
        
            
                
            
        

    
Saintess Summons Skeletons

Book 1

by Mornn


Copyright © 2024 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.


Chapter 38 illustration by : EleMont


Contents

Title Page

Copyright

Chapter 1 - Un-Holy Beginning

Chapter 2 - Holy See

Chapter 3 - [Blessing of ]

Chapter 4 - Level Up!

Chapter 5 - [Maiden bolt]

Chapter 6 - Rat

Chapter 7 - Sensitive nose

Chapter 8 - Passively useless

Chapter 9 - Tomfoolery

Chapter 10 - On edge

Chapter 11 - Hanging on

Chapter 12 - Boneanza

Chapter 13 - Dog’s life

Chapter 14 - Money Making

Chapter 15 - Money Wasting

Chapter 16 - To dust

Chapter 17 - Freedom?

Chapter 18 - Baptism

Chapter 19 - Judgment

Chapter 20 - Maiden

Chapter 21 - Hot business

Chapter 22 - Unusual hiding spot

Chapter 23 - In the ring

Chapter 24 - Avatar

Chapter 25 - Pest control

Chapter 26 - The stars

Chapter 27 - Exterminators

Chapter 28 - Drakron

Chapter 29 - Monster

Chapter 30 - Adventurer guild

Chapter 31 - Filters

Chapter 32 - Investments

Chapter 33 - End of leisure

Chapter 34 - Saint at sea

Chapter 35 - Drifting

Chapter 36 - Incoming Funerals

Chapter 37 - Ocean’s call

Chapter 38 - Queen

Chapter 39 - Adrift

Chapter 40 - Towers

Chapter 41 - Trial

Chapter 42 - Grandcourt’s court

Chapter 43 - Day 8

Chapter 44 - Kingslayer

Chapter 45 - The Princess Class

Chapter 46 - Unethical

Chapter 47 - A fine night to die twice

Chapter 48 - Arising

Chapter 49 - Orvod the mountain shaper

Chapter 50 - Orvod the mountain shaper (2)

Chapter 51 - Orvod the mountain shaper (3)

Chapter 52 - The great storm

Chapter 53 - Heartless task

Chapter 54 - Is that it?

Chapter 55 - True Solstice

Chapter 56 - The real thing

Chapter 57 - Fading

Chapter 58 - Rewards

Chapter 59 - Level : 100

Chapter 60 - Skilling

Chapter 61 - Specializing

Chapter 62 - Livestock

Chapter 63 - The leveling never ends

Chapter 64 - Cursed lands

Chapter 65 - Red Sand, Blue glass

Chapter 66 - Dungeons

Chapter 67 - Trapped

Chapter 68 - Madness

Chapter 69 - Nice?

Chapter 70 - Worm

Chapter 71 - Again and again

Chapter 72 - Identities

Chapter 73 - Make it rain

Chapter 74 - Chopping blocks

Chapter 75 - What’s under

Chapter 76 - At home

Chapter 77 - Diminishing returns

Chapter 78 - Spine

Chapter 79 - Prepare for trouble!

Chapter 80 - Out Of Bounds

Chapter 81 - Shift Optics

Chapter 82 - Kill now

Chapter 83 - Through the steam and heat

Chapter 84 - Show-stealer

Chapter 85 - The ring in the ring in the ring…

Chapter 86 - Dead man tells

Chapter 87 - The Tablets

Chapter 88 - Probably fine

Chapter 89 - Journey to the South

Chapter 90 - Rose-tinted glasses

Chapter 91 - Seeking

Chapter 92 - Valeure

Chapter 93 - Back and forth

Chapter 94 - Bare bones ritual

Chapter 95 - Bone-rattling subjects

Chapter 96 - No lazy bones

Chapter 97 - Pareth: 25%

Chapter 98 - Pareth: 50%

Chapter 99 - Pareth: 75%

Chapter 100 - Pareth: 100%

Afterword

Story recommendation


Chapter 1 - Un-Holy Beginning

[Congratulations, you have been chosen as a new SAINT!]

[Congratulations, you have unlocked the class : Necromancer!]

[[Changing Changing class class to to : : Saintess Necromancer]]

Sofia froze as she read the illusory floating messages written by the system. Saintess?

She had been preparing for her class change for weeks. Being an orphan class for nineteen years was enough. Looking down from the system message back to her ritual, she failed to understand what went wrong. Inside the damp crypt, a polished human skeleton sat in the center of an intricate magic circle she had carved into the floor. The blood still dripping from Sofia’s arm filled the grooves in the circle, bringing it to life.

What do you mean, Saintess? Who wants to be the Saintess?! The Saintess class wasn’t a blessing; everybody knew that. It was a curse, a class you could never get rid of. The church would hunt you down and lock you up. Deep in the cathedral, they would force you to summon ‘Heroes’ to throw at any and all things they didn’t like. Having you heal them every time they feel even a bit sore. Until someday, you died of exhaustion, and another unlucky girl got chosen after you. Sofia would rather die now than have to live like that.

She dreaded opening her status. The necromancer prompt came after the other; there’s still a chance! The familiar status screen didn’t appear. Instead, she heard the unassuming ‘ding’, which announced a new system message. Followed by many more.

[ERROR]

[User can only have one active class]

[ERROR]

[Please reduce your current classes to one]

[ERROR. UNKNOWN CLASS]

[Admin action required]

[Available admins : 0]

[Initiating emergency recovery. Please wait]

I’ve never heard of the system doing that! Am I the Saintess or not? Please tell me I’m not! As the messages flowed one after the other, the skeleton rose from the floor, one bone at a time. According to the grimoire she found under the orphanage library’s floorboards, the ritual was the surefire way to become a necromancer. It would even raise your first undead. She had gone to painstaking lengths to sneak out and find a crypt with an intact skeleton inside.

Sofia was sad that she couldn’t stay until the skeleton was fully raised. But she was in a lot of pain; the cut in her arm was deeper than she intended. The priority was to get back into the orphanage and ask for help. Bleeding out wasn’t in her plans for today.

She clenched her wounded arm to slow the bleeding and ran, her [Sprint] skill helping to return faster. It was still night outside, but morning would come soon. Thankfully, the crypt was part of an old ruin near the village. She would be back before anyone woke up and make up some lie about how she got cut.



The lights in the director’s and matrons’ quarters are still out. Lucky!

Sometimes, someone would wake up early, which made not getting caught harder. Sofia squeezed herself through the spiked fence in her secret spot. A bar’s welds had eroded there, allowing her to remove and place it back without a trace. Going through the tight gap had become harder and harder for her these last few years. I need to be careful about not leaving blood everywhere. I’m dumb for cutting so deep!

Before going inside, she hid her clothes and shoes in a wooden crate that no one ever used. Then she struggled to put on her brown linen nightgown without staining it with too much blood. She climbed through the window she had left unlocked when she departed. The inside of the orphanage was darker than the moonlit outdoors, but she knew the place like the back of her hand.

She made her way to a half-broken shelf near the common toilets. It had a protruding nail that no one had taken care of for a few days now. She slathered a bit of blood on it and projected some on the wall underneath. Oh! I almost forgot to untie my hair! She let her wavy golden locks fall down her back. Alright, time for the fall… She needed a solid excuse; no one would believe she had tripped and cut herself on the nail if they didn’t hear any noise. She found it hard to allow herself to fall, harder than it had been to cut the top of her arm.

The stumbling made a lot of noise; Sofia even let out a genuine high-pitched yelp of fright during the fall. She even finished ripping the shelf off of the wall as she instinctively grabbed it to slow her descent. Aowwww… It really hurts now, not just the arm…

But that should have done the job.

It only took a few seconds before Clarice, the head matron, came running in, sleepy-eyed and also in her nightly attire.

“Sofia! Did you trip on your nightgown again? Seriously, how old are you!” She was whispering to avoid waking everyone up.

“Ah! It hurts. Clarice, I think I’m bleeding.”

“Tssk, you useless you..." she answered, sighing. "Can you stand up on your own?”

Despite her harsh words, she immediately extended her hand and helped Sofia up.

“My! You’re really bleeding!” She failed to suppress her voice this time. “Hold the wound, we’re going to Mariella’s room.”

Mariella wasn’t happy to have her sleep disturbed so early in the morning, but as the only healer in the village, she often dealt with such nightly troubles. She didn’t even look at the wound; she used her [Minor Healing] skill and went right back to sleep.

The wound closed in a second. Sofia was as impressed as the first day she saw it. Magic looked so convenient, but getting a magic-oriented class was usually a privilege reserved for nobles. Very few of them would have been willing to teach a commoner. That’s why she couldn’t let go of the idea of becoming a necromancer after finding the grimoire. She had read so many books about great mages and glorious paladins that she couldn’t settle for anything less than a magic class. And she thought that being able to summon whole armies of skeletons in the future was a very appealing idea. The only drawback was how much of a bad reputation necromancers had with the Church. Surely she could work with that, she thought.

“Are you good now? Go back to your bed; I’ll deal with the cleanup.”

“Thank you, head matron!”

Sofia expressed her thanks in a deep bow that was only met with the pretend cold gaze of the shorter woman.

That went a lot better than I imagined. She didn’t question me at all! My nightgown is a bit bloodstained now, but that’s better than getting kicked out.

Sofia was already the eldest kid in the orphanage; she wasn’t even a kid anymore. She never really cared about getting adopted, spending all her time in the library. Anyone else would have been thrown out by now, but no one wanted to take on her annoying chore of cleaning the library every other day. Everyone was already overworked. The director conveniently ‘forgot’ to kick her out again and again. He would waste money if he hired someone to clean it instead. But the books were largely donations from the Church; they couldn’t be neglected. Or the orphanage would risk getting fewer contributions in the future.

Sofia figured all that out, but they could still decide to get rid of her if she was too much of a nuisance. And she had no job or proper way to make a living, which was not ideal.

Well, I’m leaving soon anyway! If I can just get my necromancer class, I can survive forever in the wild with my army of undead!

She tried to reassure herself, but returning to living in the wild sounded like a step back to her. Maybe she could use her necromancer powers to make an honest living somehow? The easy way out was to hunt weak monsters and sell the corpses. But now, that idea didn’t sound quite as exciting as she hoped her future life would be. Besides, she had her own greater goal, which couldn't be accomplished by a weakling hiding in the wilderness, scavenging to get food.

Beyond her goal, Sofia could already see herself commanding a glorious skeletal army, repelling great dangers, and being applauded by the masses. Who could stop her if she wanted to be a helpful necromancer? Besides the Church, the king, the guards, and anyone physically stronger than her. She couldn’t see a single flaw in her plan or refused to acknowledge them anyway.

But none of that could even have a chance to happen if she ended up being the Saintess. If that happened, she would have to try to escape the Church’s grasp by leaving the country. And she wouldn’t bet a lot on her success…

The kingdom was wide, and so was the reach of the Church. It was a weird religion. One that only acknowledged a single God when it was pretty clear that Oracles and Saintesses from other gods would appear with different powers in other kingdoms. It was a mystery to Sofia how they could have so much authority over everything as if they had eyes and ears everywhere. Even in this small countryside orphanage, she couldn’t avoid their influence. They were generally benevolent, so It never bothered her before, but now that she risked being their Saintess, thinking about it started giving her anxiety.

She couldn’t wait to try the spells the grimoire taught her. [Summon Skeleton] could summon a weak undead out of thin air! Just like that! [Raise Undead] could turn any dead monster into a tenacious zombie. And [Drain Blood]... Well, she did think [Drain Blood] was a bit weird, but it could heal the necromancer, the grimoire mentioned. And who would refuse a healing skill, even a slightly unsettling one?

Getting to her bed in the communal girls’ room, hopeful and worried, she tried to sleep. I can’t end up really being the Saintess, right? It so doesn’t fit me! Don’t do this to me!



She woke up a few hours later to a series of system messages that had popped up in her sleep.

[Recovery partially successful]

[Classes have been reduced to one]

[A new class has been created]

[Anomalies may arise]

[+1 Classless Skill Slot has been awarded as compensation]

Name : Sofia

Age : 19

Class : [Orphan] > [Saintomancer] ♢

Level : 1

Health : 20 / 20 -> 5 / 5

Stamina : 20 / 20 -> 5 / 5

Mana : 10 / 10 -> 5000 / 5000

Active Skills (0 / 5) -> (3 / 5)

  NEW [Holy Skeleton] - Level 1, Summon Lv. 1

  NEW [Heal Undead] - Level 1

  NEW [Summon blood] - Level 1

Passive Skills (0 / 5) -> (1 / 5)

  NEW [Blessing of ] - Lev

Classless Skills (4 / 5) -> (4 / 6)

  [Menial chores] - Level 7

  [Sprint] - Level 3

  [Fast reading] - Level 12

  [Shenanigans] - Level 48

Summoned heroes (1 / 4)

●        Lv.1 Holy Skeleton (Human)

She barely had any time to give a cursory glance to her status before she heard an unknown voice.

“The Saintess is awake. Guards, call for Magisterium Ovohen.”


Chapter 2 - Holy See

Sofia didn’t have time to process the surprise she felt from reading her class's weird [Saintomancer] title. She focused on the unfamiliar place in which she had woken up. The church already got me? But how! When? Where am I? The prayer house in Verenha isn’t even large enough to have a room like this!

She was on a plain but large bed, larger than the director's at the orphanage. The bed sat dead in the center of a very wide and otherwise empty room. The indirect sunlight in the room came from large windows covering a whole wall. The walls themselves, much like everything else besides the bed, were made of completely unadorned and mirror-polished white marble, the kind she had only ever seen used for the noble’s gravestones. The whole place felt very cold.

The only other presence in the room was the robed priest who had spoken previously. He was a short and frail-looking old man, but he carried himself like he was some high-ranking noble. Maybe he is. She had the urge to jump at him, maul his face, and run out of the room. But she had seen the armored guards walk out of the room; surely they couldn’t be far. Also, she was chained to the bed by her right ankle.

I only wanted to summon skeletons!

“Uhm, sir priest… I have a few questions.”

“You may speak your mind, Saintess.” The old man didn’t bother turning to look at her, visibly absorbed by whatever he was looking at through the windows.

“Where am I?”

“This is your new room in our Holy See, Saintess.”

“The Holy See.. in Einsen?”

“Indeed.”

The capital is a nine-day carriage ride away from the orphanage in Verenha! What do you mean we’re in Einsen?! Why not the Red Winds Empire while we’re at it?!

“How did I get here, exactly?”

“You were summoned here by the Magisterium, Saintess.” Sofia had a very hard time keeping her face from contorting. So they can just summon me here any time they want? Good. Great. Fantastic! God, I want a refund on my life, please.

“Can anyone just do that?!”

“Only the Magisterium, Saintess.”

I don’t think he’s lying… Only one person I need to murder in cold blood to get out of here, then? Such a bargain, thank you… They don’t even see me as a danger. She thought as she observed her chain. It was clearly more of an intimidation tool than a real restraint; it wasn't even tightened properly around her ankle. One good yank on it, and she would be free.

Loud steps echoed in the corridor outside the room. A gigantic mountain of a man in golden plate armor entered the room. He had to crouch to get under the door frame. Standing upright in the room, his graying hair almost touched the marble ceiling. He kneeled toward the old man. And here I thought I was very tall; does he have orcish ancestry or something? I get it. I couldn’t even kill the man in his sleep if I tried.

“High priest, you called.”

“Rise. You may brief the Saintess on her duties.” The high priest unceremoniously left the room after giving his order.

Ovohen closed the heavy wooden door behind the priest. “Your duty is now to follow my orders. No more, no less.” He edged closer to the bed. “If you do, you will get more amenities in your room; if not, you will lose them.” Oh, so I can get transferred to a better jail if I'm a good prisoner, I see; very enticing…

“You should already have the [Summon Hero] skill; dump all your mana into it to train it every day. It needs to be level ten by the time you can actually finish the cast. It costs six thousand mana to activate fully, so don’t worry about summoning anything with the one thousand you have.” He’s already going for the door. “Which is why, starting tomorrow, we are going to get you up to level fifty on short notice. It will take around three months. That’s it for now. Perform your duties well; God’s grace shan’t be wasted.”

He left.

I don’t have the [Summon Hero] skill, though?

“What is this [Summon blood] all about anyw-” Shit, what if they’re listening?

“Uh, I worry for nothing; they didn’t even chain me up properly.”

Damn, my skills are weird. It’s like both classes were mashed together randomly. Sofia focused on a skill in particular, which is how you could access the description.

[Summon blood] : Summons a chosen blood.

I don’t know what I expected.

She went through the whole list one by one.

[Holy Skeleton] : Lights the way with a Holy loyal Skeleton.

[Heal Undead] : Gather Holy Light to heal 11 (10 + Skill level) + 5% max Health a tenacious undead that will fight for you.

[Blessing of ] : The saintess is blessed by

The more she read, the less she understood. The explanations made no sense. The last one isn’t even a full sentence! She checked her previous skills.

[Menial Chores] : Stamina consumption of all non-battle actions is reduced by 7% (1*Skill Level).

[Sprint] : Top running speed is 30% (10*Skill level) higher.

[Fast reading] : Can read 120% (10*Skill level) faster.

[Shenanigans] : Analytical thinking is 48% (1*Skill level) more efficient when used for personal gains.

These ones, at least, didn’t change. I have way more mana than the man thought. Were the class multipliers applied together? Necromancers get halved health, halved stamina, and quintupled mana… Does that mean Saintess gives halved health, halved stamina, and a hundred times the mana? What a cheat. Well, that means nothing with useless skills. She looked back at her mana pool with awe. Five thousand. Wasn’t that what she was supposed to have at level fifty? How much would she have by then? If anything was a good surprise from the messed up classes, it was this.

Some quick math… he said I should have a thousand now and have six thousand by level 50. So I would gain a hundred per level. But it got quintupled, and now I have five thousand… Then I should get five hundred mana for every level. That’s thirty thousand at level 51! [Summon skeleton] costs 50 mana if the grimoire wasn’t wrong… If I had it, I could have a hundred skeletons right now! But instead…

Summoned heroes (1 / 4)

●        Lv.1 Holy Skeleton (Human)

There’s a summon already... The skeleton in the crypt back in Verenah, I guess. She couldn’t lie to herself; Holy Skeleton did sound quite good. It couldn’t possibly be worse than a basic skeleton, she hoped. What worried her most was the four summons limitation. Can I never have more than four undeads? What kind of shitty necromancer is this! Wait, no. It says Lv.1, which shouldn’t be here. Necromancer summons can’t level, the book said. Their level would be hidden and decided at the summoning. Maybe it’s not so bad if they can level up.

What would happen if they died, however? Would they be back to level 1? There’s no way that it’s better than having a hundred basic skeletons…

“I can feel a faint link with it…”

She couldn’t see through the skeleton’s eyes or anything fancy like that. But she instinctively knew the skeleton’s location compared to her. It seemed the [Holy Skeleton] skill could at least send simple orders as she felt the skeleton moving after ordering it to leave the crypt.

The simple order cost her eight hundred mana points. Woaw, that's expensive. Maybe because he’s so far away. She thought it was a bit of a waste, but she spent eight hundred more mana to order it to go back to the crypt. No testing could be done if the skeleton got spotted and killed during the day. People usually weren’t very kind to the undead.

*Ding!* ‘[Holy Skeleton] reached level 2’

So fast! My classless skills all took weeks to level up. Does just dumping mana in there do the trick? She contemplated spending all of her mana on useless commands right now to see if it would level up more. I should still try the other ones first.

[Summon Blood] did exactly what the skill said. It summoned some blood mid-air that fell down and formed a small puddle near the bed. She could see some practical uses for that, especially with how much mana she had. She could probably fill a whole barrel with the stuff. But it was hard to imagine just that helping her escape. What would higher levels do, summon more?

Should have thought twice before trying this one… How do I explain the blood on the floor? My period? Should I cut myself again?

Sofia dipped her fingers in the blood and smelled it. Yeah, it smells like blood. She smothered a bit under her nose and tapped her fingers on her chest, making it look like drops had dripped down from her nose. What’s a few more bloodstains on my gown at this point? There we go, I just had a nosebleed. Let’s see the next skill.

From Sofia’s testing, [Heal Undead] did exactly nothing. Probably due to the lack of undead to heal. This one should be a priority once I get out, but before that… In the end, [Holy Skeleton] was probably the best choice to level up. Wouldn’t it make the skeleton stronger?

It looked like her mana regeneration was a little less than one point per second. This is quite fast as well… Necromancers should be at about two points per minute at level one. My mana pool is so big, though… Still, that’s more than three thousand points an hour. I can just use it all, and it will be back way before the testing tonight.

She sent more commands to the holy skeleton, namely ‘Hide in a corner,’ ‘Don’t move,’ ‘Be silent,’ and ‘Escape if someone finds you’. She expected to feel tired from the big mana spending but felt nothing. Maybe the book authors from the church just made up this whole mana exhaustion thing.

‘[Holy Skeleton] reached level 3’

It's level three now. The description didn’t change; I just hope it isn’t useless to level it up, or I might as well train with [Summon Blood] instead.

Sofia struggled a bit to wiggle her foot out of the shackle. She was free to leave the bed now. There really wasn’t much to see in the empty room. The windows showed a perfect view of the mountain flank capital down under. The city of Einsen was built on the inner side of a steep U-shaped mountain flank, making it very safe from invaders. The Holy See was a fort a bit higher on the mountain than everything else, named after the very same ‘Holy See’ of the church, composed of the oracle and high priests who led the religion. The only building that sat higher up on the mountain was the royal palace on the opposite side.

If only she had wings, she could just fly away. Only to be summoned back here… But she didn’t have wings anyway. The only thing she could get out of this window was a precipitous drop. Would they just let me kill myself like that? She didn’t find any way to open the windows. They didn’t even vibrate when she punched them, let alone break. All she did was hurt her hand.

She went up to the door. It wasn’t locked. Can I just explore the place?

Someone opened the door from the other side before she could do it herself.


Chapter 3 - [Blessing of ]

The person who opened the door was a younger girl in a maid outfit. She was probably not even sixteen and strode into the room, pushing a small cart. The top level had a pitcher of water, an empty cup, and a small loaf of dark bread. The bottom held a tiny chamber pot and a neatly folded white cotton robe.

“H- Hello, Saintess, these are the supplies for today, as ordered by the Magisterium.” She bowed, but her face looked uncomfortable. Doesn’t look like she likes her job much.

“My name is Irina. This humble servant will be your personal maid for the whole length of your stay in the church.”

“Hello, Irina. Nice to meet you. I’m Sofia; you can just call me that.” Better be friendly. She could be useful down the line.

“I would be honored, Saintess, but this lowly maid couldn’t possibly do so. ”

“Alright, I get it. Is this all the food I’m going to get?”

“Yes, Saintess. I must apologize, but nothing can be done about it.”

“It’s fine. Anything else I should know?”

“...” Irina worriedly looked through the door, her shoulders relaxed when she saw no one there. “Do not leave this aisle of the building without the Magisterium, for your own good. Dutifully follow the orders, and whatever happens, avoid angering the High Priests at all costs. Stepping out of line in their presence is ill-advised,” she whispered in a frightened tone. There’s only ever one Saintess in the church. If I’m here, then the last one… Better take her advice seriously…

“Thank you, Irina; you can leave if you need to. Do not get in trouble for me.”

The young maid left the room without taking the cart, slowly closing the door after another bow.

The bread was rock hard. We ate better in the streets… Sofia was once again alone in her large and empty room. Long days ahead…

The white robe was nice, if a bit tight, a simple and elegant design with some lace around the hem. Certainly, something Sofia would have expected to see a Saintess wear and, without a doubt, the most luxurious piece of clothing she had ever touched. Something practical with pants would have been better. Guess they still want me to look the part even if they feed me this crap. She was glad to still have her underwear from the orphanage because they didn’t provide any for some obscure reason.

With nothing else to do, she decided to follow her original plan to discreetly explore outside her room. The marble room was at the very end of a long corridor, it had four doors along the left side, another door at the other end, and the right side was open arches opening on a square cloistered garden. It was all neat and shiny everywhere. The stone walls and marble floors were polished and clean, and the garden was full of healthy, vivid green plants and trees.

Sofia counted four floors above this one, and that was probably not all of it. The high spire projecting a shadow on the garden wall from a distance had her think the whole place was at least twice as big as this cloister, if not more. It was the Holy See, after all, home to the four high priests and the famous three hundred paladins of the church. It had to still be a lot larger than that to house them all. The spire was probably the Oracle’s place.

The magisterium’s quarters are likely to be very close if he’s always the one to ‘take care’ of the Saintesses. Sofia knew she had to silently get rid of the Magisterium and flee to another country before anyone noticed if she wanted to get away at all. There was no way to go against all the paladins or the high priests, let alone the Oracle, who was rumored to be over level 200. But this one beefy old man? As long as he kept being as carefree around her as he had been today, she would find a way. Maybe stab him in the eyes…

Since there was no one around, she opened the second closest door to her room. It was a small room with a few bookshelves lining the walls. There were probably only around 80 books in here, all lined on the shelf closest to the door. Everything else was empty.

‘A noble’s etiquette’

‘20 Keys before attending your first ball’

‘The art of sewing’

‘History of the Church’

‘Dukedoms of the Skyreach kingdom’

Almost all of them were like this. It would have been a hard task to put together a duller collection of books. Three of them stood out to Sofia, however.

‘On managing your mana’

‘Basics of a healer’

‘Intricacies of summonings’

These three might hold some useful information, she thought. She would probably end up having to read all the books anyway; she doubted they were here for no reason. She tried to open the next door, but it was locked. She could probably open the lock given the right tools; that was something to keep in mind. The fourth door led her to a room full of buckets, brooms, and other various cleaning supplies.

Two more doors. The one opposite her room was probably just the entrance to another corridor, but it was also locked. Only the room right next to hers remained. Inside, Sofia found pretty much exactly what she had expected. Two guards playing cards around a small wooden table.

“Don’t mind me, just looking around.”

The guards looked at each other for a second; the one on the left shrugged and threw a card on the table.

“Your turn, Jeff.”

Sofia left and closed the door. All I can do is read the books then, better follow Irina’s advice and not wander too far for now. Maybe I’ll check the aisle on the other side of the garden tonight.

It took her forty minutes to read the first book on the shelf, it was about the nobility ranks of the court and was utterly boring apart from the recent-looking addendum on the last page mentioning the court of Vampires. The sun was high up in the sky by then, almost noon.

Nobody else came to see her until the sky got dark. She had read nine more books in the meantime, and she was getting quite hungry.

‘[Fast reading] reached level 13’ Holy shit, this one was a long time coming!

Sofia had found out long ago that she couldn’t level up this skill by reading the same books over and over; it had never gone up again after she had read the orphanage’s whole library. This was why she had been sending different commands to the skeleton every time, just in case the same one wouldn’t grant xp twice. She glanced back at her previous messages.

‘[Holy Skeleton] reached level 4’

‘[Holy Skeleton] reached level 5’

The only difference she could see was the mana cost of orders decreasing by a bit. She had been saving up for the last hour and a half and her mana was full. Time for a bit more fun then. She had already figured during the day that the skeleton only understood simple orders, but she could send multiple ones to have it do more complex actions. Since she could feel the skeleton’s location moving all she had done was send the commands ‘Move in a circle’ and ‘Stop in ten minutes’ to see if that was possible and how long orders lasted for. She hadn’t found a time limit yet. The skeleton acted as a surprising makeshift clock, though she had no way of verifying if it was actually following any real measure of time.

For all she knew, maybe it had just followed what she thought had been around ten minutes.

[Holy skeleton], ‘discreetly venture in the forest’, ’hunt weak monsters’, ‘flee if there are humans’. Almost half her mana disappeared like that.

She could only sit on her bed in the dark and wait. The city outside looked quite lively at night, but no sound reached her room. Three consecutive *Ding!* in her mind broke the silence.

‘You have defeated [Wild Hare - lv. 2]’

‘The hero : ‘Holy Skeleton’ gained a level!’

‘You gained a level!’

This is a thing?! Wait, no it’s only logical that an undead's kills would grant experience to the necromancer. The skeleton leveling up was all I expected. This was all big news.

[A new Passive Skill is available!]

A passive at level 2. Wait, is this the necromancer’s [Scent of the Deep] that intimidates monsters of a lower level?

Available Passive Skills :

●        [ Deep] : the Deep.

I’m not sure how I feel about this one. I’ll take it I guess.

You have acquired the passive skill : ‘ Deep’

Let’s check that out…

Name : Sofia

Age : 19

Class : [Saintomancer] ♢

Level : 1 -> 2

Health : 5 / 5 -> 10 / 10

Stamina : 5 / 5 -> 10 / 10

Mana : 2892 / 5000 -> 2892 / 5500

Active Skills (3 / 5)

[Holy Skeleton] - Level 1 (Lv. 1) -> Level 5 (Lv. 2)

[Heal Undead] - Level 1

[Summon Blood] - Level 1

Passive Skills (1 / 5)

[Blessing of Deep] - Level 1

Classless Skills (4 / 6)

[Menial chores] - Level 7

[Sprint] - Level 3

[Fast reading] - Level 12 -> Level 13

[Shenanigans] - Level 48

Summoned heroes (1 / 4)

●        Lv.2 Holy Skeleton (Human)

“It really fused with the blessing one…” She tapped her nails on the bed frame, it was a habit she picked up in her childhood. She did it without noticing whenever she was lost in thoughts.

I don’t like the clutter from the level-up comparisons; let’s turn that off.

[Blessing of Deep]... I could have waited for the next passive, maybe. But the only other necromancer passive mentioned in the book was the [Aura of Death] at level 80. [Blessing of Death]? I’ll pass…There’s probably still more from the missing pages, though.

[Blessing of Deep] : The saintess is blessed by the Deep.

Nothing new here. Very nice having a lot of seemingly useless skills, helps a lot in my situation. What is the deep, even? The book never mentioned it again…

Sofia went to sleep after sending a few more orders to the skeleton.

She later woke up to the sound of footsteps behind her. It was still night.


Chapter 4 - Level Up!

It took Sofia a great deal of self-control to fake being asleep. She had no idea who stood behind her bed, but since she was still alive, they might not be after her life. Pretending not to notice might just be the safest option.

When a cold finger prodded her cheek, she could no longer keep her eyes closed. Leaning over her stood a lanky man in a brown suit, wearing some kind of small flat hat. His face was nothing special, but his eyes were pure black. He looked at her with a perfectly blank expression. His whole being unnaturally still as if frozen in time. Sofia screamed. No sound left her mouth. After locking eyes with the man, she could no longer move at all, no longer breathe; she didn’t even feel her heartbeat.

The surreal stillness of the scene was interrupted by a *Ding!*. The man was no longer anywhere to be seen, and the dark room turned bright, bathed in the warm light of the morning sun.

It took Sofia a good minute to calm her wildly beating heart. When she managed to calm down, her nightgown was already sticking to her back, soaked in cold sweat.

[Congratulations, you have received a new name!]

She couldn’t decide what shocked her more between the strange encounter and the system message. Her name had indeed changed on her status page, where it used to just be ‘Sofia’. It now read: ‘Sofia Aphenoreth’.

Having your name changed when you got married or adopted was a common thing. Did she just get adopted by some weird man? Her best guess was that either the man was the seldom-seen oracle of the church playing a weird prank on her, or maybe it had a link to her [Blessing of the Deep]. If it’s neither, then I have no idea. Just what was that for? Can’t you ask before you change someone’s name! What’s Aphenoreth?! Are weird things just going to keep happening to me? If I had known all of this crap would happen, I would have stuck with the [Fool] class you get with level 50 [Shenanigans]...

“Wait, since the saint class was halved, is the restriction of being stuck with it the same?”

[The ‘Saint ‘ class cannot be changed]

It was worth a try… Maybe I can change the necromancer part, but why would I ever want that? A single skeleton is better than no skeletons. Oh, the magisterium’s coming.

As announced by the heavy steps, the tall armored man opened the door. “Get dressed and come out. Fast,” he ordered in an utterly bored tone.

Yes, hello to you too; a pleasure to see you again.

She still had to obey, and she hoped to get some food soon. The old man led her through the previously locked door at the end of the aisle, which led to another corridor much like the previous one but with rooms on both sides.

From what she gleaned from glances through open doors, it seemed that part of the fort was mostly for storage. Old books, furniture, barrels of grain, bedsheets, just a whole bunch of storerooms. They passed a corridor going far to the right. That looks like a corridor going through the whole width of the fort. The man kept walking straight through another door and into a large kitchen area. Tens of cooks were hard at work already, not paying them any attention; the room was very hot from the numerous stoves. They stopped at a heavy wooden door in a corner of the kitchens. The magisterium took out a large key from the collar of his armor and unlocked the door. Behind it was a set of coiling stone stairs going down.

“Go in. Don’t come back until you’re level twenty.”

He closed the door behind her.

I don't like where this is going. Am I about to fight for my life in some underground crypt?

The steep stairs were dusty; only finger-sized slits in some parts of the staircase walls let some light pierce through from outside. It kept going down for a while; after a bit, Sofia began to hear wet sloshing noises coming from inside the walls. They only got louder and louder the further down she went.

“What is this place…”

The stairs led to a small square room, similarly lit by a single small hole in the wall, letting in a faint ray of sunlight. The first thing that caught her attention was a small hatch containing a platter of food. It was a pitcher of water, a yellow apple, and a bowl of cold soup. Not bad. She observed the rest of the room while eating. You can get to level twenty in this room?

One had to know that level twenty was already quite something. The only way to gain levels was to kill animals or people stronger than you. No matter how you looked at it, it wasn’t something many humans were willing to do. The risks were just too high. Most villagers Sofia knew were in the low tens, only slowly accumulating experience when they killed farm animals for food. There was a level 50 hunter in Verenha, that was as high as the wildlife around there could get him, he had told the curious orphans.

Having a somewhat high level wasn’t all that great anyway, especially if you were stuck with a bad class like villager, farmer, or baker. People weren’t all that keen on risking their lives to make slightly better-tasting bread. Now, if you could make it to level 100, there were apparently some incredible benefits and a lot of money to be made, but how dangerous would it be to get there? The highest level people around in villages were usually hunters and guards.

The other features in the room beside the hatch were a tall basket holding a bunch of long wooden spikes, a lever, and a fist-sized round hole at waist height in the wall near the lever. There was no light to see what was beyond the hole.

She took a spike and prodded inside the hole. Looks like it’s just a small empty space in the wall. Let’s give that lever a go. The lever was surprisingly hard to pull down; it went back up by itself right after, and with it came the metallic sounds of things opening and closing. A wet thing fell behind the hole.

Sofia stuck the spike in the hole once more. It feels like it’s touching a sack full of water. A weak push was all it took to pierce the thing. Nothing really happened. She kept stabbing a few times. A sudden jolt of mild pain coursed through Sofia’s body.

‘You have defeated [Composter Slime - lv. 13]’

‘You gained a level!’

‘You gained a level!’

‘You gained a level!’

“Just like that?” she couldn’t keep her voice down.

“That’s surreal… no way, you can do it like that… I understand how all the noble kids are at such a high level now. I almost feel bad for the slimes.”

“Alright, if they want to give me the opportunity to get stronger, I’m not going to say no.” she pulled on the lever again. And again. And Again…

‘You have defeated [Composter Slime - lv. 16]’

‘You gained a level!’

‘You gained a level!’

‘You have defeated [Composter Slime - lv. 3]’

‘You have defeated [Composter Slime - lv. 7]’

‘You have defeated [Composter Slime - lv. 8]’

‘You gained a level!’

‘You have defeated [Composter Slime - lv. 23]’

‘You gained a level!’

‘You gained a level!’

[New Active Skills are available!]

Available Active Skills :

●        [Dispel ] : Dispels

●        [ bolt] : projectile from the hand.

I don’t think they go together very well… I’ll wait on these. The dispel part is interesting, but since every Saintess has that, this probably won’t be my ticket out of here. I wonder what the original skill was.

‘You have defeated [Composter Slime - lv. 2]’

‘You have defeated [Composter Slime - lv.6]’

‘You have defeated [Composter Slime - lv. 5]’

…

The levels started coming slower and slower; most of the slimes were under level ten and likely didn’t give much experience. The highest level slimes that fell behind the hole of death were level 25, but they were quite rare. After doing this all day, Sofia's arms were too tired to continue. When the last level-up message she had been waiting for showed up, it was time to stop. She observed her log. The mana spent in the [Holy Skeleton] skill all day long hadn’t been wasted.

‘You gained a level!’

‘You gained a level!’

‘You gained a level!’

‘[Holy Skeleton] reached level 6’

‘You gained a level!’

‘You gained a level!’

‘You gained a level!’

‘You gained a level!’

‘You gained a level!’

‘You gained a level!’

‘[Holy Skeleton] reached level 7’

‘You gained a level!’

[New Active Skills are available!]

‘You gained a level!’

‘You gained a level!’

‘[Holy Skeleton] reached level 8’

‘You gained a level!’

“Wouldn’t life in villages be a thousand times safer if everyone could just get to level twenty like that?”

I don’t think I can get any higher here. There are too few high-level slimes. This was quite good already; let’s have a look at the new skills.


Chapter 5 - [Maiden bolt]

Available Active Skills :

●        [Dispel ] : Dispels

●        [ bolt] : projectile from the hand.

●        [Maiden ] : Invoke the power of a maiden

●        [ mist] : in a thick mist.

All my skills are going to be like this aren’t they? I’m already feeling the headache. Maiden feels like I could use it to summon something with the right combination. What can I do though, a maiden zombie? Not sure I want that in my team honestly. Also what the hell would [Maiden bolt] even do? I need to be really careful how I deal with this.

[Dispel bolt] might be interesting if I need to go against a mage… as long as they throw projectiles with their hands. I don’t think it would work on physical throwing weapons. Unless it’s crossbow bolts? I can’t see it being worth a skill slot.

[Dispel mist] is a hit or miss. The syntax of the description would be a bit weird. If it creates a mist that dispels everything it touches it’s absolutely insane. If it only dispels mists it’s the worst skill I’ve ever heard of. Either way, I can't risk wasting such a valuable keyword. I’ll wait for a dispel magic or any safer sounding combination really.

[Maiden ]... Can’t do anything with that right now. Unless I want to lure old men in a [Maiden mist]? Hard to imagine what that would end up being, maybe the skill just wouldn’t do anything at all.

Guess I’ll be keeping all of these for later.

My skills didn’t really go up besides [Holy skeleton] reaching level 7. But I gained a lot of stats.

Name : Sofia Aphenoreth

Class : [Saintomancer]

Level : 23

Health : 115 / 115

Stamina : 3 / 115

Mana : 358 / 16000

I’m not so sure but I think that’s an insane amount of mana I have. The regeneration speed also shot up to about 3 mana points per second. If I remember correctly paladins have 1000 health at level 20… Wow my body is weak. The mana makes up for it I guess but unless I want to flood a room with blood I can’t really make use of it right now…

Wait, am I dumb? I can level up my skills so fast with this! Did I break the system? Well yeah I definitely did, my class doesn’t even exist. Being a captive here isn’t so bad for now. When I’m strong enough, how can they stop me from leaving?!

“Maybe I shouldn’t get excited, I’ll still die from a single stab…”

It was night already when she came up from the slime room, she had been killing them in the dark for a few minutes at the end. Thankfully the door wasn’t locked, it revealed the empty and dark kitchens, some rare rays of moonlight surging between the curtains. Time for a free meal. She couldn’t discreetly make a real meal but it shouldn’t be too hard to steal some bread and vegetables she thought. She also ordered her holy skeleton to go back to hunting as it was safe now.

She made a quick meal of white bread, cheese and carrots she pilfered in the cupboards. I get that they can summon me back here whenever they want but I still think it’s weird how lax they are on guard duty. Just how bad are the Saintess class skills? She considered stealing a knife but that felt like it probably wouldn’t really help. If they find it they’ll just think I’m up to some bad stuff, which I am, but better let them think I’m resigned to obediently staying here.

As the magisterium was her only target, there was no way the guy couldn’t survive a sneaky knife stab, if she even managed to deal one. His class has to be at least as strong as a paladin and he’s at least level 50 since he can get all the Saintesses there… I have no idea how to go about this. If I cut off his head he’ll die no matter how many health points he has left, right?

The system’s Health stat worked in mysterious ways, if a level one lost an arm they would maybe lose one or two health points, but for someone like the magisterium? They would likely lose hundreds. The only hard rule was that if health fell to zero, you died. Or is it that only when you die, it falls to zero? I’ve gone as low as a single point in the past…

Whatever the case, she had to be ready to dispose of the magisterium if an opportunity presented itself, but she also had to be able to escape the place without anyone noticing afterwards, or she could never outrun the church’s forces. Even then, she would have to be very careful about hiding from the church while she was still in the kingdom.

Sofia finished munching on her food, and she succumbed to greed and grabbed some dried meat from a cupboard, which she ate as she walked around. If this isn’t a perfect time to explore a bit I don’t know what is.

She first checked the kitchen’s third and fourth door. One was for a cold room with tons of meat hanging on hooks. The other led to a big banquet hall. I’ll save this way for later.

She went back to the previous corridor and explored the many storerooms one by one. There wasn’t anything useful she could hide on her or in her bed but she made note of some items that might help in her later escape. The only room left unaccounted for was the one full of books as it was too dark to read the titles. She was going to go back to the cloister part of the fort when she heard it. A rat! It came from the room with the grain. She closed the grain storage room’s door. She had previously left it open because it was open in the first place. Hopefully it’s trapped in there!

Sofia walked back to the kitchen. She looked at the knives first, but ended up rushing down the stairs to the slime room instead. Almost tripping in the lightless spiral staircase, she then felt her way around the slime room, searching for the basket. She grabbed a sturdy unused wooden pike from the back of the lot.



It wouldn’t be easy to corner the rat in the room full of barrels, especially with the low light, it was good that the room had at least a tiny barred window. She grabbed a handful of grain from a barrel, closed it back up, and set it down on the floor in a corner. After that, it was a waiting game. She had closed the door to make sure the rodent wouldn’t leave the room but she was still worried it had another way out. A good twenty minutes later, the rat finally noticed the unprotected food. She patiently observed, immobile, as he was feeding. When it looked like it had let down his guard to eat, stuffing its mouth with the wheat, she attacked.

She mustered all of her remaining strength, trying to be quick to kill the animal before it noticed her. Once it was alarmed and felt unsafe it wouldn’t be possible to corner it again. She clenched her muscles, and extended her weapon forward.

It was a shoddy looking stab. It didn’t even go where she had aimed. But the rat, having felt it coming, dodged, running for the safety of the barrels, only to find the pike still coming for its body. It was through sheer luck that what could only be a miss ended up being a perfect hit.

‘You have defeated [Rat - lv. 1]’

She was careful to clean up the scene a bit, and returned the pike to the slime room. Her legs hurt like hell from all the running around. Her stamina had been showing a clean 0 for a while now. One could still move without stamina, but they would get weaker and weaker and eventually faint.

Her night wasn’t over yet. In the kitchen, she butchered the rat. It wasn’t a clean job, rat blood and guts spilling everywhere, the taps used water magic to produce water so she still managed to clean everything up in the end. She had almost puked many times during the whole process, barely holding on. The dirty rag she had used to wipe the blood and hold the meat and guts ended up in the hatch labeled ‘Composter chute’. Hopefully no one would notice it was missing. She ended up stealing another one to hold the rat bones, and a sturdy looking small knife.

The rat skeleton had some broken and missing pieces by the end, but it would have to do. She also cleaned up the mess in the grain storage room with the last shreds of her energy and willpower.

She felt really faint after all this. Lightheaded, she trudged back to her bed. It was a good thing there was nobody out in the corridors at this hour. The guards were clearly awake in the room next to hers, they made a lot of noise and didn’t seem to care about her at all. After hiding the things under the mattress, she didn’t need long to fall asleep.


Chapter 6 - Rat

“How are the Heroes doing?”

“Scythe and Jason are still holding the frontlines in the east, your Majesty. Izuka should still be dealing with the salamander situation up north; she is scheduled to come back in three months.”

“What about the three from the last batch?”

“Another dud, your Majesty. Minato showed great potential, but he was caught by spies from the empire’s adventurer guild, we sadly failed to stop them. We quietly disposed of the other two. They were utterly inadequate.”

*Sigh* “What is the church doing, sending us these clowns again and again…”



Sofia woke up in the same boring marble room.

‘You have defeated [Forest Slime - lv. 2]’

‘You have defeated [Vampire Bat - lv. 4]’

‘The hero : ‘Holy Skeleton’ gained a level!’

‘You have defeated [Starved Wolf - lv. 5]’

‘You have defeated [Wild Hare - lv. 1]’

‘You have defeated [Wild Hare - lv. 5]’

‘The hero : ‘Holy Skeleton’ gained a level!’

‘You have defeated [Wild Hare - lv. 6]’

‘You have defeated [Wild Hare - lv. 6]’

‘You have defeated [Wild Hare - lv. 2]’

‘The hero : ‘Holy Skeleton’ gained a level!’

The faraway skeleton had done some quality hunting during the night, going up to level 5. The shared experience wasn’t enough to get me to level up; it probably barely made a dent. Her idea of using the skeleton to speed up her leveling while she was stuck here wasn’t looking very promising.

She tried to leave, but to her surprise, her door was locked. Did they find out about yesterday? She checked under the mattress; the rat skeleton and knife were still there. She let herself fall on her bed. It was still the only piece of furniture in the large room. It would be nice if I could get a bath. She had to sweat a lot to get her levels the previous day and felt unclean.

Her mana was full, so she spent it all.

‘[Holy Skeleton] reached level 9’

‘[Holy Skeleton] reached level 10’

‘[Holy Skeleton] reached level 11’

Having that much mana really is cheating… I need to find a way to make it regenerate even faster!

Sofia had nothing to do in the empty, closed room. She observed the city below through the large windows; it was too far down to really watch anything interesting happen, but she took the time to familiarize herself with the city layout. About two hours later, something unexpected happened.

‘[Fast reading] reached level 14’

“What?!”

‘Reading’ the city layout? Is this what it is? I was stuck at level 12 for so long and I could have just leveled it up by staring at things for long enough? Is my class broken, or is the whole system broken?!

Her memorization of the city design got noticeably faster after the level-up, but she got bored at some point and just went back to bed for a nap.



“Saintess, are you alright?”

“Uh. Irina? Yeah, I’m just… sleeping.”

“Oh, my apologies. I left your food for today here. The Magisterium isn’t present today, so he just let you know that the bathroom was unlocked and that you had to start reading the books. He’s referring to the second and third rooms on the left.” she says, pointing at the corridor behind.

“Enjoy your day off, Saintess. I don’t know if you will get many more…”

“You sure know how to lift the mood, don’t you?”

“I…” The maid froze for a second, “I’m sorry, I just…” she continued in a softer tone.

“Don’t worry, I’m not mad. I know I’m a captive here.”

“I- I’m going back to work; stay safe, Saintess.”

Irina left in a hurry.

The food in question was the same apple and soup she had gotten the day before, with an added loaf of rock-hard dark bread. She still ate all of it. The next step was checking out the so-called bathroom.

Sofia came out of there more than an hour later, cleaned and with a new robe. They had even provided a gold headband engraved with weird sigils. It had quite some weight on her head despite being very thin. What, is this one of the rumored magic items providing various bonuses? She was shocked to have been handed something that valuable just like that; even if it turned out it wasn’t magic in the end, it was still fully gold!

It felt weird walking with more money on her head than she had ever owned before. They must be very, very confident that I can’t even try to escape. I’ll show them! They’ve never seen a Saintess quite like me!

She spent the rest of the day reading through the books in the other room. The guards checked on her once; they even talked a bit. The duo was named Jeff and Yannick, both level 60 warriors. They said they didn’t have to do anything as long as she didn’t try anything funny or leave the cloister without the Magisterium. If anything, they seemed quite sympathetic to her situation. Also, another duo swapped with them every night.

‘[Holy Skeleton] reached level 12’

‘[Holy Skeleton] reached level 13’

…

She left her room late at night.

As she was coming out of the books’ room, one of the other duo of guards came out to see what she was doing. This one was kinda short, and he looked bored out of his mind.

