this is what I will be using to prevent Scripture from intervening when you fight His pawn. We were planning for you two to enter the location an hour early compared to the event’s planning to ‘scout the location’, but we can proceed with it earlier.”

“Wait, so we’re really going to fight against them? Can you not deal with it yourself?” Astelia asked, “Why do we, two weak teachers, have to expose ourselves to danger like this? I know the issue originally comes from Sofia’s history with Scripture, so I would understand if you did not want to help; but if you are going to help, being level 500, why make things this complicated? I know how strong Dragons are.”

“There is a lot going on. I could, indeed, obliterate that measly pawn of Scripture, right this moment, without even leaving this office. But that is not what you want, trust me, you want him alive. And I will explain why at the end of this conversation.”

Why could we possibly need the Elf alive? To steal another Essence from Scripture maybe?

Sofia raised another question, “And the reason only I and Astelia can go is to avoid the Elf from being suspicious and teleporting away like last time?”

“Precisely,” Beligenus confirmed, “The pawn is a remote vessel to Scripture, fooling his senses would be easy. But, even in hiding, someone over level 250 would be too noticeable to approach without being detected by a God. Past that threshold, you become much more visible to the divine, annoyingly so. So only you two can go.”

Oh, alright. I feared that we may need to cancel the birthday party but it turns out that despite everything not happening how I thought it would, we can still proceed. That’s reassuring.

Beligenus continued to explain his plan, “Once the pawn takes notice of your arrival, he will execute whatever plan he is preparing. At that instant, I will appear in the skies above and activate this machine, which will prevent Scripture from connecting to His Essence and from interfering at all, as well as prevent the pawn from escaping. This, however, is a complex process, I will not be able to help in any other way, and can only maintain it for a few minutes. During this time, you must neutralize the pawn and free him of Scripture’s grasp.”

“How do we free him?” Astelia asked.

“It is a simple matter of removing a few parasites. Which I believe should be one of Miss Vakaria’s abilities. Is it not?” Beligenus asked with a knowing smile.

Sofia nodded, but she was deep in thoughts wondering how Beligenus could possibly know that. The abilities and existence of [Blessing of the Deep] were not something she had revealed to just anyone.

He found out that I saved the Magisterium’s daughter perhaps? How extensive of a background check do you need to perform to know about THIS?

No secrets from the level 500s huh. So the elf is full of mind parasites… How like Scripture to do that. Can he really be saved, though? The sinner Paladins and Templars were all already beyond saving…

“So, we go there pretending to just come to scout the location, you cut Scripture off, then we free the pawn, right?” Sofia asked for some clarification. “Will they not fight back?”

“Oh they will, absolutely. And they are much stronger than you both as well. But without Scripture pulling the strings, they will be acting purely on blind instincts. I am fully confident that you can handle it. If not, I will be saving you, but it will cost the pawn their life,” Beligenus explained.

“I still don’t get why we should care abo-” Sofia started saying, but she stopped herself mid-sentence. Slowly, the pieces of the puzzle were starting to all fit together in her head. She looked at Astelia.

Oh fuck…



Sofia and Astelia were teleported to the event location. It was the remnants of an ancient dilapidated city, surrounded by steep rocky mountains on all sides. No dungeon this time, the actual event for the students was an archeology trip, during which they were meant to search for old relics and try to understand what had led to the city’s downfall. Of course, no archeology would be done today.

Astelia’s mood was terrible, Sofia had never seen her this stressed and angry. So much so that she wondered whether the small Vampire could actually fight. The enemy was a hundred levels above them, after all, not a gap easily crossed. Only because of the mind parasites infesting the enemy did they stand a chance.

On the bright side, they now knew the enemy very well.

Sofia looked around, seeing that they had been teleported directly within the ruins. Only carved stone blocks in vaguely square formations on the ground were left of whatever this place had been. Astelia turned to look in a certain direction, and unable to prevent her sharp canines from showing, she growled, “He’s here. I can smell it.”

Sofia placed a hand on her shoulder. “Try to calm down, Asty. We’ve got this. We’re prepared. Play your role, and everything will be alright.”

This calmed the shaking of the young vampire somewhat, but it failed to dispel her tense facial expression.

Out of nowhere, the blue sky disappeared. The entire mountain range had suddenly been enveloped by a bright pink shield pulsing with energy, like an impenetrable dome of flowing mana obscuring the sky. The transition had been instantaneous and silent.

Violent screams resounded from the other end of the ruined city. Deformed screeches of rage and agony. It was Scripture’s pawn being cut off from the divine hand controlling him.

Alright Mr. Scribe, it’s on you, on my signal!


Chapter 371 - Happy birthday










Sofia flew up while Astelia stayed on the ground. Since Sofia had the unlife runes as a safety measure and Astelia did not, she was the one who would act as bait while the Vampire focused on defense. 

I see him.

[Summoner - Lv.300+]

Scripture’s pawn, the masked ‘elf’. He was struggling, twisting in pain under his long cape and randomly teleporting around, his image flickering through the ruins.

Impossible to hit like that. I need to bait him into the Rot was all that Sofia had time to think before It noticed her; and before she had time to blink, the masked person was in front of her.

A clawed hand shot out of the figure’s long black cloak. Sofia was not moving, so the attack harmlessly curved around her, and the figure then disappeared again, teleporting somewhere else. It all happened so fast that Sofia did not even have the spare time to activate [Erredian Rot], let alone the light to spread it.

Astelia was right, he’s going to be impossible to hit without tricks. And I need to maintain contact for a few seconds to get all the mind parasites…

Good thing I have plenty of tricks.

The teleporting figure found Astelia and teleported near her a few times, but every time, Astelia managed to ride on the mana tracks of his teleportation right as he arrived, effectively exchanging places with him. Sofia tried to time the activation of her light spell and Rot with Astelia teleporting away, but it was hard to be confident not to hit her, and after his teleportations, the masked figure was only there for a fraction of a second before being gone again.

Sofia watched the deadly teleportation ballet going on in the ruins and when she was confident, having prepared multiple spells ready to activate in advance, unleashed the Rot on Astelia’s position.

The rot hit the cloaked person. The cloak stayed where it was, and an emaciated pale figure wearing rags and a mask appeared before Sofia once again, free of rot.

Using her recently acquired short distance teleportation [Summon Self], Sofia teleported a few meters back directly into a new pillar of light she just unleashed.

The teleporting figure rode along on the trail of Sofia’s teleportation, appearing closer to her than ever.

Using his instincts.

The light hit him, covering him in rot, but he was too close, within the space-curving bubble of [March of the Envoy], and his claws struck several times, shredding Sofia to bits, reducing her health to nearly zero before she could try anything else.

Small chunks of bloodless Sofia flesh and bones rained from the sky. Although her being still ‘alive’ was questionable to anyone but herself, she could still see through her mana senses, and knew she could still cast skills through her bloodlight veins if needed.

We only need to wait for the rot to empty his mana, but can Astelia survive that long?

I need to bait him around.

Sofia started summoning blood anywhere she could, as long as it was far from Astelia. Every time a big bubble of blood appeared, the rot-covered figure would teleport to it by instinct, giving Astelia some breathing room.

I’m running out of mana…

Health : 859 / 85 980

Stamina : 12 / 21 047

Mana : 29 684 / 417 100 

From her spot on the ground, where the diced bits of her body were spread around, Sofia closely monitored the two teleporting mages.

He has to be almost out by now…

Suddenly, the mana of Astelia swelled and was propelled hundreds of meters in the sky.

That’s her defensive trump-card.

So long as he doesn’t reach the fake moon she should be safe.

It seemed to work, as the teleporting figure kept teleporting around Astelia but never seemed to be able to appear anywhere nearby.

Sofia counted the seconds, knowing that Astelia’s defensive spell, [Mastermind within], lasted for exactly sixty seconds after activation. Whether the rot had finished emptying the pawn’s mana by then or not, Sofia had to do something, or Astelia would likely be dead the instant her defensive spell ended.

It’s good that he doesn’t realize I’m still alive.

Alright, get ready, Scribe.

I hope they’re also ready in there. We said six seconds, they can’t be a second late or it won’t work.

Ten seconds before the end of Astelia’s defensive spell, Sofia started channeling an explosive Angel's Bolt through her bloodlight.

Six seconds; despite the lack of an intact head, a sharp pain assaulted Sofia’s brain. The Scribe was purposefully bypassing system rules to inflict soul damage to Sofia, and thus, to Pareth as well.

This was necessary to contact Pareth, who could not be reached in any other way, as he was currently in the Margin.

At three and a half seconds left, Sofia released the exploding bolt on the last bits of herself.

She reopened her eyes three seconds later, lying in the charred dirt, revived by the runes, and instantly summoned a huge mass of blood above her with almost all of her remaining mana, keeping exactly 50 points around for later.

Astelia’s defensive spell ended, leaving her vulnerable for a few seconds. Thankfully, the masked figure appeared atop of Sofia, drawn in by the blood. It still had mana to teleport. But he was not the only one teleporting in this position at this instant.

Take your surprise birthday present!

Out of nowhere, a giant shockwave tore through the fabric of space itself; Pareth had teleported to Sofia, riding a small flying Dragon, itself holding a thin girl in its claws.

The sharp reflexes and insane speed of Saria in her Dragon form allowed her to instantly turn in the direction of the rot-covered individual, and just as the figure was about to teleport away once again, it was hit across the face by a resounding slap and pinned to the ground by a Dragon, a skeleton, and an Alith.

The [Slap of absolute shame] would only prevent the individual from moving for one second, but it was enough, Bookie was already out in his book form by himself, and, siphoning the last bits of mana from Sofia’s body, summoned Crowie in the palm of her hand.

Sofia did not have to do anything except release the long before channeled effect of [Saintess’ madness]. The skill, which was now level 2, had gained a new effect: she could spend one minute to channel a specific effect in advance, and on the next activation only, be certain to get this element instead of a random one.

Sofia’s arm moved by itself and sent Crowie flying for the pinned teleporter with the effect she had prepared in advance: Space - [Anchor] : For ten seconds, prevents teleportation.

Crowie hit the enemy and exploded.

No more teleportation.

Sofia jumped up. Despite Pareth, Saria and Alith all dogpiling onto the frail-looking and rot-covered summoner, the instant the effects of the slap ran out, he managed to send all three of them flying.

Even without teleportation, he was still over level 300, and lunged at Sofia.

For an instant, Sofia thought the battle was over. She had nothing left, the enemy was too strong despite everything. She could only throw herself at the attacking enemy and hope that even a short contact would be enough to get rid of all the mind parasites.

Her extended hand reached the summoner as his clawed hand reached her. She expected to die again, but to her surprise, her hand landed on his throat, and she was unharmed. He stopped moving?!

Sofia was assaulted by a rain of notifications informing her that the soul parasites were being killed by her blessing. Hundreds of them. She felt foreign mana around the summoner, and following the trail, Sofia saw Astelia. She was in a bad state, overexerting herself, flaming blood flowing from her face. Yet, she was spending all the mana she had left to pin him in place with her specialization.

Pareth appeared near Sofia again, and his first reflex was to send a [Greater Heal] in Astelia’s direction.

Finally, after three seconds of an awkward standoff and as Saria and Alith just managed to return to the scene, Sofia got one last notification.

[You have been affected by : Soul Parasite. But your skills eliminated the intruder.]

The rot-covered man fell unceremoniously on the ground like a puppet whose strings had been cut.

No kill or murder notice, thank the Lords.

Sofia immediately activated her ring from the second trial to suck up all the mana around and get rid of the rot.

“Is it already over?” Saria asked.

“Yes, we got him,” Sofia answered.

“That’s scripture’s pawn?” Alith said as she walked up to the limp body.

But the first to reach Sofia and the man was Astelia, who teleported right there and fell on her knees near the collapsed man in rags.

She reached for the creepy mask and ripped it off of the man’s face, throwing it away behind her in the same movement. “Uncle Nyse!”


Chapter 372 - Tis I










The pink shield in the sky crumbled and Beligenus appeared near the group, looking disheveled and exhausted. “I shall abstain from asking unnecessary questions, this was beautifully done. Let us return-”

“Is he going to be alright?!” Astelia interrupted him, which he took in strides.

“Yes. His soul is extensively damaged but will recover in a matter of hours; his link to Scripture was completely severed, there is not a trace of essence left,” he explained.

Wait, did we just miss an opportunity to steal another one of Scripture’s essences?

It was worth it to save Astelia’s uncle instead, though.



“And this is really all I know about what’s going on out there, so not much of anything new. Hopefully this is enough of a setback that Scripture stops bothering me for a while…” Sofia explained to Astelia.

“Hmm. It was good that I left when I did, then… I haven’t returned to the embassy often after we met in the Moonlit Castle, the ambiance in Skyreach had already turned a bit awkward…” Astelia commented from the other side of the bed.

The four girls were waiting, sitting around the sleeping Cardinal in Astelia’s room, with Pareth silently looking over them from a corner.

“To think he, of all people, would get caught…” Astelia sighed.

“The soul parasites are sneaky even if you know about them, but it’s true that I didn’t expect him to get caught like that, especially after the warning letter I sent him… Why was he even out there investigating the ‘plague’?” Sofia asked.

“Uncle Nyse is… He’s always got to put his nose into every suspicious thing he sees. He spends all his time helping random people, playing doctor, investigating crimes, so much so that he often neglects everything else. He has been at the same level for a very long time, not because of a failed trial, but because he never took the time to actually do it…” Astelia answered while she observed her sleeping Uncle.

“He was surprisingly trustful when Sofia met him, I remember he gave her the money for the blood in advance along with a storage item to put the blood in just like that, telling her to bring it back filled later,” Alith chimed in.

Sofia nodded. “That did happen, yeah. The money really saved our asses too. I’m pretty sure we would have died against the Siren Queen if not for your mithril weapons.”

“He’s like that. Now that I think about it, it’s likely that he got your letter, Sofia, and decided to investigate the Church himself as a result, not wanting to endanger anyone else… Anyway, thank you for helping me save him, I’m indebted to you four, really,“ Astelia told them with a deep bow.

Saria waved her off, “It’s nothing. Just helping a friend. Besides, we had our own reasons to deal with this issue, and Sofia’s part of the reason this even happened to him in the first place, so really, we did nothing but set things straight.”

Hoy! Well…

“Saying I’m the reason feels like a bit of a disingenuous shortcut, it’s not like I ever wanted to have to deal with this asshole of a God at all, but it’s also not completely wrong. Not that I could have done anything differently, though, besides not sending that letter, but I doubt things would have gone better for him if he had to find out about the parasites the hard way.”

“Hey I said you were part of the reason not that it was your fault.”

“It’s only his own fault,” Astelia jumped in, “he’s more than old enough to handle himself.”

“That, I am,” the bedridden Vampire confirmed, his eyes shooting open and his mana expanding through the room.

“Uncle Nyse!” Astelia threw herself at the pale vampire on the bed the second he sat up, and he reciprocated the hug despite still looking a bit lost.

“I’m happy to see you too, Stelly.”

Already up? That was faster than the headmaster predicted.

After a few seconds of a tight embrace, Astelia let him go, her eyes shifting around like she was embarrassed by what she just did. Cardinal looked around, fixing his hair by replacing it behind his long ears and patting Astelia’s head with his other hand. His eyes stopped on Sofia. “Another familiar face; you seem to be doing well. I believe your presence here answers a number of my questions…”

It does? That means…

“So you do not remember a thing?” Sofia asked.

“Well. Truth is, I remember everything very well up to a point. Then nothing. But clearly, something has happened. I am relieved, though, to see my niece still so young. I must not have been gone very long.”

“You were under Scripture’s control for ten to fifteen months, by our estimates,” Saria chimed in.

“So I really was… I should have known I was in over my head. And I suppose you five present here are the ones responsible for bringing me back?” Surprisingly, the fastest answer came in the form of a nod from Pareth, whom he had acknowledged in the headcount. “I thank you, sincerely. I will repay you all in due time.”

“How did they get you?” Astelia asked, distancing herself from the patting hand, her face absurdly red. “Was it the Oracle?”

Cardinal frowned. “Perhaps, I… Do not know. I was investigating the plague. Spurred by Miss Sofia’s incredibly helpful letter, I managed to avoid the Soul Parasites and to start distributing a preventive brew to the civilians, for lack of an immediate cure. Afterwards, I traced the source of the spreading back to Einsen’s quarantined Holy See. I managed to slip inside of the barrier with relative ease, but to my surprise, the Headquarters of the Church were devoid of life. As if every last Paladin, Priest and servant of Scripture had vanished off of the surface of this planet. I thoroughly combed the place, until I found myself in their strange underground prison.”

Sofia cut him off, “Prison? Not dungeon?”

“Not in the least, no,” Cardinal answered, “Was it a dungeon before? That is an interesting discovery… There were no monsters, as far as I’ve observed. Simply a large abandoned underground complex and abyss. The bottom of which I quickly reached, stepping on piles of shredded bones. I was curious at the time, intrigued by a set of doors which I could not feel or teleport through for unclear reasons. I remember clearly grabbing the round handles. And that is it. End of story. Next thing I know, I woke up here, surrounded by a cortege of elegant young ladies.”

“You seem very unfazed for someone who just went through that and lost more than a year of memories,” Alith commented.

“Oh I have been through much worse,” he answered with a laugh.

“He has been through much worse,” Astelia confirmed, nodding very fast with a terrified expression.

Hmm… Piles of bones and a door, that much I remember as well from my rebirth as an Apostle… Supposedly there was something or another sealed down there, I think? Didn’t the magisterium say something like that? I’m not quite sure, he did spout a lot of nonsense…

“Was there a body down there? With a pile of dead Zombies? And a sword?” Sofia asked.