“Hey, what are you doing out of your room this late?”

“I- I just wanted to read a book under the moonlight.” She held up the book she had just taken. “I can’t sleep…”

“Just don’t leave the cloister.” The man sighed like this was the worst day of his life and returned to the guard post.

Alright, now to find a suitable spot…

It took her some time, but she found a nice place with large and flat stacked rocks out of view from the guards’ door. A perfect moonlit place for reading. She carefully took out the knife from between her breasts; the blade was rolled in some cut cloth. She moved the first rock of the pile away and got to work carving on the second one.

She had drawn the necromantic skeleton circle many times before getting it correctly in the crypt. She could almost do it with her eyes closed now, especially one as small as the one she needed; the only hard part was not making excessive noise. The stone was quite brittle, which helped a lot. It took a few hours, and by the end, the knife’s point was ruined, but the circle was complete. The guards never checked up on her again that night; she only heard them talk loudly from time to time.

She retrieved the rat skeleton in the folded rag she had tied to her ankle. It was quite tight to lessen the noise it would make, and she struggled for a while to undo her own knot. I should have just cut it open. She would have to cut herself open next anyway…

She frowned. Can I not just use [Summon Blood]? Does it have to be mine?

‘[Summon Blood] reached level 2’

As the blood filled the carved circle, the rat skeleton slowly reassembled and came to life.

[ERROR]

AGAIN?!

[User cannot summon the same hero twice; please choose one]

[Holy Skeleton (Human) / Holy Skeleton (Rat)]

That’s just it? No halved thing bullshit? No admin call? Alright, I can deal with just this. Goodbye, old skeleton. I guess you’re just too far away.

[You summoned the Hero : Holy Skeleton (Rat) - lv. 5]

It even kept the levels of the other skeleton!

The small rat skeleton stood still, awaiting his orders, its eyes emitting a soft golden light, a small, round halo of yellow light hovering over his skull.

Her first command was to hide the lights. How could he do his job of being discreet if he was a walking light show? To her relief, it could actually be turned off. But she felt like the rat was getting weaker without it.

She hid the ritual circle by replacing the first rock on top of it, left the skeleton there and went back to her room. Her orders were to explore all unguarded places as discreetly as possible. She established signals like ‘stop moving for a second’ or ‘immediately retreat then do a circle’ to know what exactly it encountered. Since it was still close to her, she could very precisely sense its position and movements. She restricted the rat to the first two floors. Higher up was dangerous; she assumed the thing would absolutely get caught if it went near a high priest, and she thought they had to be up there on the highest floors. People in power always loved to live high up.

The rat was fast and discreet; by morning, she would have mapped the entirety of the Holy See’s lower levels. It was good that she had napped for so long. She was not getting a lot of sleep that night.


Chapter 7 - Sensitive nose

‘[Holy Skeleton] reached level 14’

‘[Holy Skeleton] reached level 15’

‘[Shenanigans] reached level 49’

Nobody noticed the rat. As it turned out, the place was even larger than Sofia had thought; it was worthy of being called a fortress. The cloister where she was ended up being quite close to the entrance. It seemed more like an afterthought in the whole design than a place made especially for the Saintesses. There were lower levels, but they were devoid of any human presence, so there were likely no jail cells in there, weirdly enough. Maybe that was the only reason she wasn’t in one. The underground levels weren’t fully mapped out; there had to be something dangerous in there as the rat had retreated early, but it wasn’t a human.

The doors on the other side of the garden led to what was probably the maids' and workers' quarters on one side, seeing how everyone slept in communal rooms, and to the paladins’ quarters on the other, where they had individual rooms. She couldn’t tell what was in the other rooms as the rat didn’t report any people in there. But it had told her where guards were posted, and it had found two exits.

One was likely the main entrance, near the banquet hall she had seen before. It was guarded by at least eight people. The other exit was a bit weirder; somewhere far away on the second floor, she had no clue what it could be. The second floor had very few people in it, barely a few pairs of people here and there, probably guards. It was surely more lively during the day. Sofia could already see ways she could reach that second exit at night if she was good with her timings around the patrolling guards, but it was a gamble since she didn’t know what the rat had considered an exit. Maybe she wouldn’t even fit through; maybe it led to a cliffside, and even then, she still felt she had better odds there than with the front door.

Going to the second floor in the first place was a bit tricky, the stairs from the main entrance hall led directly to the third floor so they weren’t an option, the only ways to the second floor were two sets of stairs, one in the center of the workers’ aisle and one at the end of the paladins’ corridors. There had to be a staircase leading up the oracle's tower somewhere that had access to all floors, but the skeleton hadn’t found it; maybe it was behind locked doors. There were many places the rat couldn’t enter.



The next morning, she was drinking her daily bowl of soup without enthusiasm when a familiar tall man in armor entered her room, Magisterium Ovohen.

“Hmm, you’re wearing the saint’s headband. You really reached level twenty, then. Good. Follow me.” The man didn’t even wait for an answer; he just turned around and left.

Does wearing this thing mean I’m level twenty? There’s a level restriction or something like that? It’s really a magic item, then!

Sofia gulped down the rest of the food while leaving her room. The man marched straight down the same way leading to the kitchen but entered the long corridor going to the right midway. They passed a few paladins walking around. Everyone stopped to greet the man when they saw him. If her understanding of the layout of this place was correct, they had passed under the main entrance’s stairway to the third floor. At the far end of this corridor was the entrance to the lower levels. They went through the open passage at the end; the door was made of iron bars that could be lowered with a lever system from the corridor’s side. Two paladins were guarding the doorway from the inside, facing the light incline going down. They’re here to keep things from coming out? They wore golden plate armors akin to the magisterium’s but much less ornate. It was a mystery how the rat managed to go in and out the previous night without being caught by the paladins.

[You have entered the dungeon : Abyss of the damned - Lv. 100+]

A dungeon right here in the capital! I get why the church built the fort here. They can just train all of their paladins here. The damned… if it ends up being full of undead weak to the holy, it’s a walk in the park for a paladin to level up here!

That might also be an opportunity for me… I’m a saintomancer, right? There’s no way I won’t find a way to make use of a place full of undead! Please let my next spells be good!

The duo entered what looked like an abandoned underground prison. The cell bars were rusty and broken, the whole place was littered with stone and metal debris, and thick dust permeated the air. The only light came from the magisterium’s longsword; it was glowing with a light blue hue.

“Stay behind me.” He tossed a sheathed dagger to Sofia. “Use this to finish off the zombies. Any questions?”

“Wouldn’t I get more experience if I was alone?” She was actually curious as to why he would personally help her to level up. Couldn’t he send just any other paladin?

“Oh, you would if you did not end up dead.”

He started to walk slowly, checking inside every cell.

“Killing just two or three undead here might even be enough to get you to level fifty like that,” he explained. “There’s no way you’d be able to take out even one. Not before you’re level ninety. But you won’t ever get there.”

They kept walking in silence for a while.

“Don’t you feel bad locking people like me in here? Leveling up a Saintess until she’s thrown out for the next one?”

It was something she had wondered about since coming here. The fate of the Saintesses was all on that guy’s shoulders, it seemed, but despite the weird situation she was in and being kidnapped, she was still treated rather well as a prisoner. She was no stranger to captors bringing violence on captives, and she had feared the same thing would happen to her here.

The man stopped.

“It is the will of God. I interpreted his holiness the Oracle's words myself,” the magisterium said in a somber tone.

So he doesn’t really like it, but he’s following the will of God? You’re not making the task of getting rid of you any easier, old man!

“... Your God sure is weird if this is how he wants the saints he chooses to end up.”

“Young girl, you cannot perceive God’s great designs! Nor can we. As such, we need to diligently follow His guidance, for He will guide us to a greater realm!” He got a bit zealous by the end but quickly regained his composure.

“Now quiet down and focus on your task; we are merely following God’s plan.”

Sure, thanks for the preaching. Where do I sign up to leave?

They kept advancing through the empty prison pathways, the white robe Sofia was wearing already a bit gray from all the dust in the air. Sofia was bored out of her mind. She kept sending the rat skeleton useless commands to level up her skill. Spending mana was slow since the skeleton was near. Isn’t it dumb that leveling the skill is easier the further you are from the summon? My skills really don’t make any sense.

‘[Holy Skeleton] reached level 16’

Sofia still kept half her mana available just in case something went wrong. The zombies finally showed themselves a good hour of walking later. It didn’t take Ovohen long to take care of the twelve-strong group of zombies roaming the corridor. Holy fuck, they STINK! I’m happy I don’t even have the [Raise Undead] skill. I’m never making a single skill with zombies. Skeletons are great, they don’t smell like ass, and they don’t make dumb noises. Regular necromancers use these all the time? No wonder they have a bad reputation. I also wouldn’t associate with someone who reeks like that!

She went on an internal rant about undead hygiene while the magisterium seemingly danced with his sword through the group of undead, leaving behind a bunch of limbless zombies lying on the ground, unable to move.

Even with the things in that state, she had a hard time coming close to finishing them off. In the end, she still did, making sure to hold her breath for as long as she could. The dagger glittered with holy light when she took it out. Another magic item! She plunged it into the first zombie’s head. It was exceptionally hard, like stabbing a rock, but the magic on the dagger helped it get through. The zombie did not die. She had to stab it eight times before a system message popped up.

‘Your party has defeated [Sinner zombie - lv. 112]’

She expected a level-up message. It never came. Wow, the shared experience isn’t so good… I was worried I would reach 50 faster than I could find a way to get out, but it seems that won’t be the case.

‘Your party has defeated [Sinner zombie - lv. 125]’

‘Your party has defeated [Sinner zombie - lv. 98]’

‘Your party has defeated [Sinner zombie - lv. 79]’

…

The further they went, the larger the hoards of zombies became, but the magisterium wasn’t even touched once. They were in there for ten hours straight before he had to carry her back when she fainted from exhaustion.

This wasn’t all for nothing, however.

‘You gained a level!’

‘You gained a level!’

‘[Holy Skeleton] reached level 17’

‘You gained a level!’

‘You gained a level!’

‘You gained a level!’

‘You gained a level!’

‘[Holy Skeleton] reached level 18’

‘You gained a level!’

[New Passive Skills are available!]

‘You gained a level!’


Chapter 8 - Passively useless

Sofia woke up in the deep of the night, still fully clothed on her bed. She looked at her available skills.

Available Passive Skills :

●        [Pristine ] : Your soul is in

●        [ of Bones] : against physical projectiles.

Of course, the descriptions don’t help, and they don’t go well together.

[Pristine of Bones] Ah, yes, everyone needs clean bones, don’t they? If it was a skill I could give to my skeleton, maybe it would be interesting, but why do I care about MY bones? Talk about a passive skill; it would passively do fuck all, wouldn’t it? Even if I mash the description together, then what? Defend my soul against physical projectiles? As if that was needed…

How can I do anything like this? I don’t even know how half my skills work exactly. Where do I file a complaint?

[ERROR]

I feel like I might have thought something I shouldn’t have.

[SDS Discrepancy detected]

“SDS?”

[Admin action required]

[Available admins : 0]

This again! What’s an admin even? At this rate, won’t my class change to [System Error] at some point?

[Initiating emergency recovery. Please wait]

[Following procedure ERR-0675 : upgrading Scribe to tier two]

Sofia felt a sudden piercing headache, which lasted for a few seconds and stopped when another system message appeared.

[Error fixed. Thank you for your patience]

Fixed? Scribe? What was…

Confused, she looked through her status as the pain receded, but nothing was different from before she fainted the previous day. The system fixed what, the useless descriptions?

She checked the skill with the weirdest description previously.

[Summon blood] : Summons liquid human blood anywhere in a 2-meter (1*Skill Level) radius from the Saintomancer (Must be free space). The quantity of blood summoned this way is (1*Skill Level*Mana Spent) Milliliters.

That’s a lot of new information! Did I just win a big prize by complaining? The system had a function like that? Also, this clearly means it knows my class is weird, and it didn’t do anything about it. Good. Wouldn’t want it to only realize what it’s done later and try to erase it or something.

She took a few seconds to process the math. So I can summon forty liters of blood right now? Is that a lot? It kinda feels like a whole lot, but also not enough to really do anything…

She checked her other skills. The Classless skills hadn’t changed at all, but everything else did.

[Holy Skeleton] : Allows the Saintomancer to control a ritually created Holy Skeleton wielding the Holy Light of gods. The Holy Skeleton will keep experience when switching bones. Physical capabilities are influenced by the current bones. 

Lv.1 : The Saintomancer always knows where their Holy Skeleton is.

Lv.10 : The Holy Skeleton boasts a glorious [Halo] empowering Holy-related skills.

(Next function unlocks at Skill Level 20)

This is my main skill for now. I like that it can evolve more. I need to level it up faster! Now, how can I find a good, strong skeleton in the fort, do a ritual large enough for it, and hide it afterward? This is going to be hard. The host must mean the current skeleton. I can’t really expect to get out of here alive with just a holy rat, no? Also, this pretty much confirms that I can only have one…

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

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

Heal the undead for 11 (10 + Skill level) Health + (5% of the healed undead’s maximum health) per second while the light is channeled.

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

Does not work in restricted spaces.

Not in restricted spaces? So, basically, not indoors? She thought the limitation made the skill quite bad, not to mention how visible a pillar of light coming down from the sky would be. Doesn’t this skill just tell everyone my exact location? It’s so bad… But since I can only have four summons, healing them is an obligation. Unless one of them ends up being a healer? I’ll think about it, but I can’t use it at all until I’m out of the country and able to defend myself. I’ll try to make a better healing spell if I can.

[Blessing of the Deep] : The Saintomancer was granted a name.

They may see the inhabitants of the Deep.

Lv.1 : The Saintomancer and their summons are immune to the [Mind control], [Hypnosis], [Confusion], [Insanity] and [Instant Death] status effects.

(Next function unlocks at Skill Level 200)

So the whole name thing really came from there, uh. Still no idea what ‘The Deep’ is supposed to be. The effects are… Yeah, this is very good, I think? Won’t help me get out of here, but, sure, I’ll take all of that. Sofia was a bit shaky; she had a tremor just from reading the skill’s description. There are skills like [Instant Death] out there in the wild?!

She recalled the grimoire and the few necromancer spells mentioned in it. Death… The only one it had was [Aura of Death], but that's a passive skill. Maybe I’ll be the one dishing out instant deaths someday. If the saintess class spells allow for that. Oh, but I could make [Pristine Death] as a passive. Not quite sure I want that. Can my own skill kill me? I’d probably be the first idiot in the history of the whole world to be killed by learning a skill. Wait, no, I’m immune to [Instant Death], so maybe I can still try it out.

I don’t know about the other skills, but I’m never replacing this one for sure.

Overall, whatever the tier-two Scribe was, it sure did a good job.

Sofia was quite curious about the Scribe, but she wouldn’t ask anyone about it. Talking about the inner workings of the system was a great taboo; saying too much in public was usually the last thing you would be able to say. Even books always avoided the subject. The only part of the system that was public knowledge was the very basics of getting a class and leveling up. It was clear that someone or something in the kingdom was actively preventing any advanced information from spreading. Was this scribe even a living being?

She giggled on her bed as she imagined some scrawny guy in a cramped room full of documents, looking through her broken skills, wondering how he could fix them up to make sense. Keep up the good work, buddy.

Can I get more goodies if I complain more?

Maybe it was for the best that she didn’t push her luck further. Her mana was fully refilled while she was out. She spent the next hour trying to give increasingly complex command chains to the rat.

‘[Holy Skeleton] reached level 19’

‘[Holy Skeleton] reached level 20’

She only had 400 mana left by the time it reached level 20.

Let’s check out the new function. Please be good!

[Holy Skeleton] : Allows the Saintomancer to control a ritually created Holy Skeleton wielding the Holy light of Gods. The Holy Skeleton will keep experience when switching host bones. Physical and magical capabilities are influenced by the current bones.

Lv.1 : The Saintomancer always knows where their Holy Skeleton is.

Lv.10 : The Holy Skeleton boasts a glorious [Halo] empowering Holy-related skills.

Lv.20 : The Holy Skeleton can create and wield a sword of Holy light. Proficiency depends on the host bones.

(Next function unlocks at Skill Level 30)

She was quite pleased with that; it was very funny observing the rat on its hind legs, trying to use a tiny sword of light. It looked like the skill would keep evolving every ten levels, so all of her mana would go there as much as she could.

Irina came early in the morning, pushing in a cart loaded with food and new clothes. Jeff and Yannick, the guards, followed behind her, carrying a small wooden cabinet and a fancy carpet. Ovohen must have been pleased with my performance. I am very interested in leveling up for sure. Although I maybe should try to slow it down a bit. Whenever I hit 50 is my deadline because there is no way I can summon any dumb hero for them with my skills.

Not one that’s alive, at least.

This day and the next were time off; the Magisterium had many things to attend to. It was time to start putting in some serious work to get out of this dump.



‘[Holy Skeleton] reached level 21’

…

‘[Holy Skeleton] reached level 26’

‘[Fast reading] reached level 15’

…

‘[Fast reading] reached level 17’

‘The hero : ‘Holy Skeleton’ gained a level!’ *19

‘[Shenanigans] reached level 50’ 

[A new evolution choice was unlocked for the skill : Shenanigans]


Chapter 9 - Tomfoolery

[Shenanigans] is at 50, and I don’t even get a prompt for the [Fool] class… Can’t ever change out of [Saintomancer], uh. And I can get an evolution?

Available Evolutions for [Shenanigans] Lv.50 (All levels will be lost) :

●        [Shenanigans II] : Analytical thinking is 53% (3*Skill level + 50) more efficient when used for personal gains.

●        [Way of the Fool] :  Analytical thinking is 51% (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.

[ShenanigansII] can go all the way up to 200%, that’s enticing… But getting bonus experience? There’s even options like this? I’m not one to pass up on free experience!

Your passive [Shenanigans] Lv.50 has evolved to [Way of the Fool] Lv.1

Sofia was curious about the stumbling part; she didn’t believe the scribe would add useless text. She stood on the edge of her bed, she took two steps on the thin railing but soon lost her balance. It took her a few seconds of flailing her arms, but eventually, Sofia got back upright. No matter how many times she tried this, however, she really didn’t fall. Sofia only managed to fall when she really tried to counteract the skill, face-planting on the bed.

In the meantime, the rat was stealthily coming back from the slime room; she had it leveled up there until it reached level 24. It could easily pull the lever and enter the hole to kill the slimes by itself. Nothing wasted. The new ability to not fall was interesting; she wondered if everyone had passives like these or if this was really unusual. If only I could find the church’s library…

Her thoughts were interrupted by someone knocking on the window. One had to remember behind the window was a steep cliff, a drop of several hundred meters. But the small man was just standing right outside as if there was solid ground there; he waved.

Sofia tried her best not to appear too shocked, but what her instincts told her next made it hard to keep a straight face. Much like she could feel her skeleton’s status, she knew who this was just by looking. [Hero - Lv. 243]

She blinked, and the man previously standing outside was now inside, dusting his clothes. He was dressed fully in a tight-fitting black outfit of soft fabric. Not a glimpse of skin could be seen apart from his face, which was probably usually covered by the horned white mask currently dangling from his belt. He looked to be around twenty-five or thirty and looked quite manly despite his smaller stature. Maybe it was the short black beard that helped.

“Hey there, I’m Michael, but everyone calls me Mike; you the new saint?” he greeted Sofia in a friendly tone.

Is this guy here to kill me? She considered fleeing, but the man could just teleport, it seemed, and she was still sitting on the bed.

Seeing her hesitate, the man just kept talking.

“Don’t worry, missy, I’m less dangerous to you than these guys in the church are.”

“Sofia. Why are you here? Are you not worried the guards will come?”

“Oh, no one here could hurt me if they tried, but I’m not looking to start diplomatic incidents; I’m just having some fun on my break.”

“You’re a summoned hero, right?”

“So you’re really the new Saintess. Damn right, I’m a summoned hero, and let me tell you, the bread in my world tasted much better than the hard crap you eat here. How can a whole continent fail so hard at something so simple? If you’re going to kidnap us, then at least…”. The man was really angry that he couldn’t find good bread; he started ranting about yeast and baking before he reined himself back into the initial topic. “Anyway, Sofia, how’s life in Skyreach’s Church treating you?”

“Look at the room. I have a bed and a carpet. Isn’t this the height of prisoner luxury? I’ve known worse.” She sarcastically gestured, presenting the mostly empty marble room as a grandiose palace.

“Yeah, the last one here wasn’t a fan either…”

“Do you just stalk Saintesses for a living?”

“Heh, what would you do in my place if any random asshole could just kidnap someone from your world whenever they please because some god decided so? I’m just keeping track of who’s who. In case cleanup is needed.”

“Less dangerous, uh. I get the point. I’m not planning on summoning anyone ever, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

The guy raised an eyebrow. He slowly walked closer.

“The church ain’t going to like that, missy.”

“I don’t believe you’d help me escape from them?”

“And risk worsening the war? The oracle can’t catch me, but he’s a tough nut to crack. I tell you, he won’t just stand still if I start slapping his magisterium around.”

The room fell silent for a few seconds.

“But you know what, I’ll tell you something. The old paladin had to split his skills between the Saint-related stuff, paladin skills, and combat skills. He’s very limited when it comes to other areas such as, you know, utility skills, movement, surviving poison, things like that. The other paladins aren’t such easy targets. Ah, but he can kill you with a single slap, so be careful, yeah? It’d be nice if next time I come, I don’t find yet another girl in your place.”

She was still processing what he said when Michael looked outside, pouting.

“I have to go; nice to meet you, Saintess. Take care,” he said, waving with both hands, his body gradually disappearing in thick clouds of gray smoke.

“I get why the church really wants to summon these heroes now… level 243! That’s probably even higher than the king!”

Also, he had at least two different teleportation skills. Scary.

She slumped on her bed, waiting for her heart rate to go back down.

[New Classless Skill available!]

“Oh?” Now, that’s something I like to hear. This place is like a gold mine for getting stronger.

Available Classless Skill :

●        [Poker Face] : Keeping a straight face in all situations is 2% (2*Skill level) easier.

What’s poker? Anyway, sure, why not. Won’t change my life but it can help. I only have one free classless slot now.

What Michael had said about Ovohen’s weakness was good food for thoughts; poisoning the guy wasn’t really an option. Where would she find poison anyway? But during the next outings in the dungeon, she observed the man with great care.



A week later, when Sofia got her skills for level 40, a real plan started taking form; it was risky, but what wouldn’t be? The time before she hit level 50 was only two more weeks at most; she would exploit her jailer for all his worth in the meantime. The old Magisterium wasn’t the worst person she had ever met by a long shot, admittedly, but his faith was so deeply rooted that it took over his free will.

Sofia would never show any mercy to someone restraining her freedom.

The marble cell gradually got more comfortable, a reward for her ‘good efforts’, but being stuck here got increasingly more boring every day ever since she had read all the books the church had given her access to. Michael never came back, and besides Irina, a few minutes every day, she didn’t really have anyone to talk with. There had been attempts to walk around a bit more, but the guards wouldn’t allow her out of the cloister without Ovohen present.



She had been here for almost a month. The heavy footsteps of the Magisterium echoed on the polished tiles outside her room. Today was the day. She took a last glance at her status.

Name : Sofia Aphenoreth

Age : 19

Class : [Saintomancer] ♢

Level : 49

Health : 245 / 245

Stamina : 245 / 245

Mana : 29000 / 29000

Active Skills (4 / 5)

[Holy Skeleton] - Level 40 (Lv. 24)

[Heal Undead] - Level 1

[Summon Blood] - Level 2

[Lead the Dead] - Level 13

Passive Skills (1 / 5)

[Blessing of the Deep] - Level 1

Classless Skills (5 / 6)

[Menial chores] - Level 7

[Sprint] - Level 3

[Fast reading] - Level 19

[Way of the Fool] - Level 2

[Poker Face] - Level 3

Summoned heroes (1 / 4)

●        Lv.24 Holy Skeleton (Rat)

If everything went well, tomorrow, she would be free.


Chapter 10 - On edge

It was an overcast morning; Sofia walked behind the old paladin through the dim corridors of the Holy See. Her skeleton rat was already hiding in the room right next to the dungeon entrance. They had provided her with clothes more fitted for long walks after she had asked for them; it was still all white, but walking in the dungeon was easier without a robe, and escaping would be, too. She thought the white tunic and pants made her look like some of those prideful noble youths that would sometimes go through the village, sitting in their carriages, rousing the envy of every orphan.

She did her best to stay as calm as ever as they walked past the paladins guarding the dungeon.

[You have re-entered the dungeon : Abyss of the damned]

Every time, they had to go deeper and deeper into the seemingly unending dungeon to find new zombies to kill. Past the fifth floor, there were no longer simple ramps but a giant pit directly through the mountain, with a carved spiraling staircase going around it. That was surely where the name Abyss came from. They had gone as deep as the fourteenth floor, but no matter how hard she looked, she couldn’t see the bottom of the hole. The stairs weren’t slippery, but the lack of any kind of railing was worrying.

The zombies were gradually getting stronger the lower they went. According to Ovohen, the weaker ones would reappear in a few months, owing to the cursed nature of this underground abyss. A terrible monster resided at the very bottom, held by seals placed by the first oracle himself.

They collected experience in the fourteenth level for a few hours; it was mostly clean of undead now. Ovohen looked a bit tired and would probably call it a day there; the zombies this deep had started being a bit of a workout, even for him. Sofia used to be the one tired from walking, but now he was the one tired from fighting. Oh, how the tables have turned.

“Magisterium, may I suggest something?”

“What is it?” he grumbled, resting against a wall.

“Can we continue for a while? I’m almost at level fifty, and I would honestly appreciate it if I never had to come here again. The smell is killing me.”

The old man grumbled for a while, drank some water, and got back up.

“This shall be our last outing in this abyss then. I’ll have you know that I, too, dread spending more time in this damned place,” the Magisterium said, stretching his shoulders and pausing for a while.

Let’s go! He fell right in.

“You are quite the involved Saintess; none had reached fifty that fast yet. I hope you will diligently perform for the church until the day I die so that I never again have to set foot in here, either. Trudging through is certainly a trial; such was our given duty.”

Your wish just might come true, old man.

“May His will guide us!” Sofia performed the religious salute she had learned at the orphanage.

“May His will guide us.”

Ovohen, in his golden armor, observed Sofia for a while, sighed, then turned and made his way to the spiral staircase with a heavy gait.

All the while, Sofia was frantically dumping mana in her newest skill.

[Lead the Dead] : The Saintomancer is the saint of the dead.

Nearby undead are more likely to be neutral towards the Saintomancer.

The Saintomancer may spend mana to influence nearby undead. The cost and efficacy will vary depending on the intelligence and level of the undead as well as the kind of influence being exerted.

With the zombies on this floor all being around level 150, each cast cost her hundreds of mana, but she had such a massive mana pool she still managed to nudge the almost thirty zombies left on the fourteenth floor towards them. They slowly made their way through the dusty corridors. Sofia had about half of her mana left.

‘[Lead the Dead] reached level 14’

We will reach the stairs long before the zombies reach us.

The duo smoothly reached the abyss, and they proceeded to go down another level. It didn’t take long for the few zombies to show up. They were still just as boring and stinky as the ones from the first levels, just way tougher. Ovohen was engaged in a fight against five of them; there were more a bit further that hadn’t been alerted yet. Sofia unsheathed her dagger and stabbed at the first fallen undead’s head. It took her a while to finish it, the thing moving until its whole brain was turned to mush.

‘Your party has defeated [Sinner zombie - lv. 158]’

The magisterium was still busy with the undead coming from the front. A few weeks back, he would have just casually swung his sword, and every low-level zombie would fall; now, he had to weave holy spells in between his sword strikes. He used two of them most of the time: some kind of holy strike, sending forward an arc of light cutting through the undead’s flesh, and some sort of regeneration spell, closing back any holes in his armor and cleansing him from the undead’s blood and gore that stuck to him.

Sofia used some more mana to lead the other zombies in the corridor closer. Dealing with so many at once wouldn’t kill the old paladin, but it might be enough to force him to retreat. These zombies were probably around his level; after all, he wouldn’t intentionally fight more than a few at once.

He tried to hold for a while but he was getting slowly overwhelmed by the numbers.

“We need to retreat; go back to the stairs,” he yelled at her in between two strikes of his sword at the group of undead; he still sounded confident.

“Yes!”

Sofia jogged to the stairs; she quickly checked her resources.

Health : 245 / 245

Stamina : 36 / 245

Mana : 8959 / 29000

This will have to do.

‘Your party has defeated [Sinner zombie - lv. 151]’

It only took her a few seconds to reach the stairwell pit. Without Ovohen around to light the place, her dagger was the only light source around. She couldn’t see very far, but she could still make out the silhouette of the zombies coming from the upper floor. They were just a few steps up, all bunched up, completely blocking the way.

Sofia summoned blood, spraying the wall and stairs around, even sending some to the first row of zombies, who didn’t care and just kept slowly going down the stairs. She took extra care to have a lot flowing down in front of the entrance.

She took a deep breath, then cried out as she threw herself toward the wall. She still tried to land not too harshly on the stairs, but it had to look convincing. Face against the floor, lying ‘dead’ on the low sloped steps splattered with blood, she tried her best to be completely still as the zombies kept coming toward her. If she fell correctly, her feet should just show up through the entrance for Ovohen to see.

The man was very quick to react; the clunking of his armor was clear as he rushed back to his Saintess. She had hoped the man would slip on the blood and fall straight down the abyss, but despite his fast pace, he managed to stop and be steady.

He had a quick glance at the Saintess down on the floor and the horde of zombies clambering down the stairs; some were even stepping on the girl’s back as they approached him with newfound interest.

“Shit.”

The zombies from the fifteenth floor were still tailing him, too. He let down his sword to grapple and punch the zombies in front; the steps were too narrow to use the sword properly. He managed to push a zombie down the hole. Then another one. He did as he could, but his massive frame was as much a handicap as it was an advantage; he couldn’t easily go forward without stepping on the Saintess, too, but doing that would be as good as snapping her in half. If there was a chance she could be saved, he still had to try; that’s how badly the church needed to summon new heroes right now.

He managed to throw a good dozen undead in the pit, sustaining a few injuries in the process. He was casting his regeneration skill non-stop. The barehanded zombies, despite their frail looks, had enough strength to dent and bite through his armor when they managed to get a good grip.
 

He slowly advanced to get over the Saintess; it was a tough process getting his armored feet around her without crushing her while also grappling the zombies. But at least now they couldn’t stomp on her as freely. He hoped she was still alive.

The zombies from the fifteenth floor were there too now. Two of them squeezed through the doorway to the stairs and grabbed the man from behind. A blow of his armored elbow threw the ones from behind off balance, sending them stumbling down the steps, but two new undead came right after them. Slowly getting overwhelmed, the man was delighted to see a bright ray of holy light coming down from nowhere, shining brightly on his armor and around him.

“God is helping us!” he rejoiced, brimming with newfound conviction, as he threw one more zombie over the edge.

Contrary to his expectations, the zombies only got more aggressive under the holy light.


Chapter 11 - Hanging on

Sofia was discreetly peeking at the fight; all she could see was the man’s left boot and a bunch of zombie’s disgusting rotting feet. It smelled like hell; not barfing all over the floor was a harder challenge than not flinching at the undead crudely stomping on her back. If anything, she thought she was lucky none had decided to step on her head yet.

She had her reservations about whether using [Heal undead] would work underground, but it had worked just fine. She wouldn’t keep it for long; however, the mana cost was huge.

Come on, just lift your damn foot!

The man was fighting valiantly, and he didn’t suffer too much damage, but weathering the assault from both sides got harder and harder as the undead piled on each other, preventing him from throwing them in the pit quite as easily.

Still, he was quite steady under the undead assault, but eventually, the opportunity that Sofia was waiting for came. A zombie from higher on the stairs had bumped into another one, causing a chain reaction that ended with the zombie currently grabbing Ovohen’s helmet to bump into him. It was only a mild shock to the fully armored man, but enough that he slid back a bit. The steps were large squares, but that slight push got the back of his left foot in the air for just a second. As he moved to ensure his footing and balance, all of Sofia’s remaining mana was used up.

She had summoned two masses of blood, one directly under the magisterium’s left foot, the other over his head. It wasn’t much, just a few litters of fresh crimson blood. The man grunted in surprise when the blood fell on his helmet and sipped in through the breaths of his visor.

As his left boot touched the ground again, the unexpected slipperiness of the blood had him lose his posture for a second.

Sofia held tightly onto the dagger that was hidden under her all this time. It was hard to move with the three zombies currently stepping on her, but she was right under the magisterium. The underside of his crotch was only protected by chainmail; the golden plate armor didn’t extend between the legs. She stabbed upwards as strongly as she could. The glowing dagger didn’t disappoint. It was the first time she heard the man cry out in pain.

Sorry.

“YOU!” he yelled.

She stood no chance at moving the man by herself, let alone make him fall. But making the zombies standing on her fall? She mustered all of her strength and struggled to roll and shake on the ground. All the zombies were bunched up on the narrow stairs at this point, and one of them started falling from the shaking.

The man never recovered his balance. The whole mass of zombies gripping on him and one another tipped over.

Everyone fell into the abyss.

Sofia’s right side was violently shoved by the man’s armored boot as he fell; she slid on the blood and off the stairs, right under the colossal man and the writhing mass of undead.

The man screamed as he was flung off.

She couldn’t really do anything. She couldn’t even use the dagger as a makeshift pick to stop her fall, as it was left stuck in the man’s crotch. She could only watch as the whole crowd toppled over.

Her plan had failed. So close to success. Mentally, she was cursing herself for not taking into account that she could be pushed off, too.

Her head was upside down, hanging over the abyss. She had expected to fall much like the others, but somehow, she was stuck to the edge of the stairs. It defied all of her understanding of physics. Only her right foot was still in contact with the staircase, bent at a weird angle, holding onto her whole body.

She didn’t even dare to move.

‘The Fool always stumbles but never falls.’

“That’s why!” her eyes and mouth were open wide at the revelation.

She felt very lucky that her huge mistake somehow got saved by her recently evolved skill. Thinking about it, blood was getting to her head; she still needed to get back up somehow.

It took a lot of effort, draining the last remaining bits of her already low stamina, but she eventually got her other foot back on after playing the human pendulum for a bit. From there, she managed to slowly shimmy both her calves on the square step. She doubted her muscles were strong enough to let her do that normally; without the [Way of the Fool], she would have fallen over a thousand times, but it was as if any part of her that touched solid ground was glued to it.

Her stamina hit 0. She relaxed all of her muscles; she couldn’t muster even a tiny bit of strength. She hung upside down for a long while. She had received a bunch of messages, but she ignored them for now; she had to get back up somehow.

In the end, she took off the outer chemise style part of her tunic only leaving her in the tight white linen shirt she wore under. She made a large knot at the end of a sleeve. What followed was thirty minutes of her trying to throw the knot over, to have the cloth stuck in the small gap in between two of the square tiles that made the steps. It worked eventually. The tunic, now stuck in the stairs, helped her get up. It ripped at the end, but she managed to grab onto the ledge.

Her abs were killing her, all of her muscles working very hard to get her out of the situation. It took her more than an hour in total to end up back on the blood-stained steps. She was sprawled on the floor once again, not playing dead this time, breathing heavily.

She smiled, glancing at the man’s sword that he had thrown on the ground at the start of the scuffle. It had been her only source of light while she struggled to get up.

Finally out of danger, for now, she opened the numerous messages she had received from the system.

She counted 46 zombie kills, but the experience must have been minimal since that didn’t even take her to level 50.

‘[Summon Blood] reached level 3’

‘[Summon Blood] reached level 4’

‘[Lead the Dead] reached level 14’

‘[Way of the Fool] reached level 3’

‘[Heal Undead] reached level 2’ 

‘You have murdered [Armand Anzan Ovohen - Magisterium lv. 164]’

‘[Way of the Fool] grants significant bonus experience’

‘You gained a level!’ * 18

[Congratulations, your Saintomancer class reached level 50, +1 Active Skill Slot!]

[New Active Skills are available!]

[New Passive Skills are available!]

Murdered? That’s what she had done, but she didn’t expect the system to just slap her in the face with it. What’s with making it sound like I did something horrible and then rewarding me with a crap ton of levels?

She held her bloody hands above her face. The hands of a killer.

“I should feel bad, I think, maybe.”

All she had felt from the message was a wave of relief. Finally, she could try to escape without having to fear being summoned here again. All the tension that she had built up escaped her for a moment.

“Got what was coming for him; rest in peace in your hole, Armand. No harsh feelings.”

Just two people doing what they have to do.

She let out a soft sigh. Now was not the time to reflect on her actions; she wasn’t out of the place quite yet.


Chapter 12 - Boneanza

“Skills first, escaping second.”

Available Active Skills :

●        [Dispel ] : Dispels

●        [ bolt] : projectile from the hand.

●        [Maiden ] : Invoke the power of a maiden

●        [ mist] : in a thick mist.

●        [Angel’s ] : The ethereal call

●        [ soul] : to the necromancer’s lifeforce.

“I have two free slots now…”

[Dispel soul] sounds like it would be good against undead? I already have [Lead the Dead], though… The soul keyword is like dispel, too good to waste on an uncertain result… What I lack right now is offensive skills. [Angel’s bolt] has a nice ring to it. The descriptions don’t really match, but I think that’s not that much of a problem anymore with the scribe. Right?

[Angel’s bolt] : Call forth the divine lightning bolt of Angel Acromegon to strike down foes.

May only be cast while airborne.

Costs 10000 mana per use.

“Holy… alright. Ten thousand mana. Divine lightning. This must hit reaaaaaally hard. The only weird part is the airborne restriction. Falling counts as being airborne, doesn’t it? I should try to get a flying skill. Though that was always something I wanted. Well, I can only hope to get good keywords.”

Speaking of which. Passive time.

Available Passive Skills :

●        [Pristine ] : Your soul is in

●        [ of Bones] : against physical projectiles.

●        [Armor ] : Gather prayers to protect

●        [ Essence] : per second.

Armor of bones? Armor of bones!

[Armor of Bones] : Gather and reform bones to create a blessed bone armor protecting the Saintomancer. The armor can store up to 100kg (100*Skill level) of bones to repair itself in combat. Protective strength goes up every level.

Stocked bones : 0kg.

Do I need to actually source the bones? It shouldn’t be too hard. It’s interesting that it ended up being a blessed armor somehow; I won’t complain about it for sure. I guess regular bones wouldn’t fit the Saintomancer theme? But what about [Summon Blood] then?

She was tempted to also try [Pristine Essence], but she really didn’t like the idea of not knowing at all what the skill would do in advance, so she refrained from picking it.

Level : 67

Health : 335 / 335

Stamina : 335 / 335

Mana : 38000 / 38000

Despite the steep mana cost of [Angel’s bolt], she could still cast it three times in a row if needed. Could Ovohen survive that? She couldn’t know without trying, but it still felt unlikely that a spell she got so early could kill someone that high level, especially with the skill being at level 1. However, it was clear that being high level didn’t mean you were suddenly not human anymore; you could still fall to your death, as she had assumed previously and verified today. Wouldn’t have been like this if the guy could fly.

She looked down at the abyss; despite her glowing dagger being somewhere at the bottom, she couldn’t see a speck of light. Maybe it was buried under the zombies, or maybe it was even deeper than she thought.

She wanted to take Ovohen’s sword to light her way back up, but it was a lost cause; she had a difficult time even moving the large hunk of glowing metal. There was no way to lift it. It would be a bit weird to go back up in complete darkness, but she knew the layout of the upper levels quite well. With how long she had spent here in the last weeks and by using the location of her rat skeleton still waiting at the entrance, she was confident in making it back up in a few hours. Before leaving, she pushed the large sword off the edge. If I can’t have it, then no one can. She also threw her tattered chemise. Can’t get rid of all the dried blood… Well, hopefully, they’ll assume it’s mine.

Looking at the scene, it wouldn’t be too far-fetched to think both she and the magisterium had fallen off; there were clear trails of blood sliding off from the stairs. As long as they didn’t have a way to know she was alive, for sure, then she might have a chance to escape without even being pursued.

Going back was faster than she expected; the corridors being empty of all zombies and the [Way of the Fool] preventing her from falling when she tripped on the random junk on the floor made the trip in the dungeon easier than it had any right to be. She did some testing on the way; the [Armor of Bones] could literally suck up the bones from the surroundings, no need to manually gather them. There were so many skeletons littering the floor that she had the 100kg stored in there before she left the 12th level.

She did summon the armor, but since she couldn’t see anything, it was rather underwhelming. It didn’t seem to restrict her movements too much, but it felt a bit heavy. It was a full armor with a fluid design; she couldn’t see what it looked like, but it seemed to embrace the shape of her body, more like an exoskeleton than real armor. Exoskeleton? Beware! The Insectomancer is here! … Does [Holy Skeleton] work on insect shells? It’s like every time I think about my skills, I open the door to a sea of dumb possibilities.

A thing that bothered her was how she couldn’t remove part of the armor, like the helmet, no matter how she tried. It was either fully on or fully off. When she turned off the passive, the armor just sunk into her skin; it felt like swallowing a bunch of food except with your whole body. It was the same when she absorbed bones; they just flew to her and sunk into her skin, making it ripple like she was made of goopy mud.

Meanwhile, the rat was acting as a makeshift alarm clock; it sent her a signal by jumping thrice. That meant the guards would change shifts in ten minutes. Sofia was still on the second floor; she could make it back up in time, but she would have to run.

Running in complete darkness proved way harder than walking. And although her tripping multiple times never made her fall, she hit a wall face-first more than once. The second time onward, she at least wore her armor.

She made it near the entrance with barely a minute to spare. She absorbed the armor and did her best to regain some stamina. She was still trying to catch her breath when her skeleton sent the signal. She had to trust her summon; she had no time to check if the guards were really gone, so she just ran for it. The time when the corridor was empty usually lasted thirty seconds at most.

No one!  She was quick to get past the dungeon doors and into the first room on the left, silently closing the door behind her. That was a room where the paladins guarding the entrance had more gear at disposition, a room full of armor and swords, and even some sandbags for makeshift barricades. The rat was waiting on a ceiling beam; it jumped on her shoulder without a sound. It was something she had practiced to make it easier to move around with it. She was going to leave from the other door, but a stack of racks of tiny flasks on a shelf drew her eyes.

Potions?

‘Healing - Sieva extract

Anton S.

09-3209’

Sofia didn’t know much about alchemy, but if there was one thing everybody understood, it was that healing potions were worth a lot of money. To a village without a healer, it was the only thing that could save someone if they were gravely hurt. It’s probably worth at least a gold piece a flask! There’s hundreds of them!

She thought about it for a second and decided to only take one from the bottom row of the lowest rack. It would be terrible if the church thought she was dead and then changed their mind when they saw potions gone missing. But if it was only one, then maybe it was a human error along the way… And she felt better having a potion as a lifeline.

She didn’t know what was in any of the rooms she had to go through afterward either, only the path and how often the rat observed people in there. She had the rat scout ahead before moving every time. She passed through three rooms linked to the first, then had to cross a corridor, another room, and she ended up in the servants' quarters.

It was quite late, and most servants were sleeping, doors closed; still, she had to be silent. The wooden floor of these more rustic parts of the fort didn’t play in her favor, nor did her tall frame or blood-soaked clothes. If anyone saw her, it was the end.

She had almost reached her destination, a room at the other end of the long servant’s dormitory corridor when the handle of the door right next to her was pulled down.


Chapter 13 - Dog’s life

There wasn’t anywhere she could hide, so she had the holy rat skeleton ready with his light sword in front of the door. If she had to kill someone else today to earn her freedom, then she would.

She almost ordered the rat to attack, but she saw what had opened the door: a large beige dog quietly sneaking out of the room. It paused for a second when it saw Sofia and her rat. Then got on its hind paws, closed the door as gently as it had opened it, and stormed off into another corridor.

Sofia hadn’t so much as flinched through the whole experience, frozen in shock and relief both.

It could have just barked once, and I was dead meat. Good dog.

She had the urge to take out a bone from her armor storage to leave for him in a corner, but it was best not to leave too many traces of her passage.

She finally reached her destination. A small laundry room. She saw where she had to go through to reach the second level : a dirty clothes chute. It was very narrow, and it stank, but that was the most discreet way to reach the upper floor. The stairs in the paladins’ quarters simply weren’t an option.

Not being able to fall was very helpful when it came to climbing in weird places.

[Way of the Fool] is such a nonsensical passive skill; how many variations could exist… Can’t faint? Can’t drown? Can’t burn your food?

The second floor was some kind of paladin training facility. Training rooms, storage rooms, smithies, fighting rings, prayer rooms… All of it had a very stern atmosphere. Navigating through the place was easier than she thought. There were some duos of paladins patrolling here and there, but they were quite relaxed. Many of the rooms connected to each other, making avoiding them an easy task, especially with the rat scouting from the ceiling beams.

Why are there so many wooden beams everywhere anyway?

It seemed like it would be a paradise for rodents, but besides the one rat, she hadn’t seen any traces of more.

It took her half an hour to get to the ‘exit’ the rat had found before. It was in a small square room.

‘Alchemy’

There was a small paper note pinned on the wooden door.

‘Scheduled for repair on the 26th, do not enter, risk of falling.’

I have no idea what the date is, but I’m feeling very lucky that it’s still open right now.

The exit in question was a decently sized hole in the fortress wall. Thankfully, it was large enough for her to go through. The wall was more than a meter thick, but it looked as if the stone had been melted to form a hole. The floor near the hole was missing, too, covered by a blanket and a few loose planks. The whole room had signs of the walls and furniture melting; whatever substance had made the hole had splashed everywhere.

I don’t know who did this, but I doubt they’re still alive… No alchemy, I decided. No. Never touching that crap.

She looked through the hole. It was still the dead of the night; she could see quite a few lights coming from the capital below. As expected, the exit was on the right side of the fort. The immediate good thing Sofia noticed was nobody would see her leave from here. In fact, nobody would expect her to leave from there.

The bad thing was that this hole led to exactly nowhere. Just a cliff. It was smooth for a few meters until the fort walls ended and led straight to a steep rocky cliff. It was almost completely vertical, but if one could still go down from there, it would be easy to get to the city. The cliff ended about a hundred meters below. Down there were the fields cultivated on the many plateaus overlooking Einsen.

Great, second worst-case scenario. Now, how do I go down? My initial plan in case of a cliff was to try to get a rope. This is a... tiny bit too high for your usual rope… [Way of the Fool] all the way down it is, then?

What followed was one of the worst hours of her life. She painstakingly jumped from protruding rock to protruding rock in a risky descent. Although she wouldn't fall when she was already grounded, what if she missed her jump and didn’t touch any kind of ground? She doubted she would suddenly start defying gravity.

There was still about six or seven meters down to go. But no more rocks to jump to anywhere. Only a nice, clean, and polished cliffside and a rice field down below.

So close to the bottom…

Sofia couldn’t jump. She was stuck on the same rock for at least ten minutes. It cracked, and an instant later, so did her legs.

Uh?

She had expected the worst pain of her life, but the burst of pain had been quite brief; she only felt shaken now. She only felt her body from the arms up, in fact.

She panicked. Her eyes got wet.

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

Her mind felt clearer in a flash. She thanked her lucky star that today had happened how it did. Her hand weak and trembling, she retrieved the tiny healing potion from her inner pocket. It had survived the fall.

If this was the real deal, a potion used by the church’s paladins, then this thing could even regrow limbs. Or so they did in the books she had read. She prayed that it wasn't some baseless zeal on the author's part.

She gulped down the dark green liquid.

Tastes like grass.

Health : 18 / 335

Sofia could feel her body fixing itself, wriggling into shape. Bones fusing, tissues connecting, blood coursing. The pain came back with the feelings in her lower body, then it faded away.

A minute later she felt like she was completely reborn. She had never felt so healthy.

Health : 5018 / 335

Oh, alright then. She observed her health take a sharp decline before settling back to 335.

Fuck, I should have stolen more…

She despised her caution that had robbed her of the opportunity to have more lifelines like this. Looking at the capital city still a few dozen meters below, it was time to get a move on.

Still, a few hours before morning, the church will notice something’s wrong soon… The later, the better. Since I wasn’t seen, I still have the option to hide in the capital for a while. I still think I should flee the kingdom as fast as I can… first I need new clothes; can’t get into the city covered in blood like that.

She had imagined a million ways to make money, but none of them worked if she got arrested for looking like a murderer.

So much for not falling…

It wasn’t long until she found a water well with a pump near a farmhouse. Her small church-provided water skin had been empty for hours. She hadn’t focused on the need to drink until now, but she was actually quite parched. Which the potion had only worsened. She also cleaned her hands and face as well as she could, but nothing could be done for the white clothes; it wasn’t even worth trying.

She walked through the mountain fields until she was far enough from where she had landed to feel a bit safer. She searched for a while, approaching every farmer’s house. Not a single one seemed empty, but she did find one where it seemed few people lived. There was an open window. Sofia snuck into the small house.

This isn’t my proudest moment…

It was a tiny farmer's house; every door was open inside. She had entered through the kitchen’s window. From there, she had a direct view of the living room on one side and the bedroom where a couple of young adults were sleeping on the other.

What caught her eyes were the stacks of folded clothes piled on a bench in the bedroom.

I feel bad for stealing from them… They don’t even have a closet. But the woman looks only slightly shorter than me, which is pretty rare, so… I’m sorry. I’ll try to take the worst thing I find.

She told herself that, but she couldn’t afford the luxury to be picky. She didn’t want them to wake up and call for the guards, although it was questionable whether they would hear them from here anyway.

She picked a long, featureless brown linen dress; even folded, it looked worn and of poor quality. She was glad that she had managed to be silent the whole time. The loudest thing in the house had been her beating heart. She felt shame for her actions.

As she exited through the window, she ran and didn’t look back.

She stopped a few hundred meters further, completely out of breath.

Why do I feel worse about stealing a cheap dress than killing someone? Life is weird. Or I am.

She took off her blood-stained shirt and pants, her back shivered from the early morning’s cold.

The dress was a bit tight in some places and didn’t quite reach her ankles, but it was better than her bloody rags. She also took off the gold headband. Wearing something worth so much money wasn’t a good idea, and it would look weird with the cheap dress. She tried to hook it to the side of her underwear, but it was so heavy that it pulled it down. In the end, she had to wear it as some kind of thigh ring as this was the only good way to hide it, she found. There would be a slight bulge around her left thigh whenever she stepped forward, somewhat showing under the dress; this was good enough. As long as no one can tell it’s solid gold.

It’s weirdly uncomfortable wearing a dress without an undershirt now… I got corrupted by the church’s luxury clothing… Now, how to get rid of these?

She looked at the old clothes. If the church found them, it would be obvious she wasn’t dead and had escaped.

She found a large rock and had the rat prop it up. It was shocking how the small thing had more strength than she did. She threw the things under there.

Who will ever find this now? I don’t believe the church will literally turn every stone to search for me.

Finally looking more like a farmer and less like a bloody vampire, Sofia headed toward Einsen.


Chapter 14 - Money Making

Sofia decided to take the long route and go into the walled city through a gate a bit further away from the church’s side. The walk was refreshing; for the first time in a while, she felt free, her long golden hair swaying in the cool breeze.

All in all, she had gained much during her involuntary stay at the Holy See. If she could just escape their grasp. Being level 67 was already above and beyond all she had ever thought she could achieve in her life. This was a level most humans would never reach. Even the guards in the Holy See were only level 60!

What she wasn’t happy about was how she had no choice in all this. If the church had given her a regular paid job, been civil about it, and allowed her to have an actual life, she might have even accepted to work for them. Of course, this was forgetting the bad reputation they had with how they treated their Saints... And that she couldn’t actually summon any heroes.

She finally reached the gate, which was the ‘farmers’ gate, situated in the very center of the U-shaped mountain. Pretty much only the farmers going to and fro used it as the fields were higher and harder to reach than the city. The street beyond the gate was muddied as a result. The security also reflected that quite well; a single guard was sitting near the closed iron bars gate, sleeping.

“Hello?” She called out to the sleeping guard.

“Excuse me!” She tried again when the guard did not react. “Mister guard?”

Finally, the man seemed to wake up; he looked to be right around Sofia’s age and was quite thin, looking like a scarecrow in his loose uniform.

“Gu- weu- What? Hey, do you know how early it is?” His words were a bit slurred. He held his forehead like it was going to fall.

Is he still sleepy, or did he have too much to drink?

“Sorry, I fell asleep under a tree, and I only woke up now. My parents are gonna be very worried! Can you let me in? Pleaaaase.” She tried her best to act cute but the guard having to look up to her as he was quite short made the whole scene a bit weird.

Either way, the guard seemed to believe her or didn’t care at all and wanted to go back to sleep.

“Damn… Don’t do it again, got me? I’m not supposed to open the gate anytime, you know…”

He sighed and disappeared into a side room inside the wall. Chains clanked, and the gate was slowly lifted; it only opened up to Sofia’s waist and stopped.

“Go through!” the guard urged her from inside.

She had to crouch under the muddy spiked gate.

“Thank you!”

A few seconds later the gate started to slowly go back down.

When the guard came out of the gate room, the girl was already gone.



Sofia had observed the city for a long while from her cell. It wasn’t an exaggeration to say that she knew the layout of the city better than most of its inhabitants. The only issue was that she didn’t know where anything in particular was. However, she was able to follow the avenues to different districts; these were easy to tell apart, even from the sky view.

It was almost dawn when she found her first destination in a fancy district full of opulent stone buildings. The city being built on a mountain made it very easy to construct extravagant stone and marble mansions.

The smaller building, for the district it was in, still felt quite rich. The red and black blazons adorning the outside walls left no ambiguity as to what this was.

This was a place that had made a lot of noise when it was founded, so much so that even people in a backwater village like Verenha had heard of it.

The Vampire Embassy.

Vampires had founded an independent nation far in the south east of the human continent. About a decade ago, when Sofia had just entered the orphanage, there had been a lot of debate about this new power and how it couldn’t be allowed to exist. In the end, not a single kingdom or empire did anything against it. The vampires even started to build embassies everywhere that would accept them. They brought valuable magic items for trade. A vampire embassy was as much a political as it was a mercantile tool.

Sofia pushed open the massive wooden doors. She used too much force and barely managed to stop them from slamming into the walls.

Alright, wow, I had never felt the difference, but having a high level is no joke, and that’s with me having a magic-focused class. I really couldn’t have done anything to Ovohen if he didn’t fall to his death.

Her arrival hadn’t gone unnoticed. A tall, gray-haired man looking to be in his late fifties wearing a sleek black suit and a red tie approached her from inside while curling his mustache. He stood straight with a carefree attitude.

Long pointy ears. That’s a vampire, for sure!

“Welcome to the Vasperian embassy, young lady; what brings you here?” His skin was weirdly pale, and his tone composed.

“Hello, I’m looking to trade.”

“What kind of goods may you be offering?” He sounded and looked wholly uninterested. Saying this, he had already started leading her to a side room.

“Blood.”

He turned around and looked at her with narrowed eyes; this single word had managed to grab his attention.

“I see. Follow me," the Vampire said as he changed direction.

The whole place was strangely quite warm and inviting, there was a deep red and gold carpet connecting every main hallway, portraits on the walls, vases on pedestals. The glow of a few well-placed candles provided the lighting needed to navigate the place.

The destination had changed to a small office on the second floor. The man ushered her in, and closed the door behind her while staying outside.

Sofia sat in the guest seat facing the empty desk and waited. The light of the morning sun peeked through the sides of the heavy curtains, bathing the room in a faint orange glow.

A few minutes later, a kid entered the room.

It was a girl who looked ten or twelve at most; she had deep blue hair and long ears capped with gold jewelry. She wore a glamorous deep red dress adorned with thornless roses embroidery. She appeared elegant and imposing despite her supposed age.

Is she really that young? Or do vampires work differently? Clearly, she has a higher position than the guy waiting at the door, doesn’t she? I bet the amount of gold woven in her dress is enough to make two copies of my headband!

The girl was nonchalant as she took her seat behind the imposing black wood desk.

“I hear from Agran you’re here to sell us blood? You must be awfully confident in your product to dare show up here.” Although her attitude was serious, her childish voice made it hard for Sofia to take her seriously. Yet, she didn’t dare to show any disrespect to the tiny vampire.

‘[Poker Face] reached level 4’

“Yes. Well, I am not that confident about the quality yet, but I have other selling points. May I suggest that you check it for me?”

“Sure thing, I would have done so either way.” The girl waved her hand, and a fancy wine glass flew from a shelf straight to the desk in front of Sofia, landing without a sound.

What a showoff.

The girl raised an eyebrow when Sofia held her hand above the glass. As she looked back at the glass, it was full of blood. She blinked a few times.

“I understand the situation better now.” She reached for the glass and observed the contents.

Her small hand swirled the blood in the glass; she brought it to her nose, then to her bright red lips. She sipped on the blood, spreading it in her mouth. Visibly done with the process, she then gulped down what was left, licked her lips, and put down the glass.

“That’s good stuff. I’d rate it an eight, eight point five maybe. How much can you provide?”

“How much can you pay?”

“Look at you getting all confident. Humans sure are quite brazen, even at low levels… I’ll buy it for one gold coin a liter. It is worth more, but we have to make a profit here.”

“I have a hundred and fifty liters. All the same kind.”

The girl’s eyes widened slightly. Looks like this is more than she expected. Don’t get all surprised; I can summon that much every day!

“Do you want to be paid in silver? You should have enough space to hold the coins.”

Enough space… she really bought that I have a storage item. Better than being seen as an infinite source of blood.

“No, thank you. A gold pouch would be nice.”

“That is fine.” An empty leather pouch appeared on the desk, and gold coins endlessly fell from the young vampire’s palm into it. “Can you disclose where you harvested the product?”

“Sorry, business secret. I might come back to sell more on later occasions if the opportunity presents itself.”

“Alright then, the embassy thanks you for your business; Agran will take you to the bottling room. You may store the gold.” She held out a fragile-looking hand over the desk.

They shook hands. The vampire’s hand wasn’t cold like Sofia had expected from the legends about Vampires; in fact, it was unexpectedly warm.

“How may we address you?”

Hmm…

“I go by Aphenoreth,” Sofia said with a wide smile.

The young-looking vampire was very bad at hiding her emotions, going by the shocked look that appeared on her face a second later. Her hand was shaking in Sofia’s grip.

Alright, name’s dangerous, it seems. I would ask why, but I can't blow my cover. I just have to keep faking it… It’s my real name now, anyway!

“Y- You may call me Astelia, lady A-... It was a pleasure doing business with you.” She was visibly disturbed.

She had forcefully closed her mouth as she began voicing the name as if just saying it was dangerous. Which would explain why she was panicking so much.

The youthful vampire looked lost in thought as Sofia grabbed the coin pouch and left the room.


Chapter 15 - Money Wasting

Agran was waiting outside the room; he took her straight to a storage room full of empty bottles.

This guy must have listened in on the whole talk. I bet Astelia knows things that he does not; he doesn’t look disturbed by the name. That or he has a high-level [Poker Face] skill. I’m getting very curious about the deep. Yeah, if anything, I’m a saint of the deep more than a saint of whatever shitty god that threw me to his church.

Filling a hundred fifty bottles full of blood one by one was quite a boring task. Another vampire had joined to seal the bottles with mana, which would help preserve the blood for longer, she explained. Agran had left midway.

When she was done, the pale man came back to accompany her to the front door.

“Young lady, this is your membership card, valid in all Vasperian establishments.”

He handed her a small platter that held a thin needle. “Please imbue the card with your blood; a single drop is enough.”

She had some reservations about bleeding in front of a vampire, but she remembered she literally just sold them loads of the stuff. She pricked her finger, and a single crimson drop fell on the card, which disappeared without a trace as if absorbed by the metal.

That was strangely underwhelming.

“We hope to have the pleasure to do business with you again.”

The sun was already high outside, and she had spent a good hour in the embassy. A few people were running around in the previously empty streets. She checked the so-called membership card. It was a thin rectangular silver plate engraved with the Vasperian flag and a few lines of text.

‘Member : Lady A.

Rank : A+ Trader

Guarantor : Duke Astelia of Brehmin

Issued : Einsen Embassy, 24.04.3210’

Duke? So that small girl really wasn’t any random vampire. That’s the highest rank under the queen if I remember correctly. She’s probably very high level too! … Looks like I’ll have to get much stronger if I want to travel around. How do I keep meeting strong people?

The pouch she held, heavy with gold coins, was enough to live her whole life without worrying about money ever again. To Sofia, who had never even held a gold coin before, this was all very new and exciting.

I thought this was the worst out of all my ideas to make money! I only came here first because it was the only place open so early! I’M RIIIIIIIIIIIIIICH!

On the outside, she looked like any other bored passerby going about her day.

She walked around the city for a while, undecided on what exactly she would do with that much money. She hadn’t at all expected to get that much in one go.

I’m spending it all and fucking off to the Red Winds! So long, shit-ass kingdom and your dumb church!



The first thing she had done was to enter a bakery. She presented herself as a traveling family’s servant and bought a whole 10 silvers worth of sandwiches and pastries. The baker was annoyed that she had to give change for a whole gold coin, but she couldn’t refuse such a large order. Afterward, she asked for directions to a cartographer’s shop. Maps were expensive but she still bought 4 of them, totaling 3 golds and 40 silver. The cheapest was a map of the city, annotated with all major facilities and commerce. Then she had a map of the kingdom, a map of the Red Winds Empire, and a broader ‘world map’ that really only showed the one continent humans lived on.

Sitting on a public bench and gulping down pastries, she planned her itinerary for the day. No one paid her any attention.

First off is the bag and clothes. Traveling supplies…

She wanted to buy some luxury items, but she didn’t think the shops would even let her in looking like she did. It was already risky to use gold coins to buy things when she looked like a peasant. She crossed the stone city, reaching the adventurers’ district around noon.

This part of the city was home to the adventurers' guild, and the economy around it made it the best place to buy any and all kinds of practical outdoor gear. She procured a sturdy backpack and a pocketed belt she slung over her shoulder and chest. Next was a good quality traveling outfit with matching boots and mantle. Then a bunch of traveling supplies, food, spare clothes, a bedroll… Her hair was getting in the way, so she had to tie it in a bun.

When she was done, her previously empty brand-new backpack was almost full, and she looked like any experienced adventurer did. She still had a bit over a hundred and thirty gold left.

Being done for the day and dying from exhaustion, Sofia entered the room she had just rented at a renowned hostel. She had let go of her backpack and belt and slumped on the bed, still clothed. It was noon the next day when she woke up.



She had spent a few hours taking care of her hygiene and generally doing nothing productive while resting some more in the large room. Ordering enough food to feed three people and throwing a feast by herself. When she got out and paid for her extended stay, the sun was already setting. She knew her stay in the city had to come to an end fast before the Church realized she was still alive and out there. She was relatively confident about it taking them at least a few days to confirm that she hadn’t died with the magisterium, but she couldn’t get rid of a feeling of urgency that wouldn’t let her waste any more time.

With her brand new outfit and being all cleaned up, she thought she looked like some kind of young adventuring noble now. The best part about this new getup was how the backpack ended up being almost effortless to carry. She greatly appreciated the benefits of her higher-level body.

This time, she made a beeline for the nobles’ district; her destination wasn’t the vampire embassy again. She had caught wind of a very special shop. A magic item shop.

Alright, time to burn that money. I wonder if I can afford a storage item… hmm, I need to buy a few healing potions first. I want to have the gold circlet identified, but that’s risky…

She didn’t even have to open the door herself; a man inside in a white and blue uniform held it for her.

“Welcome to Garan’s emporium! We offer the best magic wares in the kingdom. Do you want a personal assistant to help you around the store?”

“Hello. That would be nice, yes.”

“The fee is one gold coin…” Oi, that’s way too expensive! “...to be discounted on your first purchase.” Oh, alright. So that’s just a way to trick rich people into buying something even if they don’t find anything they like or end up wasting a coin.

“Sure, here it is.” She fished out a coin from a pouch near her chest and held it out for the doorman.

He took the coin, inspected it, nodded, and pocketed it while turning towards the back of the shop.

“Silvia, you have a client!”

The woman called Silvia, wearing a similar uniform, appeared from a side door, greeted Sofia, and led her to a private room on the second floor. Did I just pay for some weird service?

“Do you want a drink?”

“Water would be nice, thank you.”

The woman left and came back a few seconds later, bringing a glass of cold water and a plate of cookies. Was this not a magic item shop? Are these magic cookies?

“So, dear customer, are you looking for an item in particular? Do you want to make a custom order, or are you here to get something identified by our experts?” The woman’s speech was smooth and clearly something she had repeated a million times.

“Oh, I’m here for a lot of things, actually. First, I have a few questions.”

“Please, feel free to ask; I will advise you as best I can.”

“I have acquired a peculiar magic item recently; it is not something I dare show anyone. Could I perhaps acquire the identification skill myself?”

“I would recommend you trust us with the identification of your item either way. Our experts are bound by contracts and must keep secrecy no matter what you bring them; the fee is only two gold coins per item. But if you insist, we do still have a single [Identify] skill scroll. For the small sum of twenty gold coins, it can be yours. The skill works on both people and objects; it is a very good investment for any adventurer. However, be warned that it cannot identify monsters.”

“Twenty?!” How could Sofia not be shocked? She had seen a few classless skill scrolls for sale in the adventurer district. They were rarely valued at more than a handful of silver coins.

“Indeed. If I may, this is a very good price. The [Identify] skill is very hard to learn, as you must know; it can take years, and it is just as hard to level up. Getting it early by buying it from us will net you that much more skill experience. Knowing the level of your opponent can be a great advantage in many situations.”

“The scroll is also hard to manufacture. Hence the price.”

“Alright, alright, I get it; I might buy it if I still have enough when I get the other things I need.”

The woman had a genuine smile for the first time; she smelled a big fish.

"Understood. Do ask for whatever you want; we have a large stock."


Chapter 16 - To dust

"Do you sell healing potions?”

“The most basic option we have is Sieva extract potions, going for one gold coin a flask. This should be enough for any adventurer under level one hundred.”

“I’ll take five.”

The woman was writing things on a notepad, noting down the order. This place feels like a restaurant. Reminds me of the yearly orphanage outings. Good old days with everyone. I hope they’re all doing alright.

“Anything else?”

“Alright, so I need a way to fly. Or to float above ground, at the very least. A skill, an item, anything goes. Do you have something like that?”

Woah, these cookies are so tasty!

The attendant had to think about it for a few seconds.

“We do have a few options… But these are expensive items. I cannot disclose their specifics to you if you do not have the means to buy them. What would be your budget?”

5 gold for the potions, 20 for the scroll… I’d like to keep five or six for future expenses. Leaves me with about 100.

Sofia took out her leather pouch full of coins.

“I can invest up to a hundred in this; anything over that won’t be worth it for what I intend to do with it.” That seemed to please the woman, who acquiesced and left the room, leaving her notepad behind.

Can I haggle the prices here? She better not try to scam me… But I have no clue what magic items cost… It's already surprising that they let me in at all. Well, you can't judge someone before you know their level. The brand-new adventurer clothes might have helped.

Sofia had eaten all the cookies before Silvia came back, carrying two wooden boxes, a large one and a very small one, both branded with the store’s name.

“These would be the two options we have for you.” She first presented the large box, placing it on the table and opening it by pushing some mana into it. Oh! They have mana locks, just like the director’s safe. The box opened by itself, revealing a large pair of fur-lined boots.

“These are Soguva fur boots. They allow you to walk on thin air for up to twenty steps a day, ideal for crossing gaps too large to jump over or reaching a particularly high ledge. The pair goes for a hundred and twenty coins, but these have been in our inventory for a long time, so we can offer you a small discount.”

“Can I not step and just stay still in the air?”

“You cannot. For the boots to stay active, you need to keep walking at a steady pace, or the effect will end.”

“Hmm. What about the other box?”

She opened the box similarly to the first one; inside was an unassuming green metal ring.

“This is a copper ring of slow fall. As long as you infuse it with mana, you will fall slower. That is all it does. It can be yours for sixty gold coins.”

“How slow exactly are we talking about? Can I try it?”

“Something like two or three seconds to fall down a meter. It is considerably slow. Rings like this one are usually bought by experienced high-altitude workers like sculptors to prevent injuries in case of a fall. That is why we have them in the first place.”

“I can’t try it then?”

“We are sorry about this. The owner is currently absent for a few days, and we are not allowed to let anyone handle the products without his supervision.”

This prompted an annoyed frown on Sofia’s face.

It’s gotta be the ring, I guess; the boots are a bit impractical with the need to keep walking. And they look too large for me. The slow fall ring has fewer practical uses, but that should be enough to at least cast [Angel’s Bolt] if I jump high and then slow my fall… It’s cheaper too.

“I will still take the ring then… Next, can I get any kind of storage item for forty gold?”

“This…” Silvia seemed conflicted. “Storage items are very expensive. There is one I can offer you for a low price, but I mustn't lie, it has some peculiarities…” she answered in an uncertain tone. She then left the room, taking the boots with her. She carried a small necklace when she came back. “Here it is. This necklace, well, the pendant, to be precise, is the storage item. The space inside is about as large as this,” she said while illustrating a small sphere with her hands. “So you can get about five books inside there or a folded change of clothes. Most people would use it as a hidden purse or to store small, fragile items for safe transportation.”

To Sofia, this was already more than enough; she only wanted a safe place to store the headband and her money.

“What’s with the peculiarities you mentioned? Is it the smaller space?”

“No, this kind of storage space would usually cost you upwards of a thousand gold; this is cheaper for other reasons.” Sofia almost choked on the water she was drinking when she heard the real value of storage items.

Can you stop edging and tell me what it is already? How can the price drop so much? Is this cursed or something?

“You see, this pendant is quite special in that it is full of sand. In fact, the storage space will slowly fill itself with sand at all times. If you want to get something in, usually you’ll have to empty some sand. And any item you take out of it will be covered in the same yellow sand. Nobody has any idea how or why it’s like this, but this is what it does…” Sofia could hear the dread in Silvia’s voice.

“If there’s no space left inside for the sand, it will start leaking everywhere…” She continued to lament. “It’s slow enough that you couldn’t use it for anything practical or make any real money by selling the sand to a glassmaker or smith, but fast enough that it’s annoying to deal with. Honestly, we’ve only had it for two months, but it’s already getting us in trouble. Give us thirty gold coins, and it’s all yours. This will offset the cost of repairing our floor that broke from the sand accumulating behind our backs…”

“I’ll take it.” Sofia didn’t think for too long; it had a weird kink to it, but it would still do its job well as long as she remembered to empty the sand often. She would only store metal inside anyway; it didn’t matter if the sand got on it.

Silvia looked genuinely shocked that she managed to sell the faulty product.

So it’s really kinda cursed. Cursed by the eternal sands! They will eventually swallow the very world; beware! Or not. But that would make for an interesting book.



Sofia left the shop 114 gold coins lighter. That left her with 17 gold coins and a few silver. All of this money and the gold headband ended up in the tiny sun-shaped storage pendant. She had emptied it before, and a small pile of dry yellow sand had trickled its way out of the item; it was curious where it came from. Did the pendant create the sand? Or summon it from some desert somewhere?

She stopped at a grilled meat stall to fill her stomach on her way out of the city. The church must think I’m dead for now. If not, they would already be out there looking for me… I need to be far away when they understand I duped them. It’s pretty obvious that I would seek shelter in the Red Winds, but they can’t follow me there. Maybe I could go to Vasperia afterward and make a living out of selling blood to the Vampires on a regular basis?

Sofia left the city as they closed the main gates; she paid the lift fee and arrived at the foot of the mountain a few minutes later. It was expensive, a whole 10 silver coins to skip the twelve thousand steps that led down from Ensein to sea level.

There was a smaller secondary town at the base of the lift. Sofia bought a horse for 3 gold coins; although she had never ridden one, it would be much faster than going one foot. Normal people would be worried about getting robbed or attacked on the way, but she was already quite high-level and itching to try out her [Angel’s bolt].

Meanwhile, the skeleton rat was to stay hidden near the city; it would alert her if there were Paladin outings in the city. She wanted to have a proper skeleton guarding her, which would require her to find a suitable corpse. The old bones from the zombie dungeon she had stored in her [Armor of bones] were too broken and disparate for the ritual to work. She knew from her many failed attempts before she got it to work the first time.

I really need another summon. Having just one is too limiting. A proper necromancer, my level should already be raising dozens of undead.

She couldn’t even use the few other rituals she knew from the grimoire. They were, at best, very impractical to use and, at worst, downright suicidal, especially the last one. They didn't even summon anything. She fully expected to never use them at all. Especially the last one.

Sofia spent the night in a small inn; riding in the dark wasn’t a great idea. She woke up early the next morning and left for the Red Winds Empire.


Chapter 17 - Freedom?

The ride through the kingdom’s vast fields was unbearably uneventful. This was the eighth day already, and nothing noteworthy had happened. She had stopped in a few villages to refill her provisions on the way, and that was it. Riding a horse seriously sucks, Sofia thought; she pulled on the reins. The sky was overcast, and a small drizzle had started falling. And now it’s raining too! And my ass hurts! I’ll get to this tower out there, and I’m done for the day.

Sofia had no experience in taking care of a horse, and every passing day, it looked like her mount was in worse and worse shape.

The horse trotted towards the decrepit stone edifice. It wasn’t the first building of this kind Sofia had passed by, relics of an era long past. Most people wouldn’t go near ruins like these, and that’s exactly why I like them.

This tower, in particular, looked to be in decent shape; the ceiling was even still there, which was a first for such old ruins as far as she was concerned. Maybe I can loot some interesting stuff in there? I hope no one lives here, or it’ll be awkward.

Towers like these were usually built by mages in a bid to flatter their ego and protect the secrecy of their research. It had fallen out of favor with the rise of the magic academies now; they were treated like places best left alone. After all, nobody knew what crazy experiments or deadly magical traps could still be active in there. And most things of value would have long rotten away on the corpse of whoever built the ugly phallic stone pile.

Sofia jumped down the horse and tied it to a tree near the tower’s foot.

“Let’s see what we have here.” She circled the tower but found no door. All the walls were overgrown by long, thorny ivy. There were windows on the upper floors but no entrance in sight near the base.

What’s the deal with this tower, no door? She wondered what kind of psychopath would build a place with no entrance. Is there an underground passage somewhere? Sofia looked around, but there weren't many things nearby except large trees.

Wait, the hero, what’s his name, Mike? He could teleport through walls; maybe that’s what this is, she mused, thinking back to the affable man in black. Sofia walked around the tower one last time.

“Ah, screw it.” She activated her bone armor for the first time since she left the church. Her vision was reduced to two thin horizontal stripes. Oh, that’s like a bascinet, isn’t it? It’s quite limiting but not as blinding as I expected this kind of helmet to be. I can’t remove it, but maybe I can open the visor, she thought as she probed the helmet at every angle with her armored hands. Found it! There were latching hooks on both sides under the jaw; after undoing them, the visor could be opened by sliding it down in front of the neck. “Much better.”

The armor was surprisingly waterproof. It was made of an assembly of bone pieces slid one under the other, the rain sliding on it like it was fish scales. It was a clean armor without any unnecessary parts, purely functional, and completely bone-white. Sofia observed her arms and gauntlets. It’s not obvious that it’s bone; it looks more like stone or something like that.

Interestingly, the armor appeared above her clothes but under the backpack and belts.

I need to check the description again.

[Armor of Bones] : Gather and reform bones to create a blessed bone armor protecting the Saintomancer. The armor can store up to 100kg (100*Skill level) of bones to repair itself in combat. Protective strength goes up every level.

Stocked bones : 80kg.

Eighty kilos stocked means the armor itself weighs twenty, so I have four spares, I guess. It’s not even that hard to move in. I don’t know about the blessed part; it doesn't feel any different from regular bone.

“Anyway. I’m not getting drenched anymore. But this isn’t exactly ideal. Can I reach a window somehow?”

The closest window looked to be on the third of seven floors, about nine or ten meters high. The vines go all the way up to the window and beyond, but there are too many thorns; I can’t do that. Unless… if I climb with the armor on. But will these vines hold? I have the slow-fall ring, I guess.

“Just maybe…”

Sofia stepped up on a fallen tree and jumped down, activating the ring. The falling speed slowed to a crawl, and it took her a good second and a half to touch the ground.

She approached the thorny ivy, clad in her white armor. The ring was eating through her mana at the rate of ten points a second. I regenerate about eight mana per second; in a few levels, I could straight up keep it on all day and not even see that I’m losing mana. This is ridiculous. Magic items had the pretty big tradeoff of consuming the user’s mana; to her, it was not even a dent in her reserves, barely an inconvenience.

From here on, Sofia tried the weird exercise of falling up the tower. She had climbed a meter, let go, and used the slowed fall to hoist herself up by pulling on the vines, feet dangling in the air. That was actually pretty easy. Of course, she was constantly falling, but she still went up way faster than if she climbed the usual way. There was never a need to stop to ensure her grip. She even felt a lot lighter than usual. I get the feeling I’ll be using that a lot.

She was soon standing on the windowsill; the glass was so dirty she couldn’t see through. It’s not locked, she remarked as she slid the bottom pane up. The inside was ill-lit, but at least the wooden floor under the window looked in good shape. The planks creaked in pain at the landing of her boots.

She propped open the window behind her to let, at last, some light shine through; it took a few seconds for her eyes to adapt to the ambient darkness.

[You have entered the dungeon : Ritual Spire - Lv. 50+]

Really? Hmm, that’s a good opportunity to try and get to 70 to get two more keywords; it would be nice to fill up my active skills. The thing is, I don’t have a weapon, and my skeleton is back in Einsen… She observed the place she had landed in; the whole floor made up a single circular room.

A small table, one chair, a fireplace, and bookshelves were awkwardly placed against the circular walls; the place was pretty empty and dusty. It all looks old and moldy. At least everything is still holding on. The floor especially is in reassuringly good shape. No spiderwebs anywhere, weird; perhaps it’s because it’s a dungeon.

Sofia looked around, but there was nothing salvageable; the books even crumbled when she touched them. Guess the stairs it is, up or down? She hesitated right until she looked at the floor below; it was in total darkness. I wonder what’s up there. The stairs cracked a bit as she stepped on them. I’ll re-activate the slow fall ring… Just to be safe. Though the armor doesn’t help, there’s no way I’m taking it off.

The windows on the next floor weren’t as dirty, and there was already enough light to inspect the place. This was more living space; a large bed collapsed on itself took most of the space, along with a bed trunk and two massive wooden closets. Hey! Found a few gold coins, that’s like twenty of them, not bad. This dungeon’s looking pretty peaceful for now.

She searched the place and left for the next floor. Should be the fifth floor, I think. Whoever lived here loved their books… She thought as she absentmindedly stared at piles and piles of books. There was nothing else there but dust and piled books, ready to crumble at the lightest touch.

“This is all trash… the paper is like old dead leaves. Literal dust sheets.”

She would feel bad about the wasted opportunity of not being able to read them, but they were all written in a language she didn't recognize anyway. The words on the covers looked more like wavy scribbles than words using actual letters.

Sofia went up the stairs to the sixth floor. This was a 'richly' decorated desk area. Or what was left of it. There was 'someone' at the desk.

“Looks like I found the owner of the place.”


Chapter 18 - Baptism

Sitting behind the large desk was a very much dead, human-looking skeleton. Its clothes hadn’t survived the passage of time, and neither did whatever it was writing on when it died. It was unknown what had killed them, but the skeleton was still in the position of someone writing something. The finger bones are still loosely wrapped around an antique fountain pen.

Sofia's [Lead the dead] skill gave her no feedback from the remnants of the supposed mage. Definitely not an undead, yet I guess I got myself a new brave warrior!

“Since it’s bones from a mage, maybe the skeleton will pick up some magic?”

She circled the desk and spotted something reflective under the chair.

“A ring!”

The ring was carved out of some kind of soft-edged ice-blue crystal rather than made of metal. Must have fallen from his hand. It’s a bit large. She could probably only wear it on her thumbs. I’ll leave it in the sand pendant for now. It’s neat that it works even through the armor.

There was nothing else of interest. Sofia took out a set of carving tools from her bag and got to work preparing her ritual. The place is named the ritual spire. It’s quite fitting that the owner would end up like this, she thought as she carved away at the wood flooring. It was fortunate that the planks were thick enough for her carvings; the ritual circle needed to be quite wide to fit a whole skeleton.

Halfway through the carving process she had stopped to take a break and went up to check the last floor. There were a few bags and crates full of dirt on this floor and a pile of random, rusty, and broken household items.

About half an hour later, the ritual circle was ready. Sofia carefully placed every bone of the skeleton in the center and filled the grooves with summoned blood.

The rat is still waiting in Einsen. Hasn’t given any signals to indicate an obvious outing from the church. I should be safe now; I’m far away. I’ll even reach Red Winds in a few days. Sofia tried to reassure herself. The thing she was most worried about was whether the church could foster another magisterium whenever they wanted. And if they could, how long would it be until she got summoned again.

If I have a few level 200 skeletons, even the oracle won’t stand a chance against me. I need to rush there before they can summon me again. Or find a way to prevent summoning. I’ll look into that when I reach Drakron City.

[ERROR]

I knew it was coming this time.

[User cannot summon the same hero twice; please choose one]

[Holy Skeleton (Rat) / Holy Skeleton (Elf)]

[You summoned the Hero : Holy Skeleton (Elf) - lv. 24]

So it wasn't human… Explains why it looked so tall.

Besides that, I can't say I see any big difference with a human skeleton. Still kept the levels as expected. Twenty-four is a bit weak, but the skill itself is level forty-three, which has to count for something. Worst case, I can have it act as a stool so I can jump off and cast an [Angel’s bolt], I still haven’t tried it, but it can’t be weak considering the cost. Even if the skill is still level one.

The skeleton rose from the ground, a halo shone above his skull, holy light burned in his eye sockets and formed a sword in his hands.

“Wow, he's actually taller than me. In a way, this is the same undead that was the rat and the human previously; if I understand how the skill works… Let’s give you a name. Holy skeleton’s a bit too long.” She spoke to the skeleton, but it didn’t react. “Are there male and female skeletons? The elf was probably a man, considering the size of the pelvis. The skill as a whole seems to be catered toward making it a melee fighter. It’s an undead paladin… ”

She only paused for a second to think, nodding to herself.

“Welcome to the squad, Pareth.”

[Congratulations, you have baptized your first hero!]

[ERROR]

“AGAIN!”

[The baptized hero is currently unconscious; giving hero’s blessing draws privilege to the summoner.]

What?

[Please draw three cards.]

“What the hell is going on!” Tens of illusory cards appeared everywhere around Sofia, all facing away from her. She tried to peek behind them, but no matter how she moved, she could only see the blank back face of the cards.

Looks like I can only pick at random. Can I get something good? It would have been nice to know about this when I was in the church. I’ll have to name every summon I get as soon as I can. This must be what makes summoned heroes so strong. It’s all mine now!

Actually, how the hell was this not talked about anywhere in all the books, the church had me read! I swear I learned more from that one half-destroyed necromancy grimoire than all of the church's books combined.

She picked three cards from different locations. After she picked the third one, every other card disappeared besides her picks. These last three flew up to align themselves in front of her.

[Please select a blessing for the hero : Pareth]

‘Blessing of horror

B rank

You know of the unspeakable horrors. Nothing can shake your sanity.’

‘Blessing of the purifier

S rank

You are fated to cleanse this realm of the evil spawns. Damage to demons *2. Experience gains *2 until level 300. Attack skills experience gains *1.5.’

‘Blessing of bloating

A rank

You are the ever-growing. Gain bonus strength and health proportional to your body weight.’

The middle card was shining brightly like a caged rainbow.

This… the S rank should logically be the best choice. Just the experience bonus is incredible; the demon thing is just a bonus. The B rank blessing is just useless for an undead… But the third one…

[Holy Skeleton] : Allows the Saintomancer to control Pareth, the Holy Skeleton, wielding the Holy light of Gods. Pareth will keep experience when switching host bones. Physical and magical capabilities are influenced by the current bones.

Lv.1 : The Saintomancer always knows where their Holy Skeleton is.

Lv.10 : Pareth boasts a glorious [Halo] empowering Holy-related skills.

Lv.20 : Pareth can create and wield a sword of Holy light. Proficiency depends on the host bones.

Lv.30 : Pareth’s bones are 43% (1*Skill Level) denser.

Lv.40 : Pareth’s movements are 43% (1*Skill Level) quieter.

(Next function unlocks at Skill Level 50)

Even the description was updated! Also, I remembered correctly. Bones get denser with levels. So they get heavier. And nothing stops me from using a larger skeleton as a host. It all works well together… In comparison, he could get an experience bonus and damage against demons? The attack skill experience might be worth taking, though…

“I don’t like passing the S rank blessing, but the A rank gives me a better feeling, so… I’ll trust my gut for this one.” She tapped the card on the right, and the illusory cards crumbled; there was nothing left of the weird experience. Except for a single line she found in the description of her [Holy skeleton] skill.

‘Blessing : Pareth gains bonus strength and health proportional to their body weight.’

That was the best choice, right? At least it’s an immediate power-up compared to the other one.

“Alright, tall boy, I hope you like your blessing. Let's clear up the lower levels; you open the way, stick close to me. Your main job is protecting me.” It didn’t actually matter if she voiced the commands or not as long as she sent the mana, but it felt a bit lonely if she didn’t talk.

Sofia followed Pareth down to the lightless floors. The first one was more ‘living space’ if you could call it that; not much had survived the passage of time.

A locked metal trapdoor closed the path to the lower floors. The rusty lock didn’t survive a single strike from the skeleton. Under, there were no more stairs but a ladder leading down. Sofia couldn't see the bottom; it was shrouded in darkness.

[Lead the dead] still didn’t react. I don’t know what’s down there, but it’s not undead? This place has been untouched for at least decades…

“Go down first.”

This dungeon is kind of unnerving, too calm; it’s ominous. There has to be a boss somewhere, or this wouldn’t be a dungeon. It was unknown what were the precise criteria for somewhere to become a dungeon, but two things were common knowledge. One: the dungeon must have a magic item inside. Sofia had an inkling that the ring she had found must be it. Two: it had to have a boss, who or whatever it may be, that will not normally go out and will attack all that dare approach.

Sofia, who stayed behind kneeling near the trapdoor, was getting swallowed by the darkness the further down Pareth climbed. The skeleton passed by many taut chains leading down, sprouting from the walls. He reached the bottom some 30 meters down, revealing the very base of the spire, located underground.

A large ritual circle was carved in the floor and walls, in its center, bound in the air by a hundred rusted chains; a twisted thing was breathing softly.


Chapter 19 - Judgment

The chained creature could only be described as an abomination out of this world. It was something that one could imagine might have once been human. It was facing away from Sofia and the skeleton. The thing was akin to a humanoid flesh bag with lanky, twisted limbs; its arms and legs were several meters long and were unnaturally bent in sharp angles at many points. Even the creature’s torso and neck were elongated and warped.

The chains shackling its body held it spread out, its limbs barely fitting in the rounded space of the basement. Soon, a foul smell reached the upper level from where Sofia was observing the thing.

In the dark of the upper level, she puked on the floor, unable to contain herself. She felt that the zombies she had previously judged to be disgusting were, in fact, quite cute and odorless compared to this thing. She had emptied herself and was dry-heaving violently.

In an effort to smell anything else than that, she summoned some blood in her cupped hands and sunk her face within.

The coppery scent of fresh blood helped her regain her senses. I never knew blood smelled so good...

She glanced at the numerous messages that had appeared to her in the meantime.

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

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

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

It was the same message hundreds of times. [Blessing of the Deep] had also gained a few levels.

I need to get rid of this thing if it’s the last thing I ever do. I can’t let that exist in the same reality as me.

The height advantage she had on the monstrosity was the perfect situation for her. It would allow her to finally make use of [Angel’s bolt] despite the strange mid-air casting requirement. This was why she had bought the slow-fall ring in the first place. She hoped the skill was as strong as the description suggested.

Sofia ordered Pareth to come back up the ladder and stop midway. He would catch her and climb back up as fast as possible if she was in too much danger. She closed the visor of her armor. Standing above the trapdoor, she jumped in and activated the ring.

Her mana was leaving her in droves; for the first time, she could clearly feel it raging and escaping her body in a furious torrent. The energy coalesced in her right hand.

The previously rather dim lighting from the skeleton’s sword and halo was instantly outshined as electricity formed in Sofia’s hand. The nascent lightning drowned the basement in flashing bluish-white light.

The thin strand of volatile electricity was growing in waves, shaping itself into a long javelin, the thunderbolt of a great Angel. Sofia could tell that the skill was protecting her, and yet the pain from the heat was excruciating. She held the thing as far as she could, arm extended far above her head.

Her white armor was progressively charred black by the coursing electricity escaping from the manifestation of angelic power. The surrounding air contorted from the volatile heat and energy.

It had been almost ten seconds, and the bolt was still growing; it had reached two meters long.

The creature turned its head. It had twisted its neck at multiple points to face her. Its shriveled face and empty eye sockets stared at her. It screamed and struggled, chains breaking one by one.

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

The same message notification dinged incessantly in her head.

Sofia had fallen to about half the depth of the basement; Pareth moved on the ladder to keep up with her.

One of the creature’s lengthy arms had freed itself and was twisting and turning, approaching her; it could almost reach her face.

Unable to hold on any longer, Sofia threw the angelic weapon. Crackling blue lightning struck down akin to a punishment by the heavens.

Deafening thunder resounded, shaking the tower’s very foundations. The recoil slammed Sofia into the wall behind her. The bone armor absorbed most of the shock, cracking all over. It was unknown if it was a direct hit, but the bottom of the dungeon was caught in a series of terrific explosions.

Sofia had detached from the wall and was limply falling down, still slowed by the ring, the blasts from below pushing her back up. Pareth did his job and reached out to catch her from the ladder before carrying her up. Dangling from her skeleton’s grasp, head pounding, and without any strength left in her, she observed, speechless, the raging sea of flames below, the hell that she had created. She couldn’t hear anything anymore; she could only feel the heat waves washing over her; the scene felt surreal.

As Pareth hoisted her up through the trapdoor, she checked her status.

Health : 68 / 335

Stamina : 0 / 335

Mana : 26410 / 38000

A single spell…

A slew of messages appeared all at once.

‘You have murdered [Akramaiazerfen - Son of Dread lv. 99]’

‘You gained a level!’

‘You gained a level!’

‘You gained a level!’

‘You gained a level!’

‘The hero : ‘Pareth’ gained a level!’ * 25

[New Active Skills are available!]

‘[Holy Skeleton] reached level 44’

‘[Summon Blood] reached level 5’

‘[Armor of bones] reached level 2’

…

‘[Armor of bones] reached level 6’

‘[Blessing of the Deep] reached level 2’

…

‘[Blessing of the Deep] reached level 17’

‘[Angel’s bolt] reached level 2’

…

‘[Angel’s bolt] reached level 13’

Also counts as a murder? Is it the thing having a class that makes it count as murder? Son of dread… Well, I hope I never meet the father. God. I’m glad it’s dead, whatever that was.

This monster could inflict insanity just by looking at me. [Blessing of the Deep] even leveled up like crazy! And what the hell is with my skill. Should humans even be allowed to do that? It was a level-one skill. Level ONE! If that hit me, I’d be dead a million times out of a million.

Sofia crawled to the trapdoor and looked down. Her hearing was slowly returning; she could start to hear the roaring fires still going strong. The heat reaching all the way up here almost singed her face.

Do not use in enclosed places unless I want to blow myself up, noted.

After she unsummoned her armor, she had Pareth carry her to the upper floors, lay her down on her bedroll, and give her some water. She stared at the ceiling for a while.

“I could use a healing potion right now…”

Sofia sat to check her belt and made the disheartening realization that her recent meeting with a wall had reduced the potions worth a whole five gold to little more than some wet shards of glass in her belt pockets. Why did I not put them in the storage pendant? I’m dumb...  Exasperated, she laid back down.

Are creatures like this one roaming around in the world? What was this thing, and how did it get here? She wondered, peeking at her skeleton. Fucking crazy mages, did this elven fucker summon that thing in here? If so, they both got what they deserved now. I’m glad I caught that thing before it escaped out into the wild; it was able to break the rusted chains… I shouldn’t obsess over that for too long; it’s gone now. Let’s make some new dysfunctional skills instead. I’m aware now that anything angel-related is going to be crazy strong.

Available Active Skills :

●        [Dispel ] : Dispels

●        [Maiden ] : Invoke the power of a maiden

●        [ mist] : in a thick mist.

●        [ soul] : to the necromancer’s lifeforce

●        [Mass ] : Dispels all magic in a

●        [ Banshee] : shriek. Inflicts [Confusion].

Would you look at that another dispel-related keyword. But it only says mass… The resulting skill probably wouldn’t have anything to do with dispelling magic…Can’t do anything interesting with it for now. Honestly, though, [Maiden Banshee]? The grimoire described banshees as female specters, annunciators of a coming disaster. Seems to fit.

Is it time to get a second summon?

You have acquired the active skill : ‘Maiden ’

You have acquired the active skill : ‘ Banshee’

Please be a summon! Please be a summon! Please be a summon!

[Maiden Banshee] : Allows the Saintomancer to summon a Maiden Banshee.

Summoning the Maiden Banshee will lock 10,000 mana out of the summoner’s mana pool for as long as the Maiden Banshee is alive.

The Maiden Banshee shares the level of the summoner.

The Maiden Banshee is attributed the special class : Lady-in-waiting, and may not change class.

Should the Maiden Banshee die, she may be revived for the accumulated cost of 100,000,000 mana.

Hehehe, here we go! Two summons out of four! It doesn’t look like this one will be much help in combat… whatever, I’m not out to destroy everything in my path. Although that son of dread thing needed to be eradicated. She thought as she yawned loudly. I’ll take a nap now and worry about the summoning when I wake up.

“Stand guard and wake me up if there’s anything, Pareth.”

The skeleton didn’t answer.


Chapter 20 - Maiden

Sofia woke up during the night. Hot sand was spilling out of her pendant and trickling down her neck.

“Crap, I need to empty that thing.” She tried to get rid of the sand on her and got up to empty the pendant. “If the church really wants to track me down, they just need to follow the damn sand.” As she got rid of the unwanted yellow grains, she felt the other things stored in the item.

Still need to learn this identification skill. I have two potentially magic items to examine now.

She thought over everything that had happened the last two months while she took care of her earthly needs. And all I wanted was to summon neat skeletons, she mentally complained, chewing on a piece of dried meat.

Sofia observed the undead and his ethereal halo of light dutifully guarding the room.

“Alright, Pareth, it’s high time we added someone else to the team. Today, we’re summoning our second hero.”

Hopefully, they are a bit more talkative.

She climbed back to the desk’s floor; she would summon the banshee in the ritual circle she had carved. It wasn’t useful in any way, but she felt it was fitting.

The blood in the grooves had dried up; whatever, she faced the circle and activated the skill.

Her mana started leaving her in droves, much like when she had used [Angel’s bolt]. She activated the bone armor, just to be safe, noticing that from the 80 kg of stocked bones previously, only 26 were left.

A thin gray mist permeated through the room, getting thicker and thicker. The mist turned to thick fog, and before she knew it, it had faded, unceremoniously leaving behind a frail-looking girl lying unconscious in the circle.

She had dirty, long black hair, as long as Sofia’s, which was impressive considering she was only about two-thirds her height. Her face was rather sharp, she looked malnourished, and her skin was deathly pale. Her pointy nose and two moles under the left eye were the only standout features. Her body lacked any kind of curves in all the ways that Sofia’s didn’t. If not for her decidedly feminine face and small frame, she might even have been mistaken for a boy.

She was wearing an old black cotton robe of the simplest design; it had been mended many times, along with very worn wooden clogs. It was all she had on her. If Sofia had to guess, she was around her age.