“A body? Oh. So that is how you escaped? Most interesting. But there was no such thing, no, only broken bones, heaps of them, not the slightest hint of flesh, shattered armor, or anything else, really.”

“Hmm… Well it makes sense that they recovered the corpse, but to get rid of the Zombies too…”

“Now, however…” Cardinal disappeared from the bed. His voice reached the girls from behind the room’s door, which he opened, now fully dressed in his usual rhombus-patterned yellow and black outfit. “I would appreciate hearing about your side of the story. This place… We are in Brighthall, are we not?” Seeing affirmative nods, he continued, “I shall extend my thanks to the old Sage as well, then… I believe my system log shall reveal plenty of things about my lost year or so, but a direct account of the happenings is always the best place to start, so let us discuss this in a more joyous environment, shall we? I am also quite thirsty.”

How…

“Do you still have a storage item on you?” Saria asked as she wondered about the same thing Sofia did.

“Dear, my class is [Summoner], I am the storage item.”

“I’m just surprised that Scripture did not rob you blind,” Saria added. “He seemed to have access to your skills.”

“Well, He might have been able to use the simpler ones, yes, but Divinity or not, there is little to no chance that He could have decoded a System specialization with five hundred years of upgrades in so little time. Besides, my Scribe would sooner die than allow anybody else inside my realm.”


Chapter 373 - Answers from beyond










In the salon of Astelia’s apartments, after learning of his attack on Sofia and her students, then of the events of earlier that day, Cardinal scrolled through his system logs.

“Hmm, this is proving to be less useful than I hoped. There are a few monster kills in there, and this is most of it… I assume, from this, that my person was primarily used as a tool to hunt you down, Miss Sofia.”

Things are better this way I suppose… At least he wasn’t indirectly responsible for slaughtering more orphanages.

As the discussion continued, Astelia eventually brought Sofia to another room to discuss something in private. She wanted to share the secret of the academy’s hunt for some level 500 person with Saria, Alith and Cardinal, which they had kept under wraps until now for fear of antagonizing Beligenus. Now that the immediate threat of ‘Scripture’s pawn’ was removed, she thought it would be best to let everyone know of this other issue.

Sofia thought about it for a moment. “We should probably tell Zerei too, then, she will want to help us if anything happens, it’s better if she knows what she could be up against.”

Astelia nodded, “Go get her while I get my Uncle up to speed with the token competition.”

“Alright.”

Astelia returned to the salon while Sofia left the apartments. To her surprise, a white-bearded old Exidian in a long robe was waiting for her just outside of the room, absentmindedly looking out the windows of teacher’s tower’s stairwell.

Sofia closed the door behind her, and walked up to the headmaster. “You heard us, I take it.”

“Would I be oblivious to the happenings inside of my home?” Beligenus softly answered, still looking out the window.

“Then what? Are you going to ask that we don’t say anything?”

“No. In fact, I will do nothing. I am only here to ask you if you really want to go down that path. Sometimes, knowledge is a curse.”

“Are you ready?” Sofia asked in return.

“Ready?” Beligenus repeated, looking back at Sofia.

“Yes. Are you, Tartaros, the Emperor, and ‘Elizabeth’, ready to catch that person, like you planned?”

“Hm. We have been for a while now. All we need is for them to slip up. You only need to wait until the competition’s prize distribution and the time will come. We will do our best to ensure everyone’s safety.”

“I see. Good, good. There shouldn’t be any issue with telling them, then.” Sofia concluded, “We’re not going to compromise your plan. Unless the ‘fish’ can hear us talk here?”

“They cannot possibly…”

“Alright, then! Thank you again for helping us rescue Cardinal. We owe you so I’ll help with this plan of yours, if I can. I suppose you still won’t tell me who the ‘fish’ is and what they have to do with my students?”

“I fear…”

Sofia rolled her eyes and saw a weird thing atop the stairs on the upper floor as she did. Some sort of an iridescent pole.

“Say no more, I get it. Just be ready to intervene anytime, then. I don’t want to die because that person decided to attack when you were out polishing your scales or something,” Sofia told the headmaster as she headed up the stairs toward Zerei’s floor.

The headmaster’s mana disappeared as she was halfway up the stairs; she looked back, and he was gone.

But it’s still waiting up there.

The student from the Deep.

It was waiting right outside of the stairs. Exactly like in Sofia’s memory, an iridescent upright pole twice her height, on five spindly stick-like legs, with a bundle of grape-looking bulbous things dangling from the top.

Waiting for me.

So far the creature had been quite elusive. It did not appear in every single one of Sofia’s public classes, sometimes appeared for other teachers’ public classes, and where exactly it came from or returned to afterwards was simply impossible to track. All it ever did was sit at the same place, in the amphitheater, and leave after some time.

Sofia cautiously approached, and the bundle of grapes wiggled, causing her to stop dead in her tracks, still a dozen steps away from the creature. Something fell from the weird bundle of grapes. A folded piece of paper, slowly falling and landing on the last step of the stairs.

What?

As Sofia’s eyes were focused on the piece of paper, the form of the creature faded away into nothingness.

This has to be the strangest encounter I’ve ever had…  I was worried it might attack me, but a piece of paper?

Sofia walked up the last few steps and bent over to pick up the small folded piece of paper.

There was a cute drawing inside, that Sofia clearly recognized as Opal’s style of drawing.

Did it steal a page from Opal’s notepad?

It was a drawing of Lola sitting next to the other students of Sofia’s class in the public class amphitheater. Behind Lola, there was a sinister-looking old man, looming over her, his hands firmly planted on her shoulders.

This…

I’m pretty sure… This guy was in one of the paintings in Lola’s mansion!

But why would…

Did Opal really draw this?

Is this the ‘fish’ everyone is looking for?

Sofia folded the piece of paper and stored it. After waiting a bit at the door, she quickly informed Zerei of what was going on in Astelia’s room, and told her to tell Astelia to start without her.

Zerei was a bit stunned by the sudden encounter, but Sofia had no time to clarify more, she quickly made her way out of the teachers’ tower, and flew to the student dorms. She felt she needed to clarify things immediately, and the next day, the students would go for their next event with a stand-in teacher,so it had to happen now even if it was already night.

Sofia woke up Topaz and Opal, they had their own room for two. They were surprised by the unexpected awakening, but seeing that it was Sofia, they seemed to calm down. This was nothing out of their expectations for their crazy teacher.

Sofia showed the drawing to Opal. “Did you draw that?”

Opal seemed shocked to see the drawing.

“This is clearly her style,” Topaz chimed-in, still half asleep, “but this isn’t the same paper as her notebook.”

Opal nodded at her sister, then she handed the paper back to Sofia, shaking her head.

“So it’s not you?”

Again, Opal vigorously denied.

I see.

I suppose that Deep creature has been learning more than just what’s being taught in class.

“Where did you even get that?” Topaz asked, weirded out. “And who is that creepy old man behind Lola?”

Opal raised a hand. She crawled on her bed to grab her pen and notebook at her feet, and scribbled a few words.

‘Lola’s Family Ancestor, she showed me paintings during the party. Said she had only ever seen him in paintings.’

Lola’s ancestor…

Sofia had a flashback to her discussion with Lola in the hallowed trees dungeon.

‘My family has been in the art trade for generations. Our great ancestor is a very famous smith and sculptor… He helped build the Death church, the imperial palace, and a lot of the older parts of the city.’

And then when pressed about the issue last time with Astelia, Tartaros had told us a few details…

‘The person we are trying to bait out of hiding and terminate is a traitor of the Empire and the reason for the late Empress’ passing. They were last identified by the system as a level 508.’

A traitor… Not here but… Lola was speaking about him in the present tense. Not dead?

Helped build the imperial palace. Reason for the Empress’ passing.

Am I reading into things too much?

And the weird presence… That feeling of being observed. It only happened twice.

Once after the priest of Death left when Astelia’s student tried to poison Shaily…

And once in Lola’s mansion!

I need to go check on Lola.

Sofia told Opal and Topaz to get back to sleep, and let her graveyard skeletons carry her through the floor.

Lola was sharing a room with En, Sofia appeared in their room from the floor. En immediately woke up, “T- teacher?”

“Sorry to wake you up, En, you can go back to sleep, I just need to have a talk with Lola.”

“Is she in trouble?”

“She might be.”

The subject of conversation also woke up from the chatter. “I- I what?”

“Get dressed, Lola, we need to have a talk, the sooner the better.”

“W- why, what is going on?”

“Don’t worry, you did nothing wrong, but this needs to happen now. Just get dressed and follow me.”


Chapter 374 - Family secrets










Sofia told Lola to settle down in her room, leaving her with Pareth, while she quickly ran up the stairs back to Astelia’s room, continuing to channel an unlife rune she had started working on when she had left to wake up Lola. The entire group was quite animated, talking about the competition and the information they had just learned.

Alith was the one who had opened the door, “Sof, you’re back, what were you-”

“I’ll explain later; Astelia, can you lend me the earrings, right now?” Sofia called out from the entrance.

“Huh? Sure,” Astelia answered without even asking why, she floated up to Sofia while taking out the earrings of Lies, she handed them out to Sofia, “Just be careful when you’re wearing them. I got hit by their curse once and it was not a good time…”

“Of course. Thank you, Asty, I’ll bring them back as soon as I’m done.”

Sofia left, running back down the stairs again.

“And just like that, she’s gone,” Cardinal commented.

“Well, yeah. That’s Sofia,” Saria added with a shrug. “She looked a bit worried.”

“She is your sister, are you not going to go help her with whatever urgent thing she is dealing with?” Cardinal asked in a curious tone.

“She’s got Pareth with her. If she needed more help she would have asked us. Notice how she asked for Astelia’s earrings instead of asking for her to come directly with her. She probably doesn’t want to endanger us with whatever crazy stunt she is trying to pull. But we’re still in the academy anyway, so how bad could things really go?”

Cardinal sipped on his tea without further comments.



Sofia ran down the stairs, swapping her earrings with the ones she had just borrowed. She counted on their ability to see through lies and trickery to make sure that nobody was manipulating Lola from the shadows. The unlife rune was just there because she had a bad feeling about this whole thing.

The warning coming from a creature of the Deep in the first place was not exactly reassuring.

Sofia entered her room and closed the shield back behind her. Lola was sitting opposite Pareth around the bone table.

“Sorry to make you wait after waking you up like that, Lola. Are you feeling alright?”

“Yes? This whole situation is a bit stressful…”

“It doesn’t have to be, as I said, you’re not in any trouble; but I have a few urgent questions to ask and I need you to answer truthfully. But, first, want something to drink?”

“I could use some fresh water…”

“There you go,” Sofia said as she handed Lola a glass of water straight out of her storage ring while also taking one for herself.

Lola took a few sips in an awkward silence before she needed to say something, “Is- Is it about my rank in the competition?”

“Not at all, no. I’m quite proud of your performance, honestly. You really improved by leaps and bounds over these last few months. It’s clear that you’re working very hard and taking my and other teachers’ advice to heart. That isn’t the issue.”

Lola looked slightly appeased by the praises, but she still couldn’t understand why she was to be questioned, “Then what?” she asked.

“Well, first thing first, remember that bell?” Sofia asked, dangling Ormoncleth’s bauble from the tip of her staff.

“The scribe bell?”

“Yes, this one. I lied, though, this isn’t a scribe bell. It’s a gift from… Anyway, can you still hear it?”

“Yes?”

Sofia knew from Astelia that the earrings of Lies would let her instinctively know when someone proclaimed falsehoods, but right now she felt nothing, which lifted a weight from her chest.

“Nice, that’s a good start. Now, about the real reason for this little ‘interview’, do you remember telling me about your family’s ancestor and craftsmanship?”

“Did I… Oh! I did mention that in the bleeding plants dungeon. Is this about the statues? I’m sure my family would still buy them, I could get father to give you a good price,” Lola offered.

“Thank you for the offer, but that isn’t it. In truth, I urgently need to learn more about this old ancestor of yours, for reasons I’m afraid I cannot explain to you right now…”

“You want to know about great ancestor Hugo? Well, I’ve never met him, so I only know from my parents… I think father said he left the household something like six hundred years ago. Father said he’s supposed to be as strong as the Emperor, I’m not sure I believe him, but at the very least he should be strong enough to still be alive.”

As strong as the Emperor, huh. Disappeared a few hundred years before Delivia became the new empress… After killing the old empress, perhaps? It really looks like I’ve found out about that ‘big fish’ everyone is trying to catch. So it was Lola’s ancestor all along.

How convenient it must be for him that Lola is talented enough to be able to compete for first place, then, if the sword is his objective.

Unless he ‘helped’ her a bit…

Let’s dig a bit more… “So he’s been gone for centuries without news?”

“That is right… But, teacher Sofia… Why… Why do you need to know about my ancestor?”

Let’s make up some crap excuse…

“Well, you said your ancestor was a very high level smith and sculptor, right? I’m looking for such a craftsman. I’m trying to craft a divine relic.”

And it's not even really a lie. Oh how good would it feel to stab Scripture with a knife made with his own essence? And with how strong those earrings of Lies are, and how much trouble Ihuarah is going through to get back one of Sorrow’s items, I definitely could use a Godly item myself! Though I guess I already have the items from the Lords, which is better.

But I’m greedy.

“A divine relic…” The words gave Lola pause for a moment. “This… Ancestor Hugo would definitely be up to the task! But, uh… Yeah, nobody in the family has any idea about his whereabouts… Sometimes I even wonder if he’s not a lie made up by my father to give our family some kind of undue prestige… If not for the statue…”

“The statue?”

Lola nodded, “Yes, I’ve never seen Ancestor Hugo in person but…” Lola looked around before she spoke in a hushed tone, “It’s supposed to be a family secret, but there is an old dusty lifesize statue of him hidden i-”

Suddenly, Lola’s words froze.

“Lola?!”

Sofia only had the time to see the mithril sword that Lola’s spirit guardian usually used come out of Lola’s storage item by itself before she was assaulted by some kind of mental shockwave. Like nails rapping against her brain. It reminded her of the Sirens’ calls.

Pareth teleported to her but the mild pain suddenly stopped.

And with a duo of never-before-seen system notifications came an otherworldly scream. The sword was screaming.

[You were subjected to a Soul-altering attack, but it was dismissed]

[The ‘Mark of Aphenoreth’ punishes the attacker]

The screaming sword stabbed Sofia’s face faster than she could even read the notifications. She barely had time to see the headmaster and Saint Tartaros appear in her room, both grabbing the sword, before her vision changed to something else entirely.

Sofia found herself in a dark room, the gaping wound in her face her only source of light, illuminating a giant-sized corridor topped with sculpted arches and paintings adorning the walls. Sculptures of inordinately tall muscular men acted as pillars on both sides, holding the ceiling and preventing the massive place from collapsing.

What?

Pareth appeared at her side.

I think the sword tried to escape while it was in my face but because the other two had the sword in hand, I was the only one who got teleported.

Sofia quickly checked her least used hidden feature of the system, the ‘last bed compass’. Points to the academy being to the northeast… No distance measure, though, so this doesn’t help much.

Is this ‘Ancestor Hugo’s’ secret cave or something?

Sofia cautiously extended her mana senses, which revealed that this corridor she was in was encased within a mana shield, and under closer investigation, every part of every wall, every statue and every tile on the floor, were all covered in delicate inscriptions coursing with mana.

Literally everything here is enchanted in one way or another…

She was in the middle of the corridor, on a larger round enchanted tile, which was probably the target for the teleportation.

Now…

Do I try to rob what is very likely the secret safe-place of a level 500, or do I get the fuck out of here as fast as possible?

Thus far, for the few seconds she had been here, Sofia had been careful not to move, for fear of triggering some kind of alarm or defense mechanism. Pareth was similarly only looking around, not taking a single step.

This is a once in a lifetime opportunity…

But this also sounds like a deathtrap. Worst case, if the headmaster and friends manage to kill the guy, I’ll be the only one to know of the location of this hideout, will I not? So I can always come back with grandma and safely clean the place.

On the other hand, if they don’t kill him, then won’t he come after me to get his shit back?

So in both cases it’s better to just fuck off.

Alright Pareth, we’re out. Graveyard boys, your turn to shine!

The graveyard skeletons failed to even appear, their summoning canceled by the rituals embedded everywhere.

Ahah…


Chapter 375 - The smith sculptor










Well. This is definitely a time where escaping to Zangdar seems like a decent idea.

The ring activated, and nothing happened. Sofia was desperately stuck where she was. She sighed and stored the bone plate with Zangdar’s teleportation ritual circle.

I’m sure the [Ringed arms of Zar] ring could break through the shields… IF IT WASN’T ALREADY FULL FROM THE FIGHT AGAINST CARDINAL!

Well, Pareth, Bookie, seems like we can only either stay right here and not move, hoping that someone comes to save us…

OR I go back to the robbing plan.

I still have a rune up and plenty of mana, so…

Come hide inside, Pareth, no need to take any risks.

Sofia took a step up in the air and started walking forward.

Nothing.

Alright, very good start. If the floor is suspicious, just don’t walk on the floor. I could fly too but that won’t cut it if any room is tighter than this corridor.

I still have Astelia’s earrings so I should be able to see right through illusions and things like that. There’s nothing hidden in the walls, as far as I can tell. It’s really just all these ritual circles everywhere that freak me out.

She kept cautiously walking toward a random end of the corridor.

Maybe there’s no trap at all. If I assume this is a level 500’s home, then all they probably need is some shield hiding them from the outside, no need for puny traps when they likely can kill anyone under level 500 with a snap of their fingers, right?

Sofia stopped in her tracks.

Wait. What if the sword wasn’t the real guy hiding in an artifact but just a distant proxy?

Well if I’m in a level 500’s house and they’re there too and want me dead, then I’m just dead, so no need to think about it… The fact that I’m still alive is proof enough that this probably isn’t the case.