This… I had expected many things, but not that. This is my banshee? The terrifying specter of death?

Sofia grabbed the girl’s wrist. Alive, good.

“Hey, wake up.” She shook the girl gently.

The girl’s eyelids opened, revealing deep green eyes full of terror. The muscles of her whole body cramped up as if she were in severe pain; she screamed.

“I’M NOT A WITCH! I’M NOT A WITCH! I’M NOT A-” Her body convulsed, and tears flowed down the sides of her face. Not a second later, as Sofia was still processing what she was seeing, the girl collapsed again.

What? Sofia looked at Pareth for support, but he stood unmoving. Useless pile of bones!

“Shit, what do I do? It’s dangerous to feed her anything like this.”

The girl was her summon, so, much like with Pareth, she had a general understanding of her current status. It was not looking good at all and was worsening by the second.

She looked outside. It was still raining. Fuck…

Sofia rummaged through her backpack, pulling out a large but thin canvas tarp.

“Grab this.” She stuck the rolled-up tarp inside of Pareth’s ribcage and proceeded to open one of the room’s windows. The vines were quite thinner up there than down below, but it would have to do. “Climb down the vines; when we’re down, protect her from the rain with the tarp.”

She was alone with the girl. She barely weighed anything. Sofia grabbed her and jumped out the window. She fell down the tower, a few meters above the ground, and she activated the slow fall ring. It cushioned her landing a bit, her boots still sunk deep into the grassland’s cold mud. Pareth was quick to cover her and the passed-out girl by holding up the tarp above them.

The shit this dumb skill is making me do already. [Heal Undead].

A bright column of light pierced the night sky. It had to be visible from kilometers away, were it not for the rainstorm.

The light had no problem healing the ‘banshee’ even through the tarp. Her skin was gaining newfound colors, her cheeks grew a bit less sunken, and even her hair looked healthier. After about thirty seconds, the girl stopped showing any improvement. The ‘banshee’ still looked malnourished but no longer on the verge of death as she had been a few instants prior. But she wouldn’t wake up.

Is this a joke of the system? Am I getting punished for having broken spells? I am not amused.

Sofia and Pareth worked to get the girl back up into the spire. The dungeon entrance prompt didn’t show up this time. Using the crumbly furniture that she hastily broke and threw in the fireplace, she started a fire.

She washed the girl and dressed her in some of her own clothes. They were way too large, but this was better than what she had been wearing before, which was closer to rags covered in mud than actual clothing. She had taken care of the sick younger kids just like this many times at the orphanage. It was back when it was still a cramped and run-down place before the church’s sponsoring program had reached them.



Sofia had spent the last few hours trying to learn the [Identify] skill from the scroll. It was a lengthy and tedious task. Merely glancing at the scroll was like looking at a soup of wriggling words; the more she focused on it, the less she could make out. She managed to understand bits and pieces, but it would take her a while to get the full picture. The only real gain she made for now was a huge headache.

The dark-haired girl sleeping on her bedroll woke up.

She didn’t scream this time. Rather, she sat up and looked around, face full of unconcealed shock. Her gaze stopped on Pareth, then on the voluptuous blonde girl whose shoulders the skeleton was busy massaging.

“A- Am I dead? Is this Hell?”

“Whether you’re dead is a tricky question. But as far as I know, this isn’t hell, no. This is the Skyreach kingdom; well, some people would still consider this place hell, but it's not all that bad.”

“Skyreach? Is it far from ******?”

Wh-... Oh. That’s what the heroes call the censor. I read about it in the church’s books about summoning. They think the system prevents us from hearing things that are against God's will, in particular, anything related to the heroes’ planes' history and technology.

So she’s really a summoned hero from another world!

“Ah, sorry for spacing out,” Sofia started, “You are very far from where you were. This is a different world. I summoned you here,” she answered, trying her best to sound friendly.

“Summon? Like summoning a devil? Are… are you a real… witch?” the girl asked, her whole body slightly spasmed at her last word. She was shuffling away from the fireplace.

“Not really? I can do some magic. That’s how I healed you.”

“Hmm.” The girl closed her eyes. Her expression changed a few times and she was biting her lower lip.

“Thank you,” she exclaimed as she opened her eyes. “I don’t understand everything, but I get that you helped me recover, so I’m grateful. You saved me.”

“Well. Sorry to break it to you like this, but as I mentioned, you aren’t quite alive right now.”

“I feel very alive, though?” the girl answered as she poked her own cheek.

“See this skeleton behind me? That’s Pareth, you’re like him, undead. More precisely, you’re a banshee, which is a kind of specter.” Sofia explained slowly, making sure the girl had time to understand everything.

“Then I’m a ghost?” the girl asked tentatively.

“Pretty much, yes.”

“Alright.”

“You’re taking it rather well…”

“I don’t feel too bad about it. Ghost or not, I think I’m very alive if you ask me, and that’s much better than where I was heading before you summoned me.” As she answered, she placed her palm in front of her right eye, “My left eye even recovered! In fact, I honestly hadn't felt so alive for a long time,” she mumbled, sounding downcast, recalling some bad memories? I know the feeling...

The girl’s green eyes locked with Sofia’s, “So, why did you summon me?” she inquired, "I'm no legendary warrior or anything; I guess I do make some great soup and plant-based remedies if that's what you're looking for."

Sofia and the girl talked about their lives for hours, getting to know each other and how they had ended up like this. The girl’s name was Emi, the same as her mother and her mother’s mother. She used to live as an herbalist in the small, remote house of her late grandparents. Her world’s religion had gone crazy about hunting witches, and she had somehow ended up as a target. Her memories of the last few days were blurry at best, stories of fleeing and fires, then she had awoken here.

When asked what she wanted to do, Emi expressed that following an actual witch in another world sounded like an exciting journey. Not that she had any idea of what else she could possibly do. Especially if the plants here weren't the same as her world's, rendering all of her past professional knowledge useless.



The sun was already high in the sky when they stopped talking. They had different personalities that somehow didn’t clash at all; it was like two old friends finding out about each other’s latest whereabouts.

“Say, Sofia, about this whole name thing. Can I just pick a new one?”

“Yeah, of course you can. I named Pareth because he can’t think for himself, but I’d feel weird giving you a name; I’m not your mother,” Sofia answered as she prepared a dried meat stew using the fireplace. It’s so relaxing having someone to talk to after all this time. FINALLY! I don’t even care if she hogs a skill slot and a quarter of my mana; please take more if that means you're going to stay!

“Well, It’s not like my mom’s any livelier than yours…" She interrupted herself to advise Sofia to add more wood to the fire. "We might as well become family at this point, like distant cousins. Won’t replace your real family, but better than nothing… Want me to keep the ‘reth’ theme?”

“I don’t mind whatever you choose; it's your name, not mine.” As long as you don’t choose anything ridiculous.

“Hmm. Then, from today forth, there’s no more herbalist Emi.” She took a deep inspiration and continued in a solemn tone, “I shall forever be known as the great Saint’s loyal retainer, Alith the Banshee!” she held her empty cup and spoon high in the air in celebration.

[Congratulations, you have baptized your second hero!]

Sofia cringed at the petite girl’s description of her; it did little to mask her smile.


Chapter 21 - Hot business

“Is it the cards again?” Sofia asked.

“It is! This is incredible! Real magic! Cards everywhere!”

“Stop spinning around and pick three already; we don’t have all day. You weren’t nearly as excited about Pareth.” Sofia jokingly chided, standing akimbo against the wall.

“I get it; I pick three at random, then?”

“Yeah, unless you have a better idea.”

Sofia observed as Alith pointed at three empty spots in the air, then stopped to read the results.

“It’s pretty fascinating how you heroes can understand our language without learning it,” Sofia remarked.

“Not stranger than being summoned by some Saint girl chosen by a supposed god,” Alith shrugged as she answered.

“Won’t argue about this one. Anything good?”

“D Rank blessing, S rank blessing, and SSS rank blessing.”

“SSS?”

“Yes, it’s not glowing all colors like the other one, looks more like it’s on fire. Let me read them out to you.”

‘Blessing of simplicity

S rank

You are purity incarnate. Your skills whose names are 1/2/3 words long have 2/1.75/1.5 times their usual effect.’

.

‘Blessing of the long road

D rank

Your course knows no end. Stamina growth +50 per level, quintuples every 100 levels.’

.

‘Blessing of Phoenix lineage

SSS rank

You experienced rebirth from the ashes. You shall rise again. Complete heat immunity. Grants an exclusive passive skill every 100 levels.’

“Simplicity is quite good if I can get one-word skills, but I can’t change my class, so if it doesn’t have any…”

“And you can’t even check your skills before you get a blessing… The whole hero summoning system is a mess; why does it even exist…”

“Hey, I’m happy to be here, so I can’t complain about it; anyway, I’m taking the Phoenix lineage. Heat immunity. Can you imagine? How easy and fun cooking will be when I can stick my hands in the furnace!” Altih said excitedly.

“You already don’t feel heat in your ghost form.”

They had done some testing; although Alith had a corporeal body, she could turn back into a mostly transparent ghost in a few seconds. As a ghost, she could fly and go through walls, but she couldn’t touch anything anymore. She also couldn’t go too far from Sofia, some thirty to fifty meters at most, before her mana started to go wild.

“And I also can’t touch anything! Boring! Just you wait! When I understand how the plants of this world work, I’ll be making you the best potions you’ll ever drink.”

“Do whatever you want, Altih; I would have chosen the same one.”

“Really? Seeing the hole your [Angel’s bolt] left down there, I’d take simplicity if I were you.”

“I came close enough to dying from the explosion; I would rather not get roasted by my own skill.”

“Dying from heat? Yes, not the best experience, I’ll give you that,” Alith shuddered, “At least it won’t happen to me twice...” She picked up the invisible card in front of her.

Alith’s body shone red for a second; it settled down in an instant, leaving behind the girl ever so slightly changed.

“Say, Alith, do you like orange?” Sofia hesitantly asked.

“Uh? I don’t really care for it, I guess; why?”

“Ah, good. Good. Just. Uhm. Here, take this,” Sofia said, passing her a small hand mirror she grabbed from her bag.

Her eyebrows and lashes had partly turned to a dark orange. The tone of her lips had also shifted to more of an orange-red. Her hair, while still completely black, had flickering fiery reflections when she moved, as if she was standing right next to a bright fire. One might not even see it if they didn’t pay attention. Sofia thought it gave Alith a fiercer gaze, contrasting with her cheery attitude.

Alith only observed herself for a few seconds in the mirror.

“I look a bit better like this, I think; I almost expected more, like wings and claws?”

“Don’t wish for such things. Who knows what might become real? Well, I would take wings, but claws seem a bit much.”

“You worry too much, lady necromancer who summons random dead people; let’s have a look at my skills. I can see them now. Is there a way I can show you?”

“I don’t think tha-”

“There you go!”

“You can do that?” This came as a real shock to Sofia.

“There’s a sharing function, you should be able to do it too… Did you really use this system thing for the last nineteen years, or were you just pretending to?”

What in the world? Why have I never known about that?

Sofia focused on the thought of sharing her status with Alith.

[Status privacy setting is now public]

First, the scribe, and now this. How many hidden functionalities like this does the system have that nobody knows about?

[Status privacy setting is now private]

She gave Alith’s status a quick look; I don’t need to show her mine. We talked so much she already knows… And I’d like to keep the blessing of the Deep under wraps, just in case.

Name : Alith

Age : 22

Class : [Lady-in-waiting] ♢

Level : 71 ♢

Health : 710 / 710

Stamina : 78 / 1420

Mana : 10000 / 10000 ♢

Active Skills (2 / 5)

[Maiden’s shriek] - Level 71 ♢

[AvoiDance] - Level 71 ♢

Passive Skills (3 / 5)

[Accounting] - Level 71 ♢

[Split Focus] - Level 71 ♢

[Hidden presence] - Level 71 ♢

Classless Skills (5 / 5)

[Menial chores] - Level 25

[Botany] - Level 46

[Cooking] - Level 22

[Alchemy] - Level 16

[Human form] - Level 71 ♢

“So this is where my mana went…”

“It’s a lot; my skills don’t use nearly that much. [AvoiDance] is ten mana per second, for example. You want to read the skill descriptions, too?”

“No need, unless the names are bad at expressing what the skills are?” I’m getting tired of reading system messages…

“Only [AvoiDance] is a bit weird, where the longer I dance the easier it gets to strike and avoid attacks. I don’t know how to dance at all, so I wonder how it works. And [Maiden’s shriek] looks quite strong but can only be used in incorporeal form,” Alith remarked, still busy reading the system prompts that were invisible to Sofia, “You know what's up with the lozenges?”

“It means you can’t change it, I believe. I have the same next to [Saintomancer].”

Alith chuckled, as she had done every time Sofia uttered her class name. What banshee? All I see is an Imp!



When Alith was done learning everything about her skills, she went ahead and cooked a meal with what Sofia had in her pack. The stew smelled much better than what Sofia had made for herself until now.

Alith reached into the fire bare-handed and grabbed the pot.

“Here you go, eat up!”

“What about you?”

“I’m a ghost. I don’t think I need to eat, and I’m not hungry. We only have so much food left for the trip, so let’s not waste it on me if we don’t have to.”

Sofia looked Alith up and down. Then she looked down at herself.

“No offense, but I think you DO need to eat.”

“Hey, what do you m-...” Alith retorted, but her gaze drifted to the Saint’s leather vest that looked about ready to burst, “I’ll eat just a bit, alright… Just a tiny bit.”

Alith served herself some food in a tiny wooden bowl. “And I’ll have you know that I’m- I’m not small. You’re the one who’s too big, alright!” she grumbled, sitting on the chair next to the tall skeleton opposing Sofia. “How do you even grow that large? Truly a witch through and through…”

“That’s not what I meant, you know?” Sofia lightly laughed, “But well, I’m sorry.”

“I don’t want your pity, you over-encumbered saint!”



They left the tower early in the afternoon; Alith had discovered that she could shrink and enter the storage necklace while in ghost form. She was currently sleeping in between gold coins and hot sand.

She could have also linked herself to Sofia, kind of like a harmless parasite. It had the added benefit of hiding her presence completely, but in her own words, it felt ‘shaky and restricted’, so she opted for the more comfortable traveling option. As for riding on the horse, there was no way she would willingly go through that much effort for no reason. She really pulled some faces. I think she just doesn’t like animals.

Pareth had been stored, too; it was Alith’s idea to put him in the bone storage space of [Armor of bones]. Sofia had assumed it wouldn’t work, but it did. That’s how she had learned the skeleton weighed a good 29kg. Sofia had also checked the tower’s basement before leaving; there was nothing left of the dungeon’s boss.

Ah… Having someone to banter with is so fun… Almost had me forget the danger I’ in. I don’t even have the skeleton in Einsen to look out for the church now. I must leave the kingdom as soon as possible. No more stops!

She departed through the muddy fields.


Chapter 22 - Unusual hiding spot

“I still can’t believe the horse escaped…” Sofia grumbled as she toyed with the ring from the tower.

“The reins broke; it’s unlucky, but it happens; he’s long gone, so no use dwelling on it.”

Sofia sighed as she focused on the ring, using her freshly learned [Identify] skill. Her eyes darted across the ethereal description window it created for her eyes only.

“Come on! What does it say?” Alith pestered Sofia, leaning above her shoulders from behind in ghost form.

“[Key-Ring of Zangdar] : Through the planes, mana shall lead the way. The path to the locked city is one without turns. Item level : 0. Grade : Forgotten.”

“Are you pulling a weird prank again? Does it really say that? It’s just a dirty old quartz ring.”

“That’s what [Identify] shows, yes, there’s nothing more either.”

After she had finally managed to understand the skill, the scroll had promptly crumpled and turned to dust.

“Do you know about Zangdar or this locked city?”

“Not a clue.” Sofia threw her hands up in the air in defeat.

“Weren’t you the same girl who read a ton of books, and you’ve never heard of it?”

“I don’t think you understand just how big the world is, Alith. And the books I read were mostly religious stories provided by the church…”

‘“What about the headband then?”

“Give me a second to empty the sand… Alright, so [Saint’s pride] : A Saint is already above mere mortals. Halves the Saint’s aging speed. Part of a seven-piece set. Item level : 20. Grade : Legendary.”

“Halves aging? Hey, I think maybe I’ll take that,” Alith jokingly stated, slowly turning corporeal and reaching for the item.

“As if I’d let you! Ghosts don’t even age! And you’re not a saint; you can’t even wear it.”

“What if I can, though!”

“Why would you want it! You already look like a kid!”

“...”

“Too far, sorry.” I mean… It’s the truth, though.

“You’re the kid! Your whole family is a kid! Nobody wants your big chunk of gold anyway!”

Alith pretended to pout in an exaggerated fashion, puffing up her cheeks, and sat in the campfire, arms crossed.

“Hoy, you’re gonna kill the fire. Do you know how hard it is to get it going?”

“Not my problem, hehe,” she said, wiggling to find a comfortable sitting position amidst the flames. Settling down, she smiled at Sofia. “This is surprisingly comfortable; hard to think this killed me once. And, of course I know. I’ll take care of it tonight, alright?”

“You mean you could have done that, but let me always do it until now?! Pfft, here, you can have the ring if you want. I can’t get it to work anyway. Besides, it also says your class must be [Saint] for the headband.” She tossed the ring towards Alith, who fumbled a bit but managed to catch it before it fell into the fire that burned up to her chest. I still think it’s weird how the immunity to heat works for her clothes, too.

They had been traveling eastward for almost a week, only stopping once in a village to resupply and whenever the horse got too tired until it escaped them. Sofia had discovered that she didn’t need to sleep as much anymore. Only five to six hours a day were enough. Probably a perk of being high level, that or a hidden benefit of my weird class.

A few more days and if we walk fast enough, we will be out of Skyreach. What should we do in Red Winds… Maybe go for the capital? I wanted to go there from the start, but it could be better to try hard to lay low for now, at least until we reach level 100. Even if I managed to find a summoning expert in Drakron, he might not be able to help me… In the end, my best choice is always to get strong enough that they won’t even try to summon me back to them. I need to level up fast. Who knows how long they’ll take to raise another Magisterium.

“Sofia!”

Uh?

Alith was still sitting in the fire, but in ghost form; her right hand was inside her abdomen. She looked really happy about it.

“What? You figured a ghost can pass through themself and that made your day?”

“... Hey. Can you not take me for a literal child? I’m older than you. I wanted to show you how I activated the ring,” Alith retorted.

“Really? Stop acting so smug and show me then!”

“I am showing you. Did you not see my hand?” Alith said, waving her hand from inside her torso; she was indeed wearing the ring. It seemed to be glowing ever so slightly; it was hard to see in the flames.

“Come out of the fire first. Is it related to being inside you?”

“The description of the item did say ‘through the planes,’ and the thing you killed was brought there by the elf wearing the ring. I figured he summoned something from another plane to activate the ring. So I put it through me and sent some mana, and here we are,” Alith explained, then put on a large smile, waiting for a reaction.

“Who are you, and what have you done to Alith?!”

“Oh, come on!”

“Hey, hey, I’m joking. Alright, well done then, don’t think I would have figured that out by myself. Maybe you’re not a wasted skill slot after all…”

“Pfft, keep acting, Sofia. You’ll cry a river if I stop cooking your meals for you. Anyway, I know the direction to the locked city now, and I decided I wanted to go right away,” the girl in the fire stated.

She sounds serious. She wants us to just go and follow the directions of an old ring?

“Does it need to be now?” Sofia asked, “Just because the church hasn’t reached us yet…”

“No, you misunderstand; the ring can take us there instantly! If this isn’t a good way to escape that church of yours, I don’t know what is!”

“I see… Are you sure we can come back afterward? I still need to stay around this area to find… Is it safe?”

“Well, admittedly, the sort of delirious vision thing I got from the ring was light on details, but it did look like it could take us back to where we came from anytime, as long as we can set up the ritual. And if you’re worried about safety, I can always check by myself first; I’m already dead anyway.”

“Sure then… Go for that; we lost the horse already anyway, so if the ring can take us somewhere far faster than on foot… If it doesn’t work out, we’re back on track to the Red Winds Empire, and you’re in charge of the fire for the whole journey.”

“Deal!”

Sofia packed all that they had left lying around on rocks and near the fire, mostly cooking utensils, and observed as Alith used a stick to draw five concentric circles in the dirt.

That’s a pretty simple ritual circle for what she insinuated it could do. The ring has to be doing most of the job.

Alith stood in the center-most circle, “I’ll be right back!” she gingerly said.

“Wait!” Sofia cried out.

The banshee cocked her head to the side.

“Take Pareth with you. I’ll order him to follow and protect you.”

Alith smiled. “Thank you.” She grabbed Pareth's hand when he stepped into the ritual circle with her.

A flash of blue light later, they had disappeared.

There she goes.

Sofia kept monitoring her summoned hero’s status; that was a privilege that Saints had. She could check her summons’ health and mana in real-time. Usually, she could also know Pareth’s precise location, but from the moment they were gone, it had been unresponsive. Her commands couldn’t reach him either. At least they’re alive and uninjured.

[Holy Skeleton] had gained a few levels during the trip; all of Sofia’s mana was getting dumped in this skill. Although Pareth’s level was stuck at 49 since he had nothing to fight, he had gained a new ability.

[Holy Skeleton] : Allows the Saintomancer to control Pareth, the Holy Skeleton, wielding the Holy light of Gods. Pareth will keep experience when switching host bones. Physical and magical capabilities are influenced by the current bones.

Blessing : Pareth gains bonus strength and health proportional to their body weight.

Lv.1 : The Saintomancer always knows where their Holy Skeleton is.

Lv.10 : Pareth boasts a glorious [Halo] empowering Holy-related skills.

Lv.20 : Pareth can create and wield a sword of Holy light. Proficiency depends on the host bones.

Lv.30 : Pareth’s bones are 58% (1*Skill Level) denser.

Lv.40 : Pareth’s movements are 58% (1*Skill Level) quieter.

Lv.50 : Pareth can cast [Consecrated grounds], granting all allies in a 29m (skill level / 2) radius and himself a 20% increase in all physical stats. Bonus doubled for skeletons.

(Next function unlocks at Skill Level 60)

Some few seconds later, they reappeared in the circles.

“Already back? How was it?”

“Well, not exactly safe-looking, but not immediately dangerous either; we should be fine if we’re careful. You won’t believe the place when you see it. Come, quick, I can’t wait to explore the whole city!” she was gesturing for Sofia to join her in the circle.

“You sure we’re coming back fine even if this flimsy ritual circle you drew gets erased?”

“The coordinates are saved in the ring; we can come back right here as long as we have the circle on the other end. And there’s one already carved on the floor.” Alith reassured her. “You worry a whole lot for someone chosen by God. Someone on ****** with a title like that would be stomping around like a king. You have no idea.”

Sofia entered the circle with her summons; she didn’t have time to blink. Everything around her had changed.

[You have entered the dungeon : Zangdar outer ring - Lv. 100+]


Chapter 23 - In the ring

They had been teleported to the top floor of a spire; the openings in between the large pillars supporting the conical roof gave a perfect view of the city below. There were many houses and spires built everywhere, on top of each other and in weird places and alignments. Chaos was the only word that came to Sofia’s mind as she tried to make sense of the entanglement of structures.

Everything was built out of clean-cut rectangular blocks of the same ice-blue opaque crystal that the key ring was made of.

The 'outer ring' mentioned in the dungeon name was separated from the supposed 'inner ring' as well as the ‘outside’ by tall, smooth walls. They were higher than the spire Sofia was in and every other spire she could see. This part of the city was indeed like a large ring; there was about one or two hundred meters of space between the two walls. It was hard to tell with the square houses and round towers all stacked on each other. I bet it’s like this exactly because there’s no space, Sofia thought; this would be hard to navigate.

Alith suggested scouting the place in ghost form, only to find out the hard way that she couldn’t transform. It was like the very space around her was working to prevent her transformation. She toggled her [Human form] skill multiple times, to no avail.

Although it was a city, no movement of any kind could be seen anywhere save for the polyhedrons hovering up and down. No signs of life.

Is this really a dungeon? Maybe there is only one monster like the tower…

Where does the light come from? The sky above is pitch black, but everything is lit… And slightly blue. This doesn’t feel right… Even the abyss in the church’s dungeon didn’t give me this feeling of emptiness. I don’t like it here. At least the atmosphere was fresh despite the lack of wind.

“I’m not so sure this is safer than the church,” Sofia told Alith, “The dungeon says level 100…”

“Well, that is true, but hear me out. Can’t we get a lot of levels here? Level 100 sounds high, but there are three of us if we’re careful and we outnumber the monsters…”

“True. The church wouldn’t be such a big deal once we are at higher levels unless they send the Templars after us… Let’s go carefully if it’s too bad we leave. But at least this is a good place to hide; I don’t see how the church could find us if we hide here. If they’re on our tracks, then this could make them think we managed to lose them. They might also be misled by the runaway horse, so that’s nice.”

“Nice! Let’s try to reach the main street at the bottom.”

“Down the stairs we go, then.”

They knew nothing about what they might find, which was unnerving, especially since the city was so quiet. Their every step echoed around on the walls. The houses were empty. No furniture, no doors in the door frames, no garbage or scrap on the ground, no remnants of previous occupants, not even dust. As if it had all been expertly cleaned up. As if everything but the walls had vanished out of existence. The only trace of the city actually being lived in was the clear wear and tear they noticed here and there. A hole in a wall, traces of heavy furniture leaving tracks on the floor, and the rare undecipherable scribbles carved on the facades.

Due to the city’s strange labyrinthic layout, reaching the main street proved to be quite a challenge. Most houses had multiple exits to and from other buildings or their roofs. Some had doors or stairs that led nowhere. Houses were also sometimes linked by stone bridges or even more stairs. Whoever lived here didn’t like slopes.

After searching for a long while, it seemed there was no way to reach the street below. It was still three floors down, which was quite a height. It took them a while to notice, but Alith eventually saw a floor of newer-looking stone blocks right at the end of a flight of stairs. Once they realized that, it wasn’t hard to find many more such condemned ways; all paths leading down were blocked. Or was it the paths leading up?

“Do we still try to get down?” Alith pondered, looking down, bent over a railing. At first glance, there wasn’t anything more worthy of their attention on the ground floors; every house looked empty. They could still get down with the slow fall ring, but they wouldn’t be able to come back up.

Alith jolted up. “I saw something! Something moved down there!” she said in a panicked, hushed voice, pointing at an alleyway on the ground floor.

“Not another purple floating thing?”

“No, it looked just like the walls, the same colors; I didn’t see it until it moved. It was like… like two of these large bricks stacked vertically on top of each other. It just slid on the ground in between the buildings!” Alith described, unsettled. “Do you think these things could be up here too?”

Sofia looked down, but she couldn’t spot anything that looked out of place in the ambient chaos. “Can’t say, but I’d guess there’s a reason no one lives here anymore, and we probably just found it, so it’s likely the upper levels aren’t too safe...” She scanned her surroundings once more. “If the monsters look like the walls, we need to be very careful.”

They kept walking around on the rooftops above the third level. Pareth was leading the way, Sofia checking the walls around their path clad in her bone armor, while Alith watched for any movement on the lower street.

Maybe I should still find some sort of weapon, for me and Alith both. Guess I’ll use my woodcutting hatchet, she can keep the knife.

The small group kept going around the city. They had approached one of the purple hovering things at one point and couldn’t find anything interesting about it. If Sofia had to guess, they had crossed about a third of the outer ring. They didn't spot any other moving wall.

They reached a point that was particularly hard to cross. It was a place with many towers going high up, and they didn’t really have entry points from the floor that they were on. They still found a house with an entrance hidden in a corner; the interior was L-shaped. They had gone through many such houses; they always had a second door on the opposite end. This one had no windows, due to how it was sandwiched between a large tower and the ring’s outer wall, not that it mattered considering how it was lit all the same, even inside.

As Pareth turned the corner, he stopped.

Uh?

Pareth’s intelligence had grown a lot at this point. It was still a 'mindless' skeleton, but the thousands of orders Sofia gave it over time to level up the skill had compounded. It developed into a functional situational awareness. If Pareth stopped, it meant he had spotted something unexpected and didn’t know how to proceed.

Doesn’t seem like it’s an enemy or he would be in a battle stance already.

Alith didn’t wait and followed the skeleton. “Oh. Dead end,” she revealed, surprised. It was the first house they explored in Zangdar that had only one entrance.

Sofia turned around to leave the house. The door was gone.

Shit.

Pareth perceived her distress and having used his consecrated ground ability, he rushed to her side. Alith had also noticed.

“They’re really walls. What do we do?”

[You have been poisoned]

What? How? Sofia took a deep breath, trying to keep her composure.

[You have been poisoned]

She started to feel dizzy.

“The door we entered from, attack the wall there!” Sofia ordered Pareth.

Pareth was faster than Alith; he struck the wall with his sword. It left a deep cut, spilling white liquid. Definitely not a crystal wall. The ‘wall’ wriggled and screamed; it moved out of the door frame it blocked, revealing more of them outside the house.

Sofia grappled this injured ‘wall’ that had slid closer to her, and told Pareth to fight the ones outside, where a pillar of healing light was waiting for him to stand in.

The thing grew four long appendages from its back, like thick ‘crystal’ tentacles ending with three smaller tentacle feelers arranged in a triangle. She had barely managed to tackle the thing that looked like a square piece of wall to the ground by leveraging the weight of her armor. She dug her hatchet into the open wound as violently as she could. White fluids splashed everywhere. The tentacles were banging on her back and arms, bashing the armor, leaving deep dents and cracks in the white bone.

Sounds of scuffle came from both sides. Alith is fighting, too.

With every breath, she felt more and more lightheaded; it became slower when the thing left the door, but it was still there. Every inhalation was met with the same message.

[You have been poisoned]

As Sofia’s vision got increasingly blurry, she struck the deep wound of the monster stuck under her one last time.

‘You have defeated [Lesser Phageid - lv. 104]’

She lost consciousness.


Chapter 24 - Avatar

Sofia woke up to a wet sensation on her face. Alith had her eyes closed and was leaning over her, kissing her cheek.

“Wh- What, what are you doing!” Sofia complained. Flustered, she pushed Alith away. “I’m not...”

Alith couldn’t resist the pushing, “Stop, stop! You’re hurting me with your gauntlets! I was just healing you!”

“By slobbering all over my face?!”

“Yes! Calm down; you have no idea how much we’ve worked to protect you since you blacked out.” Alith claimed. She looked at something Sofia couldn’t see for a second or two. Then, the description of a skill appeared in front of her. “Here, just read that.”

Sofia sat up to read the system prompt. She couldn’t believe what she was reading.

[Maiden’s kiss] : The love of a beautiful maiden is a universal cure as old as time itself. You can heal someone else by kissing them. Efficiency proportional to your attraction and affection towards them. Costs 100 mana per use.

(Next function unlocks at Skill Level 100)

“Don’t you dare laugh at me! I didn’t get to choose,” Alith muttered, her face redder than usual.

“No, I, that’s… that’s a skill alright. Why on the cheek, though?”

“Where else? I couldn’t remove your armor; opening your visor was all I could do. The skill needs direct contact,” Alith explained and paused for a second, then smirked, “Unless you wanted something else?”

Sofia rolled her eyes, closed her visor, and let herself fall back on the floor. She took some time to gather her thoughts. “Were you not affected by the poison gas?” she asked, her voice a bit muffled by the heavy helmet.

“Ever tried to poison an undead?”

“Oh. Yeah, I guess not.” Sofia answered as she looked around; they were on the open last floor of a spire, a lot like the one they had teleported to. “You carried me up here… Care to fill me in about what happened?”

“You could probably tell most of it by looking at the messages. I managed to down the thing that came at us from the dead end; it was blocking the door. Pareth killed a few of the things outside, but he was outnumbered and lost an arm and a few ribs. Then I grabbed you, and we fled. Well, I say I grabbed you, but Pareth did most of the lifting.”

“The walls are still following us?” Sofia panicked a bit, wearily looking at the stairs going down the spire.

“No, we managed to lose them by going up a level and then jumping back down to the third. I don’t know why, but they didn’t follow after that. They are quite slow anyway and not that strong. What’s scary is the camouflage and numbers. There were a lot more of them waiting outside than you probably think. Then we went up the spire because it seemed safer; if they came up one by one, Pareth could defend forever. And they can’t hide well against the curved walls with their rectangular bodies.”

Sofia nodded along with Alith's retelling of the events. “By the way, you might want to check your messages; we got a lot of experience out of the whole ordeal,” Alith added. “And don’t forget to heal Pareth, also.”

Pareth sat on the ledge of the tower; the healing light Sofia summoned outside only grazed his legs, but that was enough for his lost parts to reform. Then, she checked her system notifications.

‘You have defeated [Lesser Phageid - lv. 104]’

‘You have defeated [Lesser Phageid - lv. 87]’

‘You have defeated [Lesser Phageid - lv. 124]’

‘You have defeated [Lesser Phageid - lv. 122]’

‘You have defeated [Lesser Phageid - lv. 110]’

‘You have defeated [Lesser Phageid - lv. 99]’

‘You have defeated [Lesser Phageid - lv. 109]’

‘You have defeated [Lesser Phageid - lv. 109]’

‘You have defeated [Lesser Phageid - lv. 112]’

‘You have defeated [Lesser Phageid - lv. 103]’

One kill for me, one for Alith, eight for Pareth… He really packs a punch. The effect from the blessing of bloating strengthened by [Consecrated grounds] is something else. Even his first strike did most of the job on the one I killed.

This was followed by a bunch of level-up messages and new available passive skills.

Name : Sofia Aphenoreth

Age : 20

Class : [Saintomancer] ♢

Level : 84

Health : 243 / 420

Stamina : 120 / 420

Mana : 36500 / 36500 (-10000)

Active Skills (6 / 6)

[Holy Skeleton] - Level 59 (Lv. 70)

[Heal Undead] - Level 14

[Summon Blood] - Level 5

[Lead the Dead] - Level 14

[Angel’s bolt] - Level 13

[Maiden Banshee] -Level 84 (Lv.84)

Passive Skills (2 / 5)

[Blessing of the Deep] - Level 17

[Armor of Bones] - Level 8

Classless Skills (6 / 6)

[Menial chores] - Level 7

[Sprint] - Level 3

[Fast reading] - Level 19

[Way of the Fool] - Level 3

[Poker Face] - Level 3

[Identify] - Level 1

Summoned heroes (2 / 4)

●        Lv.70 Pareth (Elf Holy Skeleton)

●        Lv.84 Alith (Maiden Banshee)

Oh, hey, I turned 20.

That’s some good progress for being poisoned half to death before the fight even began. Without Alith and Pareth there, I’d be fucking dead! Killed by damn walls…

I need to work on filling in these other two summon slots; my life depends on it even more than I thought. I really can’t be fighting in the front line with my physical stats.

Available Passive Skills :

●        [Pristine ] : Your soul is in

●        [ Essence] : per second.

●        [Avatar of ] : Become a walking

●        [ death] : necrotic aura.

Hmm, I might not get more passives for a while, at level 100 at the earliest, but even then, it might be more active skills… I really need the added power now. What if more of the walls come? These were ‘Lesser’ walls; that has to mean there are stronger ones out there. Looking at it, I didn’t want to make [Pristine Essence], but it looks like I might have to. [Avatar of Death] sounds really strong.

“Hey, Alith, I need to build two passives.”

“Yeah?”

“I can either make [Pristine death] and [Avatar of Essence] or [Pristine Essence] and [Avatar of death]; what’s your opinion?” Sofia asked. She opened her visor to look Alith in the eyes, who was busy cleaning her knife from the dried white blood.

“I have no idea, but [Avatar of Death] is a fitting title for a necromancer in bone armor if you ask me. You can’t really make ‘pristine’ anything be a good skill, I think. I can’t think of anything to do with that. Pristine skin? Not like you need that,” Alith pointed out. “Maybe if you had ‘Pristine lungs,’ you could stop snoring at night. That’d be a nice upgrade.”

“Can’t you be serious for twenty seconds straight?” [Avatar of Death] It is then… I hope I won’t regret it… Actually, let’s start with the other one.

"I'll be serious about skills when I'm the one who gets serious shit like 'Avatar of god-damned death' and not 'Grandma's sticky kisses'."

Fair point…

You have acquired the passive : ‘Pristine ’

You have acquired the passive : ‘ Essence’

[Pristine Essence] : You are the unblemished. Immunity to memory alterations. Augmented resistance to perception alterations.

Sure, I’ll take it. It’s not incredible, but I do like knowing that nothing can mess with my brain now.

You have acquired the passive : ‘Avatar of ’

You have acquired the passive : ‘ death’

[Avatar of death] : Grow to become the embodiment of death in this realm.

You may reap the souls of the recently passed; all are equal in death.

When a nearby enemy's health reaches 25% or lower, they cannot regain life.

Reaped Soul Value : 0

(Next function unlocks at Soul Value 100)

Sofia narrowed her eyes at the description. Another upgradeable skill, like [Holy Skeleton] and [Blessing of the Deep]. That’s only been extremely strong skills until now, and the first tier is already not bad. Anyone we mess up enough can’t heal; against regenerating monsters, it could be very useful. I’m not sure how I feel about the reaping souls part. Comes with the job, I guess. It can’t be that bad if they’re already dead…

Alith was looking at her expectantly, “How is it? My advice was good, right?”

“Let me show you…”


Chapter 25 - Pest control

The two girls discussed at length on how to proceed from there on out. The first consensus was to avoid going indoors as much as possible if they couldn’t see the exit from the entrance. They would always fight outdoors to both avoid being easily surrounded and to allow Sofia to use her [Heal Undead] skill more freely. Next, they would carve out ritual circles on the ground every so often to have a fast way to escape if needed, then proceed to slowly comb through the city.

They would kill as many of these Phageid as they could find until the entire upper levels were clear. They had checked and the seals on the way down from the fourth floor of the city weren’t monsters but real crystal blockades. Those things could probably still climb up somehow since some were up there. Or maybe they came from somewhere on the upper levels; to begin with, they would find out soon enough is what they thought.

In fights, Pareth would do most of the job, acting as the frontline and skeletal shredding powerhouse. Alith would be the rearguard, charged with protecting Sofia, who would focus on healing. From what Alith had recounted about the first battle, Pareth didn’t get touched often, blocking or dodging most attacks. Even when outnumbered, his sword of light hit like a raging horse.

The downside was that even in his consecrated grounds, he was quite brittle, and any damage might crack his bones, rendering some body parts unusable. A single solid hit on the spine or a leg could ground him instantly. Which was why the healing was needed.

Of course, Alith was an undead as far as the system was concerned, so she could be healed as well. She was proficient in dodging, too, but her attacking power was lacking. Despite [AvoiDance] clearly guiding her movements somewhat, Alith was still a beginner combattant, commenting that the most fighting she ever did was scaring away boars with her sickle and hunting rabbits with simple traps. To make matters worse, she couldn't even use [Maiden’s shriek], as she couldn't transform from inside the city. Still, they managed, as Pareth did most of the work while Alith slowly learned from her skill, and Sofia healed them both.

Following these arrangements, they scoured through the monotone ice-blue city, checking every weird-looking wall and counting the houses’ doors. Even with knowing what they were looking for, the Phageid were hard to find; they hadn’t found a single one in a full hour of searching. That was until Sofia noticed something weird about a house. It was an inconspicuous block of large crystal bricks like all the other houses, but there weren’t any doors or windows. It was hard to find something wrong with it as it was stuck to a large house with many doors; one could easily be mistaken and think that it was a part of the larger house. But it made her uneasy. She had sent Pareth to the larger house to check, and there wasn’t a door leading to this place.

They felt glad to have decided to wait a bit further.

“This house is full of them, isn’t it? That’s why we couldn’t find any until now; they clump up in hidden places like this one,” Alith said, shuddering. “A whole place filled with octopus walls. Just thinking about it gives me the creeps. How many do you think can fit in there?”

“If they are tightly packed… Perhaps thirty?”

“... If there’s thirty, we run,” Alith declared.

“Not unless they somehow all get out at once,” Sofia retorted, thinking about the way to tackle this surprise monster box. “Houses this size typically only have two doors and one window. That’s three Phageid on three different sides…” She looked at the house, then at a spire that took root nearby and towered up to four floors higher.

“We’re going to make a lot of noise. But I have a plan. First of all, Alith, you’ll be standing on this rooftop,” she pointed at the roof of a nearby house about thirty meters away from the supposed monster nest. “Draw a teleportation circle up there just to be safe,” she told her. Then she pointed at the spire, “I’ll be jumping from the spire with the slow fall ring. Pareth lures the monsters out; whether they follow him or escape, it’s all the same. Then I burn them to ashes with the [Angel’s Bolt]; I don’t believe they can survive it if two sword hits from Pareth is all it takes to bring them down.”

“That could work… What if they decide to stay within the house?”

“Then I strike the house, it won’t be as good but that should still be enough for Pareth to take over from there.”

“And how does Pareth escape if they do follow him?” Alith asked.

“He will run, and if some walls are too close to him when I attack, hmm… Well, either he dies too, or he’ll have a few stragglers to handle by himself,” Sofia said and nodded to herself.

Though it would be better if he did not die… Finding another good skeleton for him might not be so easy…

“If he dies, I’m taking us back, not negotiable,” Alith said without hesitation.

Sofia looked at Alith with curiosity, “You’re technically already dead; why do you look more scared than me? You’re the one who wanted to come here in the first place. And we’re safe from the Church here.”

“I don’t know what will happen to me if you die, and I don’t want to find out!” the short girl angrily whispered, trying her best not to alert the Phageid in the distance, “Besides, these monsters are disgusting!”

“You know we’re about to make a whole lot of noise, so… Anyway, just catch me after I use the skill, please. Last time, I got embedded in a wall from the recoil that can’t be good for my health. I’ll take off the armor after I throw the thing to make it easier on you.”

“Sure, try not to get launched in a weird direction then.”

“Will do.”

Sofia closed her visor and jumped down to the level under them where the spire’s entrance was. She rushed up the spire’s empty floors and its spiraling flights of stairs and was surprised that she wasn’t even slightly out of breath from the fast climb.

Woah, Pareth looks so small from up here; I can barely see him without the halo and the sword. She looked around to find the rooftop where Alith was carving the ritual circle. She was already almost done; it was her fifth time drawing one today. She might get a ritual-related classless skill before I do at this rate.

Sofia waited for Alith’s signal to launch the assault.

Pareth hit a random part of the house’s walls. His sword bounced back; that was real crystal, but that had alerted the monsters nonetheless. The one that had been hiding in the door frame came out rushing at the skeleton, deploying the stretchy appendages from his back. It was followed by many others; they all silently gave chase, sliding across the smooth floor. When nothing else was coming out of the house, Sofia ordered Pareth to jump into a small alley.

The space between the two buildings was only wide enough for one monster to go in at a time; they all clumped together to get in. Sofia jumped.

The monotone lighting of the city was immediately altered. There hadn’t been any contrast anywhere until then, and now the light of the [Angel’s Bolt] was creating long shadows everywhere, stretching across the chaotic architecture of the lost city.

Five seconds.

Sofia’s white armor was being burned black; the heat was even stronger than the previous time. Right, the skill leveled up last time. Holding onto the crackling lightning, her hand burned. She screamed in pain, but her mind was clear.

Ten seconds.

Her health was declining. It was hard to even move her arm to release the attack. She didn’t know how, but she managed to let it go.

The aim was slightly off.

Alith was looking from a roof under Sofia; she couldn’t look at the light, it was too bright. She wanted to at least watch the thing falling. Before she knew it, she was blown back by a blast of hot air, deafened by the sound of the explosion. She used [AvoiDance] to instantly regain her balance; it was an unconventional way to use the skill she had discovered while washing up in the river.

Sofia was falling in Alith’s general direction, the bone armor receding under her skin. The slow-fall ring was still active, which helped; however, she was still going quite fast due to the recoil. She couldn’t move mid-air or change her orientation at all.

The ground below was already a scorching sea of flames. A few of the smaller houses did not survive the blast; smoking debris flew everywhere on the previously spotless pathways.

Sofia would have missed the roof if Alith hadn’t leaned over the edge and extended her arms to catch her, almost falling off, too.

The two girls sat speechless on the roof, watching the world burn around them.

It was Alith who broke the silence, “Hey… do you think my heat immunity would protect me against this?” She didn’t get an answer. “Hmm? Holy shit, are you alright?!” Alith said in a panic.

Alith hadn’t seen Sofia’s right side until now; there was only one way to describe it: grilled meat.

“I’ll give you a kiss or two, alright? Don’t move,” Alith said, grabbing Sofia’s left hand, “You’re gonna be fine.”


Chapter 26 - The stars

The lightning bolt had killed all twenty-six of the Lesser Phageid that had been in the house, bringing Sofia up to level 88. The levels are starting to come slower; we’ll need many more to reach 100.

Pareth had barely survived the blast; his skull, or what was left of it, had been propelled far away by the explosion, and it was all that remained of him. His status indicated 3 health points left. I’m lucky that I can always locate him, or I wouldn’t ever have thought he wasn’t dead. She summoned the same old light pillar from the void above and chatted with Alith while Pareth regrew his lost bones.

“You need fireproof clothes,” Alith said after glancing at Sofia’s exposed right shoulder.

“That is going to be hard to find here.”

“Who knows, there could have been some before. But I think the walls ate everything,” Alith explained her theory, “It’s weird that everything is so empty; there isn’t even any dust anywhere; my bet is that those monsters eat everything except the crystal walls.”

“It wouldn’t be surprising. But then, what do they eat now?”

“Well, they do look like they want to eat us, so that’s something. Besides that… Maybe they don’t actually need to eat? There are animals like that; I’m pretty sure spiders from my world can go half a year without eating anything and be completely fine. But who knows? The dungeons in your world don’t make more sense in the first place. The whole magic system doesn’t,” Alith rolled her eyes, “What’s with the kisses and the dances…”

“I think your world without mana is weirder. How do you even survive sickness without healers?”

“Come on, you’re talking to someone who made medicine for a living, and you’re asking that?”

“Oh, right, have not seen you do that at all. I kinda forgot,” Sofia declared and shrugged, “Maybe you should cook yourself some growth medicine since you’re so self-conscious about it.”

“We’ve been traveling non-stop, and I don't know the plants here; what can I even do?” Alith complained, “Also, that doesn’t even exist!”

“Uh? I’m pretty sure it does, though? I’ve seen growth potions being advertised in Einsen.”

“What?! See, I told you your world doesn’t make any sense. No plant-based medicine should be able to make you grow taller, ever.”

“Oh, it wasn’t about height…” Sofia joked, a smirk on her face, looking down at her aerodynamic traveling companion, “but that must exist too. Don’t lose hope, Alith!” she added, giving her a thumbs up.

“Tssk. I bet your back hurts like hell. Don’t go asking me for pain relief medicine when your spine breaks under the weight of your overinflated ego!”

“Hey, no need to be jealous; I’m sure you’ll hit your growth spurt at some point,” Sofia mockingly retorted.

“Screw you!”

Altih picked a handful of rubble from the ground and chased a laughing Sofia in between the collapsed buildings, throwing small pebbles of blue and white crystal at her one by one. The surprising part was that she could almost keep up despite her shorter legs.

“You’re lucky I can’t change back to a ghost in this dumb city!” she yelled at the blonde Saintess, getting further and further away.

They tried to forget the stress however best they could.



Despite all the noise, they did not attract more Phageid. They teleported back to the mainland to rest in a slightly less dangerous place, spending a cold night in the empty plains. The next morning, they returned to Zangdar. The more time they spent in there, the higher the chances the Church would miss them or give up the potential search, and it was too good of an opportunity to waste; you couldn’t find level 100 wildlife just anywhere. In fact, the few animals they had encountered from the ritual spire to where they were now had to all be under level 10; they had fled at the sight of the horse or the noise of their boots. They would at least try to get to level 100 in the outer city, which felt like a good place to stop; Sofia guessed that it would be at least enough to fight on an equal field with most Paladins. Sofia expected to get one more skill slot like she had gotten at level 50 as well.

Now that they knew exactly what they were looking for, it took much less time to find more groups of fake walls, and thanks to the high towers everywhere, they could always use the same strategy. All at the low, low cost of me becoming a roast chicken every time.

They were shocked at the number of these monster houses; it was hard to walk for ten minutes without finding one. The smiting from the heavens worked well; Pareth even managed to escape the blast completely one time. At this point, their hunting speed was mostly limited by the time spent healing Sofia from her burns and the speed of her mana regeneration.

The [Armor of Bones] kept leveling up from the abuse it suffered at the hands of Sofia’s own attacks, and [Angel’s bolt] leveled up too; the outcome was that Sofia ended up just as badly burned every time as the two skills progressed together.

Level 90 felt like kind of a hard stop; after that, every level seemed to require exponentially more and more experience. They had reached 90 before noon and hadn’t leveled up again all day.

The worst part was that level 90 did not give any skill. The only good thing to come out of this was that Pareth had finally caught up in levels, also being stuck at 90.

It’s like the system doesn’t want us to go above 90. Are we going to stop getting stats next?

After a full day of hunting in the locked city, they teleported out again, craving for a good rest away from all these tentacular wall monsters. Being burned and healed all day was excruciating, both physically and mentally. Alith was also on edge and getting seriously tired of kissing Sofia’s hand all day, which was pretty much her main job.

“You wouldn’t need to do it so much if you liked me more; that’s what the skill says. Do you secretly hate me?” Sofia jokingly asked.

“Pfft, try kissing my hand three hundred times in a single day; see how you like me afterward. This skill is really dumb. My whole class is dumb. What am I going to do with a level 90 [Accounting] skill when we’re getting mauled by demonic walls? You get to shoot lightning, and all I can do is dance and heal. I feel like I got the short end of the stick, honestly…” Alith rambled on. She sighed. Staring into the campfire, she sat, listless, poking at the burning wood with her bare hands. “This is all pretty new to me,” she started, her gaze lost in the shifting fire,  “But I can already tell my class will never be good,” she continued. “And it’s weird to think my life’s probably tied to yours; heck, I can’t even go into ghost form if I'm fifty meters away from you when I’m supposed to be one. Not a real Ghost; not a real Human…” She stopped for a few seconds, her words trailing on. “I don’t hate you, I really don’t… But…” She kept stirring the burning logs, a glazed look reflecting the vivid flames

She took that way more seriously than I intended… I get it, though; she really had little to no choice in all of this mess I put her in…

Sofia was carefully trying to pick her next words, but Alith spoke again first, looking directly at Sofia in the eyes, the fire reflecting in her Orange eyes: “If anything, I’m grateful; without your weird taste in creating skills, I would be really dead, back in my world, right now. Instead, I’m here, kind of dead, but kinda not. And… That’s exactly how it feels. What is my future, you know? Can I grow old? Have kids? Can I live my own life… Can I… Can I die?”

Sofia was left speechless, and before she knew it, Alith continued, “And even without all this, what if we grow to hate each other's guts? What if you erase my skill? What if you die? Do I have to watch you grow old and be happy by yourself? What even am I to you? A friend? A sister? Or a disposable summon, a tool to get stronger, to accomplish your own goals?” Looking down, she observed her hand on fire but not burning, “I… I just don’t know.”

“...”

Sofia got up from the rock she was sitting on. She approached Alith’s rock on the other side of the fire and sat right next to her. Her sudden closeness to the fire was a bit unnerving with all the burns she had suffered from the whole day.

“Hmm…” Sofia couldn’t find the words. “First of all, I don’t have an answer for everything. It was me who brought you here, and at first, I didn’t think for a second about what that would mean for you, so… I’m sorry,” she said, grabbing a stick and poking at the embers too. “BUT!” Sofia said as she sat straight up, gently but firmly grabbing Alith’s face, forcing the downcast girl to look her in the eyes. “You’re not a tool! A sister…" Sofia's face cramped for a second, "maybe. A friend? More, even? I don't fucking know, you tell me! But a tool? Never. Hear me clearly while I say this. N. E. V. E. R. NEVER! Who the fuck care, ghost or whatever, you’re human! That’s not a question. You are free. Do whatever you want!” She let go of Alith’s head and opened her arms wide as if to show Alith how free she was. Then, she started pointing at things to illustrate her next points. “Want to stay around? You can. Want to go live your life somewhere else? You can. Want to find a way to no longer be a ghost and go back to your old world? You’re free to try; I’ll help you even. You’re free. And the skill? If I need to keep it forever, then so be it. I don’t care. We don’t know each other so well, but do you think I’d trade the life of someone I care about for anything like this? Especially for a fucking skill slot?!”

Sofia collapsed and took a few seconds to calm down; sitting back up, it was her turn to stare at the fire. “And… I have no idea what will happen to you in the future. No idea what happens if I die. No idea what you want to do with your life. Honestly, I don’t have a clue what I’m doing with my own life. I can’t manage yours too. Maybe someday I’ll get summoned right into a prison cell by some dickhead at the Church, and you’ll never have to see my dumb face again. A fitting end for a summoner… Right?” She stared at the fire for a few more seconds and stood up. “The only thing I know for sure is… I’m happy you’re here. Not as a summon… But as a person.” After that, Sofia walked away and laid down to sleep a few steps further from the fire on a big, flat rock. There were many such rocks all around the mountainous plains separating the Skyreach Kingdom and the Red Winds Empire. She covered herself in a large but thin cape she had bought back in Einsen. It was Alith’s turn to have the bedroll that night.

The crackling fire a few meters behind and the roaring wind were the only noises disturbing the tranquil silence of a cold spring night.

Sofia gazed at the stars for what felt like forever. Eyeing the unknown.

“They’re not the same,” Alith said out of nowhere. She had walked up to the rock without Sofia noticing; she also gazed at the cloudless night sky. Holy… That scared me. She laid down on the rock next to Sofia and grabbed a corner of the cape to cover herself. They had to be very close for it to be large enough for two.

“What, the stars?”

“Yes. It’s very different from what I used to know. More… Colorful.”


Chapter 27 - Exterminators

The locked city had been clean and proper in its chaos not so long ago, undisturbed for uncounted centuries. There were now burn marks and debris almost everywhere. In a short few days, all of the upper levels were free of the wall monsters. Sofia, Alith, and Pareth had killed more than they could count and were currently sitting at level 98. There had been more ‘traps’ like the one where they encountered the Phageid the first time, and these had all been scouted and dealt with by Pareth without any mishaps. Despite their population drastically lowering, it did not look like the remaining monsters got any smarter.

They do not count as having a soul as far as [Avatar of Death] is concerned. Do they even have a brain? Maybe we should try to open one up… Or maybe not.

Ash was all that remained after the creatures were hit by the [Angel’s bolt]s, and it was probably better like that, Sofia thought.

“What do you think? Do we try the lower levels, too? I still find it disturbing how they’re completely cut off,” Alith told Sofia.

“There might still be some up here in this mess of paths and buildings. But I guess we’re not finding them anymore…” Sofia started.

She was cut off by Alith, “We’re both dumb; I just had a revelation.”

“Uh?”

“Well, what level is [Angel’s bolt] now?” Alith asked.

“Seventy-nine right now, I assume, reaching eighty after the next use; it’s been there for two casts already.”

“Don’t you think it would be a waste to go down there and search for the poor little Phageid hiding in there like we’re still some poor foot soldiers? So why not…”

“You want to blow everything up from up here on the roofs? You’re crazy, you know that? You saw like me how I destroyed everything with the bolts and how many towers collapsed when I struck near them. It’s already a miracle the crumbling buildings never fell on us; what do you think will happen if we explode everything that’s under us?”

“Just hit the other side of the main road? Sure, that means the upper floors on the other side will collapse, but so what? We already went all the way around along both walls, so we’re not missing anything. And like this, we don’t even have to get down, much safer.”

“You have a point…”



With the repeated abuse, [Armor of Bones] had leveled up all the way to 100. Sofia had even figured out a way to source infinite bones for it: Pareth. Since he could regenerate them under [Heal undead], Sofia would ‘behead’ him, take everything but the skull for the armor’s bone storage, and let him grow a new body.

Now, she started to throw random lightning bolts at the lower level. It was actually way worse down there; every other house was full of the creatures. Had Sofia and Alith gone down without a plan, they would have been surrounded by endless waves of fake walls. Well, only if they were coordinated enough to all attack at the same time. I bet that would surprise even Pareth at this point.

Sofia only had enough mana for four almost consecutive attacks, each bolt costing a net ten thousand. Alith’s healing had gotten at least twice as efficient after their little heart-to-heart under the stars, which no one commented about again, so the healing part of the routine got much faster. They would launch an attack, heal up, do it again three more times, and then teleport back to the plains of Skyreach to breathe some fresh air.

I’m really getting a workout, going up these damn towers every time.

Returning to the safer place, they would do whatever for the next three hours until Sofia’s mana was topped up again. Back in the plains, they had built a makeshift shelter under a large rock formation near a river. That was where they lived and slept when not playing demolishers. Although they still planned to cross the border to the Red Winds Empire soon, when they were level 100, the Church already felt like less of an imminent danger. If the Paladins had been on their tracks at all and still hadn’t found them by now, Sofia felt like they probably never would. As far as she knew, from all of her reading about the Church during her stay there and at the Orphanage, they had no kind of tracking magic among their ranks, or that was never recorded.

If that even exists. I feel like it probably does, but that’s also not something a Paladin would get. Nor the priests. Maybe if they had a high-level [Hunter]?

Alith had taken some time to ‘fix up’ the clothes that Sofia had given her. They didn’t look great, but at least now they weren’t two times too large anymore. As for Sofia’s own clothes, she didn’t have any left; all had burned. She was now wearing the bone armor on her bare skin 24 hours a day, which was arguably more comfortable than wearing it with clothes. I don’t even sweat as much in there. I still want a hot bath, though. I’ve seen enough mountain rivers for a few lifetimes… At least now I’m tall enough to breathe…

It took four more days of this cycle to destroy about a tenth of the main street’s length on only one side. The literal thousands of Phageid packed in the lower level’s houses were like free bundles of experience ready to harvest. By now, cleansing the city felt like a tedious job more than anything else. It was repetitive and boring. They would come back later to get to the bottom of this place when they were higher level. Right now, all they wanted was to be anywhere else.

Sofia had come to the conclusion that something was wrong with how they leveled up. Either these wall monsters gave very little experience, or the way they killed them with low effort had an impact. Either way, there was no way every human over level 100 had killed that many monsters. Some people were said to be as high as level three hundred! Wouldn’t they need to kill everything on the planet to level up once at this rate? It all sounded wrong so there had to be a problem with this situation in particular.

Nonetheless, there were just too many Phageid in the lower levels of the outer city. An endless amount. Allowing the unlikely trio to reach level 100 and finally leave.

Almost. They were actually stuck at level 99.



Sofia checked her last few system messages again.

‘You have reached maximum experience’

[Congratulations, you have reached the second filter. The great path lies ahead.]

[You will no longer gain experience]

[Please proceed to the trial site : Saint’s Tower of Vakeragon, distance : 843325m]

Alith had gotten the same messages, except for one word that changed and a difference of a few meters in the distance.

[Please proceed to the trial site : Hero’s Tower of Vakeragon, distance : 843024m]

“Do you think Zangdar is actually in the towers?” Sofia asked, opening her visor.

“It said minus one meter when we were in there. I don’t know what it means, but since that was the same for both of us, and now our towers are slightly apart, I don't think that's it. I’m more curious about how many towers like that there are. You really didn’t know anything about this?”

Scratching her head, Sofia elaborated on her position, “What do you think? How would I, an orphan who’s barely ever interacted with anyone over level 5 until a few months ago, know about this? I’m barely educated; the job I’m most qualified for after necromancer is probably low-rank priestess for the Church. Isn’t that saying a lot?”

“You still know more than me, at least… I don’t even recognize half the animals we run into, so…” Alith’s voice trailed off as she observed with disgust the strange four-eyed fish she had caught from the river and skewered on a stick.

“Well… There aren’t people above level 100 everywhere… And we just found a reason why, I think. Unless this is only for us, but I don’t want to believe that. As weird as the system is to you, it's usually pretty fair. Looking at the map, hmm, it doesn’t go that far to the south, but… The towers should be somewhere in the ocean. I think there’s a continent to the south past the ocean, but I heard it’s very far,” Sofia said. She observed the fish Alith was preparing to cook, thinking that she had no idea what this thing was either. “Ever seen the sea?” she asked, “In your old world, I mean.”

“No, I lived in the mountains. The sea wasn’t that far away in the south; with a carriage, I’d be there in a few days, but I never had a reason to go; it would have been a useless trip… And speaking of useless… Seriously, I can’t believe we didn’t even get a skill at 90! What a scam!” Alith lamented, kicking a stone into the river. “Do you think we could beat that guy you tricked off a cliff? There’s three of us, and he was only like 50 levels higher, wasn’t he?”

“What, the Magisterium? No way in hell! You haven’t seen the old man fight; he was like a storm. Pareth knows how to use his sword, but the speed isn’t even comparable. And the sword was so heavy I couldn’t even lift it!”

“Well, you’re a weakling,” Alith confirmed with a smirk.

“Pah! Says the woman who’s half my size.”

“And twice your health points.”

“Sure, sure, a healthy dwarf. You’re the same size, and you’ve even started stealing their red hair! Well… Any opinion on where we should go next?”

“Long term, the towers, that’s pretty obvious. I’m not letting [Maiden’s Kiss] be my last skill! Short term, I want a hot bath, fitting clothes, and proper food,” Alith answered, looking at the unappetizing four-eyed fish roasting over the fire. Which is what they had eaten every day for almost a week, their provisions having run out while they cleared the dungeon.

“We should learn more about the towers before going. And find someone above level 100 who can inform us,” Sofia added.

“The empire’s capital then?”

“Yeah, we cross the border on foot, we’re almost there anyway, then we follow the river until we find a town and rent the first carriage to Drakron. Any questions?”

“Why do I have to walk too?” Alith said with her body becoming translucent and blurry. She laid down, her torso and head going inside the rock she had been seated against. After that she floated up and to Sofia’s side.

“Isn’t that just as exhausting?” Sofia asked. Alith had told her that moving as a ghost was a conscious and constant effort, especially if she had to go fast or through solid matter.

“It’s different but better in a few ways; keeping up with you on foot isn't something I can do either way. If you’re walking I’m running, not ideal. But hey, you can have Pareth carry you, no? It’s not like he gets tired.”

“Maybe if we had a horse’s skeleton… Perhaps we should have killed the horse…” Sofia said, her voice getting lower. “I’m sure horse meat tastes better than those fishes do…” she mumbled under her breath.


Chapter 28 - Drakron

Crossing the border was highly uneventful. The villages close by had been abandoned, likely due to the growing conflict between the kingdom and the empire. Sofia and Alith didn’t want to loot whatever the villagers might have left behind, not that there would have been much anyway. All they did was rest in empty inns and be on their way. Some leftover ale had been nabbed in passing, perhaps. Ghosts cannot get drunk, but that would not stop them from trying.

Maybe it was dumb to leave money at the inn for it, but it felt wrong not to…

The first real sign that they had reached the empire was their stumbling upon a paved road. A luxury that the Skyreach Kingdom couldn’t afford out of the cities.

“Roads like these should be only between major cities, I’m pretty sure we’re on the good path. It does not help that we have yet to come across anyone, though. I have no idea where we are on the map…” Sofia said, frowning at her map.

“Maybe it’s for the best that we don’t see anyone, you know. You’re not exactly looking friendly with your armor,” Alith interrupted from above, “And the road looks relatively new, with it leading to the frontlines; I could see it being mostly used by soldiers.”

“You’re a flying ghost; who’s unfriendly exactly?”

“So what? I’m a friendly ghost.”

“Then I’m a friendly armor. Can you fly back up? We walked a bunch; maybe you can see something now.”

“At your command, Your Holiness,” Alith answered while tapping her own forehead and then her chest in weird gestures while drifting up. She looked around and slowly flew back down, “No. Still nothing. Just more road. Too bad I can’t fly higher.”

We better be going in the right direction…



They came across a hamlet on the way, so Pareth had to hide within the bone storage of the armor. They wouldn't stay at the hamlet, but buying some food and seasonings from the locals had made the rest of the trip much more enjoyable, and now they had confirmation that this was the correct direction. Although spilling sand everywhere when I paid was a bit embarrassing. I need to empty this damn necklace more often.

Sofia and Alith had been walking toward the capital for a few days. It was quite close to the border with Skyreach, which was one of the reasons why wars of territory were common between the two. The empire had been eating more and more land over the last decade.

“We’re here! I see it! It’s right there!” Alith shouted excitedly from way up in the sky.

“Alright, come down then; better not let people know you’re a ghost; we don’t want anyone to get any idea.”

Alith transformed back mid-air and landed in front of Sofia, “Can they tell something is up when I’m in human form?” she seriously asked.

“No idea. I know I can’t, at least.”

“What are they gonna do if they find out I’m a ghost anyway? Throw some salt and point a cross at me?” Alith joked, standing akimbo in front of Sofia.

“I'll be the one to throw you some salt if you don't get moving,” Sofia answered. She grabbed Alith from under the arms to lift her up.

“W- Hoy, stop! Hey! Let me down! Sofia! Let me doooooown!” Alith protested as she was hoisted up on Sofia's armored shoulders. “Aaaaaah, it’s so high! Let me down! Please! I’m gonna fall!”

Sofia brought her back down. “You’re no fun; the kids at the orphanage loved that. And you were flying ten times as high a minute ago, so what’s with the sudden fear of heights?”

“This is this, and that was that! I’m serious, don’t treat me like a child. At least I can handle my alcohol, unlike a certain tall lady.”

“You really have to bring that up now?! I’ll beat you next time when I’m less tired!”

“Dream on, Sof, not in a million years.” Alith was satisfied with her comeback and went ahead towards Drakron City.



A small group of people was waiting in front of the city’s large fortified door. They had horse-drawn carts full of leafy greens to be taken in the city. Looks like a decent harvest. The guards stopped their negotiations with the farmers and grabbed their weapons when they noticed Sofia.

“Halt! Please reveal your identity, or we will have to ask you to leave.”

Oh, I should at least open the visor.

The guards tensed up when Sofia moved, but they relaxed a lot after a single look at her face. “Cheater,” Sofia heard someone mumble behind her back. She held out her hand, and a small silver card appeared, along with a few grains of sand, “Will that do?’”

A tall young guard approached to look at the card, he reached out to grab it and read it. “Are you crazy! Don’t touch that! Wait,” an older guard yelled, he turned to a third guard, “Go grab Bernie, quick, vampire card,” he explained. The third guard disappeared in a small door on the side of the closed gate.

Does that mean trouble? I thought Vasperia had an embassy here too… Sofia worried, but it didn’t show on her face.

‘[Poker Face] reached level 5’

Ironically, it was this message that broke her neutral face with a smirk. The older guard of the bunch tightened his grip on his spear.

I don’t mean any trouble…

The atmosphere was tense for a second until the guard realized another girl was hiding behind the tall one. They all relaxed a bit for some reason. One of them had a look of understanding and nodded to himself.

What the hell is going on?!

To Sofia's great relief, the guard that had left came back an instant later with a muscular man holding a scepter, breaking the awkward silence. The man had three white stars pinned on his chest, whereas all the other guards only had one.

He walked up to Sofia and glanced at the card, then he pointed at it. “May I?” he asked.

“Sure,” Sofia acquiesced. Why else do you think I took it out?

The man advanced his finger. He’s not gonna grab it? Then he tapped the card, and a sizzling sound came from it. Or was it from his finger? He retracted his arm violently.

“Shit! Ah! It’s not a fake,” He said in between pained yelps and shaking his finger like it was on fire. “Sorry ma'am, you may go in, please do consider bringing regular identity documents next time for both you and your child. Do you want to be escorted to the embassy?” He tried his best to hide his pain while taking care of them, which fooled no one.

Is the membership card secretly made of invisible fire that doesn’t hurt me or something like that? What just happened exactly? Wait… Can I…?

Sofia tried something she had never thought of with her least used skill, [Identify].

[Mage - Lv.100+]

Wha- ! Really?! This skill is so dumb! How is that allowed! Ah, but it doesn’t explain what happened…

‘[Poker Face] reached level 6’

Oh…

“No, thank you. Sorry, you had to go through that. Do we go through the gate?” Sofia asked, shifting her gaze to the eight or so meters tall armored gate.

“Of course! Of course… It was nothing. Please enjoy your stay. I'll open the gate!” the three-starred man affirmed, leaving through the door he had come from.

I can’t believe I had this skill all this time and never used it again after identifying the headband and the ring. I need to pull my head out of my ass before something bad comes from my lack of care for details like these.

A moment later, with the sounds of chains moving, the gate started to swing open. It did not open fully, but more than enough to let them through.

Just like that, they entered Drakron, the capital city of the Red Winds Empire.

“Brawny asshole…” a pouting banshee grumbled from behind Sofia. “I’ll change my class to witch for real and curse them... Seriously, do I look that young?”

“You really don’t,” Sofia reassured her, “but the oversized clothes make you look even smaller than you are, and I’m pretty tall so standing near me doesn’t help. We just need to find a good Clothier to make you look good.”

Curious, Sofia [Identify]ed Alith.

[Hero - Lv.99♢]

I wonder if I show up as ‘Saint’. Actually, I do, guaranteed. No way the Church wouldn’t have checked… Maybe that’s why a High Priest showed up on the first day.

The other guards at the gate all showed up as fighters between level 50 and 90.

Wait a minute, can’t I just identify myself?

[Saint - Lv.99♢]

Unsurprising. Nothing to see here. The empire’s religion isn’t about to try to capture me, too, right? I’m pretty sure they worship a different God. I wonder though, why would no one at the gate have [Identify] when it’s that useful in checking people?


Chapter 29 - Monster

Sofia couldn’t stop herself from compulsively identifying every person she walked by. Most pedestrians were either an ‘artisan’ or a ‘laborer’ with an average level of around five or so. Kids didn’t identify as anything. The only outlier for now was a man in his twenties making a show of playing the flute on a plaza who showed up as [Supporter - Lv.62].

It must be hard hiding when you have a special class… Unless… Could it be that Necromancer shows up as Mage, too, since most shopkeepers only show up as Artisans?

She would almost feel shame at peeping at people like that if they weren’t all staring at her. The armor is a bit too much. I need to buy more clothes… I need good stuff that won’t burn from the lightning… Might be hard, considering it burns even the armor…

“Do we skip the meal and go to the embassy first?” she asked Alith.

“At least let’s buy some skewers for the road; I’m a bit hungry.”



Alith had been surprised to find out that some people had animal traits such as horns, ears, tails, or even hooves. There were only a few people like this in the large crowds walking around the city, but no one paid them any special attention. Sofia explained how they were all descendants of summoned heroes from another realm. A place where people all looked like this with more or less pronounced animalistic features.

There had been many wars shaking the human continent throughout known history, and summoning heroes was something that had always existed as far as Sofia knew. Now, she also knew why; they were easy to weaponize, thanks to their blessings. It only made sense that some heroes would have children. It was hard to imagine anyone not having at least a bit of otherworldly hero blood in their veins at this point.

The city was very large, and everything from the paved streets to the stone buildings looked still somewhat new and clean, the Emperor’s palace and its high external walls sat right in the middle, visible from any corner of the city. Finding the Vasperian embassy was a piece of cake starting from the gate they came from; the guard had told them to simply follow the main road. The familiar red and black blazons of Vasperia were hard to miss in the rows of gray brick and stone houses.

“Hmm, give me some gold; I’ll go find us a room while you do that,” Alith suggested as they neared the vampires’ building.

Sofia opened her visor and passed her some sandy coins she summoned out of her pendant, “A single room?”

“Yeah, safer. Want a room for yourself instead? We can do that too,” Alith stated and shrugged.

“A single room is fine, only, please make sure we can have a bath. Go for a nice place, we have money. I’ll wait for you here if you’re not back when I’m done.”

Sofia entered the embassy by herself. The inside decoration was quite different from the Einsen counterpart; it was darker and colder and felt much more like an actual work space. No one was here to receive her; once the heavy door closed, without the hustle and bustle of the street, the place was completely silent.

“Hello?” she tried.

Is there no one here?

A pointy-eared man as tall as she was materialized out of thin air, arms crossed, resting his back against a wall just a few meters away. He wore a yellow and black rhombus-patterned outfit with very long sleeves. His voice was suave and deep, “If it isn’t a rogue Saint, and in this kind of magic armor. You don’t see something like that every day.” He stepped away from the wall and continued, “What might have brought such an interesting specimen to this rundown outhouse? Seeking asylum, perhaps?”

As expected, I can't hide my class from people with [Identify].

[Summoner - Lv.300+]

HOLY FUCKING SHIT! THREE HUNDRED?

‘[Poker Face] reached level 7’

‘[Poker Face] reached level 8’

‘[Poker Face] reached level 9’

“Lost your tongue, have you?” the man playfully asked, then he loudly sniffed the air twice. He raised an eyebrow. “Already got a card? You won’t mind if I have a look, right?”

It’s in the necklace! How the fuck does he know? Huh! How is it in his hand?

She mentally checked the contents of her necklace only to find the card gone.

“Lady A. ? You got my niece to be your guarantor? Even your storage item is unusual… Maybe I should show up in Skyreach again for a surprise visit…” For a second, he sounded melancholic when mentioning the kingdom.

“Excuse me, how may I address you?” Sofia finally had time to say something in between the man’s ramblings.

“Me? People call me Cardinal; you may as well,” he said, raising a palm, “Don’t sweat the small stuff. Tell me what brought you here instead.”

“I come to sell blood.” Will this monster even be interested?

“I fail to see any in your possession, young lady. Are you perhaps here to offer your own?”

He's a summoner, so there’s no way he won’t understand what I’m doing. I might as well just say it. Surely, a few hundred golds is nothing to someone so high-level either way.

“I can summon blood. I have a skill for that.”

“You can summon wine?” Cardinal’s face showed a bit of genuine surprise for the first time, if only for a second. He probably dislikes showing his emotions too much.

“That’s a dangerous skill to have,” Cardinal continued, “You better thank the gods that you weren’t born a Vampire, or you would be long dead.”

“Slavery?” Sofia asked seriously.

The man looked at her like she said something absurd. “What? Just what kind of image do you have of us? No Vasperian would stoop so low. No, I meant overdosing. I can only imagine what would have happened to me with a skill like that at your age… Especially if it has a rich flavor.”

“Your… Niece? Said it was worth an eight. I have no idea what it means, but she bought it for a gold coin per liter,” Sofia explained, getting right down to business.

“Well, let’s have a taste. Summon some. Where does it come from? How does it taste? I am quite curious,” The vampire told her.

“Do you have a glass?”

“Who cares for that?” he dismissed her question, “Summon it near my mouth.”

Sure…

Sofia couldn’t even see how, but the few drops of blood she had summoned mid-air had disappeared in the man’s mouth.

It only took him a second to come up with an opinion, “About eight indeed, very decent. How much can you make?”

“Two hundred liters a day. More if the skill levels up.”

Another Vampire in a more traditional suit came out from one of the rooms visible upstairs, “Master! We found another victim! Same pattern!”

“Alright… I will only be staying here for four more days… Here, kid. I’ve placed the things in your necklace; bring back the filled vial in four days. Catch you later, Saintess,” Cardinal said with a wink. He disappeared on the spot and reappeared next to the man on the upper floor, already talking to him and entering a side room.

Sofia checked in the sand pendant. Two-thirds of the space was now occupied by a large pouch overflowing with gold coins. An empty ornate vial sat on a small pile of sand on the side with the coins that had already been there.

So this is what it means to be rich?! That has to be at least 500 gold coins!

The entire exchange had lasted about a minute, and it had been enough to see her trusted with an advance pay of more gold than most people would see in their whole life, just like that.

Now I need to wait for Alith to come back…



“You’re sure you didn’t steal it?” Alith was flabbergasted at the sight of the mountain of gold coins on her bed.

“Vampires are crazy rich, I tell you! He didn’t even negotiate or anything, told me to fill the flask, and he was out,” Sofia reaffirmed, brandishing the ornate empty vial the size of her thumb.

“You identified it?”

“Here.”

[Vial of unending pleasure] : May the noble thirst be quenched. Holds up to a thousand liters of any liquid. Item level : 0. Grade : Legendary.

“That has to be worth a lot too… I don’t think you can afford to ever erase [Summon blood]. This is too much of a money-maker… We could even consider moving to Vasperia and…”

“Calm down, Alith, we're at a high level already; I don’t think we’ll ever have trouble making money from now on, even without that. There is always work for strong people. The level 50 hunter in my village was the richest person there and by a lot.”

“Hmm. We follow the plans we made, then? The first place to go tomorrow should be…”


Chapter 30 - Adventurer guild

The adventurers’ guild was notoriously a place for strange people. A place reserved for those who had reached a high level but didn’t choose to retire and use their hard-earned money to live a comfortable life. They instead opted to keep pushing, to keep playing with fire. That was for Skyreach, at least, but supposedly, it was about the same everywhere despite the guilds being separate entities for every country.

The minimum level to become a member was normally 50. Of course, one could become a trainee at any level. Veteran members could either take on mercenary jobs or train the newbies for a fee. As for any other obligations they may have, Sofia had no idea.

Today, Sofia and Alith were coming in with a very special mercenary job offer in mind.

The actual guild was a large building somewhat reminiscent of an inn. The doors were wide open. There wasn’t much of interest in the main hall. A board of requests stood on the left wall, a bunch of doors on the right, and a single bespectacled, long-haired man behind a counter.

[Supporter - Lv.60]

“Welcome to the adventurers’ guild; what may I do for you?” he hailed when they entered. “Come to the counter. First time?” the affable man continued when he saw them hesitate. Sofia had to let her visor open all the time in the city, if she didn’t, people were quick to become tense around her. It’s becoming very annoying that I can’t completely remove the helmet.

Alith answered the man’s greeting in kind, “Hello, it’s our first time, yes. We want to seek out counseling about adventuring.”

“You want to become trainees?” the receptionist asked with disbelief.

“No, no, we need someone to answer questions about leveling, exploration, general knowledge… Someone that’s at least level 100, the higher, the better.”

“Oh, that makes more sense. Well, we do not offer that kind of service usually, but I may be able to find someone who can do that right now; what kind of budget do you have?” the man asked, his swift pencil filling a paper form.

“I don’t really know how much would be appropriate,” Alith admitted.

“Hmmm.” The man stopped writing; he chewed on his pencil as he thought about it. “We've been a bit short-staffed recently. We should have five people over level 100 on-site today, but realistically, only two of them would agree… So, you can either have Drian, he’s a level 130 fire-mage dwarf, for ten gold and an offer to grab a drink, you’ll get him to talk all night. He’s a good fellow, quite knowledgeable.”

“What’s the other option?” Sofia asked.

“Or you can just ask the guildmaster,” the receptionist told them, “That’ll be more expensive. Can't tell how much more, but if you have any weird questions she’s definitely the one who could have answers. Well, that’s if she’s not doing anything right now…”

Alith and Sofia looked at each other.

“The guildmaster, right?” Alith asked.

“The guildmaster.”

“A wise choice!” a high-pitched voice exclaimed from behind. The receptionist’s face contorted in a terrifying expression, but he kept his business-smile up nonetheless. A young-looking girl, right around Alith’s size, with fuzzy white bunny-like ears sprouting from atop her silky white hair and dressed in thick, flowing dark green robes with many layers, was smiling smugly right behind the stools. She had pronounced dark circles under her eyes, like someone severely lacking sleep, but looked energetic nonetheless. She extended a tiny right hand, “That’ll be a hundred gold coins!”

Sofia turned back only to see the receptionist still mute with his contorted smile, and then she looked at the waiting bunny girl again.

That’s enough money to buy a large house…

[Fighter - Lv.250+]

She summoned the empty pouch and let a hundred coins flow in. The frail-looking hand of the rabbit woman didn’t even shake from the gold’s weight.

Then again, this could save our lives in the future. She better make it worth the money!

“Good! Follow me to my office!” the small guildmaster told them. She guided them to a brightly decorated room on the third floor. It felt more like a flowery tea salon than an office desk, with old books, potted plants, and all kinds of trinkets and plushies everywhere. The small woman turned to face them after they all entered.

“Please close the door,” she instructed, “Alright! I’m Kuli, Drakron’s Guildmaster since… Well, a long time. I’m at your disposal for whatever until my next appointment in about two hours. I’m sure you have a lot of questions, but please introduce yourselves first. You start,” she ordered, staring at Sofia. The cute act she had been putting up until now was gone. Sofia didn’t know why, but she felt the woman’s presence to be very unnerving.

“I’m Sofia; I’m a defensive healer of sorts. It’s an honor to meet you.”

The guildmaster nodded and shifted her gaze to Alith.

“Name’s Alith; I’m a bit of an all-rounder. I like cooking. A pleasure to meet you.”

At the guildmaster’s sign, they all sat around a small table.

“So what do you girls want to know exactly? Is it about the towers?” the guildmaster asked, holding her head with a hand on each cheek, elbows on the table. Then she locked eyes with Sofia, “Or is it about the Church?”

“You know?!” Sofia couldn’t help but let her reaction escape.

“Nehehe! Word travels fast, especially in war times. Do you think I wouldn’t know with my position? Well, I have good and bad news for you.” The guildmaster corrected her posture, and with a wave of her hand, a tea set already full of steaming beverages appeared on the table. “The paladin order is in shambles without their leader, and they’re having a really hard time defending the border right now, so the Church can’t at all afford to look for you. Besides, I know the Church’s Oracle. I can assure you he won’t make a move, or you would have never reached here.”

“What about the bad thing?” Alith pressed on as the bunny girl was busy savoring her tea.

“The Magisterium's daughter has ‘gone missing’; she’s also a Paladin above level 150,” the guildmaster answered in between two sips of tea.

And we’ve just found another reason to keep moving… I don’t want to confront the man’s daughter… Maybe I should, still… But not until I’m stronger.

“Alith, right? Are you the only hero she summoned?”

“No, we have a melee fighter, too, but he couldn’t come,” Alith answered.

“Oh, that should make yours a decent party then. Come with him next time. Is your blessing good?” the guildmaster asked.

“It’s strong, but I need to reach level 100 for it to start being really useful.”

“Well, you’re almost there… Alright, one last thing, and I’ll let you decide what we talk about next; please stand up, Sofia.”

What was the point of sitting down in the first place then?

Despite Sofia’s silent protest, she stood up. “Is something wrong?” she asked.

“No, but I am going to hit you,” the guildmaster answered seriously, “This is something I do to all the Saints I meet. A welcoming rite of sorts.”

“H- Hit me? But why?”

“Simply so that you understand what a hero goes through when they are summoned,” Kuli explained, “Nothing less, nothing more. If you’re going to summon people without warning, reaping them out of their world to join ours through excruciating pain, then you should at least know what it feels like. I won’t ask you not to summon anyone nor to delete the [Summon Hero] skill; I know of your situation. You did what you needed to do to survive and will keep doing so, as we all do… But, are you going to summon more heroes?”

I don’t even have the skill in the first place. And I don’t think Alith nor Pareth were hurt… But if I get another summoning skill… I still have two empty hero slots… More skeletons…

I can’t explain any of that, though. Admitting that I’m a necromancer and that my heroes are undead… Not the wisest move…

“Depending on the situation… I might," Sofia finally decided to say after reflection. She could see that Alith wanted to say something from the table but was holding back, likely for the exact same reason.

“Then you should know. It will be very painful, but the pain will only last a second and won’t leave any kind of permanent damage. It is simply meant to be a small taste of what heroes go through. You can accept or leave. I’ll give you back your gold and send you on your way if you do not want to go through with it. Consider the intel on the Church a free sample,” Kuli said.

What’s a bit more pain at this point, right? Can it be worse than the searing burn of the Angel bolts? Can it be worse than fever and starvation? If this is all I have to do to protect my identity as a necromancer, then…

“I’ll do it,” Sofia confidently accepted.

“Good, then now stand in front of this,” the guildmaster ordered. The thing in question was a large stone tablet standing upright on the floor that she had just taken out of nowhere. “Brace yourself, I’m telling you in advance, you will faint. I will catch you and wake you up right away.”

That’s worse than I thought… Well. No choice. Do what you need to do, Sofia…

“I’m ready.”

Standing a few meters away from Sofia, Kuli took a fighting stance. Her small balled-up fists were cute to the outside, but to Sofia, they suddenly looked like the reaper’s scythe aimed at her. For an instant, she regretted her decision. The guildmaster’s next move was very simple: she punched the air with her right fist.

The punch sounded like an explosion. The entire building shook from the impact.

Sofia felt like her soul was ripped from her body, every fiber of her being howled from pain. She couldn’t move, couldn’t talk; it was like falling into an excruciating torture sleep. She could swear her body had been reduced to dust. For a moment, she almost believed herself dead.

Then it all stopped. She was still in the same room, standing in front of a now collapsed stone tablet, its debris glowing with magical energies. Sofia collapsed, too. The bone armor clanked loudly as it hit the floor.

I’m still alive!

She could hardly believe it. She cried.

“Sofia!” Alith hurriedly stood and ran up to her, “Are you alright?!”

Kuli stood so stunned about Sofia not fainting that she even forgot to catch her. She cursed under her breath and also approached Sofia. “She’s going to be fine. Let me help,” Kuli told Alith, who stared back with a resentful glare.

Kuli and Sofia stood at almost equal eight now that Sofia was sitting like a mess on the floor. The guildmaster placed her hand on Sofia’s armored shoulder. “It’s all over now, you’re fine, you’re safe. Here, drink this and take a moment to breathe,” Kuli whispered in a motherly tone as she handed out a steaming cup with unknown contents. “This is what it feels like to be summoned by a saint. I hope you’ll remember that,” she continued, taking out a handkerchief and wiping Sofia’s tears.

The drink was delicious. Sofia’s scrambled mind was instantly appeased by the beverage.

“I’m sorry,” Kuli apologized, “you held out inexplicably well against the skill. Anyone your level would faint early on, but you didn’t; that put you through a lot more pain than I intended… The point still stands, however. But you wrongfully got the full experience. I’ll make it up to you…” saying that she went to a corner and started to take out random things from a spatial storage item.

“I-... It’s… n-, no need,” Sofia stammered through her sobs that just wouldn’t stop. She could think clearly now, but her body was still adjusting.

“No, no, It’s my fault, so that’s the least I can do. Neeeh, where did I put that darn thing!”

A pile of junk was accumulating in front of the guildmaster until she found what she was looking for. She held what looked like a long, thin strand of gold.

“Can you take off the armor?” Kuli asked.

“A- alright.”

Thank god I actually bought clothes to wear under the armor before coming here!

Kuli grabbed Sofia’s wrist and wrapped the gold strand around it a few times. The two ends of the string strangely melded when she struck them together.

“It looks good! And it should help you feel better. Can you identify it by yourself?”

“I, I can.”

[Saint’s indolence]


Chapter 31 - Filters

[Saint’s indolence] : A Saint’s duty is never-ending. Halves the Saint’s need for sleep. Part of a seven-piece set. Item level : 60. Grade : Legendary.

Restriction : class must be [Saint].

Current set effect (2): Recover 1 health per second when sitting or lying down.

“Wouldn’t it b- be better for the Empire’s Saint to have this?”

“Nyeheheh, Arin? She’s the one who gave it to me!” The guildmaster laughed by herself. She puffed her chest, put her hands on her hips, and started talking in a deeper voice with a constant deep frown on her face, “Get rid of this wretched thing! Merely having it nearby is destroying my sleep! Please, for the love of all that is sacred, Ki, smuggle it away and burn it in a hole so that I never have to see it again!” she recited, playing out a scene long past. Then she came back to her regular self. “That’s more or less how it went. She likes her sleep a bit too much to ever wear this, so don’t worry about a thing; you can take it.”

Sofia nodded, still trying to recover. Her health had been full throughout the entire ordeal, but the healing warmth of the bracelet still helped her feel better.

“Can you stand up? Neh, I’ll carry you, hup,” Kuli said. She lifted Sofia like she was a weightless paper sheet and laid her down on a couch that was already overflowing with all sizes and shapes of crochet turnip plushies. “Sorry again. Rest here until you can stand again. And now to give you what you actually came for. I’m all yours for the next two hours. I suppose the main reason you two needed help was because of the filter; I can give a short or a long version, so which do you want?”

“Short,” Alith curtly answered, visibly still angry about what the guildmaster had just put Sofia through.

“L- Long, please.”

“Ah… I’ll go in between then.” She then sat down in a small rocking chair and explained, “The filters are exactly what the name entails. They’re trials to weed out the weak and the unworthy. You only get one shot at each trial; if you fail, you can never level up again. If you pass, you’re good to go until the next filter comes up. There is no ‘first filter’ acknowledged by the system. You start at the second. Some people think the first one is getting a class, I believe it is birth, it doesn't matter much. Every other filter is a trial. There’s one at level 99, one at 199, one at 249, one at 299 and it goes on with a trial for every fifty levels. This is what stops most high-level people from going even higher.”

It was Sofia who interrupted, “Does everyone need to go through that?”

“Yes and no. You could choose to never do it. But every sentient being has to face the trials to go through these level breakpoints unless they were born at a high level. Most Elves, Vampires, and such are already over level 100 at birth. It’s like this for a lot of the more intelligent races besides Beastmen and Humans,” Kuli answered, sounding a bit jealous.

“But what is a trial exactly? Is it dangerous?” Alith pressed on.

“It is extremely dangerous in most cases. Failure does not always, but often, result in death. However, I can’t tell you what exactly your trial will be. No one can; the first trial is different for everyone except for the general theme. The theme for the first trial is the past. That’s it. It can be anything, but it will be related to the past. Yours, someone else’s, the world’s, it could be any of that and more. You can’t really prepare in advance besides brushing up on your general survival knowledge. You will probably not have access to your usual skills at all, so there is no point in leveling them for now, though you will want to have everything at the highest level for the level 199 trial. The level 99 one is the easiest; about two-thirds of the people make it, and very few actually die from it; the next one is also quite something, but…” Her tone suddenly got darker, “It’s when you’re at level 249 that you really should worry…”

Is it bad that I’m getting a bit excited at the idea of this trial? It makes my blood boil thinking about it. Fighting for your life and your right to become stronger.

Alith had more questions, “You said you can’t level up anymore if you fail; does that mean you can only try once?”

“That’s right, once per filter, no redos. Even if you change your class afterward and have to come back from level one, you will never be allowed to challenge the trial again.” She seemed lost in thought for a second until she added, "Oh, and if you want to change class... wait, no, both of you can't do that... Well, just to say, for everyone else, they can no longer change class after going through a filter."

“Sorry to ask, but then, are you stuck at a filter too right now?” Sofia inquired meekly.

Kuli didn’t mind; she showed no shame in her answer, “I am. I’ve stagnated at level 299 for a very, very long time. I just can’t find the strength to go… You’ll understand if you reach this point. The trials, they… Hammer you to fit a new mold, the shape of a stronger you. It’s… Intense. It's not something someone sane wants to go through. I will go when I’ve done all the things I need to do…” The tiny guildmaster started brooding for a second, then suddenly changed subjects. “Do you both know how to read a map? Use a compass? Make a fire? Nothing can prepare you for what’s in there, but as I said, survival skills can be needed depending on the trial. Also, you should invest in slightly better gear before going. It won't help you in the trial, but that likely won’t be wasted; the trip might be a bit dangerous unless you can afford a level 200 escort,” Kuli warned them.

“Can you tell us about your trials?” Sofia asked Kuli in a curious mood.

“No. And many would answer the same way. Think of it as a private event, tailored both for and against you by the system,” Kuli shifted in the chair and adjusted her robes. “That’s it for the general information on trials. What do you want to know next? We have a lot of time left.”

Alith and Sofia had a lot of questions about many things, from the rewards of the trial to the best classless skills to take for their class. It was impossible to find anything that the fuzzy-eared guildmaster wasn’t at least a bit knowledgeable about. They also went over a lot of more mundane things with her help, from what books they should read to become better at certain things to which shops were the best to visit in the capital. There were things that she was a bit reluctant to give too many details on, such as how everyone else leveled up or who were the strongest people on the human continent. However, when questioned by Sofia about them, she did hint at Vampires being a very strong bunch.

The serious atmosphere of the start had been replaced by the heat of petty gossip at some point. When all serious questions had been answered, the counseling devolved into a relaxing tea party. It seemed that no matter how strong, no one was immune to small talk and ranting about their life and opinions.

That was until Sofia remembered to ask about a very particular thing she hadn’t mentioned yet. “Oh, I forgot to ask, do you know anything about the Deep, I-” she was cut off by Kuli, who had rushed to place her hand on Sofia’s mouth at an incredible speed, flinging the table aside on her path. Sofia had heard the deafening ringing of a gong, and everything had stopped. The table stopped in its flight, hanging in the air, the whole scene absolutely still; Sofia couldn’t even breathe. Immobile, Kuli’s eyes were centimeters away from hers, staring. She heard the guildmaster’s voice in her mind.

‘Are you crazy! Do you want us all dead! Do you even know what you’re doing?!’ Kuli yelled in Sofia’s head. ‘Some things are better left untouched!’ the panicked voice added.

Everything turned back to normal. No flying table, no tea spilling everywhere, Sofia could finally breathe again. The only trace of what happened was the frown on the guildmaster’s face.

Oh… Alright, well, it does answer the question in a way… Did this ‘fighter’ casually stop and turn back time? I thought I had a strong trump card with [Angel’s bolt], but I’m starting to really doubt my capabilities. Can I also stop time and teleport before I reach level 300?

The discussion was soon back to pointless prattle about sewing between Alith and Kuli as if nothing had happened. Apparently, she had hand-crafted all of the plushies in the room. They kept chattering all the way until the receptionist knocked on the door, urging the guildmaster to prepare for her next meeting.

The group left with the agreement that they would come back and have another talk at some point before they challenged their second trial at level 199. Kuli even gave them a letter of introduction to pass to a certain artisan.


Chapter 32 - Investments

Sofia and Alith followed Kuli’s directions through the meandering alleyways of Drakron, all the way to a rustic-looking smithy built against the city wall. The smoking forge’s chimney had left a black trail of soot on up the wall.

‘Karlson’s blades’

“That’s it?” Alith asked.

“Do you doubt Kuli’s advice?”

“Not really, but I expected something else, I guess. Something a bit more… Magical? Can we enter? The door looks unlocked…”

Alith went in, slowly opening the door. The inside was as sober as the outside, with a few weapons sitting against the walls and piles of ingots and scrap metals in every corner. In the back of the small shop, a very burly man with brown rabbit ears was tamping down sand in a rectangular wooden vat. His brown fur came all the way down to his shirtless chest and agglomerated in an imposing beard all around his face.

Sofia was looking at the ears first and had to do a double take to fully understand the man’s musculature.

His arms are bigger than my legs. What does this guy even eat to look like that? Aren’t rabbit people usually all small and skinny?

[Artisan - Lv.100+]

That’s not your regular small-town smith, alright.

“Hum, excuse me, sir, hello, I’m Alith, and this is Sofia. We’re coming on a recommendation from Ku- from the adventurers’ guild’s guildmaster,” Alith tried, brandishing the sealed recommendation letter.

The man took the letter and snapped the wax seal open. A frown appeared on his previously inexpressive face, getting deeper the more he read.

“God damn old witch! Giving me more work again! Can’t she stop breaking her shit for a month!” the incensed man shouted. He balled up the letter and threw it in the forge’s hearth. Only after that did he seem to remember how he got the letter in the first place; he turned back with an uneasy expression.

“I must apologize, ladies, that wasn't against you; I’m Karlson, smith for eighty years and counting. Welcome to my shop,” he said with a friendly smile, holding out his right hand after shaking off the sand from it.

I always thought I had rather large hands, but I’m still a woman, after all…

The rabbit man’s handshakes weren't anything special besides his hands being rough and large. The difference in size with Alith was quite comical.

“So, what may these two young ladies be looking for, eh?”