Should I summon Crowie to at least have an advance scout? Maybe not… Let’s not forget that the rune does a decent job in hiding my presence, with cutting the mana emissions and all, let’s not compromise that by having a skeleton fly around.

Slowly, she made her way to the room at the end of the corridor,

This room featured a walkway going around a large central pool embedded several meters deeper, in which streams of luminous blue water flowed down from the ceiling. Looking down into the luminous pool, Sofia could see long dark forms swimming around, appearing and disappearing as they swam up and down.

No railings… I don’t want to fall in there. I need to get a sample of the water if I want an identification, right?

Sofia made a bucket out of bone and stepped into the air above the pool. [March of the Envoy] better not randomly stop working right now. Walking up to one of the falling streams of water, she made a long bone stick to handle the bucket from a distance, just in case, and used it to grab some of the water. The bone bucket froze over and was quickly covered in a layer of frost in contact with the water.

Strange. Verdict?

[Water of the Underworld current]: The underworld current is a closed loop of water currents in the deep layers of the planet. This water retains the main attribute of the Underworld current: an eternally freezing temperature.

… I’ll take a few more buckets.

After filling two bone-barrels in her storage item with the strange water, Sofia walked to the set of doors on the other side of the pool room. Sofia could tell with her mana senses that water from the pool was being sent to that room through underground channels.

Opening the doors, Sofia almost instantly passed out from the heat emanating from inside. She immediately took a few steps back.

Not only was the heat hard to even comprehend, there were creatures in there, as well as the rhythmic cacophony of metal hitting metal.

Golems?

The heat deformed the air, making it hard to even see what was happening in detail, but from what Sofia could perceive, this was some kind of enormous forge. Glowing-hot giant kilns were heating piles of something, while golems transferred carts of stuff to and fro. Giant columns of metal struck equally monstrous anvils in deafening crashes. What exactly was being made, and with what materials, Sofia couldn’t tell.

I can’t go in there. I will melt. Even the golems look like they’re melting!

Sofia observed the madness going on within the giant forge from the outside for a good thirty seconds, and the longer she looked, the more distance she had to take from the entrance.

Fucking… It’s actually getting hotter!

The air inside the forge was getting so hot and the heated metal so bright that it was almost impossible to see inside. The rhythmic sound of the giant hammers stopped, and a blaring alarm rang.

Shit, did they see me?

With nowhere to really hide, Sofia just jumped into a corner of the pool room until the alarm stopped, followed by the sound of water evaporating. The air was rapidly getting colder.

Oh!

Going back to the doors, Sofia could see the entire forge being doused with the Underworld water to cool it down, creating huge clouds of steam that were being sucked into vents in the ceiling. The golems were nowhere to be seen.

This is my chance!

Deploying her wings, Sofia flew inside the forge the second it was no longer getting sprayed with the glacial water. On her way, she touched and stored a few random piles of metal and stuff without really knowing what it was, only that she might luck out and steal something valuable, but she had to quickly leave, as the golems were coming out of holes in the walls, and the forge was very quickly heating back up to unbearable levels of heat all by itself. She located an exit on the other side and once she was in, she closed the big stone double doors behind her.

I don’t think the golems were chasing me. How is this place heating up so fast? This was so much worse than the solar temple, it’s crazy.

The place Sofia had ended up in was a smaller corridor with only one other exit, leaving little choice as to her next destination.

Let’s have a quick look… This looks like a big cube of meteoric iron, those ingots I grabbed are just Orichalcum… And this weird thing…

Sofia had to take out the huge chunk of weird-looking half-molten metal she had pilfered from the kiln of the largest central forge to identify it.

[Adamian slag]: Slag produced as the valuable byproduct from the destructive refining of several precious metals together, can be refined into one ingot of 99% pure Adamian steel.

One ingot? From this whole thing? It’s almost bigger than me!

Alright whatever. I’m not going back there right now. I need to find a way out before the owner of the place comes back, if he does.

I don’t have infinite storage space anyway so I need to hold back a bit.

Going up to the next set of doors, Sofia could already feel that there were more golems moving around in the next room. Without the disturbance from the violent heat, she could tell these golems all contained within their cores at least twenty times the amount of mana she herself had.

These golems have to all be over level 300 at least…

Slowly opening the doors a little bit to peek inside, Sofia could see the golems neatly lined up around the four walls of the rectangular room, each occupied doing something on their personal workstation. Every so often, the stuff in front of the golems would slide toward the next golem on their right, and the golems would all start working on the new thing they received from their left.

They’re… Assembling more golems?

This has slightly worrying implications…

Now, should I turn back, or do I try to reach the door on the other side? If a single one of these golems attack me, I’m dead meat, but they don’t seem to be paying any attention to anything other than their work, so maybe they’re not programmed to deal with intruders at all…

Only one way to know.

Sofia had Bookie appear in her hands, and she threw the book through the slit in the door. The book of skeletons flew halfway through the room and landed on the tiled floor with a thud, which was barely audible due to the noise the golems' works made. The golems did not stop their work nor paid any mind to the book in any way.

Might be safe, then, you can come back, Bookie.

The book disappeared from the floor in a puff of mana mist, now ready to be summoned again.

Sofia opened the doors just enough to fit through, then using her ability to walk on air, she silently walked up to the ceiling while still in the doorway, hoping that the golems would not spot her, and crossed the room while crouching right under the ceiling. Better safe than sorry.

She made it to the other side and let herself fall in front of the other doors.

Another corridor. But with a fork this time. Left or right…

It’s occurring to me now that I might have chosen the wrong side on my very first move. It seems like I’m getting deeper into the facility now, not closer to the exit… Maybe I can afford a quick look into these two last rooms before turning back. I haven’t crossed the golem room for nothing.

Sofia turned right for no reason in particular, and when faced with another set of doors, she once again focused on expanding her mana senses, only for them to return nothing.

The corridor she was in was still full of mana and covered in almost invisible enchantments, and there was still a big shield right outside the walls which would no doubt prevent her from leaving by imitating a mole, but beyond the doors, nothing. Or rather, the shield seemed to turn into a flat wall, as if the doors would open to reveal she was in the middle of a cliff. She could feel there were things actually stacked in the room but they had no mana so she could only tell they were there because of the marginally lower density of mana indicating solid matter.

She opened the doors.

Hoooooooooooooly fuck.


Chapter 376 - Intolerable Lechery










In the gigantic room beyond the doors, an army of golems. Lined up in loose metal casings, stacked up from the floor dozens of meters below to the ceiling high above, continuing further as far as the eyes could see, rows and rows of inactive metallic golems.

HOW MANY DO YOU NEED?!

Is this guy trying to replace every living person on the planet with a golem?!

How much mana would it cost to prime all of those?!

I think I’m starting to understand why the others want this guy dead!

… Too bad these don’t have mana. It would have been my pleasure to send some rot that way. As it is, the rot won’t last long enough to scratch the metal.

Seeing how everything else here is enchanted, even the walls, I might still let some rot loose later… But not before I find an exit. If the construction golems have a self-defense trigger, I don’t want to find out.

Sofia backed away and went to check the opposite room.

Storage? Oh, the raw ore is coming in from the chutes, this door on the left probably links back to the forge… There isn’t much refined metal in stock so I guess it’s all being used, there are plenty of golem cores though.

More doors on the far side… I’m not risking going in there. Some of the golems are actually patrolling. Time to head back.

Going back was just a matter of doing the same thing in reverse, the longest part being the wait for the forge room to enter a cooling phase again so she could cross through. Soon enough she was in the corridor with statues again.

Let’s check out the other side.

Right away the first room on the other side felt somewhat familiar, it looked a lot like Saint Tartaros’ room in the academy, just a dome with pillars and a cushion on the floor in the center. Meditation must be a popular old-man sport.

Already, this room opened up to three different directions, quickly, Sofia checked the left and right, which both turned out to be more corridors, then she followed her usual way of going straight ahead.

Who in their right mind would explore the side rooms first?

What I need right now is an exit or a way to disable the mana shield around this place. The shield is huge so the array controlling it can only also be huge… Sounds like an important thing to monitor, wouldn’t be buried in a side corridor, surely.

Sofia was starting to be more comfortable walking around in this place. There were no traps or such things, it seemed, which actually made a lot of sense, considering this was meant to be a secret place. No need to defend a place not even a Dragon could find. And clearly nobody could find this base or they would not have gone through all the trouble to lure Hugo out.

No golems on this side so far either.

Sofia’s train of thoughts was completely derailed when she entered the next room.

Woah th- holy fuck. This stunned me more than the golems.

So many paintings, what the hell.

This guy sure likes his elves.

In a purely artistic way, the room, which was without a doubt some kind of painting atelier, was full of vivid depictions of female elves with no clothes, in every kind of degrading position imaginable.

I mean, he is a good painter…

Although Sofia was not particularly interested in the images themselves, she couldn’t help but look, especially since there were rows of paintings everywhere. Some were framed, some not, on the wall or propped against each other. It was hard to find a single safe place to rest your eyes except if you stared at the ground as you navigated across the room.

AFjzifjeiehf IS THAT SUN?!

That’s definitely Sun!

Hoy, Sun, you fine with this?

I’m surprised this guy’s still alive… Holy fucking shit this entire row is only paintings of Sun!

Also I’m pretty sure Her chest isn’t that big…

Just when Sofia thought nothing could possibly surprise her anymore after that, she turned around and her mind completely blanked.

Near the exit of the room was where the work in progress paintings were, each canvas mounted on a wooden easel and with a paint palette and brushes left on their side. Among the five unfinished paintings was one of Sofia herself, in the same ‘style’ as every other one around. The crown on her head left absolutely no doubt as to the blonde woman in the painting’s identity.

… I’ve never felt so… Disgusted.

Also, come on! You made Sun’s bigger but you made mine smaller? This guy has shit for eyes.

And I don’t smile like that!

Sofia stored the painting of herself. For fear of some kind of repair magic being able to bring it back from the ashes if she burned it. And it felt fine if she had it. She didn’t really know why but she stored one of Sun’s as well. Then she grouped up everything else in the middle of the room, built a bone box around it, and used the inside of the bone box like a shredder.

She also found a painting of Lola and her siblings, who thankfully were all clothed and not depicted doing anything weird, and that was the only other painting she saved from the shredder. There was not a single intact painting left in the room when she left, leaving behind piles of ripped canvas and splintered wood.

That’ll teach you to paint people without permission, you freak.

I can’t believe…

The next room was a salon. Literally, just a place with a couch, a bunch of memorabilia stacked up against the walls, a kitchen area on the side, collections of sculpting tools in display cases, all in all, mostly a bunch of useless crap.

Not my first home-intrusion. But this is my first time doing so completely guilt-free.

Show me the good stuff, I’ll take it all. Surely there must be a collection of magical items somewhere.

Sofia kept looking around, the rooms around this section were all the living quarters of the very cultured ‘Ancestor Hugo’, and Sofia found it sorely disappointing. Most of the things being proudly displayed were things of understandable sentimental value, but Sofia couldn’t care less about the man’s first sculpture or his set of diamond chisels. At least she was comforted by the lack of elven slaves which she had been worried she might stumble upon after going through the painting room. It seemed the only ‘people’ living there other than the owner were the endless golems on the other side.

All was going well until Sofia found a locked door.

Ohohoh, there we have it. Locked doors. Let’s see what you have against me!

The door had a lot, it turned out. So much that no matter what she tried, nothing worked, even the rot would get cleansed from the door’s barrier by pulses of weird black energy. But at least so far, despite her fooling around, there was no repercussion of any kind. Still no guards, no alarm, no trap, no nothing.

But the door was impossible to get through, and the walls around it were exactly the same.

Now aware that she could go crazy with no repercussions, as long as the golems weren’t touched, at least, Sofia returned to the main corridor.

She blocked the path to the golem section of the base with a thick wall of bone, and while standing in the meditation room, started blasting rot everywhere in the main corridor.

With every tile and every piece of every wall being enchanted, the rot ate well. There were some minor explosions which freaked Sofia out, but nothing major really happened until the statues holding the place together were too damaged by the rot and crumbled, which led the entire corridor to collapse.

That worked better than expected.

The shield is still intact around the area though…

But at least that’s destroyed that middle ritual circle, if it’s really a teleportation platform, then the guy might not be able to come back if he wanted. That would be nice.

With whatever enchantments filled the corridor gone, Sofia noticed that the graveyard skeletons now worked properly when summoned inside the stone debris of the collapsed section. Despite that, they still could not get her through the outside shield, and still couldn’t get her through the intact walls and floors of every other room. So they really only served as a way to still get to the golem side without clearing the debris.

Now ‘separated’ from the potentially dangerous golems, and having fully explored the other side except for the locked room, sadly finding no exit whatsoever, Sofia at least felt safe enough to start throwing bolts around to try to empty the ring of Zar. She had to cancel the unlife rune to regenerate mana, then when the ring was finally empty, she took all the time she needed to inscribe three new unlife runes on her body, before returning to the locked door.

The shield’s core is probably there, and all the valuable stuff too.

For a second, Sofia had second thoughts, and considered just using the ring to break out of the base and to safety instead of trying to break into the locked room. Then she thought back to the distasteful paintings.

Let’s rob a level 500 asshole blind!

Sofia activated the [Ringed arms of Zar]. The magic protection around the door broke as the mana was forcefully sucked into the ring. Pareth hit the door but it was incredibly sturdy and was not even scratched; however, without magical protection, the graveyard skeletons could appear, and just as the door and its surrounding protections finished repairing themselves, Sofia appeared on the other side.

I’m in.


Chapter 377 - The promised death










Sofia observed the room she was now locked inside of.

This… This might not have been my brightest idea.

The inside of the locked chamber was not full of riches as Sofia had hoped. Instead, there were two giant golems, one on each side of the room, dormant, and a series of stacked spherical mana shields protecting what looked to be the true body of ‘Ancestor Hugo’.

The old man looked the same as he did in the painting of him by Lola’s sister, down to wearing the same exact long red and dark-purple robes. He stood upright on a raised platform in the centerpoint of the room, his eyes were closed, and he was not moving in the slightest.

Besides the massive mithril frame of the colossus which she obviously couldn’t hope to steal, what caught Sofia’s eyes was the only other valuable looking-thing in the room: a sleek white dagger that Hugo held in front of his chest with both hands like a ceremonial sword.

A familiar design. Just like the prize sword. No wonder he really wants ‘The first key’; I’m willing to bet my entire fortune that this is either ‘the second’ or ‘the third’ key. One per admin.

Three keys to open a lock.

Wouldn’t it be nice to steal this?

Hmm. This might be impossible, though. Even assuming he won’t wake up because his actual soul is in Lola’s sword fighting against the Headmaster and Tartaros, If those golems wake up…

They’re clearly charged.

I could siphon their core with the ring, but they’re too far apart to get both at once.

And I’d need to empty the ring without waking them first. Actually, it’s curious that they’ve not detected me yet. Am I invisible to them thanks to the runes covering up my heat and mana emissions?

I know for a fact that the vast majority of golems rely on mana senses to distinguish things. They could have sensed the graveyard crew though, but I guess they didn’t.

Hmmmm… A tight situation. My only way to get rid of the shields around the guy is also the ring. Even if I get to the body it’s not a given I’d be able to pry the dagger out of his hands either. And to activate the ring in the first place I need to empty it. The golems will 100% wake up. They have to be at least level 400. I can’t do anything about them…

I can’t leave either, my only way out is also the ring.

This is the worst thing I could have found inside of here… Fuck.

I should have just broken through the base’s external shield and escaped…

I think the only thing I can safely do… Is to wait and hope this guy dies.

He’s one against three if we count the Emperor, right? Surely they can’t lose this. Best case scenario would be he dies and that disables all the shields in the base, since he seems to be the actual source of energy. Worst case scenario, the headmaster fails and this guy here wakes up…

If he does… Well the only way out is if he spares me. Seems unlikely. Maybe if I sell my body he… I’d rather not think about it…

Actually… This is risky but if my only other choice is to wait, well.

Sofia used her ability to walk on air to make her way to the ceiling. It wasn’t like the golems wouldn’t be able to reach her there, but if they couldn’t sense her, they were less likely to search there. Then, with two successive casts of Heal undead in opposite directions, she covered the locked room in rot.

The rot failed to stick onto the backside of the vault’s door, the mana shields protecting Hugo, and the outside mithril frame of the golems. Everything else, from the floor and walls to the inside and exposed cores of the golems, which were big orange spheres, was completely covered.

This will surely help empty the ring.

The rot started absorbing the mana from everything it touched, and as Sofia feared, the golems arose from their slumber, a fact which she had very little time to appreciate, as the golems instantly found her and pulverized her into a mush.

Or so Sofia believed, but somehow, when faced with the mithril fists of the Golems, she survived. At the last second, a paper doll flew out of her mouth and collided against the fists, sending the two golems reeling back.

Leverle’s charm!

‘It will protect you from an attack you cannot handle, once. And will call me.’

Before the golems could get back up, the paper doll bloated and stretched, turning into a massive black Gate. The gate broke as a massive lizard-like bipedal goat with pitch black skin, a long neck, elongated limbs, and a blank mask for a head stepped out of it, facing the golems.

“WHERE IN DEATH’S NA-”

Leverle was silenced by two white beams of mana firing at him from the golems’ cores.

There was nothing left of him but a blank mask when the beams died down. They had barely missed Sofia who was too scared to even move, and had cleared straight lines through the rot.

Le- Leverle?

The demon’s body explosively grew back from the mask, and as he reformed, he extended an open hand, in which a crooked white wooden scepter appeared with a shockwave that halfway buried Sofia inside the rot on the wall behind her. 