“Let’s start with the weapons; I can’t wait to ditch the kitchen knife,” Alith said, already looking around for something better.

“A kitchen knife?” Karlson repeated, “Can anyone reach level 99 fighting with a kitchen knife? You lot must have quite an interesting story to tell. You can pick anything in here, and it will be an upgrade; I can guarantee that.”

“Actually, I have an idea. Can I have something custom-made?” Alith asked.

“That will cost you more, but of course, what do you have in mind?”

Alith walked to a rack of farming tools and grabbed a sickle. “Something like that but with a longer handle,” she showed the length with her hands, “and sharpened on both sides; I want a pair of that. Can that be done?”

“So, a tiny scythe? Alright, I can see how you would fight with that. Any request for specific materials?" The smith kept going while he searched around his workshop for a notebook he only found when he was done talking.

“Something light and fireproof for the handles would be nice; I don’t know anything about metal, so…” Alith answered, clearly not in her element.

“Let’s do this the other way around then; how much can you pay? Regular old wood and steel would cost you 5 gold per, that’s only the smithing price. I can make these pretty fast. If you want to invest more… Since it won’t require a lot of metal, I can offer you Meteoric iron, that’s about fifty percent sturdier than my regular steel. The price would be ten gold coins for a blade. So, fifteen for the whole weapon. Thirty for two,” he estimated.

“What if we want something better?” Sofia intervened.

We have so much money… might as well.

“Well, the next options are a lot more expensive. There’s a lot of choice but for what you need and with what I can get… You can have Orichalcum blades for a hundred gold coins each. Sturdier, sharper, heavier, and can be enchanted to great levels, but I don’t have any right now; I can get some in two weeks if you want that,” Karlson said as he handed Alith a pink dagger. “That’s an Orichalcum dagger. Your blade would be like that, maybe with a bit more curve.” Then he presented another option, “And the other decent choice would have to be Mithril-coated titanium blades. Almost forever sharp, lightweight, essentially unbreakable, and magic-resistant, it will cut through most anything. But it cannot be enchanted in any way, and you need a Mithril-coated sheath to go with it. That’s three hundred gold a blade, sheath included. For this price, I can get you a good magic wood for free to make the shaft out of. So what will it be?”

“Can we see a Mithril-coated weapon first?” Sofia asked while Alith swung the pink dagger around.

“No, don’t have any left, and the last bit of Mithril I have is barely enough to make these combat sickles… You can have a look at my hammer, though. The head is fully Mithril. I’ve been using it every day for over twenty years, and it still looks good as new,” the man said, grabbing and showing an inconspicuous smith hammer with a green-tinted head.

“It does look brand new,” Sofia agreed.

“Well, look.” Karlson grabbed what looked like an iron ingot and placed it on his anvil. After tapping with the hammer on the anvil twice, he struck the cold ingot.

The resonating strike caught Alith’s attention, too. The hammer had penetrated the ingot, leaving a deep hammer-shaped hole in the now deformed and widened piece of iron. Karlson presented the hammer again, “See, not a trace.”

Was the ingot actually made of mud?

“We’ll go with that,” Sofia said decisively.

That prompted a large smile from the burly rabbit smith. It took Alith a few seconds to come back from the stupor of what she had just seen the smith do; she turned to look at Sofia wide-eyed. “That’s six hundred gold! Did you leave your brain at the guild? We have a lot more to buy! I’m not even that good with weapons!” she protested.

“That leaves us with about three hundred gold for everything else; that should be more than enough,’ Sofia answered. “Weapons are important, so just accept it. We need a few other things,” she added, addressing Karlson.

“Do tell.”

“What about yours?” Alith murmured, shaking her head in disapproval. She rolled her eyes, seeing how Sofia ignored her and decided to go have a look at the smith’s creations instead.

“I need a buckler and a flanged mace, all steel,” Sofia continued.

“You can get that on the racks behind; prices are on ‘em. Anything else?”

“We’ll take a set of light plate armor for her; if you have anything that fits, the less hindrance on her mobility, the better. And then I have another custom order for you.”

“I have all sizes of steel plate armor in stock, gambesons and all included, although for the lady’s size, she won’t have a lot of choice in terms of the design,” Karlson explained apologetically, looking at Alith. “But they all let you keep a good mobility; any well-made and fitting armor does. What’s that other order about? An armor for yourself?” he asked Sofia.

“Kind of? There are a few quirks to it, however. I need a tight-fitting gambeson to wear under my armor,” she started.

“All good for now,” Karlson pointed out as he started to write this down in his notebook.

“It needs to have a hood that can hold my hair and still protect most of my head, the kind that’s closed at the neck. It also needs to have sewn-on gloves and be entirely one piece, which ties into the last and most important point. It doesn’t need to protect against regular weapons, but it needs to be fireproof and give good protection against very high heat.”

“Is that everything? This is no big deal; I have more than enough salamander hide in stock. How does fifty gold sound? Since you want it to be hyper-focused on heat resistance, I won’t have to treat it all that much. These beasts swim in lava all year ‘round.”

“I’ll take it.”

Meanwhile, Alith was looking at all the weapons exposed in the shop. Karlson finished writing in his notebook. “Will that be all?” he asked. Sofia nodded.

“Alright, so… The two sickles, plate armor, salamander gambeson… That will be six hundred and seventy gold coins, you can pay half now and half at delivery or you everything now. If you pay now, I won’t charge you the few golds for the mace and buckler; pick any from these racks over here,” he explained, hinting at one of the walls.

“I will pay half now. We still need a few days before we receive the rest, but we will have it; when can we expect it to be all done?”

“You’re most welcome! Give me a week; Mithril is hard to work. I need your measurements, too. What kind of armor will you wear over the gambeson?”

The business talk ended with Sofia showcasing her bone armor skill; Karlson was very interested in the peculiar design.


Chapter 33 - End of leisure

The first few days after meeting with Karlson were still spent in a serious manner. Planning the next trip, buying some useful books, replacing some of the old traveling gear, and getting a full set for Alith.

It was after Sofia delivered the filled blood vial to the Vasperian embassy that her memories went a tad blurry…

I need to set rules for myself. For my own good, really. No more drinking with a ghost. I just can’t win.

Drinks, food, useless jewelry, baths in a private luxury ‘onsen’, they lived like queens for two days. Pretty much all of their remaining spare money was gone; all they had left was the budget they had reserved for the incoming trip.

Maybe no more drinking in general… Sofia thought, playing with the hot sand that trickled out of her pendant. What a dumb storage item… They had tried to get a storage item for Alith, too, but the cheapest they could find was already at a 500 gold price. The sun-shaped pendant that filled itself with sand really was a one-of-a-kind wonder. If I live long enough in one place, I can make myself an inland beach, but without the sea. Wait, that's just a desert…

She shot a glance at Alith, who was still sleeping on her own bed. A necklace with a moon-shaped pendant was tied around her slender neck. She looked much better now than she did on the day Sofia had summoned her, although her general build hadn’t changed. A good cleanup and fitting clothing made a world of difference.

Karlson had delivered the finished weapons and armor to the inn in person early in the morning; Alith hadn’t seen them yet. She looks good in traveling clothes, better than me; I’m kinda jealous that her hair is so easy to work with.

Sofia had contemplated cutting off her wavy golden hair many times, but she never had the guts to do it. She liked it the way it was despite how impractical it could be. At least now she had bought enough hair accessories that she could tie it properly, and it wouldn’t get all messed up inside her helmet like it used to.

A steel mace and a buckler. That’s what Kuli recommended, but I have no idea how to use them… Just hit the monsters, I guess.

The salamander-gambeson-thing looked very weird by itself; the deep red color didn’t help at all. But it had been made to the specifics Sofia wanted, and the craftsmanship was excellent. Sofia had no idea how it was even made; no matter how she looked, she couldn’t find a seam anywhere. It wasn’t the most flexible thing ever, not exactly lightweight either, but the fire protection was really good. Wearing it, the sleeves that ended in gloves were perfectly fitted to her arms. She could now imitate Alith by putting her hand in the fire all she wanted; she didn’t even feel the heat.

I need to pray that it will be enough to handle [Angel’s bolt]s. If not, then it should still help anyway.

I don’t like that I’m getting used to the burns.

For something that isn’t made to resist cuts, it still holds its ground; I couldn’t even leave a scratch with the knives… But I’m never wearing it without the armor. It’s way too ugly.

The sun was already high outside; the weather had been getting hotter the last few days. It’s the beginning of summer soon, the perfect time for a boat trip.

The groggy voice of a certain heavy sleeper came from behind.

“You disguising as a bald imp, Sof?”

“...”



With the guildmaster’s advice, Sofia and Alith sought out a high-level space mage working for the city; for 20 gold, he could send someone to any major city within the country with a single skill. An easy way to skip several long weeks of traveling, so all things considered, it was pretty cheap.

[Mage - Lv.100+]

This guy must be filthy rich, too. Despite the high price, they still had to wait in line for their turn in the city hall. There weren’t that many people, but the blue-clothed mage had to wait for his mana to regenerate every time.

The actual teleportation felt exactly like the ritual to get in and out of Zangdar, Sofia didn’t even notice it happening, and she was already somewhere else.

Isn’t summoning like teleporting? Why does summoning hurt so much, but teleportation doesn’t? Does it have to do with them coming from another world? I don’t want to believe Zangdar is in our world, yet it’s painless to go to, so it might not be that… How did that elf get the key-ring in the first place?

Sofia was lost in her thoughts near the teleportation platform, looking at the ocean from the window; she was waiting for Alith to be sent there too.

“So this is what the sea smells like. It’s nice,” Alith said as soon as she appeared on the platform. She wasn’t wearing the new plate armor, instead sporting shorts that basically didn’t cover any leg and a wide blue shirt several sizes too large.

“It’s not bringing any good memories, honestly…” Sofia answered.

She had been roped into buying more clothes too, but she valued the space in her backpack, so there wasn’t much. Still, she had opted for a lighter button-up shirt today; the coastal cities in the south were notorious for their hot weather. And on that front, the city of Derol they had teleported to did not disappoint. Sofia was already sweating in her dark leather pants. She checked her persistent system message.

[Please proceed to the trial site : Saint’s Tower of Vakeragon, distance : 522861m]

“The teleportation was over two hundred kilometers. We need to find some countermeasure against space magic fast,” Sofia said with a bitter smile.

“Anything related to space is too strong. Look at your bone armor; space magic is included for storage, and you can even store Pareth in there. The guildmaster did say that there are a few classless skills related to space magic we can learn if we find the right instructor, might be something to look out for,” Alith answered, visibly not quite as worried. She was already heading towards the exit.

Derol was a lively fishing and trading city; it felt nothing like the cold and dense capital; here, everyone looked happy as they went around doing their own thing. The streets were peculiar as it looked like one out of four buildings was actually some sort of tavern or bar. It was still early morning, but everyone was out drinking. The streets were bearing signs of erosion from the sea salt, be it the wood and stone of the buildings or the tanned skin of the inhabitants.

It would have been a very enjoyable place to stay. Were it not for the fact that they had to find a boat fast. And that Sofia was nauseated by the omnipresent smell of fish that had assaulted her nostrils the second she had stepped outside.

“You alright? If you’re already seasick when we’re not even on the boat, this is gonna be a long trip; so,” Alith expressed her worries, seeing how Sofia had trouble even walking straight.

“Does the smell really not bother you?” Sofia asked in return.

“Not worse than some of the medicine I used to make,” Alith shrugged as she recalled, “You have way too much of a sensitive nose if you ask me.”

“Eugh. Whatever, let’s find a damn boat and be out.”

“You know what, go back inside the city hall, aight? Didn’t smell there. I’ll get us a boat and come back to grab you. Shouldn’t take too long. Our budget for the boat trip’s still twenty gold, right? Hand it over,” Alith said; she grabbed the purse Sofia took out of the sun pendant and walked towards the docks.



Alith came back after about two hours, to Sofia’s surprise, she didn’t lead her to the city docks but to a small bay hidden between the large palm trees in the city’s outskirts. There wasn’t even a real road to get there; they had to follow the beach for a while, trudging through the yellow sand.

A galleon was in there, many cannons lining the sides, and obvious signs of repair everywhere. A group of rugged men covered in tattoos were currently loading barrels on the ship.

“Say, Alith. No matter how I look at it… That’s a pirate ship, isn’t it?”

“Damn right. Captain said he could get us to Seofen in four days, free of charge, as long as we help in case of an attack. Well, we still need to pay for the food,” Alith confirmed with an enthusiastic smile.

“Attacks? What do you mean attacks?!”

It was one of the crewmen who had been approaching them when he saw the girls that answered Sofia. He looked less crude than the others and wore some kind of military uniform with large frills. “Sea monsters,” he said, “Ever heard of the giant flame crabs? Name’s Crane, boatswain on this ol’ Blood Whale; welcome aboard, misses, we’ll be in your care for this trip.”


Chapter 34 - Saint at sea

“Tis be my room; you be sleepin’ here till we reach the Seofen islands,” Crane announced, “I be somewhere else. Don’t think I need to explain what the bucket’s for; we got you a clean one, ain’t that a nice touch?”

“That’s appreciated,” Sofia agreed; it was easier on her nose, although the ship, in general, was cleaner than she had thought it would be.

“No’n much. Aight, so, few rules, no fire, if we be attacked you come runnin’ on deck, don’t play with the weaponry, you can go pretty much anywhere that ain’t the storage rooms, 'less you need to be there. And don’t go stealin’ stuff what ain’t yours,” Crane explained with an uneasy expression.

His speech done, he started leaving, “Wait, what about water and food?” Sofia asked.

“Well, the meals, you can’t miss ‘em, really. I’ll show you to the water, is for drinkin’ only, mind you,” Crane explained. After leading them to the water barrels, he left to do his own bidding.

Sofia and Alith took some time to explore the ship a bit more after that. There wasn't anything all that interesting. Ropes, chains, hammocks, cannons. And barrels. Lots and lots and lots of barrels.



The boat couldn’t sail yet; they were waiting for nightfall for some reason. Sofia didn’t feel exceptionally safe on an unknown pirate ship. By now, she had identified almost everyone on board; only the captain was nowhere to be seen yet. Sofia was surprised that despite her constant use of [Identify], it hadn't leveled up a single time. Besides, the skill was weird; the amount of information it gave on objects varied greatly from one to the other. Some had flavorful descriptions like in a book, while some others were purely practical.

By now, she had a list of the different object grades she knew of. The worst one was 'Bad', which she thought meant the object failed at doing what it was designed for and had no value, such as a broken chair or something like that. Next was 'Regular', then 'Valuable', followed by 'Precious', which were self-explanatory. And on the side was 'Legendary', which had popped up on the vampire vial and the Saint-related items, as well as 'Forgotten', of which the ring of Zangdar was the sole example yet.

Meanwhile people still only showed a vague approximation of their class and their level. With a precise level for people under 100 and a simple '100+', '200+', etc for the higher levels.

Most sailors were artisans around level 50, a few were fighter classes, and the level 82 quartermaster was the only mage. Crane was a level 7 Supporter class and the lowest level on the ship, but everyone still looked up to him with respect. Must be doing his job real well. And then there were Alith and herself; the whole pirate crew was apprehensive of them, the lively clamor on the ship toning down whenever they were around.

Are they apprehensive because of our level? Wouldn’t expect us to protect them otherwise. Hopefully, nothing happens on the way. I don’t want to have to show Pareth…

Well. If someone could accept a necromancer, it would probably be a pirate crew.

With nothing to do, they lingered on the deck.



“I’m not kidding; this was the best option by far. Want to spend eight days in Fish City for the next ferry? That’s what I thought,” Alith said. Sofia couldn’t hide her expression of disgust at the idea. Where’s my [Poker face] skill when I need it?!

“Fine, you win, I’m already on the ship anyway. It’s not even that bad, just not what I expected,” Sofia said with a sigh of defeat.

The sound of heavy boots hitting the wood came from the side; someone was climbing the ship. The person in question started talking before they could even be seen from the deck. “What was it that you expected then? Isn’t that Blood Whale of mine good enough?” the man asked in a loud and jovial voice.

Despite the cheery attitude of the unseen man, a chill ran through Sofia’s spine. She could feel him.

[Hero - Lv. 133]

The man gradually appeared as he kept climbing; he was a broad-shouldered man in his thirties, and everything about him screamed ‘unkempt’, be it his long coarse hair, his bushy black beard, or his hairy fat belly. Sofia felt that if this man claimed that he wasn’t a pirate, no one in this world would believe him. He sprouted more tattoos than she could count on the little exposed skin of his arms and torso and had visible scars everywhere, even his face.

Has this man never met a healer?

“Something with more beds and less sweat, maybe. Your ship still beats having to swim, I guess,” Sofia humored the unknown hero using a similar tone.

“Come on, hammocks are nice! Didn’t think it was nice enough to have a Saint travel around sleeping in them but still. Glad to see not every one of y’all’s a nasty haughty cunt. AHAHAH!” he said as he finished climbing up, laughing by himself.

Suddenly, I feel like maybe being a necromancer isn’t that bad of a public image. This one isn’t teleporting around everywhere, at least; kind of annoying how the hero class hides what their specialty is.

Finally, on the deck, the man nodded to Alith, who nodded back and extended a hand for Sofia to shake. His hand wasn’t nearly as rough as she imagined it would be.

“You must be Sofia, then, never thought I’d say that to fucking Saint of all people, but nice to meet you. Looks like you actually give a shit about the people you kidnap,” the man said, he kept smiling through it all.

“Am I getting praised by a pirate of all people?”

“Not any mere pirate, the great captain Zarrow himself! I’m a pirate with morals,” he recited from heart, striking a strange pose with his chin up. Then he looked at his bare wrist, “Oh, but look at the time! We have to go soon, or we won’t catch the afternoon drift,” he said to himself before taking a deep breath. “CRAAAAAAAAANE! We good to go yet?!”

The boatswain ran up to the front deck where they all were. “Yes, captain, everythin’s loaded, and we’re not missin’ anyone; even Kent managed to come back in time for once,” he said, shooting a thumbs up to the man up in the crow’s nest who had been watching the scene from above and who answered in kind.

“We ready to go any time,” Crane finished.

Zarrow clapped his hands loudly. “Everyone in place, we’re going in two minutes!”

Like clockwork, the twenty or so sailors on deck stopped their casual chatter and got to work.

“I suppose none of you is used to standing on a moving boat?” the captain asked. Seeing as he got no answer, he grabbed both women by the wrists. “Aight, come inside, don’t want to see a young girl go overboard and drown so early in the trip.”

He led them all the way to the captain’s cabin. His grip wasn’t rough, but they couldn’t free themselves at all if they tried, which they both did at first before looking at each other and giving up.

Zarrow let them go when they reached the cabin. It offered a wide view of what was behind the ship, so a lot of tall tropical trees at the moment.

“I’ll have you stay here until you can at least stand without trouble,” the captain explained.

“I’m standing just fine right now,” Alith retorted.

“We’re still docked… Of course, you’d be able to stand up. Wait until we catch the drift; you’ll be thanking me later for taking you inside,” Zarrow said as he kept laughing by himself.

Sofia sat down on a chair near the walls; there were a lot of books stored in the wall cabinets.

Hmm? Is the chair stuck to the ground? Boat thing, I suppose.

Alith and Zarrow kept chatting; it didn’t take long for their conversation to turn into a hero talk that Sofia could no longer understand. At some point, the system was censoring so many words that whole sentences were inaudible; Sofia gave up on trying to make sense of the obfuscated topics and just grabbed a random book from the glass cabinets adorning the walls.

‘Stranded, yet again

By S. Bonnet’

It was an asinine read. The boat had been steadily advancing through the waves for a while now. Sofia was almost falling asleep on her chair when someone yelled from outside the cabin, “Drift!”

A wicked smile appeared on the captain’s face, and he roared, “Hold on to your chairs!”


Chapter 35 - Drifting

Zarrow did not wait for Sofia and Alith to react and was already transforming into a man of wood, fusing with the ship’s boards. His skin turned to bark, and his legs and arms grew long roots, plunging into the depths of the Blood Whale. “Girls, this is going to shake a lot, and we could have something or someone waiting for us at the end, so be ready,” the captain warned, as even his face turned wooden.

Alith was already tightly holding onto her chair but Sofia looked more relaxed.

[Way of the fool] will prevent me from falling whatever happens, won’t it? I’ll go to the window; I want to see what these drifts are.

Both Alith and the captain were surprised at Sofia’s lack of care for the situation, but they said nothing. All she could see from the cabin’s large windows was the water under and the sky above. A tranquil ocean under a gradient orange sky. Sun’s setting soon.

Out of nowhere, the boat started shaking in a disturbing way. It was vibrating, trembling, as if it had caught a violent cold.

Sofia had never been on a boat before today, but even to her, it felt obvious that this wasn’t something a boat usually did. The shaking only grew more and more intense until, pushed by a thunderous column of water shouting out of the ocean, the boat was propelled into the skies above.

The boat cracked in many places, and the split pieces, all connected by a thin net of internal roots, couldn’t fly far. Under Zarrow’s control, the broken parts seamlessly grafted themselves back to the hull.

Alith had screamed in terror at the sudden propulsion and had unwillingly partly turned back into a ghost, barely managing to cancel the metamorphosis mid-way, hopefully before Zarrow could notice. Sofia wasn’t faring any better; despite not falling, she had still been struggling to keep any semblance of balance.

The boat stopped going up. It had been propelled up and to the side, traveling a nice arc in the air; it was at the apex of the curve. Now, it could only go back down. The right side of the hull hit the water. Sofia, who had managed to grab onto the captain’s desk, felt it slip from her grip as the ship slammed into the ocean and rebounded, flying up and to the side again. It bounced seven times like that, traveling smaller distances at every jump. Until it slammed against a large wave one last time and finally settled down.

The interior of the cabin was mostly untouched, even the cracks in the walls were being repaired by Zarrow’s wood magic. Sofia and Alith’s tidy appearances were what took the greatest hit.

Zarrow’s skin was changing back; he was the first to break the silence of the aftermath. “How’d you like the ride? Very nice, eh? Not any backwater old ship that can take this kind of a shortcut; we skipped at least half a day’s travel right there!” he bragged.

It took Sofia a few seconds to calm her heart; she ignored Zarrow and turned to the still erratically breathing Alith, “Are all people from your world like this?” she asked, still under the shock, but the banshee was too stunned by the ‘drift’ to even react.

“Bah! You Saints don’t know how to have fun! We even lucked out; nothing’s here to greet us; we can feast in peace tonight!” Zarrow exclaimed, slapping his belly twice. He walked up to Alith and brought a small open vial to her nose. It emitted a strong fragrance of plants that Sofia could smell from meters away. Whatever that was, it helped Alith calm down.

“Take your time in here. Crane’ll fetch you for the meal in half an hour if you ain’t out by then. The first drift’s always surprising; you get used to it. We won’t take another one this trip if all goes well,” Zarrow told them as he left the cabin.



The sun shone unhindered on the group’s first morning at sea. A fresh sea breeze carried the galleon forward on the gentle waves.

Most of the pirate crew was relaxing on the main deck, playing dice or drinking.

Captain Zarrow came out of the navigation room looking bored to death. His eyes lit up when he spotted Sofia on the deck, “Hey! Acrobat Saintess, how about a little fight? One on one kinda deal. You up?” he hollered out.

Sofia had demonstrated her ability to not fall during the meal the previous night by climbing up and down the sails’ cordings, earning her a new nickname among the crew. Damn ghost, getting me drunk again…

“I’m not exactly a fighter, sorry. I fear I don’t have a single attack skill that won’t reduce your precious ship to a pile of smoldering ashes.”

“Ay, no skills then, let’s just punch it out. You sure talk yourself up a lot for someone who got drunk in two swigs last night.”

“Won’t do either. Fight Alith if you want; she can hold her own more than me.”

“The midget can fight better than you? What a world we live in… Back in my days…”

“Hoy, who you callin’ a midget, mate?!” Alith yelled from the other side of the deck.

Wow, she didn’t take long to adapt to the whole pirate speech...



A fighting ring had been set up on the main deck, the corners marked by four piles of cording. Rules were simple, no attacks that might endanger the crew or the ship’s integrity, no killing blows, first to surrender or step out of the ring loses.

A crowd had gathered around the two fighters; even the navigator was observing them from up on the quarter-deck, still holding the wheel. A few unlucky sailors couldn’t watch as they had to actually man the ship.

On one side of the ring, a young dark-haired woman holding two brand-new long mithril sickles, wearing partial plate armor. On the other side, a large bearded man with tree stumps growing over his fists and sturdy bark covering his whole body. Everyone was excited to see the high-level people fight; a one-eyed pirate had even started taking bets. The odds were almost even, if slightly in Zarrow's favor; maybe Alith’s demonstration of [AvoiDance] the previous night had impressed more than she thought. Sofia bet ten gold on Alith. That was a good chunk of what they had left. If I don’t show that I’m confident in her, then what kind of a friend am I? Go! You got this, Alith! You can’t let a big-nosed tree man beat you up!



Ay, what an unfair matchup for the lass. I hope I can at least teach her a thing or two… Jeez, the Kamas have mithril blades? Can’t block ‘em then. Need to deflect.

Zarrow shifted some of the wood covering his body to elongate his fist logs instead. I have to leverage my reach. Can’t let her get too close with these. Though I’ll still let her have the first shot.

Up in the crow’s nest, Kent rang the bell to announce the start of the round.

Alith dashed forward, delivering a delayed double strike with her Kamas. Zarrow dodged the first with a backstep and slammed the second blade away with his left arm. The mithril blade sliced away a good chunk of wood without actually reaching the arm. That created an opening for Zarrow to throw a thundering kick with a bark-covered leg.

The kick didn’t connect; Alith used her parried blade’s momentum to twirl to the side, avoiding the kick by a hair's breadth. Zarrow kept up the pressure with a series of heavy punches, each dodged by a prompt ballet step.

Hard to reach.

As Alith gracefully spun around the ring, her weapons also gyrated in her hands; Zarrow had a hard time predicting where she might try to hit next.

Alith tried to close the distance, but she would always find a punch or a kick blocking her advance. She wasn’t touched and managed to tag the pirate multiple times with the tip of her blades, but neither could land a real blow.

Aight, this lasted long enough.

Zarrow had pushed Alith to one side of the ring; he blocked her escape to the other side with his large body; she could only go backward to escape his next straight punch. The captain used his whole body to give this decisive punch more momentum. Alith saw the hit coming, but she could still backstep with her dance; as she jumped back, she let go of one of her blades; Zarrow’s punch had left his legs unprotected.

The weapon flew faster than the wood-covered fist, sinking deeply into the captain’s thigh. As Zarrow’s wooden fist looked like it would stop just a few centimeters short of Alith’s bust, the wood on his arm violently expanded. The extra reach came too fast for Alith to react to, the massive log hitting her squarely on the chestplate.

The young girl flew out of the ring in a devastating crash, hitting a bunch of crates a bit further. She lay lifeless in the debris, like a puppet whose strings had been cut, amidst a wave of exotic fruits rolling out of the broken boxes.

Fuck! Did I kill her?! He ran to the girl’s side.


Chapter 36 - Incoming Funerals

Before Zarrow could reach Alith, she had been covered in a ray of bright divine light falling from the heavens.

That was more than half her health in a single hit! I almost shat myself! Thank god I can watch her health points real time. Fucking pirate gonna hear me out about what a killing blow is!

“You okay, girl? Didn’t mean to hit you that hard,” the big man said to Alith who was struggling with opening her eyes. He seemed ashamed of his performance.

“It’s fine, don’t worry, Sof’s healing’s no joke. Good match, Zarrow. Can ya help me up?”

Alith sounded a bit disoriented; even with Zarrow holding her, she could barely stand straight. The healing had maxed her hp in seconds, but her senses were still swaying from the shock.

Sofia had rushed through the ring to reach them.

She wanted to talk, but Zarrow, who had been looking at the light around Alith that had also touched him, was the first to open his mouth, “Your healing skill in single target?” He pointed at the weapon still completely stuck in his leg; not a hint of the blade was showing.

“It only heals the heroes I summoned myself. Can’t even heal my own wounds. But you’re free to try standing in the light if you don’t believe me,” Sofia almost spat at the bearded man.

“I’ll heal myself then. No need to sound so angry, you drab Saint. No one’s dead, like. Ay.”

“You hurt Alith a second time, and I burn down your ship and everyone aboard. Mark my  words.”

“Hey, it was you who said I shud wrestle her, nah? You her mom or what? Calm down. It’s not like y’all won’t have to tank harder shit in the tower, so no need to make it such a big deal,” Zarrow answered. He looked torn between different emotions and eventually focused back on his leg, which was still losing blood.

It turned out he had a wood-related skill that let him close wounds by turning his blood into a thick, sticky sap. That wasn’t enough to prevent making a mess when he took out the sickle; he cried out in pain. The girls let the pirate crew help him with that while Sofia carried Alith to their cabin.



“Did you bet on me?”

“…”

“Shit… Well, I got a better feel for [AvoiDance] with the new weapons, so it’s not all that bad. That last hit was painful, but I’ve been through worse. The armor helped a ton; didn’t even cave in.”

“Clearly, you haven’t seen your face if you think I overreacted,” Sofia justified her previous outburst; if anything, she felt like she went too easy on Zarrow. She grabbed a handheld mirror from her bag and showed Alith her own bloodied face. She had bled from the seven orifices and not a few drops.

Alith was shocked at how bad she looked. “Oh… I still think you overreacted but I’d have done the same if you came out looking like that. Woaw. At least I look like an actual banshee for once, don’t I?” she remarked while observing her head from every angle she could, “It doesn’t feel nearly as bad as it looks.” Alith continued after she had enough of gawking at herself: “Well, there’s something very important I learned today.”

“What would that be? Don’t get hit?”

“Hoy, stop acting like I’m dumb. But not far. Though it’s more about you. Or our group, I guess. What I mean is we need to have a real front line. Someone who can really take a hit. Our health points are too low. Pareth is brittle, too. Even with good armor you saw what happens when I get hit. So we need your next summon to be a big tough undead or something like that.”

Sofia was considering Alith’s input, “I was hoping for some sort of a caster next since you ended up going close-quarter combat like Pareth… If we manage to get Pareth a larger skeleton…”

“That’s an option, too, but what about fighting in small spaces? Just indoors in general would start being a problem then.”

“True, well, I can only hope to get good keywords. Also, we’re bound to get some good things with level 100, so the problem could also solve itself. Looking at the keywords I have left anyway…”

Available Active Skills :

●        [Dispel ] : Dispels

●        [ mist] : in a thick mist.

●        [ soul] : to the necromancer’s lifeforce.

●        [Mass ] : Dispels all magic in a

“I suppose [Mass ] could be twisted into making a potential summon bigger. That’s a bit far-fetched for making it a good front line. We can only wait and see,” Sofia concluded, unenthusiastic about her odds of ever getting the skills she wanted.

“You don’t have any more insight on other necromancer skills?” Alith asked.

“Not really; the book wasn’t all that rich in knowledge, and most pages were missing or partially torn. Out of everything mentioned, the last two were [Aura of Death], that’s what I got at level 80, I imagine, and [Necrotic Pulse], which won’t help us much here.”

Their discussion was interrupted by Crane knocking on the door. He was bringing a small bucket of clear water for Alith to clean herself with. It was a nice gesture, considering how little water there was on the ship. The duo did not come out of their cabin all day after that, eating some of their pre-packed food that was already starting to go bad instead of joining the crew’s meals. What had started as a serious talk about party composition and skill management devolved through the hours. They ended up in the hammocks, sharing stories of their past, cradled by the rhythm of the waves, under the thin ray of moonlight piercing the room’s only window.

‘A soul has been harvested: Soul Value +1’

What?

Alith was surprised at Sofia’s sudden silence, “Something happen?” she whispered.

“Yeah, uh. Remember [Avatar of Death]? Looks like I reaped my first… you know,” Sofia whispered back.

“Right now? Didn’t you have to actively do the thing?”

“Guess not.”

“Someone died on the ship right now, then? Are we under attack?” Alith wondered; she tried to listen for any signs of unrest, but all she heard was the crashing waves below.

“Let’s prepare and go check what’s happening. Do I summon Pareth?”

“Don’t risk it unless we’re sure there’s something; the armor should be enough for now. Can you help me get that on?” the short girl asked as she struggled to get in her breastplate for the second time today. “I’m really jealous of your armor skill.”

“Yeah, well, please do get one too, if you can. I never signed up to be your squire.”

“Uh? You’re the one who insisted I needed plate armor, aren’t you?”

“Shut up.”

It took a few minutes for Alith to be ready to go. Two fully armored women snuck out of their cabin.

It was quite late, and the inner corridors of the ship were unlit. A lot of the pirates would be sleeping right now. Alith activated the light bracelet on her gauntlet; it was one of the few magic accessories they had bought in Drakron in preparation for the trip. Much better than carrying around a torch or relying on Pareth’s sword’s glow.

Alith pointed at the exit to the main deck; she wanted to check there first. They took caution to make little noise, which didn’t work much. As they reached the deck, they found nothing out of place. About half the crew was still up to keep the boat moving through the night; in fact, they were the weird ones, showing up on the deck in armor at this hour, prompting a lot of curious looks from the sailors.

Unabated, they made their way to the Captain’s cabin and knocked on the door.

“Don’t just stand out there, hay, come in.” They weren’t even through the door as Zarrow kept talking. “You better now, girly? Didn’t permanently damage you, did I?”

“I’m aight, Captain”

“You knew it was us?” Sofia asked, closing the door behind her.

“Good to hear. Eheh, no one in the crew would knock before barging in, I have no privacy on my own vessel, deplorable.” Zarrow was sitting kicked back behind his desk; he had been writing something before they interrupted. “So, why the armor? What comes?”

“So you don’t know either… Someone died,” Sofia coldly announced.


Chapter 37 - Ocean’s call

“Who! Where!” Zarrow’s reaction was immediate. He was already up and ready to fight, his usual jovial smile nowhere to be seen.

“No idea to both. One of my skills notified me that someone nearby had died, that was almost ten minutes ago, time to prepare and come here. We saw nothing on the way.”

The captain frowned at the explanation, “This better not be some kind of prank,” he spat out, “CRANE!” his voice shook the book cabinets’ glass panes. Then he entered a side room to ring a huge bell.

In less than a minute, the whole crew had assembled on the deck. Crane had been tasked to prepare some kind of special weapon in another side room ‘just in case’.

“Headcount! Anyone missing?” Zarrow shouted.

The pirates looked at each other in incomprehension but obeyed nonetheless; they were all responsible for a different crewmate. Soon, one of them raised a worried voice, “Kent! Kent isn’t here!”

Everyone’s first instinct was to look at the crow’s nest up above. But it was currently the other Barrelman’s shift. Kent should have been sleeping in the common room right now; there was no way he would have failed to hear everyone else come up. Zarrow was quick to bring back order to the fidgety crowd of pirates; “Night crew, back to your stations. Anyone idle, look for Kent on the upper decks! The rest take care of the orlop deck; search every crate if you need to. Jack, Emmer, Alith, and Sofia with me to the berth deck; we check every hammock first then the cabins. Move it!”

Looks like he’s not giving us a choice. That’s what Alith agreed to for the free ride… Fine. I would help search for the guy either way.

Two particularly muscular men armed with sabers and flintlocks joined their side as everyone else dispersed around the ship.

They descended to the deck below and checked every nook and cranny of the place, looking at any space a man could fit in. Sofia had a hard time staying there; it reeked of sweat.

It was the tanned man previously referred to as Jack who eventually found something. “I got his clothes!” he yelled from the back of the deck.

Zarrow was the first to reach him, “Looks like Kent’s clothes indeed… Even his boots…”

A pair of old boots, pants, and a jacket were messily strewn on the floor near a half-open gunport. The cannon was misaligned to the side.

Alith was next to reach them, “Damn, you think he jumped?”

It was the other muscular guy who answered with a scornful look, “Kent wouldn’t do this; he’s a coward, but not-” he started but was cut by Zarrow’s large hand covering his mouth.

No one talked for a second; everyone looked at the Captain.

*Sploosh!*

While they were focused on Zarrow, Jack had jumped out of the ship through the gunport.

“SHIT!” Zarrow cursed, “SIRENS!” he shouted in an ear-rupturing roar. “Find a rope and tie yourself up if you don’t want to end up like them!” he told the three of them. “What the fuck are Sirens doing in these waters…” he cursed under his beard.

“What about Jack?” Emmer asked in a panic.

‘A soul has been harvested: Soul Value +1’

“Too late,” Sofia and Zarrow answered in sync.

Sofia and Alith followed Zaarow up to the main deck. They weren’t going to wait it out.

“Tell us more about these Sirens,” Sofia pressed him as they all rushed to the captain’s cabin.

Zarrow didn’t stop walking to brief them, “Sea monsters. Levels in the eighties. Strong hypnotizing chants, hunt in herds. They get you in the water; you're a thousand percent dead.”

“I don’t hear anything?” Alith remarked.

“You won’t until they target you. They all focus on one person, and they empty the ship one man at a time.”

‘A soul has been harvested: Soul Value +1’

“A third person died.” Sofia chimed in.

“Fuck!”

Everyone on the main deck was hastily tying each other up to the masts and chains. To say everyone wore a look of terror would be an understatement. Zarrow’s skin was turning to bark as he rushed past them; roots would grow from the deck’s planks and latch on the crewmen's legs.

‘A soul has been harvested: Soul Value +1’

The trio reached the side room Crane had gone to; the boatswain had also somehow tied himself up, his ankle chained to a table and his hands tied behind his back.

It was fortunate that he secured himself that way, as his eyes were white and foggy, and he furiously wriggled on the floor, fervently trying to reach the window. He was promptly encased in a web of roots. Zarrow grabbed a flask full of green liquid from a table covered in alchemy tools and decayed leaves that were also littering the floor.

“You’re both confident they won’t get you?” the Captain asked them while he struggled to open the flask.

“It’s hypnosis, right?” asked Sofia to confirm what he said.

“No doubt,” he reaffirmed.

“Then we’re fine. You?” Alith asked.

“I’ll be fine with this”, he answered, gulping down the green liquid, the bark on his body taking on a subtle green glow.

Alith could barely stand in place, “What now?” she pressed them, her weapons already spinning around in her hands.

‘A soul has been harvested: Soul Value +1’

“The main event hasn’t started yet. Seeing how the ship’s still in one piece for now, the queen shouldn’t be above level 200… I’ll go back down there and use these bad boys,” he raised many roots from the planks around with a wave of his hand, “I’ll try to keep every lesser siren from climbing up or straight up destroying the ship. I’ll also relocate everyone else down there with me. You stay here and fight the queen when she comes; when she’s injured, they’ll all flee. Good?”

“The queen’s skills?” Sofia asked.

“Strong attack magic, one element, random; pray it’s not fire, or we’re dead meat. Whatever you do, avoid getting hit directly.”

Zarrow was done with wasting time and with his explanation. He sank through the deck’s planks, and so did everyone else except Alith and Sofia. As if the ship swallowed them all.

Everything around them was eerily calm, with everyone gone. The ocean was serene, and the cool night breeze wasn’t exactly foreboding. Sofia let Pareth out of the storage; she reread his latest upgrades. They hadn’t been used much yet.

[Holy Skeleton] : Allows the Saintomancer to control Pareth, the Holy Skeleton, wielding the Holy light of Gods. Pareth will keep experience when switching host bones. Physical and magical capabilities are influenced by the current bones.

Blessing : Pareth gains bonus strength and health proportional to their body weight.

Lv.1 : The Saintomancer always knows where their Holy Skeleton is.

Lv.10 : Pareth boasts a glorious [Halo] empowering Holy-related skills.

Lv.20 : Pareth can create and wield a sword of Holy light. Proficiency depends on the host bones.

Lv.30 : Pareth’s bones are 92% (1*Skill Level) denser.

Lv.40 : Pareth’s movements are 92% (1*Skill Level) quieter.

Lv.50 : Pareth can cast [Consecrated grounds], granting all allies in a 46m (skill level / 2) radius increased physical performance and defenses. Effect is doubled for skeletons.

Lv.60 : Pareth takes 23% (Skill Level / 4) less damage from magical attacks.

Lv.70 : Pareth can now understand complex commands.

Lv.80 : Pareth deals double damage against the undead.

Lv.90 : Pareth’s light weapon can now take many forms.

(Next function unlocks at Class Level 100)

It was becoming hard to keep track of what bonuses he had exactly, the main takeaway being that he got stronger and more versatile. The three warriors adopted a triangular formation; they had no idea what they were really up against.

What’s a Siren anyway? Some kind of fish? And the queen will show up on the deck?

Her internal worries were silenced by a thousand mental cries. The terrifying spell of all the monsters had chosen her as the next target. She wasn’t at all affected by the hypnosis, which was as much a blessing as it was a curse; because of it, she had to actually hear the horrid synchronized wailing of the Sirens.

‘[Blessing of the Deep] reached level 18’

She keeled over from the sonic attack. It went as fast as it had come; Alith hadn’t even had time to react to the sound of her falling.

A large shadow obstructed the light of the moon.


Chapter 38 - Queen

The next thing they all heard was a screech coming from above.

The Siren Queen revealed herself as she plunged down onto them. Half fish, half bird, she was a four-winged abomination with a short curved beak on its fish head and a long trailing eel-like tail flailing around. The most disturbing part, however, was the distorted human-looking face, close-eyed and unmoving, embedded in its torso.

The monster was large enough that it occupied half the main deck. Its landing had shaken the whole vessel. The main mast was broken at the base by the thing’s reckless charge. The monster, who, doing so, had entangled itself in the cording, was struggling to free itself. The ropes were snapping one by one.

Oh.

We’re so fucked.

Pareth had approached to help Sofia stand up. They were currently standing between the front mast and the Siren Queen occupying the middle of the ship.

“Alith, fly up as a ghost and try to land on its back, attack the wings; Pareth will focus on dodging and keeping it occupied; I’m climbing the front mast.” It was a bare-bones battle plan; Sofia couldn’t think of anything better to deal with the monster. She didn’t wait for an answer as she sprinted to the front mast of the galleon, slaloming around wooden debris, chains, and ropes.

[Identify] didn’t work, so at least it’s still an animal…

As she ran, she heard a loud crash. Blue light shone over the deck.

Sofia heard crashing sounds like an explosion behind her, followed by sounds of splashing water. Pareth’s health had suddenly dropped by more than half. She summoned a thin ray of healing light on his position without even looking back. Water. At least it’s not fire, but not that reassuring; this is still the ocean.

The sounds of crashing water kept coming from behind, but Pareth didn’t take a hit.

A shriek. Blue light. Pain.

A compressed mass of icy cold water hit Sofia from behind with the power of a cannonball. She felt like an ice giant had slapped her in the back. Her surroundings got drowned in water. The bone armor had cracked open like an egg and was struggling to repair itself.

Health : 112 / 495

Fuck! Can’t take another one!

At least the attack had washed her away all the way to her goal. Hurting all over, she started climbing the mast’s cording.

She heard another shriek and let herself drop from the cordings.

It wasn’t an attack aimed at her.

It started raining. It wasn’t a few drops; in a few seconds, a torrential downpour hammered the whole area, making it hard to even see or hear anything else. Sofia got back to climbing as fast as she could.

Sofia’s hands and feet slipped many times on the way up; she had even discarded the armor to ease the task. It wouldn’t allow her to survive another hit from the water attack anyway.

[Way of the Fool] was leveling up like crazy; it was the only reason she could rush towards the top of the mast like a frenzied monkey without a single care for her safety.

The beast shrieked again and again. Every time, she panicked, imagining it was for her, but the dreaded water spell never came. At first, it was Pareth’s life total that kept taking hits, miraculously never going down to zero. She had been using [Heal Undead] non-stop during the climb, but as she got higher and the shrieks became more frequent, Pareth started taking fewer hits. It was hard to distinguish anything with the rain, but it seemed like Alith was doing a number on the Siren queen. The only clear sight was the two eyes of the beast’s torsal face, producing flashes of deep blue light every time it used the water attacks.

At first, Sofia only wanted to get high enough to cast [Angel’s bolt], but it seemed foolish knowing how easily the siren could shoot her down in a single attack. She kept climbing higher and higher; only when she reached the crow’s nest did she stop, unable to continue.

That has to be enough… Man, I can never get used to jumping from so high…

Even the knowledge that she would slowly glide down thanks to her ring didn’t make the vertigo and apprehension go away. She had jumped like that hundreds of times in Zangdar, yet it was still as bad as the first time. This time was particularly bad with the torrential rain, the wind, and the boat’s rolling.

She couldn’t waste any time being afraid; Alith’s health had just taken a large dip, and with a last cast of [Heal undead] from a distance, she jumped forward.

The smooth and slow gliding provided by the ring was taking her towards the rampaging siren queen.

The rain helped camouflage Sofia somewhat, but she doubted it would hide the incoming lightning.

Her last cast of [Heal undead] had covered a large area; she had kept it up until now, even though it was a large drain on her mana. She only needed to have enough for one bolt anyway; if the thing survived it, then it would never let her cast another.

As she silently floated a dozen meters above the monster, she held her right hand up high.

Impressive water balls, birdfish. Now, let me show you what a level 99 [Angel’s bolt] can do!

A blue spark of electricity appeared in her grasp.

Ten seconds until it was ready.

Drifting further and further away from the monster, she focused her will on the growing lightning spear that shook and pulsated even wilder than usual under the pouring rain.

Eight seconds. The siren noticed.

The massive bird-fish abomination crouched down, spreading its wings. It was going to take off, and it was looking straight at Sofia.

Pin it down! Plant the sword in the talons!

Pareth must have executed the order as the siren shrieked again, in pain or in rage, and it turned back.

Sofia didn’t know exactly what had happened, but Pareth’s Health had gone from a hundred percent to zero.

‘The hero : ‘Pareth’ has succumbed.’

That was a message she had never seen until now.

Six seconds.

Alith had taken advantage of this opportunity to escape from the fight. She was sprinting in Sofia’s direction; she needed to get away from the incoming blast.

The condensed lightning bolt was reaching a decent size. The siren once again started to crouch down.

Four seconds.

As it looked like it would take flight… The eyes on the siren’s torsal human-shaped face shot open instead. With them came a strong flash of blue light.

It was a feint!

The attack wasn’t a simple water ball like the other times, it was a concentrated ray of water, shooting straight for Sofia, cutting through the air at a terrifying speed.

Sofia’s heart almost missed a beat. She could only do one thing, cut the ring’s mana supply. The sudden freefall allowed her to drop down faster and barely out of the attack’s path.

She activated the slow fall again. The stop-start made her sick, but she held on.

Two seconds.

The siren queen looked like it was really going to fly off this time. Just as it flapped its four wings to lift off, the bolt struck.

It was a direct hit. A thunderous explosion shook the boat. Sofia was too close to the blast. The last thing she saw was Alith tackling her as she fell from the air, manaless. Her consciousness disappeared in a scorching wave of flames.

*Ding!*

‘You have defeated [Siren Queen - lv. 180]’

[image: ]


Chapter 39 - Adrift

Sofia opened her eyes; she was welcomed by a spotless blue sky and the sharp face of a certain black-haired banshee, “Would you look at that? The slumbering god of thunder is finally awake,” she said, leaning down, bringing her face closer.

“I’m glad you survived too, mighty human-form farming tool.”

Alith pretended to be offended, “First thing in the morning, you’re already calling me a shovel? Not everyone wants to carry huge jugs around all day, hmmph.”

It took Sofia a second to compute all that, and then she burst out laughing, “I meant a sickle! I swear!” she managed to get out between two fits of laughter. Alith laughed too, “You’re the sickle! Your whole family’s the sickle!” she riposted, pretending to try to cast Sofia off into the ocean.

They laughed like this for a while. The stress and worry that had haunted them during the battle melted away.

“Can I sit up?” Sofia asked after they both calmed down.

“Are my poor bony legs too rough for the Holy Saintess?”

“Come on, yo-” Sofia started, but she was cut off.

“You can, but we need to shift the weight back a bit before, or we’ll keel over.”

“Alright.”

They awkwardly wiggled around, then Sofia could finally sit upright and get a better look at their current situation. It was not good.