My best bet-

One of the golems charged at Leverle with a raised fist. It was met with a tap of his scepter. Both were ejected back from the collision. The second golem fired another mana beam, once again reducing the demon to little more than a floating mask while the scepter was nowhere to be seen anymore.

-is still to play dead.

For some reason, the air was starting to get unbearably hot in the vault. Leverle’s body reappeared again, taller and larger. He was still only half the size of the gargantuan golems, but this was more than twice his regular size.

A wave of mana spread out from Leverle. It healed Sofia from the damage the collision against the wall had inflicted on her despite the runes normally preventing healing, and as it spread through the rot, it had the effect of multiplying its growth speed to insane levels and sending it into a frenzy. The rot now truly felt like the genuine thing, and it expanded so fast that in a second, it ate everything it could besides the golems and then ate itself. There was no more vault room, only the spherical mana shields it was contained in, and more shields in the center, protecting the last bit of ‘ground’ as well as the owner of the place.

The golems were also affected, but even with the increased mana consumption rate, the mana within the golems’ cores seemed endless.

To Sofia’s shock, perhaps as an emergency protection which had triggered with the golems’ activation, the outside of the vault had become an inferno of dangerous-looking green flames. And air inside the vault was getting hotter and hotter.

One of the golems charged at Leverle again, and was met with a gargantuan straight punch. The strength behind the hit was such that Leverle’s arm exploded upon hitting the golem, and the simple shockwave behind Leverle almost killed Sofia and instantly ruptured both her eardrums. The golem hit the vault’s outer shield hard enough to leave cracks into it but they were almost instantly repaired. Some green fire seeped into the vault through the cracks, and Sofia felt like she was being cooked alive.

As Leverle was about to hit the other golem, Sofia fought the dizziness and dove straight for the central shields protecting Hugo’s body. The boost to the Rot had emptied her ring in an instant, she activated the ring of Zar once more at the last second before hitting the shield and teleported up to Hugo at the same time.

The shields reformed almost instantly. But Sofia was inside.

Another hit from Leverle on the golems shook the vault, but for once Sofia was untouched, within the multi-layered final protection shields of Hugo. These shields withstood the lasers from the golems and the impacts from Leverle’s punch without so much as a flicker, but it seemed not even a level 500’s protections could resist the absolute effects of a Relic from the Deep.

Leaving the Apostle of Death to his battle, Sofia walked up to Hugo, who was still standing straight, eyes closed and gripping the white dagger with both hands.

[Artisan - Lv. 500+]

Sofia tried grabbing the dagger, but she couldn’t free it from the grip of the artisan. His hands looked relaxed around the dagger, clearly he was not clutching hard, and yet, even when she mustered all of her strength to pull it out of the man’s hands, It was not moving in the slightest.

I don’t have time to ponder on this shit!

You better fucking work this time!

A scroll appeared in Sofia’s hands.


Chapter 378 - Deus ex charta










[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.

There was still her last query written on it, remnants of her stay in Sun’s orbital temple : ‘How do I survive my current situation’. She had gotten no answer that time, but now was different, this time she was in the system’s reach. With a charcoal pen from her storage, she scribbled over her previous query and wrote a new one: ‘How do I get the dagger and survive?’.

It was hard to think with Lerverle battling the golems outside. He seemed to be doing somewhat well, but clearly the golems were worthy of being a level 500’s home guardians.

She infused the scroll with mana and shortly thereafter, words appeared: ‘draw a bigger connection’, followed by a small drawing of what Sofia instantly recognised as an unknown divine rune, which was surrounded by a bunch of sparks.

Is that…

Sofia brought out as large a bone plate as she could fit inside the shield and reproduced the divine rune onto it.

Nothing happened.

The sparks! Connection is…

Sofia placed her palm on the bone plate and channeled an Angel’s bolt.

Electricity!

She felt a distinct sense of reality breaking around her. Spreading from her hand, streams of blue electricity crackled within the shield, and in a flash of otherworldly iridescent colors, a being made of such electricity appeared above the divine rune.

[False God]

I have returned.

Once again indebted.

The false god of connections ‘connected’ the Dagger to Sofia’s hand. It was now in her grasp as if it had always been there.

Most I can do. Too much mana here. Cannot stay nor get you out.

More are coming. Nice to see you again. Good luck.

Sofia barely had the time to think a quick ‘thank you’, and the friendly archangel was gone.

More are coming? More what?!

No one was going to answer, so Sofia turned to identifying the dagger, which the Scribe actually refused to do.

[This item must be primed with your mana before being identified. This item already has an owner and cannot be primed.]

Shit.

Not helping.

Sofia had the urge to try stabbing Hugo with the dagger before storing it, but in the off-chance that damage could still awaken him somehow, she held back.

That did it for the dagger part of the question.

BUT WHAT ABOUT THE SURVIVE PART, SYSTEM?

The battle outside of the inner shield was intensifying. Every time Leverle took a hit, he healed back and regrew in more and more disturbing ways. He was as tall as the golems now, and looked like a black-furred long-limbed feral beast much more than a civilized person. With another punch, one of the golems’ cores broke and exploded.

The energy unleashed was so overwhelming that Sofia died even while she stood within the inner shields.

When she came to again three seconds later, still trapped with Hugo within the inner shield, it was impossible to tell what was happening outside, as the green inferno had broken into the outer shield of the vault. The inner shields were all that separated Sofia from its unbearable heat.

Getting in there was the right call. I might not have survived Leverle’s fight otherwise…

“But now I’m stuck.”

The situation immediately got much worse, however. ‘Ancestor Hugo’ opened his eyes.

His incredulous gaze went from his empty hands to Sofia standing in front of him.

“I-”

Sofia tried to speak. She was cut-off by a wave of energy. She survived with one percent of her health. The man frowned. Sofia died.

She reappeared three seconds later, her dragon-scale arm awkwardly already within the hands of Hugo, and her actual arm was inside of it. The man was trying to get his dagger back, and Sofia would have happily surrendered it, had she been given the chance to, but two waves of energy hit her again, and she died once more. This had been her last unlife rune. In the second she spent alive, she saw that Pareth had been out and trying to protect her, but it was a futile endeavor. Sofia died so fast she did not even have enough time to think.

Three seconds later, she was brought back from the dead for the last time.

Hugo… Was not there anymore.

Pareth had died, fragments of his crushed bones spread within the shield, along with scattered bits of Sofia’s previous bodies.

What?

Where is he?

He let me live?

Sofia’s first instinct was to prepare the ritual to bring Pareth back. While she worked at it, she spent more time assessing the situation.

The fact that Hugo was gone and the shield was still intact meant its actual core and mana source were not him, but hidden within the ground under her feet.

Within her dragon-scale arm, Sofia could feel that she still had her rings, and a quick look showed the dagger was still in there. It seemed the dragon scale, Aphenoreth’s glove, and the soul-link on the ring, had been sufficient protections to prevent Ancestor Hugo from getting at or into Sofia’s storage ring in the short time she had spent dead.

Outside of the shields, the green inferno was still raging.

A few seconds later, Pareth stood up again. He was back into his very first skeleton once more, the one Sofia had found in a tomb near her Orphanage. She had kept it all this time, and it was the only humanoid skeleton she had at the ready at the moment. It was much weaker than the bone-mauler skeleton, but still better than nothing.

Welcome back. Any ideas on how we can get out of this mess?

Pareth looked around and shook his skull.

For lack of a better option, Sofia sat down and started working on another unlife rune. The five minute channeling time felt like an eternity. About thirty seconds in, her channeling was interrupted by a shockwave that sent her rolling back and crashing against the shield.

Outside, the green inferno had disappeared, washed away by the wave of energy. There was nothing else left nearby. The shields Sofia was in were the sole thing left within a gigantic crater. Hugo’s base had been underground, but now, from the bottom of a several kilometers deep crater, Sofia could see the sky.

The source of the shockwave and the maker of the crater was fighting Hugo. Saint Tartaros.

Sofia had a hard time catching a single glimpse of their battle, but she could feel it every time they clashed, the world itself shook from their attacks.

Hugo managed to trap Tartaros within some kind of mana bubble, stopping him for all of a second.

Within that second, Hugo channeled an astronomical quantity of mana and unleashed it in the direction of the ground. It washed over Sofia, suffocating but harmless. From the depth of the crater, a sleeping being was brought to life. Hugo had summoned another ‘Golem’. A colossus. A titan of untold alloys and mana. The immense being was freed from its stone prison, and slowly rose. It was taller than the crater itself, and, jumping out of it, it joined the fight, only to get tackled by a gigantic blue Dragon striking it out of nowhere like a meteor.

Sofia closed her eyes. She was unable to watch anymore, the battle was going too fast, and their attacks destroyed the land so far and wide that the crater around her kept getting wider and deeper. It would only take one stray hit coming her way and it would all be over, so she stopped watching and concentrated, she needed to cast that unlife rune, and fast.

Until the hell of sound and energy from the battle ceased.

Sofia couldn’t help but look, it took very little time to locate the source of the sudden calm.

Archangel.

Tartaros, Beligenus, and the Exidian Emperor were all holding onto Hugo, entrapping him within a whirling vortex of mana, and this was when an Archangel had appeared. The being’s flickering form defying all logic. The many places its ‘right arm’ were in at the same time coalesced into a singular solid image, and as it raised it, aimed at Hugo. Mana concentrated so much at the being’s fingertips that it became solid, and traced thousands of ritual circles in the air one after the other.

The otherworldly voice of the Archangel pierced through everyone’s head. With each of his words, endless concentrated streams of mana from around the world gathered within the palm of his hand.

Hugo desperately tried to fight back from within the Vortex of mana.

Hugo ElderPlain.

The archangel paused.

You have violated the pact.

As an enforcer of this world’s laws, I deliver unto you, your final sentence.

You shall be exiled within the eye of creation.

May you repent for eternity.

The mana vortex was dispelled by the Archangel’s magic. A glowing prison made of countless threads of white magic formed around Hugo. The Archangel’s magic pulsed, and the threads closed like a cocoon around the level 500. With each pulse, more and more threads wrapped themselves around the helpless Artisan, until it all collapsed into a silent flash of light like an exploding sun.

When the light disappeared, Hugo ElderPlain was no more.


Chapter 379 - Glorified kitchen appliance










The shields around Sofia disappeared, and the platform she was on fell toward the bottom of the crater while she was suspended in place by her ability to walk on air, and Pareth had to seek refuge in her storage.

So this is how they deal with a rogue level 500.

Sofia felt that she had a bit of a dry throat.

Violated the pact?

Will they want the dagger back?

The archangel appeared in front of Sofia.

The Scribes have taken much liberty with your latest request.

Do not summon Connection again.

Proceed to the next trial.

The being disappeared after saying its piece.

A- I- Alright…

In the air, not far from Sofia, a blank mask reformed from seemingly nowhere, and Leverle’s full body followed quickly after, back to his regular form.

“You!” Leverle shouted at Sofia, “You need someone to teach you some common sense! You Dragon-spawn freak!”

Sofia did not know how to answer so she just said “Sorry”, and smiled. She felt that she understood Leverle well enough already to tell that he was not as mad as he was shaken by the general situation. And to be honest, she knew she deserved the scolding, even if she did not regret her actions in the slightest.

Beligenus appeared next to the two of them, he was back in his Exidian form. “We do not claim her as one of us. An agent of Chaos such as her is clearly one of yours, Doctor, have some decency.”

The Emperor and Tartaros also joined, with the Saint of Strength appearing right next to Sofia and nonchalantly putting a hand on her shoulder, “You old men must have shit for eyes, she is, of course, a Saint. If you do not claim her then we will. I have found her performance today admirably crazy.”

“Was it not you who pretended to have something else to do every time her name was even mentioned, Tartaros?” the Emperor chimed in. Sofia noticed that he had the first key sheathed at his waist, though it was hard to really concentrate on anything with how Tartaros was holding her.

“It was not me who sent my wife after her because I was too ‘busy’ to do it myself,” Tartaros struck back.

What is even going on right now?!

“If I may,” Sofia interrupted the quartet of quibbling old men, which actually prompted Tartaros to let her go, “What group I’m a part of is of little importance. There is only one thing you all need to know.” She took out the white dagger and twirled it in her hand, which she was very scared to fumble as she acted much more confident than she really was, but actually managed to make look decently good. “When I reach your level, you better hope to be on my side.”

“You shouldn’t so carelessly reveal your possessions…” Leverle sighed.

“I thought it would be better if you all knew that I got the thing. Don’t waste your time searching for it. I won’t lie, I am a bit nervous about one of you three trying to get it back,” Sofia told the three level 500, “but I also thought that if you were to want it badly enough, it would be better if you stole it now, rather than coming for my life in secret later. So, any takers? I cannot guarantee that it will be without repercussions, though. I have my own backers.”

Namely a Draconic grandmother and four very scary uncles.

“You will find me dead before you catch me stealing from an employee,” Beligenus answered, shaking his head. “Moreover, despite the chaotic nature of your interventions today, the results speak for themselves. I can speak for everyone here and tell you that we will not be pursuing you for taking your share of the spoils.”

With a bit more time to process everything that had happened, another matter came to Sofia’s thoughts, “What about Lola? Is she alright? Are the people in the academy fine?”

This was actually one of Sofia’s biggest worries. If Lola had died because of her stunt in the academy, she would feel a lot worse about this whole situation.

It was Tartaros who answered, “We were sufficiently ready. Your disappearance was unexpected, much like the damage you inflicted on the big fish, and you getting the key out of his hands, obviously; but these were the only major deviations from our response plan. There are consequent material damages within the academy and capital, but no deaths. Everyone else has been safely evacuated, including Lola ElderPlain. The Doctor should know more about her case in particular?”

“She has suffered some minor soul damages. My priests should be taking care of her as we speak,” Leverle calmly answered.

“We need to take care of the aftermath,” the Emperor announced, “Doctor, take her to the bunker. Thank you for your contribution, Saintess.”

Leverle nodded, and a black gate appeared behind him, he waited for Sofia to step in.

“It was my pleasure,” Sofia told them before stepping into the gate.



Sofia appeared in an unknown closed room, Leverle next to her.

“Where is this?” she asked.

“This is a secret location. In case of an emergency, the Emperor will teleport all of his citizens to safety into this place. As he has done today. You were meant to be sent here too,” he explained, putting on his usual white robes to hide his demonic body.

“But I wasn’t. So you knew you might be teleported to me at some point, didn’t you?”

“Truthfully, yes. I did not, however, expect that it would be within an ascended’s safe-room, with the charm being triggered by two level 499 golems.”

“It looked like you held out well, though. Thank you for actually coming, you really saved my life.”

“I was paid to do it,” Leverle waved her off, “Not paid enough, but paid.”

“Paid in stones, right? Can I know what they are?”

“In short? Dead people. I cannot tell you much more yet. You shall learn by yourself, soon enough.”

Dead people? Are they actually trading with skeletons? Stones… Maybe it’s only high-level dead people, then? And I would learn by myself when I get to that level and kill someone? Some kind of skill-less naturally produced mana pearls? I’ll just ask Erredis… I wonder what she will have to say about this whole Hugo thing.

Exiled to the eye of creation…

What even is that?

Leverle was about to lead Sofia out of the room, when she voiced that question and he stopped to answer.

“The center-point of all things. It is a dreaded place where space grows at a pace faster than anyone can travel. Simply speaking, it is a natural prison that one may enter but none can ever leave.”

Space… Grows? I’m not completely sure I understand how that’s supposed to work… “Is teleportation not an option?”

“No. There are no options. The rules which make reality what it is resulted in this anomaly. To leave it would require infringing on these rules. By definition, this cannot happen.”

Oh. So this man really is stuck out there forever? That’s kind of sad… I mean, he did try to kill me, thrice, and he did use Lola for his own goals, but still. I wouldn’t wish this upon anyone. Not even scripture. I would kill him though. As I will scripture.

Actually, I changed my mind. Can scripture be exiled to the eye of creation?

“Does this happen often, people getting exiled?” Sofia asked.

“Often? No. But this was not the first time. And it won’t be the last. That said, I will be going. This room is relatively safe, so I recommend you bind your soul to the key before coming out. I would trust the old ones’ words, but there are still other powerful and greedy people in the Empire. If the First key was enough to lure Hugo out, you should understand the worth of that thing you stole.”

“Ah, right, before you go, one last question, these keys, are they meant to open something?”

“The Admins only know for sure,” Leverle answered as he left the room.

“Thank you again, Leverle!” Sofia thanked him as he closed the door. 

Sofia brought out the white dagger. It was quite short and thin, the blade was about the length of her hand from the wrist to the tip of her middle finger, leaf-shaped, and there was no real separation between the blade and the hilt. The surface was smooth and shiny but not like metal, Sofia knew it wasn’t made of bone but she felt it looked a bit like polished bones. The two edges looked sharp, they cut through Sofia’s tough skin without any resistance.

Good thing I don’t bleed anymore.

The only non-white parts of the dagger were inlaid lines of very muted softly glowing red metal that changed to a golden or light purple color depending on the angle Sofia looked at it.

“Alright. Technically Hugo isn’t dead. But I should be able to claim the dagger, right?”

[This item must be primed with your mana before being identified. Required mana: 6666666.]

That’s it? Just six million? I can do that in four hours!

Hmm. I kind of want to check up on everyone else and let them know I’m safe, though. Can you go do that for me, Pareth?

The skeleton appeared, looking much smaller and weaker than usual. He gave Sofia a nod and left the room.

We’re going to get you something better. I’m sure TLDR can help us there.

“To the dagger then. Let’s see what kind of help snatching that actually provided to the capture.”



“Aaaaaand done! Your turn, Sir Scribe.”

[The third Key] : This divine dagger is the third Key, once worn as a decorative piece by Admin |REDACTED|, it is made from one of their essences.

Grants access to the scrapped sub-systems: Titles(lvl1), Sub-classes(lvl250), Principality(lvl450). Facilitates mana control.

Must be held or worn for ‘Titles’ and ‘Principality’ to stay in effect.

Item level : -500.

Grade : Test.

Restriction : Cannot own other daggers.
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“Third key! I was right about there being three, though it was not hard to guess. It’s from the God Admin… An actual divine item! Oh, I should have given the earrings to Pareth for Astelia… Well, I’ll give them back when I see her. Grade: test? Item level -500? That’s… Interesting. Was it one of the first system items ever created? Hence the need to do tests?”

Also cannot own other daggers… Is that why it feels like a manaless piece of junk right now?

Sofia summoned Bookie’s skeleton form and threw him her two Mithril daggers, “They’re all yours now. You can do what you want with them.”

Bookie caught the daggers and proceeded to fight an imaginary enemy with them. It looked a bit clumsy. Glad you’re liking them.

Are we good now?

The key still felt like a regular non-magical dagger, even though Sofia had personally dumped more than ten times her mana reserves into it.

Do I have more daggers?

As it turned out, she did have two more regular daggers among all the junk she had collected, but even when she threw them away to a corner of the room, the key was still unreactive.

What now? Do I need to destroy them or something like that?! Don’t tell me…

Sofia emptied her storage of all dagger-looking implements. And finally, the dagger’s mana came to life. It turned out that even kitchen knives counted as daggers as far as the key was concerned.

No longer allowed to own other knives. Alright…

I can feel my mana run smoother already! That feels nice.

Sub-classes… Will I get a second class is what this says? Scrapped features… So the admins wanted everyone to have sub-classes and then gave up. I haven't a clue what Principality is but it looks like I won’t get to know for a long while. The only thing I have access to now is ‘Titles’.

How does that work? Do I get a menu for it? Title?

A new, never-seen-before system window appeared in front of Sofia’s eyes. Along with a series of system messages.

Hey it had been a little while since I really broke something. That’s nostalgic.

[INITIALIZING TITLES]

[BOOT SEQUENCE FAILURE]

[ERROR]

[CONFLICTING SYSTEM LANGUAGES, RECOVERING DATA]

[ERROR]

[DATA COULD NOT BE RECOVERED]

[Initiating no-fail recovery sequence, please wait.]

Let’s hope this won’t be too long… This is pretty much all I’m actually getting from the dagger for now so it better be decent…

Oh, faster than expected.

[Additional data needed, do you consent to a memory scan?]

That… Yes? I thought the system already had access to that…

[Scanning, please wait.]

More waiting…

[Scan complete. New titles are being generated. Please read the user guide.]

Sofia expected another system window to appear with the mentioned guide, but to her surprise, she was jump-scared by an actual paper booklet landing opened on top of her head out of nowhere.

Woah the colors on this are so vivid and clean! The system has such good paper again! Just like the letter in the emergency safe-house after the first trial. Why can’t all books be made of that paper?! So smooth and nice!

I’m getting distracted.

Sofia closed the booklet to read the cover. There was a colorful drawing of a man in plate armor raising his arms, and over his head was a small golden prompt ’[Title]*’.

At the bottom of the cover in small letters was added : ‘*user guide; v0.21’

Hmm. Is there a possibility that the system used to have proper user guides like this one but they’ve all been lost? Or maybe the guides were also an abandoned project. This key giving access to deleted features is pretty incredible. Let’s have a slow read, it looks like the title generating thing is taking a while. The drawings are quite cute…

‘Hello! Congratulations on unlocking the Title system! Reaching level 50 is a great feat for the weaker races, use this feature wisely, be bold, and it could help you reach the first trial with ease!

Let me introduce you to the basics of titles! Titles are rewards given for notable accomplishments! Our scribes are hard at work overseeing everyone, so anything can be a title! Unlike nobility titles, these titles come with advantages only. They can provide a variety of bonuses, and can be thought of as an extra classless or passive skill.

When you equip a title, it will be shown before your class on your identification and status sheets. But in general, you have the option to hide them if you want.

Now, don’t get too excited, Titles are great but you may only have one equipped at a time!

No worries, however, you can change for another one of your titles once a day, and you can always go back to your previous titles, so be flexible. Typically, titles are something that are acquired and are here to stay, but some special titles are ephemeral, and can be lost depending on your actions!

Although most titles are generated by our lovely scribes, some UNIQUE titles, which I made myself with the help of |REDACTED|, can be found. As the name implies, there can only be one person with each UNIQUE title. First come first served!

And that’s all there is to it. Everyone is given the ‘Titler’ title for a start, try equipping it!’

“That’s it? Pretty straightforward. All the Unique titles should be available since I’m the only one with the function, that’s pretty nice. Let’s see…”

[TITLES]

User Sofia Aphenoreth : No title equipped

Hidden : False

Available titles (?) :

[Titler]

[

[

[

[

///

Try equip- Wait, no. I can only change once a day? I’m not going to try the basic title! I almost got scammed.

Can I see what it does, though?

[Titler] : The basic title awarded to everyone!

Effect: +50 Health

Fifty health! I would have loved to get that at level 50, actually. Now it’s more than a bit underwhelming, but surely I’ve done enough notable things to get great titles, right? I can almost already guarantee I’ll equip the one I’m sure to get for the Victory fight.

Still though, this title system. It incentivises people to try doing crazy things to get good titles, doesn’t it? I think I get why the idea was discontinued…

I’m likely the only person in the world to have access to this now, right? Maybe the angels can use titles too? I should ask Sen if I see him again.

Oh! A new title!

[Cataclysmic survivor]: Survived against all odds when the world itself acted as if it wanted you dead. You were just a kid and it’s a miracle you made it out alive, that has to be worth something.

Effect: Environmental damage received reduced by 20%

Environmental damage?

Like what?

Is jumping into the sun environmental damage? Is a boulder tumbling down a mountain and crushing someone environmental damage? Are insect bites environmental damage?

I probably won’t be using this one often, but it’s good to have. A late reward for surviving the ebb, I suppose. It is something notable, yes.

Sofia received a new system message.

[To prevent clutter, lower rarity titles will not be generated]

Sure… It feels like I could miss out on useful things, but if I’m being honest I’ll probably just equip the rarest of the bunch so not a big loss.

Following that message, the new titles started appearing much faster.

[Not so Saint]: Two classes?! What happened here?

Effect: Your identified class shows up as Mage.

/Ephemeral/ : Will be lost if you change class

Oh! again, a bit late to be useful, but it’s nice to have, just in case. Also I can’t change class so this restriction is really dumb.

It took a few more seconds for the next one to appear.

[No Name]: Is someone talking about me?

Effect: The system warns you when you are mentioned in a conversation and gives you the general direction of the culprit.

Culprit? Is saying my name a crime now? I get that it’s trying to mimic the Lords’ tendency to know when the Deep is mentioned, but that sounds like it could quickly get annoying. Especially now that I’m starting to be a bit of a public figure with the academy and all that.

[The lost]: Traveled to the Margin.

Effect: Health +10% while exploring new locations

That’s starting to be better already.

We’re going in chronological order, it looks like. Nothing for killing the magisterium and escaping the church, huh. So the next one should be for the siren queen or Orvod in the trial?

Hey! What ?!

[Bonetrousle]: You REALLY have a thing for skeletons. Have you tried dating one?

Effect: Plays a funky music when you fight with or against skeletons. More instruments are added for each skeleton present. Nyeh heh heh.
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How many instruments do I even know of? Like ten? Is this thing going to break when I summon fifty rats?

This one I might have to try out… Still, though. Weird. What’s next?

[Demon]: You sold your soul to a dark god. Bold.

Effect: Amplifies your demonic aura.

/Ephemeral/ : Will be lost if you are rejected by your Recessed

Oh. The fear thing that makes people pass out? I don’t even have it when I transform… Maybe when the skill evolves. Useless for now.

Calling the Recessed the dark gods is an interesting word choice. I get why. But so far, they’ve been a lot less dark than most of the ‘regular’ gods.

Which makes me think, it’s about time I try to have a talk with Pareth’s god, right? Surely they would accept to lend an essence… Death and Moon are also options… Ah, next title’s ready.

[Overachiever]: Got a specialization from the level 100 trial.

Effect: Your specialization skill alteration chance is always 100%.

It’s good but way too late to the party. Time between skills is so long now I have plenty of time to get the alteration chance up if I want to. And with how my skills work anyway whether they get altered or not isn’t a huge deal…

Seems like an ongoing pattern that titles are most useful right after you unlock them. So since I’m getting them all at once later, most are already outdated. I would have liked to get something to help against higher level opponents from Orvod’s fight but I guess not.

Nothing for the whole bolt-stealing either. What does and doesn’t get a title seems pretty arbitrary.

[Awakened]: Completed the level 100 trial.

Effect: +500 Health

Another generic title. Titler 2? I’m guessing I’ll get a +5000 Health one for the second trial?

[Rebellious Puppet]: Free yourself of mind control.

Effect: Gain resistance against mind-altering effects.

I’m already immune to most of them but alright. I might still use it in the right situation. I can see why this title would be a thing.

Still no unique title yet. Will I even get one?

[The Arbiter]: Wrongdoings must not go unpunished; you swore to seek retribution.

Effect: After dealing damage to the target of your revenge once, you will always know their exact location. (Tracking lost if the title is swapped out)

/Ephemeral/ : Will be lost when the target dies or if you give up on your revenge.

Hmm. This one's for you, scripture. I’ll be keeping this one ready. No escape. Alright, next please. Get to the good stuff already!

[The Impervious]: Lost your head and survived.

Effect: Hits that would deal less than 5% of your maximum health do not damage you.

“I have seen this somewhere… Pareth’s version is better. This is only good for people who are accumulating tons of health so useless for me.”

The titles are starting to generate faster, at least. I won’t have to spend two days here waiting for them to appear.

[Core member]: You saw the truth.

Effect: Enables core member privacy mode: hides you from all system scans and tracking.

THIS!

I have no idea what this truth thing is about at all… But this is it! This HAS to be how Hugo was hiding from the system! No wonder…

Mostly useless to me, though. But it is interesting to know of and to have.

Core members…

Hey! What?! I didn’t cheat! It was a legit kill!

♢ UNIQUE ♢ [Cheater]: Killed Sammy the Lesser Stone Drake in the second trial.

Seriously; how?! WHY?!!!

Effect: Allows you to identify anything and anyone as long as the system is able to. Around you, no one is safe. Gives exact level readings and class titles for people. Level readings for scribeless creatures are approximations.

Alright. Yeah. That’s pretty insane. Worthy of being called a cheater’s tool. Exact level and class plus the monsters’ levels? Unique titles are really something else. Depending on what comes after, I might just use this one.

I’ll definitely use it, even, it might be a good idea to have this on all the time and be ready to switch to a more battle oriented title when needed.

I really didn’t think this is what would get me a unique title.

So the drake was called Sammy…

[Acclaimed]: Completed the level 200 trial.

Effect: +5000 Health

As predicted. There must really be one for every trial. Nothing for Victory though? That would be a huge disappointment.

Sofia could barely wait. Out of everything, she felt that the title for beating Victory had the most potential to be incredible.

♢ UNIQUE ♢ [THE GLORIOUS]: Be the first to get Victory’s crown.

Realistically, it’s only a matter of time before someone is insane enough to get this one. I bet a human would be the one to get it, but the other two laughed at me.

If you’re a human reading this, please laugh at them for me. If not, you can laugh at me too.

Effect: While wearing the crown of Victory, enemies in a large area around you are consumed by the flames of Victory, dealing damage over time and preventing them from absorbing ambient mana. Damage from the flames of Victory cannot be prevented.

Woah. I think we have a winner.

Preventing mana regeneration… It’s whatever against monsters, but against people… And it’s damage that cannot be prevented.

Remains to see how much damage and in how large an area. Very worthy of being a unique title.

But there has to be more to come, right? I’ve done some noteworthy things since the second trial. Surely there are another few titles to be had?

[So anyway, I started blasting]: Use too much firepower and still fail to accomplish what you set out to do.

Effect: Improves your aim.

What now?!

Oh, the fucking plant. Unbeatable Dimmerion or something. Yeah. Alright. Fair.

It was not an aim issue, though… Ah, whatever.

[Wanderer]: The sun? I wonder how it looks up-close.

Effect: Helps you find your way back to the planet. (May take a while.)

G- Good to have, I suppose.

I don’t intend to get lost in the void again, but it is definitely reassuring to have this.

[Sun’s Warrior]: Complete a deathly wager quest from Sun.

Effect: No penalty is applied in case of a quest failure. This title must be worn and kept from the moment you accept the quest for the effect to apply.

/Ephemeral/ : This title will be lost upon negating one failure.

Good option to have especially since Sun isn’t the only entity out there giving bad quests.

Depending on how the later trials are set up, this might even give me two chances at one, as long as it uses a quest. Probably won’t, but that would be funny.

Not that I’m going to ever fail a trial, though. Right?

This should almost be it for the titles…

[The Upgraded]: As a non-Dragon, protect yourself with Dragon-scale armor.

Effect: Non Dragon-scale Items you wear have significantly increased toughness and durability.

Don’t care.

Anything else?

It took a while until the next title appeared.

[Master Thief]: You stole all kinds of things from all kinds of people, even when it really should not have been possible.

Effect: You are much harder to detect through magic and senses other than sight. Become invisible when you stand still for more than three seconds.

/Ephemeral/ : This title will be lost if your stolen possessions get reclaimed by their original owner.

Hey, not bad. I will likely end up using this one sometimes. I’m not too worried about losing it, but having the title ‘Master Thief’ when you’re identified must not look great, and as an Ephemeral it can’t be hidden.

I got this one for stealing the key, I guess. So this should be it for the titles.

Well. Not bad. Not bad at all.

I can’t wait to unlock the sub-cla-

Huh? There’s more?

[The Endless]: You just won’t stay dead. Is immortality really a blessing?

Effect: Unleash a violent shockwave upon death.

/Ephemeral/ : This title will be lost if you are imprisoned and do not escape within a year.

How violent are we talking about? Is it a full angel-bolt type of violent? This can give me some breathing room when I’m fighting with the unlife runes. I’m not sure I’ll use it though. Will need some testing. Maybe for big battles it could be a thing to start with this and switch to [THE GLORIOUS] when I run out of runes. But then I need to know about the fight a full day in advance to have the cooldown on the title switch ready, because I won’t be using this title by default when I’m not even wearing a rune most of the time.

Alright alright alright. Is this it? It had to be everything this time, right?

Sofia patiently waited for a few minutes while she re-read the titles and considered her options. Seeing there were no more titles coming, she picked one to activate right away.

[TITLES]

User Sofia Aphenoreth : THE GLORIOUS

Hidden : UNIQUE titles cannot be hidden

Available titles (22) :

[Titler]

[Cataclysmic survivor]

[Not so Saint] /Ephemeral/

[No Name]

[The lost]

[Bonetrousle]

[Demon] /Ephemeral/

[Overachiever]

[Awakened]

[Rebellious Puppet]

[The Arbiter] /Ephemeral/

[The Impervious]

[Core member]

♢ UNIQUE ♢ [Cheater]

[Acclaimed]

♢ UNIQUE ♢ [THE GLORIOUS]

[So anyway, I started blasting]

[Wanderer]

[Sun’s Warrior] /Ephemeral/

[The Upgraded]

[Master Thief] /Ephemeral/

[The Endless] /Ephemeral/

“Good. Time to see how everyone is doing now.”
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How do I store the dagger though? I need to actually wear it. Needs to be hidden… Oh I could do like that time with the saint headpiece, tie it around my thigh… Yeah. A bone sheath around the leg will do, I can completely close it too so it would be really hard to steal.

And we’re done here. Find the others yet?

Sofia switched to Pareth’s vision, he was in a large hall with no windows surrounded by students of the Academy. She only needed a quick look to spot Saria’s blonde hair and have an answer to her question.

It’s surprisingly far.

Sofia left the room, finding herself in a sparsely-lit underground tunnel. This direction, I guess.

It did not take her long to reach a first large hall full of Exidians, these were the citizens of the capital, all waiting in big groups in the halls, fully aware that this was a secure bunker, and that the reason they had been teleported there had to be a very big emergency. The atmosphere was tense but people were still as calm as the situation allowed.

Sofia quickly walked through this hall and the next few, until she reached the one hosting the people from the academy. Pareth was near the group who had been assembled in Astelia’s room before. It was Cardinal who noticed Sofia first.

“Look who has made it back in one piece,” he commented, drawing everyone’s attention to Sofia.

“Ahah. things happened. Maybe this isn’t the best place to talk about that, though,” Sofia told the group as she joined their circle, Pareth making some space for her.

Saria shook her head, “We figured things would happen when you grabbed Astelia’s earrings and left in a hurry. We looked for you in the bunker but of course you weren’t there. Beryl told us not to worry but that didn’t really help.”

“Yeah… Sorry. This whole thing evolved a bit faster than I thought it would. Everyone being sent here is my fault, I suppose. I made it out, though. We should be able to leave the bunker soon. This whole fish thing is over, the level 500s took care of it,” Sofia explained while also giving back the earrings to Astelia.

“And you were where and doing what while that happened, exactly?” Saria interrogated her sister.

“Well. You know; infiltrating a level 500’s home and stealing their shit while they were busy fighting. Business as usual,” Sofia ignored the weird looks thrown her way by her friends and family, “Oh, does anyone know how to refine Adamian steel slag?”



The last few months at the Academy went by in a flash. The whole affair with Hugo was buried, and the people of Exidia returned to their daily lives with the official narrative given for the bunker evacuation that the Emperor had fought off an invasion of migrating flying monsters. They had gone so far as to spread large flying monster corpses around in the city to make the story more believable, and Sofia had even managed to grab one under the pretext of helping with the cleanup.