Two women on a small wooden board, stranded in the middle of the ocean. Not a single thing in sight besides salt water. No drinking water, no food, barely any clothes, even. We are in trouble…

“I feel like I can guess what happened, but just in case…” Sofia mumbled, still looking around.

“And I feel like we’ve already been there, but… Anyway. You throw lightning, Siren goes boom, boat goes boom, I protect you from the explosion, somewhat. Better thank my immunity to heat and your fireproof vest thing; you barely survived with all that between you and the heatwave.”

Alith took a breath to keep explaining, “We ended up in the water, me mostly good but you lacking a lower body; I dragged you on this piece of wood from the shipwreck, and we drifted away, dragged by the currents while the boat sank in two neat halves. The sirens fled when the queen died, so that’s a good thing. Most of the pirates survived the initial blast, I think, but I quickly lost ‘em from sight in the rain. Then here we are like, what, nine hours later?” she enumerated, lifting a finger at each point.

“Not looking good, eh?” Sofia synthesized.

“Not bad, actually,” Alith denied with a smirk. “Look, we have some rainwater,” she triumphantly declared, holding out a glove from her armor that was plugged by a piece of leather cloth.

“I collected rain in my helmet at first, but it was too unstable to carry with the waves, so it’s in there now. Want a drink?”

“Woah, I can't believe you thought that far ahead while also saving my ass. I’m honored you would share,” Sofia thanked Alith.

“It’s all for you, actually. I can just go back to the ghost realm and be fine without water, but you can’t. And about saving your ass… you have no idea. I had to regrow it, I’ll have you know.”

“Thank you, really, Alith.” Sofia grabbed Alith’s hand to express her thanks, then she grabbed the glove and drank the lukewarm water in slow sips, “And so that’s why I’m wearing your gambeson as a makeshift skirt…”

The stranded duo certainly looked the part. Sofia was wearing her fireproof gloved hoodie, with half a shredded gambeson rolled around her waist; that was it. Alith had it slightly better; her inner cotton pants and shirt had survived, albeit ripped in places by the siren’s claws. The plate armor was all but gone; only a lone pauldron remained, as well as the water glove. Sofia rejoiced that at least all of their magic items had survived, as well as Alith’s weapons.

“Well, we can only hope that someone will find us… Wait, can’t we teleport to Zangdar?” Sofia asked.

“Nope, raft’s too small for the teleportation circle. No need anyway. There’s a piece of good news I’ve kept from you.”

What is she coming up with this time?

“Actually… We’re drifting towards the towers. At this pace, we’ll be there in a day or two.”



They had talked for a bit, debriefing how the fight against the Siren had gone for each of them, each recounting their point of view of the events, and eventually, with nothing else left to do, Sofia looked through her system message.

‘[Blessing of the Deep] reached level 18’

‘[Heal Undead] reached level 55’

‘[Blessing of the Deep] reached level 19’

‘[Heal Undead] reached level 56’

‘[Holy Skeleton] reached level 93’

‘The hero : ‘Pareth’ has succumbed.’

‘You have defeated [Siren Queen - lv. 180]’

‘You have murdered [Jarvaud - Sailor lv. 42]’

‘You have murdered [Alester - Carpenter lv. 38]’

‘You have murdered [Eskan - Cannoneer lv. 65]’

‘You have murdered [Veyan - Sailor lv. 52]’

‘A soul has been harvested: Soul Value +1’

‘A soul has been harvested: Soul Value +1

‘A soul has been harvested: Soul Value +1’

‘A soul has been harvested: Soul Value +1’

Well…

Can’t be helped… I couldn’t hold back against the siren. I’m almost pleasantly surprised that only four died if I really split the ship in half. Rest in peace, I guess… I'm not too sure how that works since I ‘harvested’ their souls…

Am I the bad person here?

As long as I don’t go around purposely killing people… Sorry.  “Damn bird was level 180. Can you believe that?”

“Don’t call that a bird, you’re insulting their whole race… Or are all strong animals in your world fucking disgusting like that and the Phageid?”

“You’d call a phageid an animal?”

“I mean… Oh, by the way, you probably couldn’t see with the rain, but I’ll say that level 180 or not, the mithril blades don’t joke around. Don’t think your lightning did all the work, ‘cause me and Pareth hit it good before you came in. I almost chopped off a wing with these,” Alith recounted, swinging her weapons around.

“Maybe don’t play around with them while we are still stuck on a cramped piece of wood.”

“What else am I gonna do, though?”

…

[Please proceed to the trial site : Saint’s Tower of Vakeragon, distance : 38003m]

[Please proceed to the trial site : Saint’s Tower of Vakeragon, distance : 38002m]

[Please proceed to the trial site : Saint’s Tower of Vakeragon, distance : 38001m]

[Please proceed to the trial site : Saint’s Tower of Vakeragon, distance : 38000m]

It had been a few hours since Sofia woke up; the makeshift raft traveled a meter every two seconds. Staring at the distance counter was all they could do.

“Sofia… I’m bored,” Alith was lying down like a starfish on the raft, hands and feet touching the water; Sofia was doing the same right beside her.

“Oh, that’s just it? For a second, I thought you wanted to poop, you scared me.”

She was answered by a short arm weakly being thrown over her chest. Can’t have a single bit of personal space in here, terrible bed, no meals. Overall bad experience, I rate this inn a one out of ten… At least it only smells of salt.

She glanced at the message again.

[Please proceed to the trial site : Saint’s Tower of Vakeragon, distance : 37991m]

Sofia sighed.


Chapter 40 - Towers

Around noon the next day, the raft reached the so-called ‘Seofen Islands’, but the scenery was not what they had expected it to be. The Seofen Islands were supposed to be three small islands neighboring the towers, hosting a few villages that lived off of fishing and trading.

Sofia and Alith had noticed for a while that something was very wrong. But seeing it from afar wasn’t the same. There were no islands. Only three large banks of sand-turned-glass, riddled with burnt holes, nothing else. Did a sudden meteor shower destroy everything here? The islands had been pummeled flat by some extraordinary power.

It gave them the chills. At least they found some rainwater accumulated in the craters, which allowed them to drink, so that was no longer an immediate concern for a bit.

“So much for having a celebratory meal and buying new clothes…” Alith seemed more dejected about the lack of food than Sofia was when she technically didn’t even need to eat. "Looks like a natural disaster of some kind," she guessed, stomping on the ground, causing small cracks to form on the layer of glass.

"More like a Dragon attack, there's nothing left at all of the islands... Weren't there supposed to be like eight hundred people living here? Did something try to destroy the towers?"

"Is destroying the system's things something that people do?” Alith asked, “I guess you could stop people from leveling up if you broke them if you want to keep all the top spots. Or maybe it's people who reject the system?"

"Never heard of anyone rejecting the system, doesn't really make sense; would you reject breathing?"

"Just saying. People where I'm from liked to reject stuff a lot. But whatever happened, doesn't change the fact that we're stranded here."

“The towers are our only option at this point…” Sofia said, looking at the message indicating the distance from the tower. “Better pray they survived whatever that was. Kuli did say we couldn’t really bring anything in there anyway. I don't think I’ll survive for long here without food... Maybe our level 100 skills can give us a way out.”

“The towers aren’t anywhere to be seen, though? What if they got destroyed like the islands?” Alith said, looking around, seeing only water on the horizon.

“Then we’re fucked? But the message still says it’s right here, forty meters away…” She moved around to figure out in which direction exactly. “On our right? That’s in the water. Maybe the towers are underwater?”

“Alright then, going for a swim. What could possibly go wrong?” Alith sighed and was going to enter the water, but she stopped herself. “Actually, I’ll float there, should be in range; you wait for me here.” Just like that, Alith turned incorporeal and flew away at a leisurely pace, that Sofia knew to be her max speed. She went forward like this for a little while.

She disappeared?

Alith had still been visibly floating through the air just a second ago. Now, she was nowhere to be seen; did she phase out of existence? Her life points didn’t budge… She reappeared an instant later and was standing in place, signaling for Sofia to come.

“Turns out I’m the one who is going for a swim…”

At least the water isn’t too cold…

The half gambeson tied around her waist didn’t survive the trip. She could only helplessly let it sink.

Alith had disappeared again. She reappeared to check on Sofia's progress.

“Hey, what happened to-” Alith started, her voice distorted as she floated around in her ghost form.

“Don’t look!” Sofia cried out, momentarily stopping.

“Oh, alright, not looking, just come, you’re almost there... And I’ll have you know that your lower half was regrown by my very own healing spell. And your makeshift skirt didn’t land there by itself either, so-”

“Shut up!”

Alith shook her head and disappeared again.

I’m never stepping foot onto another boat again after this! The sea sucks!

Her inner complaints were interrupted by the sudden appearance of the towers. Sofia involuntarily stopped swimming again. She had crossed a boundary; she couldn’t feel it, but she knew from the view ahead.

That’s the ‘towers’?

She blinked several times, not believing what had appeared in front of her eyes. If Zangdar had already looked out of this world, these three towers looked fictional. They were made of clear white stone and featured incredible architectural details, arches, statues, spikes, and pillars, all lined in gold. The walls were so detailed one could spend a lifetime looking at them and not be done observing it all.

But the wildest feature was undoubtedly the dizzying fact that they seemed to have no end, like three pillars placed in a triangle formation piercing the heavens and beyond. How something like that could even exist was beyond Sofia’s understanding, let alone how they were hidden behind an invisible boundary.

Sofia looked at Alith and then at the towers again. “Doesn’t that shock you too?” she asked, pointing at the sky.

“Very shocking, kinda like being summoned from another world or something. Never experienced that. I’m left without words,” Alith deadpanned.

“...”

Each tower sported a closed double door just above sea level, as well as a few steps leading there from the water.

“Well, let’s do this. We go as planned,” Sofia said, breaking the silence.

Sofia swam to the farthest tower, and Alith followed. It was the Saint’s Tower. Since Alith’s level was tied to Sofia’s, they thought maybe they could stay together and cheat the system. She was technically a part of her skill set, after all. And they both felt that it was unsafe for Sofia to go without Pareth, but they couldn’t source a complete skeleton stranded at sea like this…

They opened the doors, and a large round hall bathed in darkness awaited beyond.

Alith tried to go first, but she was denied entry. A system message said so.

They could only have a parting hug and pray for each other’s success.

“Whoever comes out first waits here for the other. If the guildmaster didn’t lie, we’ll be out around the same time in a few weeks... Don't come out too early and die of hunger or something, alright, Sofia? To our level 100!”

“To our level 100!”

They shared a last firm handshake. Sofia watched as Alith floated back to another tower. She had tried going through the walls, but that, unsurprisingly, did not work.

Sofia stepped into the obscurity of the hall.

The heavy stone doors closed behind her.

[You have entered : Saint’s Tower of Vakeragon]

As she hesitantly stepped forward, the walls lit up with golden magical light. It started from the floor and progressed up the walls.

So it’s hollow…

The sound of her bare feet hitting the ground echoed through the tower as she approached the center of the empty hall.

Sofia’s sight lost itself in the distance; her eyes followed the light as it rippled all the way to the end of her vision up the tower. The light faded like it had come, and Sofia once again stood in the dark.

Going by Kuli’s explanation, she would lose consciousness now, and that would mark the start of the trial. She sat down in the center of the hall and braced herself.

Nothing happened.

Has my broken class messed with the tower too?

A light came from above this time. An unnerving, cold, blinding light. And it was coming closer.

Sofia scrambled to get up; she stepped back all the way to the door. She even instinctively tried to open it and escape, but it wouldn’t budge. She couldn’t stop her gaze from shifting towards the light.

Something had descended.

It was a blurry humanoid figure made of golden light. Points shone like stars from inside its translucent body. It was shaking and twisting. Appearing and disappearing. It was like it existed in several different positions at the same time, none making sense from a human's anatomical point of view. Merely looking at it was giving Sofia a piercing headache. Broken parts of its blurry silhouette popped in and out of existence. She only knew one fact for sure. IT was looking at her.

This thing made Sofia feel like her entire understanding of the world had been wrong. Like the universe wasn’t actually what she had thought it was.

Its appearance only evoked one feeling. Dread.

Every fiber of Sofia’s being told her that. This creature. Whatever IT was. IT should not exist.

She had the intuition that IT could erase her with a single thought.

She used [Identify], again and again, but it was also acting up. No matter how many times Sofia asked, it only said one thing.

One terrifying word.

[Archangel]


Chapter 41 - Trial

The thing floating in the center of the hall didn’t make a move for a few more seconds. Sofia tried her best to calm herself down.

[How bold]

[Wielding a peer’s hand]

[Bearing so many wills]

[A most intriguing ‘Saint’]

[The fate is yet undecided]

[Choose for yourself]

Sofia focused on every word like her life depended on it because it did. She tried to answer, but it was hard to even breathe. The whole world was swaying in rhythm with the tremors twisting the Archangel’s body.

When the last message appeared, the being of light disappeared. Leaving behind a dark room and three doors inscribed with glowing scriptures.

Wh-… Maybe it’s better not to think about it. Focus on the trial.

‘Fool’s Courier’

The tranquil tale of a lost letter

Knowledge is within reach.

‘Middleman’s Impersonator’

Being lost is but a mindset

You shall find the way.

‘Thief’s Commitment’

There is no escape

Opportunity awaits the bold.

The first one seems like a safe choice if the text is to be trusted. Knowledge is within reach, but knowledge about what? Is it related to [Way of the Fool]? Hmm… The second door is about being lost… I’m already lost enough… Third is, uh, scary. No escape…

She thought over the pros and cons of each door for a while. What it looked like was that each door offered a different trial for a different reward. Kuli said nothing about a situation like this…

Finally, she came to a decision. She braced herself and reached for the third door.

The Archangel’s first words were that I'm bold. This can’t be a coincidence. Right?

As soon as she touched the door, Sofia’s vision went black.



Sofia woke up kneeling on the floor of a throne room, facing a seated old king looking down on her. Two knights were holding her arms behind her back. Her mouth was sealed by a strange magical gag that prevented her from making any sound, as she found out when she screamed in pain. The knights weren’t being gentle in the least. She tried to resist, but she was powerless in their grasp. She could only endure the pain.

She tried to use her skill, but nothing worked.

There were many more people in the throne room, knights, guards, nobles, priests, and all kinds of important-looking people. Not one of them failed to look at her with contempt.

Well, no, there’s an exception. That girl crying in the tall man’s arms isn’t looking at me, I guess. Is he a prince or something? Ah. Everyone looks even more mad at me now?

The graying old king frowned. He let out a sorrowful sigh. “Aurelia… What were you thinking… Stealing Ellen’s seal wasn’t enough? You wanted to take her life as well? I have been lenient in consideration of your father’s death, but I cannot ignore your actions any longer!” The old king’s voice was shaking; his eyes were all over the place through his speech.

That’s a lot… Who’s Ellen, though? Oh, got it. She wasn’t even crying for real, was she? That’s quite the ugly smirk she has on her lips.

The king buried his wrinkled face in his hands, then sighed again. He shook his head and regained his previous royal composure. “Lock her up in her room,” he ordered the knights. But no one moved.

Everyone in the room was waiting with bated breath for the king's next words.

His face was pale; the old king closed his eyes and sighed yet again. “Princess Aurelia Grandcourt is to be hanged for her crimes on the winter solstice in thirty days.”

The king fell silent, and his subjects cheered.

Oh, wow, I thought I was dead right now; don’t scare me like that old man! This is no joke. Death here is just that, death. Thirty days to escape, then. Tight schedule. But hey, look at me. I’m a princess now; hurray for the upgrade!

Again, someone else was acting a bit differently; the crying girl had a really ugly smile on her face, a wicked grin aimed right at Sofia, or rather ‘Aurelia’. No one except Sofia paid her any attention; they were all much too busy rejoicing at her demise.

Somehow, I feel twice as wronged. This is someone’s past? I have a lot of questions…

The knights unceremoniously dragged ‘Princess Aurelia’ through the palace. They brought her to a luxurious bedroom on the third floor, and a group of blue-robed people were leaving it when they arrived. “The room has been secured. She won't be able to escape,” one of them announced to the knights. The robed group was looking at her like a piece of trash; the one who spoke had even sneered at her in passing.

A knight ripped the gag out of Sofia's mouth, and she was thrown into the room. The richly decorated double doors closed behind her, and a magic ritual circle flared up, hovering in front of them. There were similar ones on every window.

“At least the conditions are better than at the church… So this is ‘my’ room. Hmm. Someone loved their art.”

The room in itself was about what Sofia expected a royal’s bedroom to be, except with added painting supplies and paintings everywhere. Hanged on the walls, stacked on the floor, bursting out of the side rooms. Paintings, paintings, more paintings, all surreal landscapes, and they were quite beautiful too, in Sofia's opinion.

For the first time since she entered the trial, a system message showed up.

[Trial task : Survive the solstice (728 hours remain)]

I could have seen this one coming. Fine, that was already my goal. Survive.

But as Sofia thought this, another message popped up.

[Additional rewards task : Avenge Aurelia]

This is a different story... I don’t even know where to begin right now. Can I check my status?

Name : Aurelia Grandcourt Aphenoreth

Age : 16

Class : [Princess] ♢

Level : 1 ♢

Health : 10 / 10

Stamina : 10 / 10

Mana : 10 / 10

Active Skills (0 / 5)

Passive Skills (6 / 5)

[Royal dignity] - Level 38 ♢

[Commandeering Aura] - Level 1 ♢

[Charm] - Level 7 ♢

[Silent] - Level 70 ♢

[Curse warding] - Level 1 ♢

[Blessing of the Deep] - Level 19

Classless Skills (5/5)

[Dancing] - Level 7 ♢

[Piano] - Level 13 ♢

[Painting] - Level 99 ♢

[Pretend] - Level 32 ♢

[Archery] - Level 22 ♢

Still Aphenoreth? Interesting how [Blessing of the Deep] is the only thing that survived. Is the black-eyed Deep man stronger than the Archangel? That feels like a stretch, but then again, what do I know… It doesn’t matter right now, anyway.

Everything is locked, so I cannot level up at all, I suppose. That is not great news. The slew of passive and classless skills are all useless right now except for ‘Silent’, as far as I’m concerned. I’ll gladly take the 70% noise reduction. Archery could be useful, too, but I have never touched a bow in my life… I wonder how that will translate in terms of real skill. It does say it improves aim…

Woah, this [Pretend] skill is the saddest skill I have ever seen. What kind of life has this ‘Princess” been living to get a skill like this?

[Pretend] : The mood of people around you is 32% (1*Skill Level) less likely to be affected by your negative emotions.

And to willingly take that…

Having gathered all the information she could off of the status page, Sofia set out to find a way to escape.



There was no way to escape.

The room was a dead end, a well-disguised prison cell. Not only the door and windows had been magically sealed, but the walls, floor, and even ceiling were protected in a similar manner too. Sofia couldn’t make a single dent in them, and breaking the seals was clearly out of her capacity.

She had also explored the room and closets, but there wasn’t much to be found besides the paint, a large piano, and dozens of dresses. Surprisingly, for a princess, she didn’t own that much; she did not even have a lot of jewelry. The only standout thing was an oversized sapphire ring carefully tucked away in a lockbox. Finding the key had not been all that hard; it was hidden in a pot of paintbrushes. Sofia had stumbled upon it before even noticing the box which was sewn on the backside of the largest painting in the room. She pocketed the ring, just in case.

All in all, what had surprised Sofia the most was how different she looked now and how refreshing it was to be this lightweight. This girl, in both size and stature, was much closer to Alith than she was to Sofia. Honestly, Sofia thought she looked a bit plain for a princess. The dark circles under her eyes didn’t help her looks either.

Was this princess an insomniac?

I had my doubts before, but the more I stay here, the harder it is to believe this girl could try to kill anyone… If I get only one thing out of these paintings, it’s that she wanted to be anywhere but in this room.

It’s almost too obvious that she was framed. Or am I reading into things too much? The king wasn’t happy about this whole affair either… He’s probably her grandfather. It’s as if he didn’t believe her to be guilty either. So why the death penalty?

That is way too harsh for a family member, more so one who didn’t actually kill anyone! Is he a heartless bastard, or what? And then why’d he look so depressed?!

Sofia had been rolling on the bed, wondering about the whole situation, for what felt like hours. Someone knocked on the door.

Hey, like the good old times. Am I getting Irina n°2 ? I could use some food right now.


Chapter 42 - Grandcourt’s court

Sofia did not answer the door. I couldn’t open it if I wanted to anyway.

The door opened for the person with no problem. Guess it doesn't lock from the outside.

A tall and handsome red-haired man stormed into the room, his disheveled clothes doing nothing to hide his lean muscles. He had rushed here on horse and was still wearing horse-riding boots, staining the palace with mud. He did not look older than twenty, although the many medals on his uniform made his real age ambiguous.

Sofia made somewhat of an ugly face as she spied that the two knights who had dragged her there were now standing guard outside her room.

Of course, they’d be there, she thought as the man slammed the door behind him.

“Aurelia!” he cried out, “Are you fine? I can’t believe this!” He was panicked, worried, angry, his emotions and tone switching from one to the other.

Ally. Acquaintance? Could be more. Powerful? Time for the orphan’s special secret weapon.

[Weak smile of defeat]

It had the benefit of requiring no words, which was both in character if the [Silent] skill was anything to go with and also sorely needed, considering she had no idea who he was. The man couldn’t stand seeing her like this and came to her side to hug her.

That worked out better than expected. Hmmmm! Hey, maybe it’s not so bad being condemned to death if it’s like this. Shit. Stay in character, Sofia.

“I’m sorry you had to see me like this…” she whispered, forcing herself to get out of the man’s embrace.

Seriously, who are you, though?!

His muscles cramped in response to her apology. He turned his head to look out the windows, but the seals prevented any view of the outside, only letting the weakening afternoon sunlight through. His face turned ugly. He had the expression of someone ready to actually murder someone.

“Ellen! This BITCH! I can’t believe she’d go that far for your seal! And Jevvin, such a bastard too! And I considered him a brother! That asshole didn’t deserve to be your father’s son!” he yelled, walking in circles around the room; he looked like he wanted to break something, but all there was around were Aurelia’s paintings. And it seemed that was not something he would touch.

Good! That’s good! Be angry for me, please. More! Uh… let’s fan these flames a bit more. Ah, and it was a setup for real then; unsurprising, is the seal that ring I snatched earlier?

“I- I’m fine. Nothing can be done, so… don’t worry about me…” Sofia murmured, looking away from the furious man.

The king mentioned a seal too, when I was waking up… It's got to be for something good if they want it like that. Some kind of legendary weapon?

“AURELIA!” He shouted even stronger and angrier than before; it made Sofia flinch. Crap, I need to focus on this guy for now. Good hearing as expected; I'm ready to bet he’s quite high-level.

“The- I’m-” the man stuttered. He sounded defeated, or ashamed, maybe a nuanced mix of both. “I’m sorry.” He pinched the bridge of his nose, letting out a long sigh. “You’re too soft for this place, Aurelia… I’ll get you out of here if it’s the last thing I do; be sure of it.”

Sofia only looked down at the floor, silent, dejected. Of course, her real thoughts were wandering somewhere else.

I wonder what kind of weapon he uses; he doesn’t carry one. Could it be that he’s a pure mage? Why the muscles, then?

He walked to the door with a new resolve, only to stop before knocking and taking out his necklace instead. It was a fine gold chain with a thin pendant representing a hand grasping at a half-moon. He almost stopped himself multiple times while taking it off, only to finally hand it to the princess. It looked like it broke his heart for him to part with the piece of jewelry.

“Wear this at all times; it will protect you,” he whispered in her ear as he shakily clasped it around her neck. “Do not let anyone else see it.”

“This… You can’t…” Sofia meekly protested, only to be silenced by a long finger pressed on her lips.

“Do not worry about a thing. Wait for me,” he told her in a soft voice.

As the man straightened to leave, a short, mustachioed man in red robes barged into the room.

“Duke Skyreach! No one is to visit the prisoners! Get out this instant!” The short man was fuming.

The duke appeared in front of the robed man. Teleportation again? No, he’s that fast, left an air current. He was several heads taller than the new entrant and much more imposing.

“You’re in on this too, grand chamberlain?” He was almost spitting in rage at the short bald man’s shiny head and curly mustache. “I have word you have a vacation home in Vartem, right in my domain. Be careful not to forget something important there next time you visit. We have more than enough pikes for an extra head,” he spat out, pushing the chamberlain out of his way and storming out of the room.

“Tssk! Meddling piece of shit! I’ll have you hanged too!” he mumbled, seething, when the duke was already far away, as he himself left the room and slammed the door.

HOLY SHIT! Thank god he left! I was THIS fucking close to breaking character with all this neck touching, ear whispering witchcraft… I wonder if Alith would be jealous.

Duke Skyreach, uh? The trial’s theme is the past… This all is a lot less random than I thought it was. This guy’s family eventually took over the kingdom then? That’s huge! He’s definitely no weakling. She looked back down at her newly acquired necklace.

So, this is where the Skyreach flag comes from...

From a sun pendant to a moon… Damn, am I going to wake up covered in sand when I get out? I am, am I not? What if I die during the trial from sand-induced suffocation… The angel won’t let that happen, right? Right? That would be a really dumb oversight… I always knew this pendant would come to bite me in the ass someday.

“And of course, I don’t have [Identify] anymore… Annoying.”

Sofia walked around the room to calm her nerves and organize her thoughts.

“I’ll have to add this Chamberlain folk on the additional task’s hit list too… This guy, Ellen, then was it Jovvin? Javvin? What a shitty name. Maybe the knights too? How thorough do I need to be? And while staying at level 1… Maybe if I can poison the entire Palace’s water supply…”



Sofia was wasting away on the princess’s oversized bed. A knight had come to deliver food at some point; it was surprisingly good, definitely not a regular prisoner’s meal. The sustenance was welcome, but that alone failed to keep her busy for long.

Inside this room, there was no one to talk to, no skills to train, no books to read. It hadn’t even been half a day, and Sofia was already bored out of her mind.

I need to get out of here... somehow. I can wait for the Skyreach guy too but who knows how long that will take...

The opaque windows let in a diffuse moonlight in the silent chamber.

Sofia got out of bed, grabbed a palette knife from the painting supplies, and scratched the floor at every corner.

“No holes in the spell’s protection here either…”

So much for trying to dig out...

“The bed then… Too heavy. Clothes are an impractical support too… Can’t carve it in the canvases; too shallow… All that’s left is… paint?”

Under the cold light of the moon, pots and pots of expansive paint were poured on the back of equally pricey painting canvases, laid flat on the floor, filling up the wooden frames.

“That will be good enough to carve out the ritual circle…. But god, the smell is killing me.”

I need the ritual circle to be at least this big to fit a human skeleton… I wonder how much gold’s worth of paint this was.

Her pourings completed, she went back to bed as bored as she had left it. At least the sheets were godly; it was the best bed she’d ever touched, and even the pillows felt like clouds. Probably. What does a cloud feel like?

Aaaaah… I just hope the paint doesn’t take ages to dry… If only I could open the windows…

I hope Alith is doing better…


Chapter 43 - Day 8

A full week.

It’s been a full week!

Sofia was dying from boredom and anxiety. She was a powerless captive yet again, and there was nothing she could think of to get out. Nothing happened besides two meals coming in every day. At this rate, she could already see herself being hanged in public three weeks later. And contrary to her stay in the church, she couldn’t even look out the windows.

She had prepared the support needed to draw some rituals if need be. After all, she knew a few, though they were all useless right now. Her hope was that maybe they would feed her a full small animal like a cooked rabbit or something, then she could use the bones, but even that was unlikely…

All she had to pass the time was a mountain of Aurelia’s paintings. She had studied them all already; it had given her some more insight on how to act as her, but she would still need to play it by ear most of the time. That was if anyone actually showed up.

She couldn’t even hear what happened outside her room; the locking spells prevented even that. Apparently, it worked both ways; either that or the knights guarding the room had very good self-control. She had tried many ways to get a reaction out of them but nothing ever made them open the door to check on her.

I could disappear, and they wouldn’t know until the food came in…

Someone opened the door.

Speaking of which, already mealtime?

But it was not the usual knight or anyone she knew; it was a sleek, black… furred? Fox beastman, covered in blood and gore. Oh god. I see the knights were taken care of.

He sheathed his daggers and wordlessly grabbed Sofia’s wrist. She could do nothing to resist. At least he’s not killing me. What is he doing, though?

Realistically, he could only be here for three things. Either kill her, rescue her, or steal her ring. She had a hunch it was probably the second option. The duke really came through with his promise then. How will he get me out, though?

She doubted he had killed every guard on the way to her room, and she likely couldn’t follow the same route he had used to get in due to her inferior physique.

The beast-warrior ripped out an orb from his belt and crushed it in his hand.

Sofia expected something to happen, but nothing came from the weird action besides the glass shards now littering the ground around them. He still held onto her wrist with a bloodied hand, silent.

The royal guard was coming. The door had stayed open, and Sofia could see the knights charging from the other end of the palace corridor. Tens of them. She looked at the beastman with a worried expression; he was utterly unpreoccupied by both her and the incoming knights. She wondered what could possibly give him the confidence to stay unmoving like this when it happened.

She felt a tug at her consciousness. Her soul was drifting away by itself. It was uncomfortable.

Before she realized it, she was standing next to the beastman in a dark forest.

On a rock nearby, a teenage boy was heavily breathing.

Sofia couldn’t contain her expression of shock when she saw him.

A pale, pretty face, elegant appearance, long ears typical of a vampire, a long-sleeved outfit with yellow and black rhombus patterns… He looked way younger, but his was a face she could never forget. Cardinal.

Catching Sofia’s glare, and still panting, he did his best to weakly lift a hand.

“Hey, never seen a vampire before? I’m Nyse, and the mute guy is Fox. Armand… Uh, I mean, Duke Skyreach commissioned our party to rescue you. He should still be at the Palace holding the knights back with our third member.“

She almost nodded and thanked him for getting her out of there, barely catching her mistake in time, and instead acted shocked and worried that the others were still fighting for her sake. She would keep the words to a minimum to prevent any slip-ups. While it wasn’t that important with Cardinal and Fox, they could report to the Duke later, and he might notice her change in personality. Well, that was all based on whether she had correctly guessed Aurelia’s personality in the first place or not.

“Don’t worry for them; they will be just fine,” Nyse said as he got up from his rock. “We need to get moving; this is still close to the Palace, I couldn’t summon two people from any further, even with the catalyst, so we’re not safe. A carriage is waiting for us at the forest’s outskirts.”

“Alright… thank you…”

It’s really hard for me to act so soft-spoken and timid again… I still can’t believe Aurelia had [Silent] at level 70!

The group set in motion to join the carriage; the walk through the forest was silent and tedious. Eventually, Sofia couldn’t contain herself anymore and asked a question, acting as a clueless princess be damned.

“Excuse me, C- Nyse. Can I ask you a question?” Oof, I caught myself in time; the loss of [Way of the fool]’s analytical thinking bonus is really showing. I shouldn't make dumb mistakes like these.

“Oh, but of course, I don’t mind; I’ll take anything to make this excursion less drab, in fact. I just thought you didn’t want to talk. So, what may have piqued the Princess’s curiosity? Is it my exceptional fashion sense, perhaps?”

“I- I just wondered what kind of class you had to be able to move people from so far… Ah! But you don’t have to answer if you don’t want to… This isn’t a very polite request, so…”

“That’s it?” He sounded more disappointed that it was not about his clothes than offended by the rude question. “My class isn’t a secret or anything; it’s literally just [Summoner], but you could just as well call it [Mover] or something like that. All I can do is move stuff, really. Most of the time, the only thing I summon is myself,” he explained.

He decided to demonstrate by disappearing and reappearing further down the forest path, then back to where he started. Just this had him start panting again. “It’s… very mana intensive… but incredibly strong in battle… if you can get past the summoning sickness…”

It looks like he has a lot of trouble with that last point.

“That’s incredible…” Sofia knew exactly where she wanted that to go, but she still had to pretend like she was thinking about it. “Then… could you prevent another [Summoner] from summoning you? Or from moving themselves?”

Cardinal was a bit surprised at the questions, but he laughed it off, “Ahah, are you planning on fighting a space mage, Princess?” Then he proceeded to actually think about an answer as they kept walking. “Preventing myself from being summoned isn’t that hard; I can just summon myself back to where I was by riding the mana trail… I guess it’s not really preventing it, but that’s enough; if I really wanted that, then… any kind of mana shield skill or item can work. As long as the spell cannot reach me, it won’t work; that’s exactly why we had Fox open your cell’s door too.”

“So that is why…”

“And keeping someone else from teleporting works the same way, trap them in a closed mana construct of any kind, and they’re stuck. So long as they can’t just walk out of it. But this is really not something you should be worrying about. There aren’t that many space magic practitioners in the first place, less so ones inclined to actually participate in combat.”

“You fight in battles? Are you and your team high-level adventurers?” Sofia asked.

“Adventurers? We don’t really do adventuring… Cleaning is closer to… We’re mercenaries, I guess; no adventures, just contracts, and bounties,” Nyse explained.

Shit. Does the adventurers guild not exist yet? Well, whatever, I’m a clueless princess anyway, right, won’t matter if I ask dumb things. She wondered if he would dodge the part about the level, but as it turned out, the vampire really liked to talk, and he wasn’t done yet.

“And we’re not that high-level? I’m like one-thirty, I think, Fox is probably near ninety by now… Dunno about Jen, I haven’t really paid attention since she came back from the tower.”

Does he really not know his own level?!

For the first time, Fox participated in the conversation, showing two lifted fingers to Cardinal.

“Ah, really? Well, she’s about one-twenty then, Fox says so.”

Is it really fine to be that careless?

Some brighter light started showing in the distance; the trees were becoming sparser, and they were almost out of the forest.


Chapter 44 - Kingslayer

The carriage was nothing but an empty wooden trailer pulled by two horses. Still better than walking in these robes.

To Sofia’s surprise, they had started moving right away, leaving the duke and the woman named Jen behind. They were slowly but surely getting away from the royal palace, visible in the distance beyond the forest.

This wasn’t Einsen, Skyreach Kingdom’s capital in the mountains; in fact, there weren’t any mountains nearby. The plants and trees did look like the ones she knew; then again, she had been to the Red Winds Empire, and the vegetation was largely the same, as far as she could tell. It was a mystery where exactly this was. The only clear thing was that it was still on the human continent.

The real Aurelia was probably long dead, whether she survived the Solstice or not.

They rode away, not bothering to cover their tracks; Cardinal, or rather Nyse, couldn’t stop talking. His image of a mysterious and powerful level 300 plus vampire that Sofia knew him by had been melting away by the second. She had some questions about the ethics of interacting with these false images of real people, not that she could do anything about it.

Learning more about the Vampire was an interesting experience; most of his stories revolved around him doing dumb things with his skills. Things like teleporting inside of a wine barrel or trying to fly by summoning himself in the air multiple times in a row. As far as Sofia could tell, it looked like Nyse had always lived among humans; he never mentioned other Vampires or any kind of family. Weird. Where did his ‘niece’ come from? Her name was Astelia if I remember correctly. She asked about siblings, but he dodged the question, so she didn’t press on.

She learned more about Fox, too, through Nyse’s stories. He was mute from birth; nothing could be done about it, even with healing magic, but that didn’t really bother him. He was the youngest in their group and the only son of a beastman hero.

He had met Jen and Nyse three years prior when they worked together in a sandworm subjugation party led by the Skyreach Duchy in the north. Nasty things, these sandworms, they'd smell blood from kilometers away and come rushing from underground. "At least we didn't have to search for long," the Vampire had explained.

Finally, as Nyse rambled on and on about how he had once accidentally summoned himself in a large cave network, they had reached their first stop. Sofia had thought they would go to an inn or a hidden cave somewhere, depending on how sneaky the group wanted to be. But they did none of that, instead stopping in front of a farmer’s large wooden house in the middle of nowhere. Surrounded by wheat fields and large pens of dirty animals rolling in the mud.

“Is this where we will be hiding?” Sofia asked.

“No, this is just our stop for the day; this is Fox’s house.”

“Uh? Is this fine? Won’t the knights come here after us and ruin the place?” she asked. But Fox waved her off.

“You worry way too much, Princess. There’s no chance that they’d find us here, and even if they did… he can still rebuild. Fox only comes here something like twice a year, anyway. The fields and animals are tended for by another family,” Nyse answered while Fox was having trouble unlocking the door.

Nyse had started to prattle off again but stopped in the middle of a sentence. Fox, who had managed to finally open the door, turned to see what was going on.

“Shit! That’s bad! Jen broke the emergency catalyst, Fox, the circle! Princess, hide in the fields; there’s no telling how many enemies might come along with Jen and Armand!” Nyse sounded extremely panicked, and for a reason, one had to remember that Jen was level 120, and the Duke was apparently even stronger.

Nyse was already channeling a skill while Fox was toiling away at extreme speeds, carving a large ritual circle in the surrounding gravel and dirt with a tiny hoe.

Not playing hero now. I’ll hide somewhere safer where I can still see them… Behind the house. There was only the house, a few trees, and large fields around, which limited the possible hiding places a lot.

She observed as Fox finished the circle and placed a dozen small shining blue stones all around it; Nyse’s skill finally activated. In a way akin to what happened when she used [Angel’s bolt], Sofia could vaguely sense the large amounts of mana at work; the stones all lost their luster one by one until only one remained barely lit.

Three people appeared at once in the circle. The tall and tanned girl wielding a ridiculously long sword was, without a doubt, Jen. Duke Armand Skyreach was back to back with her, holding a fully lightning-made longsword. To her surprise, Sofia also recognized the third person; it was the blue-robed mage who had sneered at her on the Trial’s first day. He was holding a twisted wooden staff, and behind him floated several incorporeal blue swords, all pointing straight at the other two.

What followed was a mess of magic and gore that Sofia had no wish to be a part of. The mage’s resilience was commendable, thanks to some kind of magic shield, but he couldn’t take on the full group. The duke’s lightning sword was especially devastating, chipping away at the mage’s translucent shield every time they clashed. In the end, the magic shield burst like broken glass, and Jen’s humongous sword ended the mage’s life in a single slash.

They all had suffered a few hits from the flying swords in the process, Nyse was quick to supply everyone with healing potions. Since the fight was over, Sofia left her hiding spot.

“So that the gal we been bustin' our ass for in the castle! Come here, I ain’t gon eat ya! Ay that’s a princess aight, pale as a Bregoon’s arse this one. Well, won’t question Mr.Lightnin’ tastes. Nyse wasn’t too much of an annoyance, ay?” Jen exclaimed as she examined her.

And I thought Zarrow’s crew had a thick accent.

Jen… looked a lot like Sofia, disturbingly so, as far as body shape went. Similar height, eyes, hair, even the face was vaguely similar. The major discrepancies were a lot of muscles and tanned skin. In another world where Sofia chose to become a warrior instead of a twisted skeleton botherer, she might have ended up looking like that. Not that she would have ever dressed the same. She had no idea how the woman wasn’t cold with how little she wore, but there was no doubt about how she got her tan.

At least the important parts are covered… And even that was only regular clothes, not a single piece of metal armor to be seen. She wore the shortest shorts Sofia had ever seen, secured with a belt, and a sleeveless shirt tied up right under her chest. That was it; she did not even wear shoes. Truly a peculiar style. Despite that, she was the one who had taken the least damage from the mage’s flying swords. She probably has a very strong defensive passive skill. Must be nice, actually… The bone armor isn’t that much of a bother, but I still have to wear it for it to work.

The encounter might have been stranger had Sofia been in her actual body instead of Aurelia’s. Could she be an ancestor of mine? That seems like a huge stretch…

Seeing how the princess was lost in thoughts, Jen changed the subject. She kicked the halved mage’s upper part and turned to Nyse, “Loot the fool, I don’t know shit about magic items… Hope the robe ain’t worth much ‘cause I ruined it.”

Duke Armand got over his initial relief of seeing Aurelia be safe and well; he smiled at her briefly and tapped on Jen’s shoulder, “Jen, we have no time for this…”

Frustrated… and angry? Does that have to do with her or…

“What’d ya mean no time? They don’t have no space mage, aight? Then we got like two hours free time right now, at least, if they even find us. Let’s eat and stuff; we worry after.”

“This is no joke; what if they send the heroes after us?” he insisted.

“Look, King’s dead, we been framed as the perps, maybe they send the fuckers after me an ya, sure. But you think that twerp Jevvin’ll convince the church that fast? No shot. An if they send jus one, then we can prolly get ‘em and cash in some nice juicy XP, so chill,” Jen nonchalantly answered his worries. Clearly, being labeled a Kingslayer was very low on the list of her own worries. She proceeded to enter the house.

A heartbroken cry resounded inside the farmhouse. It echoed through the windless plains.

“We out o’ cured meat!”


Chapter 45 - The Princess Class

It was easy to dismiss the [Princess] class as a weak non combat class, like most civilians' classes. But in the eyes of someone like Sofia, it was all but weak. In essence, [Princess] was a supporting class. A Ruling class.

And it was all owed to a single skill.

[Commandeering Aura]



The Duke was well informed on what kind of threats ‘King’ Jevvin could send their way. The army, the royal guard, the church's heroes, and mercenaries.

Mercenary groups strong enough to be a threat were all neutral to each other. They had an honor code of sorts. They would never attack Jen’s group, so this was one less thing to worry about.

The army was mostly composed of soldiers in the low fifties, with only a select few generals being above level one hundred. And these were all too weak to be considered a real danger in the short term. The army could only be a problem if they sent a full battalion their way. But according to the Duke, this was a logistical nightmare that Jevvin couldn’t manage by himself in a short time.

That left the royal guard and the heroes. In the Duke’s own words, Jevvin was ‘a paranoid little shit’, and there was no way he did not find a way to get rid of the royal guard during his coup. Either way, he would never trust them to go against the duke. Even if they were somehow still there and loyal to him, that would be leaving himself without protection. Which all meant one thing; he could only send the heroes after them. Especially since ‘Aurelia’ had taken her Seal. Armand had laughed like a madman when she showed them the ring, apparently it was a real blessing that she had it with her. The seals were used to open the palace’s heirloom safe. One needed all four of them to do so. He did not explain any further, basking in the joy of knowing that Jevvin couldn’t get his hands on what he had wanted all along.

On the other hand, it also meant that he would double down on his efforts to track them.

The current hypothesis was that all four of the kingdom’s heroes would be sent after them.

And that was the whole problem.

The group had been trying to figure out a way to escape or win against them for the last few hours, to no avail, talking in circles and throwing ideas around that had no hopes of working.

The heroes were that strong.

Just surrendering the seal was an option Sofia considered; after all, she could not care less if Jevvin got what he wanted out of the safe, and that would get rid of the pursuers. The Duke will never let that happen, though… I could convince him; maybe Aurelia could. But I also need to kill Jevvin for the additional task of avenging Aurelia, right?

I cannot just hand out potentially strong magical items to my enemy…

The atmosphere was tense in Fox’s house.

Sofia couldn’t stand to idly watch this anymore. This was her trial, and she would be the one to lead it.

[Commandeering Aura] : The natural strength to lead. All things fall under the ruler’s dominion. Your orders have a compelling effect. This effect is several times stronger under dire circumstances.

The shocking thing to the squabbling group wasn’t the quiet level one princess suddenly yelling, “Stop!” The shocking thing was that they had all obeyed. “Shut up, all of you! If you can’t find a way to get through this, then I will,” she yelled out, getting up from her chair. Then she started pointing at each of them one by one.

“Fox, prepare what we need to leave, bags, food, water, anything you can find. If possible, enough for three weeks. Nyse, you said you roamed all around the kingdom; draw me a map and mark down every town, fort, and caves that you know of, dungeons too, ruins, old battlefields, or any place we could trap or fortify. Focus on the area around us first. Armand, write down everything you know about each hero. Jen, I want you to tell me all about the strengths and weaknesses of your group, Armand included.”

No one reacted; all were flabbergasted at the soft-spoken and demure Princess’s sudden lashing out.

“NOW!”

Sofia had expected an objection, at least from Jen. To her surprise, despite how absolutely astonished everyone was, they nodded and got to work. Even Jen was waiting for Sofia to allow her to talk.

Royalty is still royalty.

They went to another part of the house to have their talk without the sound of Armand and Nyse scribbling away on leather parchments.



“And that’s how we usually fight. I go over our individual strengths now?” Jen asked, to which Sofia only answered with a slight nod.

Strangely enough, after the sudden outburst from Sofia, maybe it was an effort to fit in, but Jen had started suppressing her accent while she explained things to the Princess. Which made understanding her a lot easier.

“Fox is an agile fighter, [Hunter] class, decent at close combat but better with throwing weapons or assassination. Can’t have him hold up for long against a hero; poor lad doesn’t even have two thousand health.”

Right, right, not even two thousand, so low, right… Ahah.

“Nyse can do some real nasty summoning tricks in battle, but not for long. He’s a Vampire, so he can take a few hits; his issue is his skills’ mana cost. Still, he can fight. Could probably busy a weaker hero for a while. Can do more things with proper setup, like with circles and stuff.”

“What about the Duke?” Sofia pressed when Jen was hesitating about where to go next.

“Lightning man’s a whole ‘nother pair of gloves; has to be over level 200. Didn’t go all out in the battles today, I can tell. The worrying thing is how his lightning don’t have eyes, know what I mean? Not great in team battles. I might be able to land a couple hits before ending up as a cooked chunk ‘o meat if we fight.”

She stopped her speech there, and visibly didn’t intend to continue. Sofia said nothing, staring at Jen, head resting on her crossed hands. The tanned warrior was reluctant about sharing more about herself, eventually giving up under the Princess’s annoyed glare.

“And me, ay, [Juggernaut] class. Eh. Almost immune to most magic and coward stuff like poison. High health. Tough skin. Good armor. Self-healing. Hit hard. There you have it, that’s all I do. I don’t even have mana. Am confident I can bash in the skull of anyone under level 200 as long as they’re alone and can’t fly.”

“That's enough, thank you, Jen. For this and getting me out of the palace, too. I’ll call you if I need you again.”

“Don’t mention it, wasn’t charity,” the tall warrior answered as she left the room.

Alone in the small bedroom, Sofia threw herself on the bed and stared at the ceiling for a while.

This trial…

It’s way too fucking hard…

Duke Armand knew a lot, thanks to his position. He had delivered the parchment with the known details of the four heroes during Sofia’s conversation with Jen.

She had only glanced at it, but the first line was enough to make her feel despair.

‘human, level 299, unknown class stone mage, rarely leaves the church, no additional info.’

Kuli was at the same level, and she had literally stopped and rewound time. Not to mention the light punch that had shaken the whole building and plunged Sofia into an abyss of pain for a few seconds. Unless the duke was above level 250 too, it was hard to think of anything that could stop a monster like that.

The next main lines on the document only added to her hopelessness.

‘Gojin, Four-armed tiger beastman, level 200+, [Pugilist] class, alcoholic, violent tendencies, blessing of endless rage.’

‘Innocentis, human, level 150+, [Paladin] class, extremely loyal to the church, blessing of savior.’

‘Gabriela Garcia Fontes, human, level 150+, [Sun’s Ordinance] class, healer, distaste for fighting, blessing of wings.'

Of the bunch, Armand only knew Gabriela in person, noting that she was unlikely to agree to hunt them down or show up at all.

Gojin and Innocentis were sure to come after the seal, and they would fight to the death if needed, loyal dogs to the church that they were. The worst part was the level 299 hero. Not much was known about them, but it was likely that they would come, as they had lived under the church’s care for many decades.

How to survive this… If I let the seal here for them and flee by myself, they won’t come after me. But then the bonus reward is gone too…

With my group being so weak compared to the enemy’s, there aren’t a thousand answers. Weakening the enemies isn’t an option right now. Fleeing is bound to fail; outsmarting the opponents won’t be enough to cover the power difference…

There’s only one way left, then. Increasing the power of my group.

I know just the thing.

I’ve always dismissed it for being crazy, but now… I might be the one who is crazy. 

Time to see how well I remember the last ritual of the old grimoire.