Lola had forgotten all about what had happened after being led into Sofia’s room, and had successfully recovered from her mild soul injury. She went on to continue beating other students in duels and performing well in the competition’s events, building off of her previous lead. Despite the others’ best efforts, they couldn’t get past her, and with the teachers carefully protecting their token pouches until the end, not even Saria managed to close the gap, finishing second. Lola won the competition and got a hold of the First key, as promised by the Emperor, as well as becoming Empress Delivia’s apprentice. She thanked Sofia in her speech after receiving the sword.

Having learned that Sofia got the dagger, Saria wasn’t too upset about failing to get the sword, and jokingly swore to redeem herself by performing better than Sofia in the next trial, which Sofia knew was a very serious challenge coming from her sister.

Erian took his fourth place behind Opal in stride, and he, along with the rest of Sofia’s class except for Lola, due to her new obligations, formed a group to go together for their first trial. They left as soon as the school year was officially over, each inviting Sofia to come see them at their home if she ever wanted to.

Of them, Shaily in particular had special plans. She had spent most of the last month with Sofia, they worked together to find ways to upgrade the Angel’s Bolts. Sofia had to admit that Shaily had a natural talent for tinkering with spells, and since Astelia spent a lot of time with them too, Cardinal ended up hearing about it. He ended up recruiting the young sprite-caller before the year was over, so Shaily would go straight for Vasperia after her trial. The Vampires apparently weren’t shy when it came to recruiting foreign talent, and they also somehow also convinced Zerei to open her own school in Vasperia rather than somewhere else.

Overall, Sofia was happy with where she left her students. She was confident all of them would get through the first trial without an issue, they were all much more prepared than she had been.

The matters of Hugo and Scripture both never resurfaced during that time, which actually allowed Sofia to relax a lot. Sofia never saw Empress Delivia again but she did get a letter from her informing her that she was welcome to change her mind and come work for the Empire if she ever wanted to.



When the time to leave Exidia was up, Sofia’s group all met up in Death’s cathedral, in the same room where Leverle had teleported Sofia and her students after the cabin incident.

Cinthia asked Sofia again, “Are you certain you don’t want one for Pareth?”

Sofia shook her head. “There’s no reason to make it more dangerous for you and Saria by getting a third essence. I have my plans, you can go ahead of me for the trial. Astelia is also going to stall for a while, since she has family matters to attend to, I’ll probably go with her. I also don’t want to ask more from Leverle, you know. I feel indebted enough as it is.”

“Well, no point trying to change your mind,” Saria said and shrugged, “I’ll be going first again, then. What about you Alith?”

“I’m coming with you, I think. The previous trial left a bad taste in my mouth, I’m ready to destroy this one. Unless Sof needs me for something?”

Sofia shook her head, “No, you can go, I’m mostly going to be working on sorting my items and making a new skeleton for Pareth. I know you’re impatient so no point in slowing you down if you’re ready to go. I can handle myself. Didn’t you need another storage item, though?”

“Oh, I found something in that shop you told me about with the Dragon lady, actually, so I’m good. Got all I need,” Alith answered, showing off her new storage ring.

“Great then. Since we settled the matter with Ihuarah too, we should be all set.”

“Your shadow guy?” Saria asked, “Wasn’t he gone all year? He’s come back?”

“No, but since we share a kill feed it’s not impossible to send ‘messages’ via the system, so we did that with a code we had established before separating. Long story short, he confirmed that he would head to the trial by himself.”

“Does he have an essence to wager?” Saria continued.

“I’m guessing Sorrow would probably give him one if he doesn’t already have it,” Sofia said with a shrug. “When I’m done with the trial I’ll go help him, I think, I’m still Sorrow’s Apostle, after all. You’re free to come too, or not.”

“I’ll be spending some time at the sect first, I think.” Saria answered first.

Alith took a bit to think over it, and decided that she was uncertain. “If I get new pills to replicate from the trial then I won’t come, else I’ll be here.”

“Could I come?” Cinthia asked meekly.

“You want to?” I didn’t expect that. “Sure, I’d love to have you around. I’m sure you would be very useful too. We could even keep going after that and go search for Domination’s secret temple thing. If you're up for it, I have a map to get there.”

“That would be great!” Cinthia approved, “And I always get more donations when I hang around with you so…”

Sofia smiled at Cinthia. “Sounds like a plan. But well. Let’s all get through the filter first. And remember, we can fail, but nobody’s allowed to die.”

Saria looked around then back at Sofia, “If someone here is reckless enough to die now, it would be you. So I hope you take your own advice to heart. I won’t forgive you if you never come out of the trial.”

“If I can’t make it, nobody can, honestly. Zerei said I should be alright as long as I’m not too greedy. I trust her judgment.”

“Yeah I do too, but I don’t trust you not to be too greedy, Sofia. Want to talk about how you got that dagger again, little sis?”

“Right… Well, Pareth will be with me so… If you can’t trust me, at least trust him.”

After a few seconds of silence, it was Alith who spoke next, “Sof, I hate to have to be the one to break it to you but… Pareth is just as bad as you are when you’re with him.”
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“And that’s what Orator said.”

Erredis sighed, “I see. Can’t do anything about it, then. I hoped they would know more but I guess not.”

“What was this fissure thing about, actually?” Sofia asked.

“Phageid.”

“Oh. You wanted to try to prevent the next attack by finding where they came from in advance?”

“That was the idea, yes. I thought that if anyone could know it would be the Lords. But I guess not even they can predict the future.”

“It was worth a try. Should we be worried about them, though? Just with the level 500s that I know of it sounds ridiculous to think the Phageids could be a real threat when we know they are coming… ”

“It is hard to tell, but if the scale of their attacks continues to ramp up, it will become a huge issue sooner rather than later. We level 500 are not in so much danger, but everyone else… Protecting is much harder than destroying, I know a lot about that. And speaking of which, I think I know what to do with your Adamian steel.”

“I’m all ears!”

“Do not get too excited, considering you somehow got your hands on the key, and aren’t in need of more armor, the best I can do is use that ingot to upgrade your staff. It likely won’t be a substantial increase in much else than its durability, but it should at least bring it up to par with the rest of your things.”

“It’s held very well until now though.”

“Because nothing reached its core yet, but I can tell this wooden staff of yours would instantly crumble if I were to shatter the small Dragon horn core inside,” Erredis told Sofia as she poked at the staff.

“Then please, do upgrade it… What do you think about the catalyst? Should I change it?”

“This one looks fine, although your spells do not benefit much from its speed boost, aside from the lightning bolts. Your fighting style not being heavy on damage-dealing spells, I would leave it as is until something else naturally shows up.”

“I’ll trust your opinion. What do I owe you for the staff?” Sofia asked while she lost herself looking around at all the chaotic-looking things Erredis had filled her workshop in Zephir’s sect with over the year.

“Come on, sweetie, I’m not going to make you pay for something so trivial. It will only take a couple of days to work that in between my other current projects, go see that old skeletal plague and come again.”

“Thank you! Want me to relay a message to Richard? I think you mentioned something about dueling him last time.”

Erredis laughed, “You remembered that? Yes, I fought him once, friendly spar, one could say. He is like… A plague. As I said. If you think my rot is sticky you have never had to deal with this damn lich.”

“That bad? He looked… Not that impressive, when I met him. Just a relatively friendly skeleton.”

“Huh uh. Reality itself could burst and he would find a way to survive. Just tell him I said hi, might just motivate him to help you a bit more, who knows. Now go on, let me work.”

“Will do. Thanks again for all the help and advice, grandma!”

“Pleasure’s all mine, kid,” Erredis answered with a smirk. She grabbed Sofia’s scepter and walked to the back of her workshop, whistling. 

That’s that. Now to fly all the way back to the human continent.



Sofia flew unimpeded across the sky. She flew right into a storm while crossing the sea, and all she had to do to avoid it was to fly over. Above the clouds, the sky was always blue. She went directly to the Red Carpet branch in Couvauz to look for TLDR.

The receptionist called out to Sofia as she entered, “Hey! I know you… It’s been a while. Are you here to see Nicet?”

Sofia walked up to the counter. “Hi. No, I’m hoping to meet Richard today, if possible.”

The receptionist raised an eyebrow, “Wanna see the boss? What’s your name again?”

“Sofia, though he would know me by my title as the Saintess of Scripture…”

“Hmmhmm. Give me a moment,” the receptionist said as he stood up. Leaving the counter, he entered the door right behind him and closed it, as he started talking to someone inside.

Sofia didn’t mean to spy but her hearing was sharp enough to hear everything.

“Lady at the desk wants to meet the boss. Saintess of Scripture, supposedly. She does ID as a Saint. 249. Came in with Nicet once about a year and a half ago.”

Another man answered the receptionist, “Hmm… Sofia A., she’s registered as a temp VIP. No further detail, can you confirm it’s her?”

“Yes, looks exactly the same.”

“Make her wait then, boss should be on-site so I’ll go ask directly. Activate high sec, just in case.”

“Already done.”

“Good.”

The mana signature Sofia sensed from the other man disappeared, and the receptionist came back.

Teleported away.

“Thank you for waiting. Someone is contacting the boss. It shouldn’t take long, you can sit if you want,” the receptionist told Sofia, pointing at the couches against the walls of the Red Carpet’s entrance hall.

“Sure, thank you.”

The couch was comfortable but nothing special. A few minutes later, the mana signature of the other man reappeared in the room behind the reception, accompanied by someone else’s.

It was a skinny and tall elf who walked out of the room, fully dressed in white. His eyes immediately landed on Sofia and he walked up to her. Sofia stood up as she saw him approach.

[Mage - Lv. 300+]

“Lady Sofia. The boss will receive you shortly. Are you accustomed to long distance teleportations?”

“It should not be an issue.”

“Perfect, follow me.”

The elf led Sofia to a room nearby, with a large ritual circle engraved on the floor.

Teleportation platform. I’m guessing he’s a space mage; will do the teleportation himself.

As Sofia expected, the mana within the Elf’s body whirred and the duo’s location changed to a pitch black room. Sofia could barely see even with her dark-vision, the room was a closed cube with no exit and nothing but a teleportation circle on the floor.

The elf lit up a light stone he wore on a ring, “Are you holding on? Please wait, this is a temporary teleportation point.”

“I’m perfectly fine.”

The duo teleported again. Another dark room.

“Still good?” the elf asked.

“All good.”

“It is unusual for non space-mages of your level to hold on that well. Three more jumps, please tell me if you need a break.”

Sofia was curious so she looked at the last-bed locator system tool each time, and unlike what she expected, they seemed to be teleporting in different directions each time.

To make it hard to track, I guess? I couldn’t say at all where we are right now.

A few seconds later, the last teleportation took Sofia and the elf to a large room that looked like another reception hall, but with no entrance, and no one at the desk. The walls were mostly huge clear glass panes, and colored lines on the floor led from the teleportation platform to different doors.

It’s night? Are we on the other side of the planet?

Wait no!

We’re underwater!

A school of small luminous fish swam across the window, confirming Sofia’s read on the location.

“Welcome to the real Red Carpet Headquarters. The orange line on the floor will lead you to the boss’ office. Please refrain from touching anything or exploring on your own. I will be at this desk when you want to leave or if you have any questions.”

Sofia thanked the elf and followed the orange line. The underwater building was very silent, clean, and somewhat empty. Sofia could see her reflections in the windows and the smooth  floors.

I don’t get this flooring. It’s multiple layers… Looks like glass but a bit soft?

Is soft glass a thing?

Eventually the orange line led Sofia to a closed door, the underwater building was very large and she had spent a good five minutes walking, but she hadn’t crossed paths with anyone on the way.

A familiar voice made its way directly into Sofia’s mind.

“Come in, teacher Vakaria.”

Wha- How would he know about that?

Sofia opened the door.

Richard’s ‘office’ looked like the most basic space possible: a wide, empty room, with only a squeaky clean flat rectangular desk in the back in front of a huge window giving a good view of the dark undersea abyss, and two chairs. The desk and chairs looked like they were made of the same soft-ish glass as the floor.

Richard was facing away from Sofia, skeletal as ever, looking out of the window, a cup of some steaming liquid in hand. He was wearing what Sofia could only describe as loose pajamas, complete with a night cap and slippers.

Sofia blinked several times. Despite how wrong everything looked, it was all real.

Does he need to sleep?

Can he actually drink?

Why is the room so empty?

Outside is completely dark so what is he looking at?

In the end the question she mustered was: “Did I come at a bad time?”

“Not at all. I was just pretending to sleep. Congratulations on finding your sister, saintess.”


Chapter 384 - Scripture’s old enemy










Sofia started walking through the office. “Thank you, but… Pretending to sleep?”

Richard kept looking into the abyss. “Yes. For myself, I act as if I was going to sleep. I lie down, cut my senses. It’s not real sleep, but it helps with organizing my thoughts, my wants, my memories. Sleep is important to the human brain. Cherish it while you still have it.”

“I never really saw it as something I could lose. Rather I have been happy that I can waste less time doing it now. But this does all make sense…” Sofia finally reached the desk, seeing that Richard wasn’t moving, she moved around the desk to look out of the window as well. “I see nothing.”

“There is nothing to see, right now at least. Sometimes a big creature swims by, if you don’t look, you might just miss it.” Richard turned his skull, he looked at Sofia with the dim lights within his eye sockets, “But today is a good day, other interesting creatures have made their way into my office. Are you not going to introduce them?”

“Them?”

“Yes, the skeletons. Two of them.”

Pareth… And Bookie? He hadn’t detected Bookie last time. Because he still didn’t have a body?

“Well, alright. Come out.” Pareth appeared on the other side of Sofia, and Bookie was just in his book form, in Sofia’s hands. “This one is Pareth, he’s essentially in charge of keeping me alive. And that is Bookie, he is… A book. A skeleton-summoning skeleton book. He has a more ‘regular’ body too, but I guess he is being shy today.”

“Most interesting specimens indeed. It’s only polite that I should reciprocate, then.”

Two skeletons appeared behind Richard. One looked like a regular human skeleton, much like Pareth currently, and the other one was a bit taller, which Sofia understood to likely be from an elf, and was wearing flowing purple robes and dark veils hiding its skull.

“I present Mountain,” Richard started, pointing at the regular skeleton. “He is my Pareth. Does not look like much, but his name is fitting, trust me. And the other one…”

“Florencia.” The skeleton presented herself with a nod. “Army general. Pleased to meet you, young necromancer.”

“Pleased to meet you too…”

The two skeletons identified as [Supporter - Lv.500+].

“You can go back to your things, Flor. Sorry for disturbing you.”

The lady skeleton disappeared as fast as she had appeared. ‘Mountain’ was still there, standing silently.

“Is she one of your summons?” Sofia asked.

“You could say so? I created her soul myself. She is like my daughter, in a weird way. Her existence is very similar to that skeleton knight of yours. False life, born out of a necromancer’s hands.”

“I never created a soul, though…”

“Well, clearly, you participated. You were not the one to craft the soul, perhaps, but it was created for you, sparked by you, and then, cherished by you. So it’s one and the same.”

“That’s… I don’t know. The ritual I used was one with Knowledge’s rune, so. If anything, his existence would be thanks to Knowledge. All I really did back then was to prepare the bones, carve the ritual, and offer some blood.”

“That is just as well. You were part of the creation and it is all that really matters. But I do have a question, can he not speak by himself?”

“He has never said a word. None of my skeletons have ever spoken, in fact.”

“None… Well, for the other ones, whatever type of skeleton they may be, that is unsurprising. But for him… He… He is a person. He should be able to.”

He should?

You should?

“Has he never written anything either?” Richard continued.

“Never a single word.”

Sofia and Richard both stared at Pareth.

After a long and awkward silence, Pareth shook his skull.

“No? You clearly understand us, Pareth. How can one understand but not speak? You have put a finger on an interesting matter, Sofia. Let us see this to the end. Is he able to read?”

“Without a doubt, yes.”

Three sheets of paper appeared on Richard’s desk, one said ‘Do not know how’, one said ‘Do not want to’ and the last one said ‘Is not allowed to’.

“Go on, point. You can shake that skull of yours to communicate, surely you should be able to point. Which is it?”

Pareth looked at the paper sheets, and after a few seconds, again, he shook his skull. Sometimes Sofia could feel Pareth’s emotions when they were very strong, but currently, nothing.

“NO?! Ho ho ho. I see how it is. Not allowed is correct. This stink, yes, this stink of divine intervention! Knowledge’s rune you say? I would narrow my eyes if I still had them. I think I understand exactly what is going on, Sofia. This is a solved mystery.”

“Is it? So Knowledge is forbidding Pareth from speaking is what is going on?”

“No, not quite. It is much more interesting than that!”

“I don’t get it…”

“Well, you see, for Gods to breach into our planes, there are costs. Heavy costs.”

“I have the sudden feeling that you are about to say something ridiculous even for someone of your level. And I’m not sure that I want to hear it.”

“Oh, don’t be scared now. I know they say Knowledge is a curse. But we both know this to be false, after all, Knowledge isn’t a Recessed. So, hear me out, young girl. Your skeleton…”

Richard paused for dramatic effect.

“Is a demigod!”

Sofia’s mind blanked a bit.

“This is not quite the reaction I expected. Are you alright? For what it’s worth, this does not change anything for you at all, honestly. It really just explains why he cannot speak.”

“C- Can you… Explain… A bit more?”

“It’s quite simple, really. Knowledge copied some part of your soul, added some of his being, just a speck of both, basically, and jammed that into a makeshift soul, which is much harder than it sounds, but it is the god of Knowledge we are talking about, then stuffed that into a skeleton. And there you have it: demigod!”

“Does that not… Make him special in some way?”

“It does. I assume he must be extremely hard to definitively kill. And then, considering that his penalty is communication, I assume he inherited from the opposite in terms of divine boon. It is from Knowledge, after all, so… Knowledge of some kind. Is he perhaps an expert in a specific domain?”

“Well… He has always been good with weapons but I thought…”

“Search no further, that must be his divine boon! The reason he cannot speak. He was gifted with the knowledge of weapon mastery, or something equivalent. Flor was born a blank slate. Much like a newborn. I taught her to read and speak myself. Pareth could have learned by himself too, but if you say he has always been good with weapons, you understand…”

“I- I do. Thank you, I guess. It went in a direction I was not expecting, but that does explain some things. Is there a way to bypass the restriction?”

“Not without erasing his soul and starting over, I’m afraid.”

“So he’s never going to be able to speak?”

“Probably not…” Richard stopped and looked at Pareth for a few seconds. “It might get better as he levels. But I would not expect much.”

Oh… That would explain a lot. This is why you’re so much more alive now. Some of the restrictions have been lifted. That’s great news! Still… “Are you fine with that?” Sofia asked Pareth.

Pareth shrugged. He looked at Richard, nodded, then turned his attention to the abyss outside the window.

“Looks like a happy skeleton to me.”

“A demigod though… How is it that no one else ever figured that out?”

“It’s not that easy to guess. Look at Flor, she’s no demigod, but her existence and Pareth’s are pretty much the same in terms of how they came to be. Knowledge helping create souls is not anything new either, but He just happened to add a little extra this time. Make no mistake, this does not make Pareth a divine being or close to it. He just happened to catch the whims of a God at birth and got some sneaky bits of ‘divinity’ right into his soul. Comes with some benefits and some restrictions, but that’s about it. There have been others before, there will be more down the line…”

“Other demigods? Like who? Any known ones? Does it mean they all have artificial souls?”

“Well… Elves, for example, all trace back to a common ancestor. A long-gone demigod created by the one and only.”

“Sun?”

“Right-o, this one. If there is one God who’s meddled extensively with artificial life, it’s Her. From what I know, spliced the genes of one of the oldest vampires; She tinkered with it until the first elf was ‘born’. Rest is history. And no, technically that does not have to be with an artificial soul, Demigods can be born from completely normal parents, but that does not tend to happen anymore.”

“Why is that? I know the Gods can nominate people to be their Oracle at birth, so is it different?”

“Much different, how ‘a demigod’ exists is somewhat of an issue with how the system is implemented. Messes with the scribes. So ever since the Gods have joined hands with the system, demigods have become rarer.”

“I see… Pareth does not really have a scribe of his own, so that checks out… And then… Do all elves have some tiny bits of Sun’s divine essence in them? Does Pareth already have some of Knowledge’s essence, too, if I understand correctly?”

“The elves don’t have shit, they’re a regular race now, a God meddling with your soul isn’t hereditary. As for your skeleton, it is not that he has Knowledge’s essence… More that… How to explain this in simple words… If people are books, Knowledge ripped off one of His pages and snuck it into Pareth’s book. Does that make sense to you?”

“It’s not exactly clear, honestly, but I think I get the gist of it. Thank you for taking the time to explain…”

“I just sated my own curiosity now, nothing to thank me about. Actually, I want more. Would you be so kind as to recount your chase after your sister? I have heard of the expedition from Nicet, and later about you and your sister’s presence in Exidia, but I am missing most everything in between. As if I had only read the first and last page of a book. It is unsatisfying.”

“Certainly. My finding her was in part thanks to you and Nicet, after all. But that story might take a while.”

“I have an actual eternity ahead of me.”

“Were you not busy with the Phageid?”

“... Such a pain.”


Chapter 385 - Eccentric old bones










The discussion between Sofia and Richard had gone over the story of finding Saria and back to necromancy. Sofia explained that she needed another skeleton for Pareth, and ended up showing him the ritual circle as well as the description for the skill.

“So why is it that it only works with ‘genuine’ and unaltered skeletons? It would be so much simpler if I could just make one myself…”

“Souls, even fake ones, don’t take well to ‘objects’ is the issue. Any skeleton that wasn’t slowly built as the host by an actual soul is nothing but that, an object.”

“What about golems?”

“Not souls, what is hosted in a golem’s core is a magical construct, like a set of instructions. It’s not ‘someone’, not even remotely. You can force a soul into an object, though, it’s just generally not very stable.”

“Generally… Liches like you being the exception?”

“Yep. This is the one stable way. Basically you’re trying to trick your soul into considering something its host. That’ll inevitably lead to permanent changes in both the soul and the object, it’s a slow and painful process. You can iterate on it but you cannot revert it.”

“Right… So for Pareth to fit into a skeleton I made he would need to become a lich?”

“You can forget about it. That’s just not a good option. Perhaps later, when you have plenty of time. Centuries of free time. Until then, you would be better served just finding another regular skeleton.”

“But then I am really stuck with upgrading him. At best I can beg you to sell me another boneplate mauler…”

Richard laughed. “Ke ke, well, I may just have a better solution for you… If you can convince me.”

“I… What do I have that could even interest you?”

“Same as last time. Or feel free to offer anything else.”

“Not knowing what it is exactly that I am paying for is not helping… But I think I know what could interest you.”

“And that would be?”

“I can share what I know about the four Lords.”

“Oh oh oh, you know me better than you let on, saintess. Give me a second to get the machinery started.” Richard said, before his skeleton fell to the ground, bones scattering on the floor.

His skeleton guard named ‘Mountain’ moved for the first time, catching Richard’s skull that was rolling away and putting it back in the middle of the pile of bones.

He’s rather nice to speak with. I don’t know if it’s his pajamas and slippers doing that but I feel pretty relaxed here. We might just get a better skeleton for you again. Any special request?

Pareth shrugged as he kept looking at the dark abyss out the window.

Just the usual, then.

Sofia also tried looking outside while she waited for Richard, not seeing anything until his bones reformed into a complete skeleton.

“Everything is ready. Let’s talk while we walk. I am curious to see what you may be willing to share, miss Aphenoreth.”

“So you did know about my name,” Sofia remarked as she followed Richard who was walking toward the door.

“Only from looking into your presence as a Brighthall teacher. It is very intriguing, though.”

“As it should be. Are you not scared of saying it, my name?”

“No. The Inquisitor is peculiar, but fair. If you can use the name, then it is but a logical consequence that we may use it too. The Lords do not cause unnecessary mayhem… Not this one, at least.”

The group of Sofia and three skeletons walked through the similar-looking corridors of Richard’s subaquatic facility.

“You seem to know more than most do. No one else has been this calm when talking about the Deep so far…”

“A calculated risk. Even the Lords would have to expend significant efforts to take me down. So long as I go in their direction, it should be alright.”

“And their direction would be?”

“That is for you to find out. I would say more than the bare bones, but as interesting a topic as it is, I would rather not invite them into my home.”

“Is it going to be fine for me to say my piece, then? I cannot guarantee they aren’t going to show up. One in particular…”

“Right… Please avoid the topic of this one. If possible. He already knows, I’m sure, but let us not play with fire.”

“He does? Well, maybe. Let me just give you the story of my name, then. Do you know about my class?”

“I have not dug that far, no. Oh, be careful not to bump your skull here, the ceiling is a bit low. Had to work around the deep sea reef.”

The deep sea reef? Those purple things glowing outside? Anyway, one thing at a time…

Sofia carefully walked down the stairs watching out for the low ceiling, and started explaining her class. “The class is Saintomancer. Mix of Saint and Necromancer. Scripture fucked with the system and I was on the receiving end.”

“That explains a lot. The system can be flexible like that if the need arises, this sounds a lot like an automated response, high scribes must not have been available.”

“The thing is, I only get half the skills of each class, but not in the way you might think. For example, one of my level 1 skills was [Summon Blood].”

Richard stopped in the middle of the corridor and turned around.

“Summon blood. Now this… This is quite something. Does it…”

Sofia held out a hand and summoned a few drops of blood above it, falling into her open palm.

“Oh oh oh, very nice. You must be expending a boneload of system resources. So that would be a skill made by fusing [Summon Hero] and [Drain Blood]. Your class must be quite something to try to navigate. I understand now why you wanted a list of necromancer skills last time we met… And I see where this is going. A level 2 necromancer…”

Sofia nodded, “That’s right. [Scent of the Deep] got fused with a saint skill. Now let’s see if you know your classes well, Mr. Richard, what is the only passive skill a saintess of Scripture has at level two?”

“No… You mean to say…”

“That’s right. Ever seen someone Blessed by the Deep? Now you have.”

Richard couldn't resist throwing his skull back and laughing like a madman.

“It would be so funny if the admins were still here to see this! Ha ha ha, imagine searching for the Deep so hard only for you to stumble upon it unintentionally! And it wouldn’t have the authority to do anything, so a skill named blessing of the Deep would be entirely useless! Unless…”

“Unless an inquisitive someone came to see what this blessing thing was about and decided to make it real.”

Richard laughed again.

“How was it? Did you see him? Did you feel his power? Did the world break around you?!” he asked manically, stepping closer to Sofia each time.

“W- well. He came when I was asleep-”

“FUCK!”

“And that woke me up…”

“YES!”

“He… Looked down at me and poked my cheek with a finger.”

“HE TOUCHED YOU?!!” Richard screamed, his mental sentence somehow shaking the walls, making the entire underwater facility rumble and creak.

Doing her best to stay calm despite the foreign skull almost touching her face, Sofia continued, “It was like everything had stopped. I couldn’t even feel my heart beat. Couldn’t breathe, couldn’t move… Then he disappeared. The sky suddenly changed from night to day, I could move again, the skill had changed into an actual blessing from the Deep, and the system informed me that my name had been changed.”

Seeing that she was done, Richard finally calmed down and took a few steps back.

“Hmm. I let excitement get the best of me, that was unsightly, I apologize.”

“N- no problem…”

Richard shook his skull and started walking again. After a while of walking silently, he spoke again. “Could I see the skill?”

“The blessing?”

“Yes. I will get you the best skeleton you could hope to have for your trial, that is all I ask for.”

“Sure thing. If I’m going to be honest, the blessing’s effect itself probably isn’t that incredible, from your perspective at least. It’s just… What I wanted back then.”

“What you wanted?”

“What I wanted, yes. Freedom. Tools to escape from Scripture’s grasp. Have a look for yourself.”

[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)

“That is fascinating.”



“And that is why [Domination] is included, it has only ever been useful that one time, but it did save my life, so…”

“To have the approval of two of the Lords… You truly are something. Sadly it seems our discussion on this topic has reached its end. We have arrived.”

“This… Is just another corridor like we have been going through for the last twenty minutes?”

“No, this is the entrance to my incubator, I usually do a simple skeleton-warp inside, but there is a regular door. Just hard to see, look, the joints are right here,” Richard explained, his skeletal fingers pointing at a very thin and almost invisible line on the wall.

“Why hide it like that? Isn’t this place safe enough?”

“I just like it when everything around me is clean, as you might have noticed. I’m not like Valy who can’t help but keep huge piles of junk around. I find doors ugly.”

Thinking back, Sofia could only remember seeing about eight doors on the way to this place despite walking through the unending corridors of Richard's place for a long while.

“How many of these hidden doors have we walked by on the way?” she asked.

“Like fifty or so. The visible doors are usually only for the places I need other people in. Or rooms I just never enter.”

“Was the point of building so deep in the sea that the scenery outside the windows would be ‘clean’?”

“Do you have a bone to pick with my sense of aesthetics?”


Chapter 386 - The skull goes in the skull-shaped hole










Richard sent some mana into the wall and the hidden door popped out of the wall and slid to the side. Sofia looked inside the dimly lit long room; it reminded her of the simulation room in Zephir’s sect, there was weird machinery and large glass columns filled with colorful liquids.

“Alright, this is where the fun begins. Come in.”

Sofia followed the skeleton inside the new room. The door closed by itself when they were all inside, and the lights of the room turned on.

Oh wow. Are these monsters all alive?

Inside the glass columns were all sorts of primarily humanoid monsters, with a few exceptions. The row against the wall opposite the entrance were clearly human bodies, male and female, of different height and looks, floating naked in thick cyan liquid.

“Say… Are these people…”

“Oh, these are just my spares. It’s really a huge pain to get a full body working, with how my soul is now used to piloting skeletons only, but I do enjoy being able to taste food and such mortal pleasures sometimes, despite the extra effort required.”

“Shouldn’t you be able to sleep when you use these, then?”

“Sadly, no. It’s a constant effort for my soul not to get ejected from these. If I so much as start to tire, I’ll be yanked out of there faster than I can close my eyes.”

“That’s… I see. You use the female bodies too?”

“I do use the one on the far right sometimes, when I have a use for a smaller stature. They are mostly Flor’s though.”

Sofia looked to the right, it was hard to see with all the other glass columns in the way, but she managed to find an angle. The body Richard mentioned was that of a petite woman with short blue hair, not very different from Alith’s body shape.

Hmmm…

“Actually… Do you not care that I see them naked? It feels a bit indecent.”

“Heh, Skeletons are always naked, aren’t they? Anyway, that’s not what we’re here for, is it? Say, how does your skeleton do with multiple heads?”

Sofia looked at Pareth. “Never tried. Creatures with multiple heads aren’t that common…”

“If he can use them, a larger field of vision is always good to take. I see no reason why it wouldn't work. If not, getting rid of the extra heads probably won’t get in the way of your ritual. What about other appendages? Wings, horns, tails?”

“He has had horns before but never really used them, he mostly fights with a sword.”

“Cannot fly I suppose… That’s not ideal, though it would not be a huge issue for your upcoming trial. Tail is a maybe. He looks like he could get used to one. What about hooves? Reversed leg joints? Additional arms?”

“I mostly gave him regular humanoid skeletons until now… If you omit the rat and the chicken…”

“Unsurprising for a sword user. Did the boneplate mauler work well?”

Sofia nodded vividly, “Very well.”

Richard started walking around the room, observing the various monsters in the columns. “Hmm. Doing the same thing again is boring, though. But I suppose we could still use the bone plates, considering you want to maximize weight. Do I go with Mauler base? I think Hellspawn could be better…”

“Hellspawn?”

“It’s a hero-given name for a race of monsters that’s almost completely gone. I have a few originals left and plenty of copies. Nasty things can rip a level 400 apart with their bare hands and kick a hole through mithril plating like it’s paper. Their natural habitat is gone though, so the ones I have here are among the last.”

“What’s happened to them if they were so strong? A level 500 went out of their way to get rid of them?”

“Huh, no. Collateral damage. When I say their habitat is gone, I mean the entire continent.”

“Oh, the ‘Higher Races War’? I read about that in a book, there were not a great many details beyond the name and a mention of a wasteland continent.”

“This one exactly. Entire continent devoured by the black dragon’s rot. Nothing to do about it, nothing survived. Gotta give it to the Dragon, though, she definitely won.”

“So it was really about Grandma Erredis, huh. A whole continent gone... No wonder she didn’t want to say anything about it.”

“Excuse me… GRANDMA?”

“Oh right, she told me to say hi on her behalf. I kind of skipped over that part but the Dragon I told you helped me track down Saria, that was her. How do you think I got this Dragon-scale arm?”

“Well shit. You really know to surround yourself with all the most dangerous and unsavory figures this world knows of.”

“You included?” Sofia asked with a frown, not too happy about her extended family getting bad-mouthed.

“Damn right. Just take another look at the room you’re in, girl. This is a place where I breed monsters for their skeletons, not a wildlife museum.”

“I figured…  Where are the hellspawns you spoke about? Nothing here feels like it would deserve that name. Aside from that disgusting siren near the entrance, but that’s a siren.”

“Hidden in parallel space. None of the stations here are big enough for the Hellspawns. Let me get that out. Stand near the wall or you’ll get caught in the switch.”

Sofia nodded and followed the instructions, following Mountain and Pareth to the nearest wall. Behind her, the entire room changed. The dozen rows of glass columns, except for the one with human bodies, disappeared, and in their place were only four with glass vats containing one creature each, floating in fetal position.

If Sofia had to describe those creatures, the first thing that comes to mind would be ‘mountain of ultra-veiny bulging muscles’ followed by ‘tri-headed bipedal goat’, and lastly ‘inordinately large hands’.

“I… This almost makes the Phageids look cute.”

“The name is very fitting, isn’t it?”

“Without a doubt… Are these wings on their back?”

“Vestigial. Barely functional, but they can use them to glide for a few seconds. I’ll be removing them for you.”

“Pareth is getting a hellspawn skeleton, then?”

“Not quite,” Richard told her, shaking his skull. “I’m going to breed one of them with a Mauler. Well, it’s not that simple, but all you have to know is that the finished product will be half Hellspawn half Boneplate mauler. See, if you cannot alter the skeleton through ‘artificial’ means, then you only need to help push nature in the right direction. Thankfully for us, a lot of monsters can successfully copulate and procreate. The resulting offspring are often weak and infertile. I’ll take care of the weak part with alchemy, and we don’t have to give a fuck about fertility for a skeleton.”

“That’s… A bit weird. But also very clever… Isn’t crossing those with a boneplate mauler going to make them smaller, though? These are proper giants but the maulers are only about three meters tall.”

“Well yes. I estimate the final skeleton will be around four to five meters tall. We can go taller if you want, but that will be hard to maneuver in… Well, I can’t say but you know.”

“I’m surprised this much even got through the censors. The scribes have been lenient recently.”

“They really only censor the information that could give you an unfair advantage. It is mostly irrelevant here since I am taking all the decisions.”

“Hmmhmm. By the way, how long is this going to take? If you are starting from breeding, then the time for the monster to grow up… Won’t it be years before the skeleton is done? I don’t really have that much time…”

“Fret not, this will only take about a month.”

“Just a month?!”

“I have my ways. Besides, did you think the cross-breeding was all there was to it?”

“Is there more?”

“Why yes. Again, if you cannot ‘artificially’ alter a skeleton, what is to stop you from letting nature do the work while the monster is alive?”

Sofia thought for a second, “I know there are birth defects which affect bone structure, but that’s random, and the two I’ve heard about would not help…”

“That would be reliant on random chance. Artificially inducing them in a yet-to-be-born monster is not impossible but really tough work, even for me. No, what I have is something better. It’s the entire point of having this room in the first place: sickness!”

“Diseases affecting bones?”

“Yes. I have collected them all. Some I am working on altering myself. Increasing bone mass and density, brittle bones that explode in deadly sharp shrapnel, shortening or lengthening limbs. All things I can do. Most of the disease strains I have are actually useless for you, the one giving porous bones won’t help you, but I’m sure I can make something great here.”

“I don’t know if I should be scared or impressed. Porous bones sound painful. I- I’m a bit lost for words.”

“It takes time to process genius,” Richard snarked, tapping on his temple. “If you have nothing else to add, I’ll be getting to work. Mountain will escort you out. Right, where do you want the final product delivered?

“I- Is the Moonlit Castle doable?”

“Vampire territory? Oh, so you’re really hanging out with the moon Saint and Oracle both, despite all these Sun essences? I see. Well, to each their own. I can certainly leave it there. Will your sister be there too?”

“No, she wanted to go for the trial early, she might already be at it, actually. Why?”

“I am much like Valy, in a sense, meeting new interesting individuals is a good way to pass time. If your sister inherited even half the craziness you did, she is sure to also be wonderful to converse with.”

“If it weren’t a disease-collecting-Lich calling me crazy I might actually take it as an insult.”

“Merely stating facts here. Do you know how many on this planet even dare address me this casually? And at level 249? Definitely square-skulled crazy.”


Chapter 387 - Not seeing eye to eye










“Another storage item you say… Hmm, I have plenty for sale still, you can buy one at the reception on the way out. Unless…” Richard gave a sideways look to one of the human spare bodies floating in their columns.

“Unless?”

“Heh, I wouldn’t be offering that to someone else, but if anyone, you might just be the one to accept. Crazy is crazy, after all.”

“Insulting someone isn’t usually how you get them to accept something.”

Richard stared at Sofia for a few seconds, hands on his pelvis.

“See. You’re still here, waiting for the offer. I am starting to get a good read on you. You’re hungry, just like I was. Hungry for possibilities. Hungry for power. It doesn’t matter what I call you. The incentive of getting something from someone as powerful as me, you just can’t miss it.”

“Yeah, huge news. How did you figure that out? From the story of how I accepted a death quest from Sun to go to a Solar orbital station? Oh, right, I didn’t even tell you about this one. So, this ‘offer’ of yours?”

“Tssk. I can do without the sarcasm, is this how you treat a helpful old man? I was just-”

“You were just stalling for time because you’re about to give me a bad deal. Look, I’m not great at many things when it comes to social matters, but reading a skeleton’s body language is right up my alley.”

“Quite the annoying skill, if you ask me. Well, my offer’s not bad… It’s just… Come here, let me show you my latest storage item prototype. I need someone to try it out and come back with feedback. Afterwards, you can keep it, of course,” Richard walked up to the male spare body he had been glancing at before.

This guy is completely naked… I don’t see… “Is it hidden in one of his teeth? Old Orvod had something like this in the trial.”

“He did? How would you have found that out… Anyway, close, but you missed.”

“Where is the prototype, then?” Sofia asked, scanning the body with her mana senses, failing to pick up anything weird.

Richard walked up to the column and leaned his back on it. “Tell me, how much do you care about your eyes?” he asked, poking at his empty eye socket.

Sofia took a step back. “This is going in a direction that I am not sure I like…”

“Ke heh heh. That’s right. This body’s ‘wearing’ the prototype storage item. Left eye.”

“I- I’m not sure… Ripping out an eye certainly wouldn’t be the worst thing I’ve done to my body, not by a long shot, but it does make me a bit uncomfortable, somehow…”

“Before we get on to the specifics of that, let me give you the good points, alright? Good first, bad second. Please.”

“Nothing’s ever free… Go on. I’m listening.”

“You would be a real bonehead not to. I know the pajamas, slippers, and overall carefree attitude aren’t selling it well, but I am still one of the strongest in this tiny world, alright. You’re really lucky most of us old ones are not very uptight. With interesting people, at least. So! The prototype.”

Richard teleported into the glass column. His bone fingers reached up to the floating body’s head, and with precise and careful movements, ripped out the left eye, then teleported back out, wetting the floor with some of the column’s fluid dripping from his pajamas.

“There you have it,” he proudly told Sofia, holding up the wet and bloodied round eye. “The first edition modern scar-less body-insert spatial storage! Just the materials to make this thing cost more than it did to build this entire underwater complex. Not that it’s much to me, but it’s still something. Took a lot of effort to make this first functional prototype, but I can only stay in the spare bodies for so long, and it’s not quite the same as having your own body, so I need a volunteer to try keeping it on and using it for long periods of time, to be sure it’s all fine before I start ripping out the eyes of… My more dangerous customers.”

“Riiiiight… Wait… Can’t you just rip this thing out and heal the eye back?” If the runes can regrow my entire body, just an eye should be fine… That might be annoying, even, if I have to rip out my left eye every time I die to get that thing back in.

Richard scratched his skull. “Nope. Not something you can undo. No healing. You’re stuck with it. Well, you can always replace it with something else later, but your real eye is gone. Linking this to your soul modifies your own ‘template’ if you will, just like your other body-modification skills do. Like your half-empty insides. Don’t think I don’t see them. Clearly no matter what you did, it doesn’t look reversible. This is the same. No amount of healing magic can help you there. Hence why this is a deal I can only offer to someone like you.”

“I’m sure most human farmers out there would kill for a storage item to make their job easier, let alone sell an eye.”

“As if I would entrust my prototype to a random nobody! I need someone who’s really going to use it and bring back good data, not some farmer who’s going to end up murdered by a jealous neighbor.”

Sofia took a second to think, walking in circles under the watchful non-eyes of Richard.

“I have a few questions.”

“Fire.”

“Uh?”

“I mean, ask away.”

“Oh, alright. First question: why?”

“Easy, I wanted to try a new technology, and the usual ring and baubles weren't cutting it. So it’s an eye-”

“Second question, why would anyone ever pick this over a regular spatial storage item?”

“If you’d just let me finish what I was saying…”

“Sorry.”

“So, the eye. The idea was to extend the effective range of my spatial items. For convenience’s sake. Tell me, what is the range of that ring of yours?”

“You made it, don’t you know?”

“I do, you numbskull, this isn’t about what the values actually are, I’m just trying to illustrate a point!”

“Sure… No need to get so worked up over this… So the [Rubedo’s Tail Biter], which you made, can pick up items that I touch, or with some trickery, up to a few meters away, if nobody else is holding the thing. It’s able to unload items anywhere in a sphere of about ten meters of diameter around the ring. So how much range does the eye have? As far as the eye can see? That would certainly be worth an eye.”

“Do you have any idea ‘how far’ your eyes can see? If I want to be facetious, I can say it only sees what it can touch, and that wouldn’t be completely false, but that’s also not very interesting. Else, well, we can ‘see’ stuff so far away in space that we couldn’t ever hope to reach them, so you can always dream to have that kind of range. No, the range is more like, as far as the eye can see that your mana can reach.”

“That’s… Pretty incredible already.”

“Isn’t it? But it’ll cost you an eye, can’t use the tech unless we replace a real eye. It’s also race-specific so this prototype is human only.”

“Wait… Human-only? Our eyes are nothing special…”

“Yeah? That’s the point. Other races have different eye shape, muscle implementation, natural magic paths, and other such annoying things to work around. Human eyes are the easiest to work with, which is pretty nice, made for easy preliminary testing. I need someone to give it a real run, though. It’s got other quirks besides the range and the lost eye, but that’s less important. So, what do you think?”

“I’m going to need the specifics, and a lot more details on how that thing feels to have in your head… I also want to know what are the things you expect could go wrong, considering you believe testing is needed. And I want Erredis’ opinion.”

“You’re not making this easy.”

“Free stuff is free, I’m rarely against taking it, but losing an eye forever is still a bit of a big deal.”

“Oh, trust me, I know. Give me a second to edit the description. That should be enough for you to understand the features. All experimental, don’t forget. We can go over the stuff that could go wrong with your Dragon witness, if you want. Can’t let you have the thing just yet anyway, I will have to tinker with it some to adjust for your lack of proper optical nerves.”

“Well I haven’t accepted yet.”

“Just have a look, it’s nice, isn’t it?”

What do we have here…

[Relocation-Eye Prototype implant V0.1]: A peculiar new generation storage item prototype by craftsman T.L.D.R. It was completed a few years ago but never made it to the next stage of production for a lack of proper quality assurance testing. The space inside is a ten-meter sided cube but its real appeal comes from the many experimental features.

●        Pickup and deposit range up to 3km

●        Enhanced deposit location precision

●        Lowered mana usage for pickup at short ranges

●        Up to 100x optical zoom

●        Heatmap vision layer

●        Dynamic target tracking

●        Visual anomaly spotter

●        Low light and high light vision

●        Can record and store up to 10s of visual feed

Be warned: will permanently replace your eye.

Compatible with most vision-altering magic (no current conflict).

Passive mana cost : 20/ second

“Oh, wow. You never mentioned the mana upkeep…”

“A minor detail…”


Chapter 388 - The things I have left










“So, verdict? It’s a fine piece of magic, isn’t it?”

Erredis rolled the eye between her fingers, observing every nook and cranny. “It’s definitely something, that’s for sure. Clearly you’ve not been wasting your time in that underwater hole of yours. I’ve no idea how you even ended up there, but still, I can tell it’s rough around the edges.”

“Well, yeah. Prototype.” Richard answered, leaning on one of the machines in Erredis’ workshop. “There’s a reason I need a tester before I try to pawn that off to the Kleptras, if it doesn’t perform exactly as expected I’ll have the fuckers on my tailbone for the next millenia.”

Kleptras again? So elusive. Even with all the books I read lately they were only mentioned once as an insectoid subterranean race…

“It’s for the Kleps? Move things around in the hives faster, huh… I can see it. Well, Sofia, I think it should be mostly safe. You can expect all of the eye’s functions except basic sight and storage to potentially break… Actually, nevermind, basic sight might break too… It should be safe, though. At most, the eye itself will be damaged. There are so many layers of protection on this thing, it’s actually a bit absurd to look at.”

“And all that for a measly twenty mana a second. A masterpiece, if I say so myself.”

“And what if I run out of mana?” Sofia asked from the side.

“Well, no big deal, the eye will just enter maintenance mode, no mana costs for that, as long as you’re alive, the energy from you should be enough. You keep the basic sight, and that’s it. Actually, I can build in a switch for you to activate that whenever, if you want… Might be a good idea.”

“If I do take it then that would be nice… And… What if the basic sight does break? Especially during the trial. Do I finish my trial with a single eye?”

Richard stepped away from the machine he had been leaning on. A crate appeared in his arms. He put the crate on the ground, crouched, and opened it, revealing a pile of eyes just like the prototype in Erredis’ hands. Some of these look a bit… Uneven. Prototype prototypes?

The skeleton rummaged through the eyes, and sighed. “Not this one…”

The crate disappeared and another took its place, similarly full of fake eyes. Finally, he looked like he found a treasure, and grabbed one eye in particular. “Got it! Just the thing you need!”

“Another eye?” Sofia asked, crouching on the other side of the crate.

“Precisely, a simpler one, this. It’s the most basic of basic models I made when I was working on basic vision. Only does that, and does it well. If the prototype breaks so much that vision is out, then there’s no point in continuing the testing, you can take it out and bind with this one instead…”

“That does make things a bit better. Though I have to say the idea of losing my eye for something that might break on me at any time isn’t exactly very exciting.”

They both stood back up, and Richard corrected himself.

“Wait, no, you won’t even be able to unbind from the prototype by yourself… Well, you can slot the replacement in and it’ll work just like that. But if you take it out and heal, the prototype is what is going to grow back. So just be careful with that. I don’t believe the prototype will break in the first place, but at least you have some insurance, and it gets a Dragon off my back. That’s all, really. Now either you take it or you don’t.”

“Then… I have a few more gripes. Kind of… Is it comfortable to wear? The fake eye. Does it look bad? And can I change the color? My eyes are blue but your prototype has a brown iris…”

“Appearance-wise, the basic setting is to automatically copy your other eye, but you can change that whenever you want, actually. As for being comfortable… It will probably be weird for a few days to weeks. But eventually as you adapt to it and it adapts to you, it shouldn’t be any different than how you are right now, especially in maintenance mode.”

“Alright… What about body transformations? Let’s say I have a spell which allows me to temporarily shapeshift into something else, what would happen?”

“Same as what would happen if you didn’t have the thing. If your transformation changes your head and eyes, then you won’t be able to access the prototype’s functions, but since it’s built into your template, it’ll be back when you return to your regular self. You really have to think of it as your new eye rather than as an item inserted into your skull.”

Sofia walked away, stopping in front of the workshop’s door. “I still need to think about it… I’ll keep you updated through the Red Carpet. Thank you for the offer, though, and thank you for the help again, grandma.”

“Happy to help, sweetie, oh, and your staff is almost ready, working adamian steel was easier than I remembered, you can come get it in a day or two,” Erredis answered from the back of the workshop. Then, after Sofia left, she turned to Richard, “Now, now. Let’s have a little talk, skeleton-man. You understand my position here, don’t you?”

“Crystal clear. Didn’t take you for the caring kind, Erredis. You’re planning on being her holder, aren't you?”

“Should she get there, yes. It’s her choice though, of course.”

“You’ve grown soft, plague Dragon.”

“Quite the contrary. I just changed my methods. If things go my way, everybody wins. I’ve grown tired of one-sided victories. But I see what you’re doing too. Give her what she wants and fuck off. I won’t say it twice. Else our next bout won’t end with a tie.”

“Ah ah ah. Think you can take me?”

“I developed a new rot just for you, cockroach.”

“Wasted time, there’s nothing you could do to stop me, lizard. But I’ll bow down, just this once. My intention was strictly to get a tester for the prototype, after all. Be her holder, I couldn’t care less, I’ve got a billion other things on my plate right now.”

“Going down without a fight? Seems I am not the one growing soft.”

“Screw you, rot-brain, I don’t have your free time.”

Erredis leaped at the skeleton and grabbed him by the jaw. A raised bony hand caught her throat in the same instant, erratic magic charging in its palm.

“Always busy, huh, bone lord? But you have time for a drink, don’t you?”

The magic died in Richard's palm, he grabbed Erredis’ hand and pushed it away, shaking his skull. Taking a few steps away, he stretched his arms, the bones separating from each other before snapping back in position. “The old usual spot? ... Let me get my spare.”

“Grab the female one, I like you much better without your balls, Richard.”

“This is why you’re a fucking outcast, Erredis.”



Sofia flew away from Zephir’s sect, and went north for a while until she landed at the top of another mountain with a view of the sea. Sitting there, legs dangling over a cliff, she watched the waves from above. Pareth came out and sat next to her.

“We just keep going and going. We’ve sure done a lot in a few years…”

Pareth silently listened.

“I’m worried I might be losing track, though. My original goals were just to be free, have fun with magic, and give a proper burial to Saria… Exceeded all my expectations there for sure. I don’t regret it at all. But now that I’ve accomplished all that… I don’t know. I’m still always chasing progress, but for what? Revenge on Scripture? I have to do it but is that really what should be driving me to go forward?”

Sofia threw a rock at the ocean, watching it fall and fall until she lost sight of it.

“I rarely take time to enjoy anything. I think the last few months at the academy highlighted that… For once I took some time for myself. And now that it’s over, I feel a bit… Empty. Going to risk my life out there in a trial again, I like the thrill, but is it really worth living for? Going all out to become stronger, just because I can… I’m always leaving pieces of myself behind. My heart, my blood, my brain. Now an eye… At the end, what am I going to be left with?”

After a short silence, Sofia felt the cold bony hand of Pareth on her shoulder. She turned to look at him. With his other hand, he pointed at himself.

Sofia smiled. “Left with you? Well, I guess that’s not too bad. It’s true, I do have you, and everyone else. Saria, Alith, Bookie, Astelia, Erredis, Mr Scribe, Shaily … The list is long and ever growing,” she said, slowly standing up.

“Alright. Enough moping. No real objectives? I’m making up problems in my head, aren’t I? Got all I ever wanted and now I feel bad for it? How does that even make sense? Scripture is a looming threat, but so what? I’m not scared. New objective is all planned out, isn’t it? The goal is to crush every trial and become the strongest thing around next to the Lords. Simple. Why? Because I can. It’s already what I’ve been doing.”

Sofia extended a hand to help Pareth get up.

“Come. We have a trial to break.”


Afterword

Hey everyone, Mornn here again. 




I hope you had a nice time reading this fourth book in the series! I tried to have something a bit less chaotic than usual this time, but it is Sofia we are following after all, so it ended up being crazy again. Surely that monstrosity Sofia created with the leviathan tear is dead, right?




Book 5 will be all about the third trial, the first trial taking place in the real world! And Pareth will finally be participating for himself! Though, worry not, he will stay with Sofia the entire way through anyway.




For those of you who have been waiting since book 3's publication... I'm sorry I took so long; life got in the way. I had to move to another country, among other things, which slowed me down a lot. Everything is in order now though, so I will do my best to get book 5 ready as soon as possible! (hopefully before the end of the year)




I am currently writing book 8 already, but I need to go back and edit book 5.

Thank you for reading,

And have a nice day! (｀• ω •´)b
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