Chapter 46 - Unethical

He tried his best not to show it, but the duke had been the most surprised at Aurelia's sudden change of personality. He had known the princess for a long time.

Sofia could tell that his silent approval of her decision to take leadership was in great part why the mercenary group was so cooperative. In the end, he was still the one paying them. And she was grateful that they had actually decided to stay. It was dubious whether the church would come after them at all if they left her here to die with the royal seal.

When her plan to survive the fight started to include old necromantic rituals, though… she did not think that they would all just nod and follow her orders. So she lied to them. They were now on the ‘carriage’ heading toward a certain inconspicuous and remote mountain, as she had suggested. The terrain would be to their advantage, was the lie she had fed them.

Looking at the familiar mountain showing up on the horizon, Sofia thought over her whole plan again.

She had thoroughly studied the grimoire before deciding to go down the necromancer’s path. She still had doubts about the veracity of it all until she had unlocked the class on that fateful night. After all, it was a mystery how the forbidden book had even landed in that remote orphanage in the first place.

The ritual she had in mind was actually embedded directly in the back cover of the grimoire rather than on one of the decrepit old pages. She couldn't forget its name.

‘Sabbath of the hollow heart’

Much like the skeleton-summoning ritual, it bypassed the need to use the system. Relying instead on a ritual circle and external components. Both the requirements and the goal, however, were a bit more extreme. But now that Sofia had seen the option present itself, it was all she could think about. Her confidence in pulling it off came from a 'loophole' in the system.

She had spent her week in captivity trying to use [Identify], even with no available skill slots for it. She had learned it from scratch with the scroll. After discovering how useful it was in Drakron, she had been crazily trying to level it up ever since, using it on anyone and anything, to no avail. The process of using it was etched deep in her mind already. That gave her confidence that she could use it anyway without the system acting as a crutch. In fact, she was certain that, did she have the mana for it, she could use both [Holy Skeleton] and [Angel’s bolt] right now, system and skills be damned.

Despite the confidence, she couldn’t get it to work. That was, until a few hours ago. Deep in her thoughts, in Fox’s farmhouse, she was tapping her nails on the table and reflexively trying to Identify everything around her when a slew of information entered her mind.

It was not like the system messages she had to read but more like something she instinctively knew.

[Crude map] : Shows landmarks in an area.

It was very lacking compared to the skill being used through the system, but she almost shouted in joy when it happened. This meant her instincts were right; the system could be bypassed, and it wasn’t a thing specific to ritual circles and magic items. She identified the others in the room. All it showed was a level range, no hint of their class. It was a bit underwhelming. Her next move was to use it on her two magic items.

[Royal seal] : Contains large amounts of compressed mana. Used to open a specific mana lock.

[Skyreach mooncatcher] : A unique jewelry piece made of unknown materials. Brings the wearer back to life upon death once, healing all injuries but disintegrating in the process.

If fighting the royal guard to get Aurelia out of there was not enough to prove the duke’s love for the princess, him giving her such a precious lifeline didn’t leave any doubt in Sofia’s mind. She actually felt bad for impersonating her with him around. She could only hope the real Aurelia had survived to answer his feelings somehow.

This incredible ability of the necklace was what had her think back to the grimoire’s last ritual. The ‘Sabbath of the hollow heart’ was a rather unsettling name, and the way to finalize the ritual was just as disturbing. It required both the caster and someone else to die. It wasn’t something Sofia would ever consider doing usually, but now...

And so, she was leading the group to a location suitable for the ritual. A place that must have existed since long before this time. The dungeon under the Holy See. For now, likely nothing but an inconspicuous hole in a mountain flank.



[You have entered the dungeon : Abyss of the damned - Lv. 300+]

Wasn’t it 100+ before? I didn’t know it could change. Well. Whatever. We’re not going to fight what’s inside anyway.

The group had become more and more skeptical of her plans during the three days of traveling, following her nonetheless for lack of a better idea. Running away from the current Church’s headquarters like they were doing couldn’t be a bad thing anyway. What they didn’t understand was why they had to go to a random mountain away from everything. Fighting a stone mage on a mountain even seemed like a seriously bad idea.

When she ordered them to search for a supposedly unknown dungeon in the area, even the duke started to doubt whether she wasn’t just starting to lose it. Until Fox actually found it.

Now, they were reluctant to enter.

“Forget the heroes; won’t we die without a fight if we go in there? Was your strategy an elaborate way to end your life?” Nyse asked, looking down the narrow passageway leading down into the mountain.

“I didn’t bring us here to fight through the dungeon. I need to… you’ll see. Armand, Jen, can you please lead the way? The monsters shouldn’t be too strong at first; we’ll be going down to the fifth floor’s pit. Just follow my directions. If you have questions about how I know the place, don’t ask. Weirder things are going to happen later, I can’t explain. If you don’t like it, you can also just struggle against the heroes by yourselves outside when they come.”

“No need t’be all defensive ‘bout it, princess. We followed yer ass all the way here, we ain’t gon go back now. Heroes prolly bout to catch up soon ‘nyway, so if ya really have an ace up yer sleeve, then show it now, ay? Cus a level 300 dungeon’s exciting and all, but it ain’t exactly helpin’ us.”

“It’ll be very clear why we’re here soon if you help me reach the fifth floor. I cannot say for sure it will save us, but it will be more exciting than discovering a high-level dungeon that I can guarantee.”



The undead in the dungeon were the same old [Sinner Zombies] that Sofia had watched the Magisterium obliterate for days on end. There were a lot more than she was used to, perhaps due to the church not being here yet. Jen and the Duke had no trouble clearing a path through the early levels, with Sofia acting as a guide. There were quite a few traps in place that she didn’t know about, but Fox managed to guide the group through them with relative ease. Nyse wasn’t slacking either, diligently drawing a map of the dungeon.

It only took them a few hours to reach the pit, with no signs of the heroes being on their tail for now.

Back on the very same stairs that would later in history see her commit her first proper ‘murder’, Sofia was once again faced with the bottomless abyss that prompted the dungeon’s name.

While everyone was busy being shocked at the sight, Sofia got to work in the room leading to the stairs. It was a square antechamber; bones were piled up in the four corners. Barely lit by the torch she held high, an empty pedestal occupied the center of the room on a round stone podium.

This was the perfect place for the ritual.

Sofia dismissed the others, claiming that they needed to clear the floor below while she set up a ritual. Although the duke was reluctant to leave her alone in the dungeon, she insisted that it was fine; she wouldn’t move from this room, and they would be back in half an hour at most.

No matter how ridiculous her demands, the Duke would always end up agreeing, as Sofia had discovered on the way to the dungeon. That man couldn’t say no to her. She really wondered what he saw in the former quiet painter princess that had him bewitched like so.

He still had Fox and Nyse install some security measures around the room before leaving. Jen was actually raring to get back to the undead killing. It had come across as an unexpectedly easy way to level up and get stronger before the decisive clash against the heroes.

Finally, alone, she went over all the steps one last time in her head.


Chapter 47 - A fine night to die twice

The ritual’s instructions were quite simple. The basics had, after all, already been laid out in the pages before the skeleton-summoning ritual.

The 'Sabbath of the hollow heart' had been inscribed in gold on the back cover of the grimoire, and Sofia had very vivid memories of the mad thing. A few diagrams illustrating the ritual circle and the process had accompanied a dozen lines of explanations.

‘The sabbath is to be conducted at night in a place of abundant mana.’

‘The ritual circle is to be formed with human skulls.’

‘The necromancer is to offer the freshly hollowed-out heart of a willing and knowing sacrifice.’

‘The sacrifice must not be of a level beneath that of the necromancer.’

‘The sacrifice is to carve out their heart themselves, under no external influence, and place it on the pedestal.’

‘The ritual heart must absorb the essence of sorrow from thousands of nearby undead.’

‘Upon complete absorption, the ritual heart will beat again.’

‘The necromancer is to consume the ritual heart raw.’

‘The ritual heart must be swallowed while the necromancer falls to their death.’

‘The necromancer’s violent death shall complete the ritual and initiate their rebirth.’

‘Thy shall be born anew as…’



The princess’ delicate hands placed a skull in between two others on the dusty floor. Taking a step back, Sofia checked the ritual circle one final time.

Looks correct…

Am I really about to do this?

There are so many ways this could go wrong.

Her mind went back to Kuli and the strength of someone at level 299. Despite heading straight for the dungeon when she saw the opportunity to conduct the ritual, Sofia had been racking her brains to find a better way to handle the stone mage Hero.

However, no matter what shenanigans she theorized, nothing could make up for the gap in power. It turned out Duke Armand was level 241, which was already impressive but also a whole league below what they needed. Each trial, like this one, represented a large growth in power; in Kuli’s own words, each passed filter was ‘an exponential growth’ for the person.

Each trial only served to increase the gap in power. For a level 99 person to somehow kill a level 100 plus wasn’t so uncommon. For a level 199 to defeat someone at or over level 200 was already a foolish, though not impossible endeavor. For a level 249 to beat even a level 250 fresh out of their trial… It was unheard of. The gap was simply too large, and it would only go larger for the subsequent trials.

Kuli had explained a lot of things in detail, prompted by Alith’s incessant questioning. Enough for Sofia to estimate that, in this case, the duke’s chances at winning were right around zero.

So, the only good option she had was the ritual. Of course, she could also give up on everything, throw the seal away, and go hide alone. Waiting in the middle of nowhere for the storm to pass. But could she really? If they managed to track them all the way to this remote dungeon... Then, it wasn’t hard to imagine that she would be long dead if she tried something so simplistic, like hiding in a forest. And most importantly, she really wanted that bonus reward!

Sofia re-centered her thoughts.

She realized she was unknowingly trying to buy herself more time.

As she was still half dazedly staring at the skulls, the earth rumbled. An earthquake?

No. A stone mage.

Sofia’s hands were shaking.

As long as she could think back, there was one line of thinking that Sofia had developed that got her through all of her toughest times. Through slavery and starvation, it had always helped her keep a clear mind. Dumb as it was, it gave her the drive to keep going forward. It was one singular, almost magical sentence she would repeat in the back of her head obsessively, over and over and over again.

Do what needs to be done.

She was really thankful that she knew human anatomy rather well.

I only have one try. Can’t screw this up. Break the ribs, avoid the lungs, and cut out the heart. No stopping. No faltering. And remember to pull the knife out with the heart…

Alright, Sofia. You can do this. Do what needs to be done.

Her sweaty palms grabbed the long dagger she had requested from Fox. She found some solace in the fact that, at least, it was extremely sharp. Pointing it at her chest, she did her best to take one last slow inspiration and braced herself.



Sofia regained consciousness to the sound of her necklace consuming itself in a blue flame, leaving behind only dust.

She couldn’t move yet nor feel anything, and this was good news. She was thankful that the pain had stopped. Physically unable to avert her gaze, she watched in horror as the gaping, mangled hole she had carved herself writhed around. As if what was left of her own flesh turned into a million maggots, madly expanding to fill the gaps.

She would probably have a hard time mentally recovering from the experience. At least that wasn’t my real body…

Truth be told, the Princess’ modest attributes had made the process a decent lot easier than it would have been in her real body, for what that was worth. And it was somehow comforting to know that the oozing, darkened heart currently sitting atop a crackled stone pedestal wasn’t actually exactly hers.

Sitting in a pool of her own blood, she gradually regained control of her body.

The ‘ritual heart’ hadn’t waited for her to do its thing. It was already absorbing the ‘essence’ of all the dungeon’s undead. It squished and squirmed on the pedestal, producing wet suction sounds.

Please beat!

There were many, many more floors in this abyss. Surely, there would be enough zombies to satiate the heart.

As the heart slowed and then stopped, Sofia held her breath. Her own newly regrown heart was beating wildly. Did it fail?

There weren't enough zombies here after all?

Or did I do something wrong?

A strong, singular beat was heard in the silent dungeon room. The sound rippled and echoed, powerful and domineering. No. It wasn’t a mere sound; it was a shockwave. Space itself rippled in its wake.

No time to celebrate.

The short earthquake she had felt before starting the ritual had occurred multiple times, becoming more and more frequent. As the ritual heart finally decided to beat, the mild earthquake was becoming constant. As if the planet itself had been angered. The Hero is coming.

Sofia grabbed the heart and, without looking down, took three long steps before jumping off straight down into the dark abyss.

The Duke’s group had been coming back from the floor below, rushing up the stairs to check on her. Too late. They could only observe her fall.

Sofia’s gaze crossed the duke’s. She was already chewing on the heart.

Before falling too low, Sofia saw Nyse collapse on the stairs.

Oh, thank god the duke didn't jump after me. Maybe the sight shocked him too much. Or was the heart interfering with his skills? I'm pretty sure he can fly.

Past this last distraction, she focused on ‘consuming’ the heart. Clearly, the ritual had changed the thing already, and it couldn’t even be called a heart anymore. It was absolutely disgusting, and the fall didn’t help, but somehow, she managed to rip through the fleshy ball and swallow it down during the long fall.

Although everything was black from the lack of light, feeling the rancid air pushing back against her, she could tell the ground was almost there.

This can’t hurt more than what came before.

And it didn't. For the second time in less than half an hour, Sofia died.

Did it fail?

Lost in complete darkness, she didn’t feel a thing. It was as if her thoughts were all that was left of her.

Am I dead? Like, really dead? Can dead people think? The first time felt more like passing out. The ritual must have actually done something. Is it just slow to complete?

I’m really going completely crazy… But what choice do I have… A level 299 stone mage. If I don’t go this far, won’t I end up as a human skewer on a rock pile?

Even if the ritual works as expected, can I even compete?

Worst case I should at least be strong enough to try to escape. Thinking back on it, the additional task of taking revenge sounds very easy compared to surviving this…

Can I still see my status?

Age : -1

Class : [Princess] ♢

Level : 1 ♢

Health : 0 / 89640

Stamina : 0 / 89640

Mana : 0 / 89640

[ERROR]

[Skills module unavailable; please try again later]

I just found a cure for aging is the good news.

The previously missing name appeared while she was taking in the weirdness of her status, accompanied by a system message.

[Congratulations, you have received a new name!]

Vakariazrehafin Aphenoreth

Followed by a peculiar second line :

Daughter of Sorrow


Chapter 48 - Arising

Despite the strange status, Sofia was cautiously optimistic about the result of her madman act. As far as she could tell, she was already not dead; now the question was, what, exactly, was a Daughter of Sorrow?

The first thing that came to mind was the long-limbed atrocity she had blasted to smithereens back in Skyreach kingdom’s lost mage tower. The things also had a long, convoluted name, another link with her new self. All things considered… if I become a long-limb abomination… I probably deserve to die too.

I don’t feel like dying a third time today, though. I’m not even done with the second time yet. But the health is no longer zero; it’s going up. Maybe when it’s full, I’ll get back some senses. I can only wait.

Even if I somehow find another cheat-death item in the real world, I’m never doing this shit again.

If I could tell myself from back at the orphanage what I had to do today… The me from back then would burn the book and never try to become a necromancer. It’s been what? Two or three months?

I’m already addicted to getting stronger.

I have so many questions about so many things now. I can never go back…

This trial is too hard.

It better be worth it.

Watching the status number representing her health steadily but slowly going up, she got lost in her thoughts for what felt like forever.

It was the dings of system messages that tore her from her musings.

[Congratulations, you have overcome the first filter! Happy zeroth birthday ;)]

[Initializing personal program, please wait]

[ERROR]

[Conflicting Scribe assignation]

[Initialisation canceled]

With the fading of the last message, she could finally feel! Sofia opened her eyes. Somehow, she could see even in the deep darkness of the bottom of the abyss. But what she saw threw her in for a loop. Or rather, how she saw. She could see everything around and above her all at once. This would take some time to get used to.

Her body thankfully wasn’t made of twisted, lanky limbs, but it was far from human, too. Humanoid, for sure, up to a certain degree, but no one would mistake her for a regular person. She didn’t mind the dark gray skin; her claw-like nails looked very sharp, and the scales conveniently covering the most sensitive parts of her body were greatly appreciated. She had questions about a lot of details. One of them being why would this new form resemble her original body more than Aurelia’s and another being whether the literal gaping hole sitting in place of her heart was really necessary. It was a round hole going straight through her torso. Was she a sheet of dough from which someone had cut out a flesh cookie?

Other inhuman features included flaps of wavy skin that ended up looking like frills, as well as a three-meter-long fleshy tail with long and sharp-pointed bone spikes around the tip, and even some horn-looking bone protrusions coming from some places.

I’m curious about my face. But maybe it’s better that I don’t see it. I have… A lot of teeth, I think. Way too many.

The health was topped up by now, standing at a comfortable eighty-nine thousand and then some; the stamina had quickly followed suit; only mana was stuck at zero.

Sofia took her first breath in her new form. This was how to get her mana; she could tell by instinct. Her mana shot up by several thousand points in a single breath. The feeling of mana rushing through her veins was intoxicating.

The ritual’s description in the grimoire had given her a glimpse at what she would be able to do now, but now that she was in the situation, it was clear the old book had left out many things.

This new body was a natural war machine. Its whole existence: a tool of destruction.

I can clearly feel my mana… the veins! My veins are arranged in ritual circles!

Tens, hundreds of tiny magic circles drawn by her very blood were bolstering her body from the inside. Some of them she had a feeling she could alter to use in other ways. It was her first time learning about that, but even without understanding it, she was confident she could use it all. Much like a baby doesn’t need to be taught to sleep and cry, she didn’t need to be taught anything about her natural abilities.

She kept focusing on her breathing for a while until she was full, observing the lowest level of the pit around her. She was sitting on a sea of bones, some of which she had crushed when she crashed down here. Some stairs led to the level right above and the top of a large double door could be barely seen, buried in the tons of jumbled bones.

Heroes should reach the group any minute now if they haven't already. I’ll need them to hold the other three while I deal with the stone mage. Hopefully, I’m strong enough to take him out. Either way, I have so much health he can’t kill me quickly, I'm sure. I’ll find a way even if my power is still lacking…

Before going up, she picked up the seal from amidst the crushed bone debris. To her new and improved vision, it was shining brightly from all the mana it contained.

Then… Up we go.

Sofia was sad to realize that flying was not a possibility, so she opted for jumping instead. Bouncing off the walls, sending herself up dozens of meters each time, she hurriedly climbed back up. The pit was deep, way deeper than she thought; she upped her speed but still couldn’t see the top. This dungeon had to be several kilometers deep. Who knew how many zombies erred these forgotten halls, probably enough to destroy a whole country should they find their way to the surface.

Her refined hearing picked up the crackling of thunder. Already fighting? I need to hurry. Sofia’s dark form rushed up the pit like a fleeting shadow. She barely touched the walls and bridges before jumping up again at high speeds, leaving behind dust clouds and a mess of crushed debris. There was no doubt that everyone up there noticed her imminent arrival.

The glow of the duke's lightning finally reached her through the pit’s unnaturally dark atmosphere. The man was flying on wings of pure electricity, attacking a bulky and bald brown-skinned man with his signature lightning sword.

The man wore nothing but a simple orange robe. Large stone shields hovered around him, protecting him from the duke’s repeated assaults. He stood on a stone platform he had summoned out of the wall somehow.

[Hero - Lv. 299]

Sofia opted against directly attacking him; he had heard her coming anyway, negating any advantage of surprise she could have had. She instead perched herself like a gargoyle on a stone protrusion in the wall slightly above them. Maybe I won’t even have to fight. What if he sees me and gives up? Or we could negotiate.

That last thought of her didn’t last long in the face of what she noticed next. She was still adapting to her wider vision, and that scene higher up the pit had escaped her; the mute beastman that had rescued her a few days earlier, Fox, was dead. His bloody lower body dangled from under a massive cube of stone that had pinned and crushed him against the wall. Nyse and Jen were nowhere to be seen; Sofia hoped they had managed to teleport away.

As if to confirm her previous thoughts, the mage spoke.

“Return to dust, Demon!” he yelled at her, waving a hand in her general direction. Following his hand movement, a large cube of stone flew straight at her.

Why cubes, I wonder. I would have made spears instead.

Her instincts told her… nothing. This meant the attack was not that dangerous. She had the impulse to dodge screaming from the back of her human mind, but her body didn’t feel the urge, so she decided to trust her ridiculous health pool as a reckless experimentation of her durability.

The stone block slammed into her with tremendous force, but she didn’t budge. The stone crumbled, it had impacted something much sturdier. Sofia did not feel a thing. I don’t think pain is part of this body’s package.

Health : 83256 / 89640

Damn. Six thousand health points, gone like that. I can definitely afford to take a few more, but I’m clearly not invincible… And that was a random stone cube. Level 299 is no joke.

“My turn,” she answered in kind with a hoarse but still feminine voice.

The mana in Sofia’s legs whirred. She jumped forward in a somersault, delivering a strong revolving blow with her tail. The hero’s hovering shields layered in front of him to block the attack. Two stone shields broke on impact, leaving the other two and the relaxed man standing behind with his arms crossed, unharmed.

Sofia had used the recoil of her own strike to get back to her starting point. She stared at the man, and he stared at her.

The duke could have succeeded at a sneak attack had he coordinated his strike with hers, but he was staring at her, too, his face painted with an expression of utter disbelief.


Chapter 49 - Orvod the mountain shaper

The orange-robed man was not as unaware; he glanced at the duke again, narrowed his eyes, and before Sofia could react, the stone platform the hero stood on retracted into the wall, bringing him along. His form sank into the stone wall, magically melding with it. Looks like when I summon the bone armor, but he was the one to be absorbed.

Sofia jumped near the duke, trying her best to take some distance from the pit’s wall. She feared the hero would try a sneak attack by appearing behind her, but it seemed her worries were unfounded. Did he escape?

“A- Aurelia? Is that… still you?” the bewildered Duke stammered.

I’m shocked he can even recognize the princess like that…

The tremors that had been shaking the mountain for a while were getting stronger by the second.

“Yes. But now is not the time for that, Armand.”

Her short answer was enough to clear his mind. His face showed doubt, then worry, then acceptance, all in a second before reverting to his usual seriousness. Chunks of stone had started falling from above, and the tremors were not showing any sign of stopping. If that kept going, the dungeon would soon collapse on itself.

“Alright. Nyse will get us out of here. Hold on to my arm,” the duke said, extending an armored arm and frantically trying to open a small pouch on his belt. Finally managing to grab a small glass orb from the pouch, he crushed it in his hand.

That’s a teleportation catalyst, then.

A few seconds of silence later, the duke disappeared.

Uh?

“Oh. I can’t be summoned, then? Would have really liked to have that before. Fine, can’t be helped.”

Sofia reached the entrance to the fifth floor in a single jump, rushing past the used ritual site; she navigated through the collapsing floor to a section the group hadn’t cleaned. The zombies that were supposed to be there all lay lifeless on the floor.

The tremors were getting worse, and she had to dodge the falling stone blocks of the crumbling ceiling. Despite the place collapsing, there were still several meters of stone separating every floor. She was short on time and couldn’t run all the way back before the dungeon collapsed.

“Should be around here… Only one way to find out.”

She activated the mana enhancements through her whole body. Although her veins always acted as ritual circles, she could forcibly inject more mana to empower the boost; she had used this to attack the mage earlier.

Her mana was starting to drop thousands of points at a time, barely offset by her breathing’s regeneration.

Could keep that up forever as long as I don’t use any other spell. Let’s hope that’s enough for now.

She jumped up, punching through the ceiling. The layers of stone couldn’t stop her; she pierced through every floor in one go. She had hoped to stop on the first floor. Her limited understanding of her own strength, however, instead propelled her through the first floor’s ceiling, too, then out into the sky, high above the mountain. Right in time to see that the dungeon finally gave in and collapsed. It didn’t stop there; the cave-in was the start of a giant landslide.

Sofia landed on the highest point of the mountain’s peak. In the thunderous roar of the earth and stones chasing gravity, a third of the mountain below fell.

“Bloody hell!” Sofia couldn't help but be shocked at the sight.

“You don’t say. Never ceases to amaze me, this power I have been granted.”

She had seen the man flying up to her on a floating cube of stone; since he purposely came from the front, he probably wasn’t up to some nasty plot. Not that he could sneak on her from the back, or any other direction for that matter.

“You look like you still have at least a shred of humanity in you, demon. Obediently hand over the seal, and I may grant you a painless entry to the great cycle of reincarnation,” he declared.

It seemed his previous shouting in the dungeon was perhaps out of surprise, his face and tone now were calm and stoic as he expressed his demands.

Hmm, so he really wants the dumb ring.

“Not happening, stone-man. Want to crush me like you did Fox? You’ll have to bring larger rocks.”

“How regrettable.” The robed man floated away as if to properly face her from a distance. “I am Orvod, mountain shaper,” he said, joining his palms over his head, “I shall rid you of your sins.”

As Orvod spread his arms, nine giant stone lotus flowers formed in an arch over him, spinning in place at a leisurely pace.

This time, it’s for real.

“Aurelia Grandcourt Vakariazrehafin Aphenoreth, Daughter of Sorrow.” I have nice titles and nice spells too.

Her new body had a total of five independent skills she hadn’t used yet, each a complex set of veins arranged in ritual circles, one in every limb. For the first time, she felt that having the system constantly up to monitor her resources would be a necessity.

Health : 88002 / 89640

Stamina : 89621 / 89640

Mana : 49640 / 89640

The hardest part will be to reach him up there…

Done with the presentation and preparations, she took a fighting stance. She should have felt worry or fear, but all that had been washed away by her new form’s instincts. Her body itched for one thing and one thing only, battle.

Under her forceful jump, the mountain’s peak turned into a crater.

With a simple gesture of Orvod’s hand, a stone cube was cut out from the mountain and then hurled at Sofia. It was fast, but she was faster. Instead of colliding with it, she grabbed the stone block mid-flight, using its momentum to do a front flip and returning it to the sender.

A large stone shield intercepted the block, shattering it on contact. The shield shattered too, not from the block, but from Sofia’s punch; she had never ‘thrown’ the block, going forward with it instead. Her fist was centimeters away from Orvod when one of the flying lotuses bloomed, sending its many petals flying in her direction.

She couldn’t dodge the first one; the stone petal hit her in the torso, sending her flying away. The other petals followed suit, like sentient arrows chasing her. Grabbing the petal that had stabbed her, she used it to bat away the second petal, shattering both. Using the remaining torque, she spun around, punching and kicking the petals coming from all directions. Five more were shattered, but the last managed to get past her defense, striking her in the back and shattering on impact.

Health : 69959 / 89640

A single petal is about ten thousand health. Great. At least he did not rebuild the lost flower yet; must be an expensive skill. My health regenerates quickly enough. I just can't take a whole flower at once. Still, that’s one heck of a defensive skill.

Having lost all momentum again, Sofia fell back to the mountaintop’s craggy surface. As she was about to reach the ground, a forest of stone spikes emerged out of the mountain, all pointing at her falling form, shooting up to impale her. Sofia rolled herself in a ball, tail wrapped around her body. Her back and tail were the most armored parts of her body; it would damage her less if they took the hit. That was all she had time to do.

Like a cannonball, she crashed through the spikes and landed on the ground, forming yet another crater that only deepened when she jumped right back up.

Already, hundreds of stone cubes were floating around, having been forcefully pulled from the mountain, ready to get thrown at her from all around. As they closed in on her and were about to crush her, Sofia activated the skills in her left leg.

[Regret] : make a different decision in the immediate past.

The description of the new skill flashed by her eyes as she found herself back on the ground, where she had just jumped from. Above her, the stone cubes all collided where she had been a second ago, exploding in countless debris.

Mr. Scribe’s working overtime, I see. Nothing I didn’t already know, though.

She observed the crash happening behind her as she fled south at full speed. Fighting a stone mage atop a mountain was straight-up lunacy. Zarrow had shown what he could do with his ship, and she had used her own affinity with the undead to get rid of the Magisterium. Since the first hit did not connect, she could tell this would be a long battle, so she would take it somewhere more favorable to herself.

And if he doesn’t follow me, it’s even better. I need to survive, and that's it. Feels bad to let the other three fend for themselves, but they ain’t real.

[Regret] : alter the past to make a different decision in the previous five seconds; costs 10000 mana per cast, 10 seconds cooldown. Left leg blood vessels must be undamaged for the skill to correctly resolve.

Would you look at that; a lot better, thanks.

She had asked, and she received; these kinds of interactions had her questioning how the system worked, but now was not the time to ponder on that. She could appreciate how her new 360° vision was very practical. She both saw where she was going and that Orvod was not only chasing, sitting with his legs crossed on his flying stone cube, but also preparing larger projectiles.

What the fuck is that! Go back to the cubes, please!


Chapter 50 - Orvod the mountain shaper (2)

Sofia was fleeing as fast as she could; she had left the mountains in a few long jumps and was running through the flat wheat fields at breakneck speed. Orvod flew about as fast as she ran, tailing her from a hundred or so meters behind, his eight remaining stone lotuses in tow. He had taken two large chunks of the mountain with him as he gave chase. The several-ton boulders spun around him, losing large chunks of stone every so often, slowly taking the shape of a colossal trident and bell.

What’s with the size of these! Is he hunting a fucking dragon? I’m not that fat!

The stone trident was so gigantic even if the prongs hit her, she would be crushed rather than impaled, and the bell had to be large enough to destroy a castle if it was dropped on it. She could tell from a distance that they were getting pumped choke-full with mana. These would hit extra hard, and they would likely not break on impact either.

At the end of the fields, Sofia ran straight into the forest, losing sight of the hero chasing her. The increasing mana disturbances coming from his 'weapons' were enough to inform her that he was still hot on her tail. She did not even take time to dodge the trees, finding it faster to run straight through them, destroying everything in her path.

Twenty seconds later, she emerged out of the forest on the other side. And only now could she notice that the trident was already fully formed, completely filled with mana, furiously rotating on its axis, and pointing straight at her.

She could only jump to avoid the stab of the ridiculous stone trident; it lodged itself in the ground below. The terrifying impact shook the earth. Scared by the noise and shock, entire flocks of birds flew off from the nearby forest. But the worst was still to come; the giant bell had yet to strike, and she was still mid-air, unable to dodge. Her only option was to use the spell stored in her other leg. Under the spell’s effect, the bell’s trajectory was ever so slightly altered, missing her by a hair’s breadth. The air shockwave from the massive bell hitting the ground below propelled her forward, allowing her to resume her mad dash for the promised land that was finally in sight, the primordial lake.

While the hero actually had to pause to ready his weapons once more, she jumped over the last stretch of land and plunged straight into the deep lake. This time, the skill’s description came a bit later, but it was already detailed.

[Misfortune] : Through the power of sheer bad luck, ever-so-slightly alter the immediate fate of your enemy in your favor. Costs 10000 mana per cast, 500 seconds cooldown. Right leg blood vessels must be undamaged for the skill to correctly resolve.

Inside the lake, it was cold and empty. Sofia could swim faster than she could run with her new body, and even better, she did not need to breathe, and she was certain she could stay underwater for as long as she wanted. This body could probably just as well swim in molten lava without too much trouble; its resilience and adaptability was admirable, save for the detail that it couldn’t fly.

The primordial lake was a famous landmark of the Skyreach kingdom. No fish lived in it due to the unusually high mana concentration of the water, making it toxic even for humans. It was an invaluable resource that brought about the creation of the ‘Primalakus Magic Academy’. The academy was nowhere to be seen now, having been built at least a good hundred years later.

So, for now, this was nothing but a large lake with mana-saturated water. The mana inside could not be extracted without proper machinery and rituals, making it pretty irrelevant in the fight. Besides, anyone above level 100 could probably safely drink the water, so it wouldn’t stop any hero from jumping in. The useful part to Sofia was the obvious lack of stone anywhere. The lake’s shores were sand, and the lake itself was large enough that you could mistake it for the sea. She swam until she reached a point where she couldn’t see the land anymore.

Will he still come to fight me here? The water should be a terrible match for his skills. But if he doesn’t come, I’ll have to flee further. It would be dangerous to let him reunite with the other heroes; I can’t handle them all, even with an advantageous terrain.

The problem resolved itself when she perceived the large mana disturbances from the trident and bell. He was coming, flying over the water without hesitation.

As long as I empty his mana…

Sofia was still adapting to this body’s vision and its ability to perceive mana in great detail, but she could already tell that the man still had plenty.

Sofia thought the man would probably retreat if he was about to run out of mana, so she wouldn’t try to prolong the fight, considering he could get backup, and she likely couldn’t. Getting through the eight lotuses will be troublesome. I’ll keep my trump cards for when he only has one or two left…

Underwater, she swam past the giant weapons and shot up straight towards the hero. Orvod had been waiting for her attack, layering shields and spikes under his cube mount, but they were useless. Sofia had actually gone for the lotuses instead of him, destroying two of them in a single uppercut out of the water. She was gone underwater before his stone spikes could reach her.

Orvod rearranged the lotuses, spreading them in a way that would make it hard to destroy multiple at once while also using the trident to stab at the demon. For him, fighting in the water wasn’t only a disadvantage, as he could now stab with the giant weapon without having it get stuck in the ground. The bell was on standby, spinning in place above him.

Sofia soon launched an attack on another lotus. She failed to destroy it in time, the lotus spreading out by itself, launching its petals at her before she could reach it.

They never reached her; getting lost in the mana-dense water, she had used [Regret], which had made her ‘choose’ to attack another one. That was two flowers dealt with once again. She plunged deep into the lake to have a second to think. Although both of her strikes had worked, dodging the trident was an arduous task, and [Misfortune] was still on cooldown for 20 seconds, so she wanted to wait that out before her next attack.

Four flowers left. Now, if I can get rid of the bell, I could manage to find an opening. With how he keeps it over his head, I can’t touch him without getting slammed, too… Alright, this will cripple my speed, but I have no choice. Time to see in action why this was a Necromancer’s ritual.

Without hesitation, which was greatly helped by the fact she couldn’t feel pain, Sofia filled her tail with mana, activating the spell within, and used her own claws to chop it off at the base. Her tail would grow back, but it would take a day or two. Just like that, all of her maximum stats dropped by twenty thousand. This better be worth it.

The next part of the skill was quite gross; the cut tail’s bloody end sprouted in an explosion of pulsating flesh; it was growing a new body. An undead body.

[Grief] : Create the high-tier undead ‘Hollow Grief’ from the cut tail of a Demon of Sorrow. Only one ‘Hollow Grief’ may exist at any given time. The ‘Hollow Grief’ has no active skills, but it copies the Demon of Sorrow’s fighting style and physical capabilities. The ‘Hollow Grief’ has the innate passive skill [Mirror of grief]. Hollow tail’s blood vessels must be undamaged for the skill to correctly resolve.

[Mirror of grief] : The ‘Hollow Grief’ is always seen as someone precious that has been lost, should there be such a person in the observer’s memory.

This was a cruel skill that took advantage of one’s emotions. As the undead’s body formed, it hurt her, but she couldn’t avoid looking. Underwater and in a body that couldn’t shed tears, Sofia’s missing heart ached. The undead would fight for her, but she was not immune to its skill.

In front of her, with glazed eyes and an out of place long tail, a small child with wavy blonde hair in a ragged dress floated, listless in the water. It was awaiting her orders.

Saria…


Chapter 51 - Orvod the mountain shaper (3)

I figured it was coming, but it still hurts.

Fuck!

Ah… No time…

Up above the water, mana was fluctuating wildly; Orvod had not been waiting idly while she prepared her next move. And with the man’s annoying tendency to create deadly constructs out of thin air, it was better not to let him unchecked for too long.

The hollow grief would hide underwater for a bit; Sofia ascended, localizing the very obvious mana shape of the trident, and she jumped for it. As she flew out of the water, hundreds of stone spikes all turned to face her. She pierced through the air, coming closer and closer to the flying trident. The stone spikes launched at her in waves, most bouncing off her scales and resilient skin, some managing to pierce through. The spikes did not slow her momentum as she closed in on the trident. This was still all according to plan.

Orvod tried to move the trident out of the way, but it had been stationary and moved far too slowly; such a large object needed some time to accelerate. Sofia reached the gigantic stone weapon, she grabbed it by the tip and used her sharp claws to scale up it, climbing to the top of the hilt. Her body was damaged from the spikes; one had lodged itself in her left leg, so she could not use [Regret] anymore. The legs and back had taken most of the damage from the rain of spikes.

Health : 14552 / 69640

Stamina : 39509 / 69640

Mana : 33393 / 69640

Now!

Sofia jumped from the trident straight toward the giant bell above the hero. At the same time, the Hollow Grief emerged from the water, right in front of Orvod, and aimed straight for him.

The stone mage stopped the undead's punch with his layered stone shields, not even triggering a lotus. But he also fell victim to the undead’s passive skill; Orvod had seen something that had first shocked him and then threw him into a violent fit of rage. Countless spikes appeared and stabbed at the already retreating undead. During this second, where the hollow grief occupied all of the Hero's attention, Sofia struck the bell.

Augmented by the skill in her right arm, her punch packed more power than ever before; the bell was completely pulverized in a single hit, reduced to dust. A system notification followed.

[Suffering] : Your next attack will deal additional damage proportional to your missing health. Costs 10000 mana per cast. Right arm blood vessels must be undamaged for the skill to correctly resolve.

That got the hero’s attention right back on her as she fell down. All the remaining lotuses sprouted open under his command, ejecting deadly petals aimed at Sofia. She had barely enough mana left and used [Misfortune] for the second time. But it did not activate, half of the mana gone just like that; the skill had failed, and her right leg was already too injured.

Oh… I’m dead if I take more than one… Can’t dodge…

She ordered for the undead that had returned underwater to jump out and kick her. The undead, who in Sofia's eyes was still looking like a small blonde girl, flew out of the lake right under Sofia. When it reached her height, it kicked her away from the petals’ path, taking the brunt of the attack instead.

‘Summoned undead : ‘Hollow Grief’ has succumbed.’

Sofia plunged into the cold water once again.

Health : 8241 / 69640

Stamina : 18452 / 69640

Mana : 19499 / 69640

Chunks of stone battered the water all around, the petals’ debris. Nothing was left of the undead creature.

Waiting for some more mana and health to regenerate, hiding at the quiet bottom of the lake, Sofia primed the skill in her left arm. It was the only one she couldn’t use until now.

[Hollow heart] : Hollows out the target’s heart. Requires direct physical contact. Costs 10000 mana per cast. Left arm blood vessels must be undamaged for the skill to correctly resolve.

One hit. No more lotuses in my way. The shields the undead broke are all reformed by now. Trident is revolving again, ready to strike. He’s preparing something else, I think. [Misfortune] is likely good to go again. Just a bit more mana…

Uh? More mana. I have more mana! How… How did I not think of this!

If there’s one skill that I could use without the system’s help…

Her feet firmly planted in the lake’s depths, Sofia raised her right hand.

Nothing happened for a second. Then a spark, which died down as fast as it came. Because I’m not mid-air? She couldn’t see how that would stop her.

Come on!

All the mana that should be coursing through her veins without a thought, thanks to the system’s help, she had to manually control instead. The waves of mana rushed inside her whole body to the crux of her hand. It was a feeling she knew all too well.

Come on! Come on!

The sparks became more frequent and powerful, but the lightning wouldn’t form. Could she not use it underwater? The mana-charged water wasn’t reacting like how water would. It did not boil or evaporate; it looked like it wouldn’t even let electricity through all that well.

Work!

Like a miniature star lighting the bottom of the lake, a small bolt of lightning took form in her hand, twisting and crackling, growing longer and longer. Its mere presence sent shockwave after shockwave through the lake.

Let’s gooooooo! Who needs the system! This power is mine! Take this, flower man! This one’s for Fox!

Aiming up and above, she let the rampaging trait of plasma loose. It ripped through the dark waters of the lake, completely unhindered in its course.

At the same time, she dashed up herself, following the lightning spear. Nearing the surface, she sensed the skill crash against one of the hero’s stone shields. She could also now detect thousands of small new mana signatures spread around everywhere above the lake's surface. More stone weapons.

Finally, out of the water, Sofia flew up through the explosion of her own skill. It was too weak to hurt her demon form. Through the fire and the stone shrapnel, her momentum carried her up in the air like a cannonball. Not a second later, out of the explosions and smoke, she had almost climbed the seventy or so meters altitude where the hero floated on his cube. He was only a few meters away, and he hadn’t gotten time to reform his stone shields. You’re wide open! The hero was an unprotected target floating on a lonely stone cube.

Eight perfectly square cubes of stone instantly appeared out of nowhere. They weren’t formed by mana, which would have taken some time.

Storage item!

The cubes sprang in her direction. This was the end. She would no doubt die from the impact. The stone needles that had been spread all over the lake had also come to life to surround her and stop her ascension, sealing her fate.

As the cubes sped up, the hero looked at the horizon with a satisfied air of unchallenged superiority. Yet another flawless victory, he probably thought.

His eyes widened in shock, his face contorted, his whole body spasmed, and suddenly, he could no longer breathe; his leg was in pain. To his surprise, a cut-off demon arm had planted itself firmly in his left thigh. A flowery stain of red was growing on his robes, spreading from the heart.

He looked down one final time to see the demon, further down, who had already been missing its tail now also missing an arm. It was limply falling toward the lake, surrounded by his own trusty cubes that had been about to crush her and were now plummeting like the simple chunks of stone they were.

He could only powerlessly endure as his vision blurred and his health points reached zero.

And this one.

This one is for my sister.

Like a puppet whose strings had been cut, Sofia sank to the bottom of the lake. She never saw the next ephemeral notification from the system.

‘You have murdered [Orvod Maurya Ovohen - Stonemason lv. 299]’


Chapter 52 - The great storm

The cold and moldy basement they had been squatting in for the last eight days was terrible, but it was still better than the storm outside. Even so, they would have to walk all the way to the church if they wanted food. And they had to go there late at night, in the dark, under the pouring rain. It was then that the servants gave away the leftovers, and despite the weather, they likely wouldn’t be the only ones going.

Today, again, the storm was showing no signs of stopping. It had been a week.

A young child was hugging her knees in a corner, she looked up at a slightly older child, who was preparing to go face the downpour and the wind.

“I don’t wanna go…” the child in the corner protested weakly.

Only the crashing of the rain answered her complaint. The older child looked at her silently, doing her best to force a smile on her own face.

“Stop muttering and come. I know it’s hard, but we need to eat.” She tried to appease the younger one, “Come under my cape, big sis will protect you.”

The cape in question was a stinky old patched-up rag smothered in grease and mud. It did a semi-decent job at repelling water. But it was too small for two. The more protection she had, the less her sister kept for herself.

Three days ago, her older sister had started coughing; she was sweaty and weak. The curled-up girl couldn’t even go to the church by herself. She wouldn’t find her way in the labyrinthic streets of the city. They hadn’t eaten anything since then.

She was worried. Hunger was one thing; sickness was another. For poor people, healers didn’t exist. Thankfully, it seemed that today, her sister had recovered somewhat. She thought about telling her sister to lay back down, but her rumbling stomach forced her otherwise.

Under the glacial rain and violent winds, two frail girls trekked through the city.



Tenth day of the storm. The rain wasn’t stopping; some of the lower streets were flooded; now, the basement’s trap door had started leaking, and the outdoors’ water level was getting dangerously close to the height of their one and only ‘window’. The iron grate didn’t stop the cold, and it wouldn’t stop the water.

The older sister’s sickness had relapsed. Despite the younger one’s wishes to go find a healer, going outside wasn’t a possibility anymore, and they had no money to pay for healing anyway. At least a luckier group of kids had shared a bit of bread with them the day before, so they had some food.

The young kid would only wait and wait in the flooding basement, taking care of her sister however she could.

Was the rain ever going to stop?



The twelfth day of the storm. The basement had flooded. The two sisters had stacked all the moldy junk in a corner, and that was their island. The mold, insects, and wood shards made it worse than the icy floor, but uncomfortable as it was, they were out of the water.



The rain did not stop. It never stopped. Water came running through the basement’s openings, a torrent of wild natural forces, gushing streams of muddy water. Soon, the basement was completely filled. Swimming up and up, thrown around by the currents, she couldn’t breathe. A light came from above. Just a bit more, she would reach it.

Finally, the surface! Wild waves, flashing thunder, scriptures rain. The four lord griffins, keepers of old, watchers of the world’s beginning and end, drew circles in the red sky. Her golden-blonde hair was stuck to her face. She had a hard time catching her breath. The older sister was right there, just out of reach, passed out on a floating crate, the waves pushing her away. Misshapen creatures swam around them both, impassive, except for two of them, fighting in the distance.

She tried to grab her sister, leveraged all of her reach, but her arms were too short. She swam, but the wild waves only pushed her further away from the crate. She tried to scream, but she had no voice. Already but a tiny dot on the horizon, the sister and her crate were swallowed by a draconian wave.

The red sky turned dark. The ocean froze, rain turned to snow, and snow to ash. Time stopped. The wind died down. Nary a sound could be heard. Something ate her from the inside. In the distance, there was no sun, only the great void, and its greedy apostles, coming to devour all.



Sofia awoke at the bottom of the lake. Her face was planted in the mud; thankfully, she didn’t actually need to breathe; she was still underwater anyway.

This nightmare again... But different... Maybe...

She reached out behind her back. The tail was back in place, good as new. So was her arm. All healed.

[Trial task : Survive the solstice (61 hours remain)]

Woah alright. I was down for a long time. It’s surprising no one came to finish me off…

Could be that Orvod was the only one with tracking abilities. Or the lake’s water was too toxic for the others.

She seriously contemplated staying down there until the end of the trial. Looks like I’m safe… And this is pretty comfortable, weirdly enough.

But it would be a waste to forgo the bonus task like this; if Alith learns that I lazed out, I’ll never hear the end of it. After all, Alith's level was tied to hers.

Sofia pushed herself up out of her muddy mold. The lake’s bottom, littered with stone chunks of all sizes, felt livelier than before. It didn’t take her long to find the dead body of the stone mage hero, who had sunk face-first into the mud like she did. He did not seem to be rotting at all, perhaps preserved by the lake’s special water. Beside him was Sofia’s own left arm, which had served as a ‘physical contact’ to activate the spell.

She observed the man’s robe; the whole torso area was dyed dark red. She was curious about how exactly the skill had ‘hollowed out’ his heart, but it was pretty clear that it had worked as intended, and she didn’t feel like playing with a corpse.

What about the storage item, though…

Circling the cadaver, she noticed a wooden bead bracelet on its wrist.

[Bead bracelet] : Plain but sturdy.

Not it…

But the man didn’t look like he wore many things besides the bracelet and his robe. He did not even wear shoes. So where? Sofia concentrated on analyzing the flow of mana; surely, a storage item powerful enough to house large cubes of stone would cause some disturbance. But she couldn’t find anything. The water itself was so full of mana that she couldn’t pick up a trace of a magic item.

This was when she recalled a detail from her first interaction with the man. He had yelled at her when she appeared, calling her a demon. It wasn’t something she was focused on at the time, but she had seen it, a single gold tooth.

Well. Rest in peace, I guess; the real one could still be alive anyway, so…

She upturned the dead body and forced its mouth open.

[The poison needle] : A deadly last resort. But not for the user. This tooth could store many things besides stone.

She pulled the tooth and swam up. Even at the surface, no one was waiting for her. No enemies, no allies. The morning’s gentle breeze over the still lake was refreshing and serene. She swam out of the lake at the same spot she had entered it. Seeing the path of destruction she had left behind while charging through the fields and forests, it was unlikely that someone searching for her couldn’t find her.

Either they never came, or they all gave up.

Sitting on the trunk of a tree that hadn’t survived her previous sprint, she examined the gold tooth. It was quite underwhelming. This was the storage item; the identification had confirmed it, but no matter how much mana she injected inside, it wouldn’t open.

“What a letdown…”

She chucked the tooth back into the lake. It probably had safety measures in place, unlike her own cursed pendant, so that no one else could use it. Either way, she wouldn’t be able to carry it out of the trial, so she had no choice but to rein in her curiosity and give up.

What was important now was the additional task reward. She had less than three days to avenge Aurelia.

“Should be a piece of cake.”

She departed, going in a straight line towards where she estimated the royal palace was.


Chapter 53 - Heartless task

Sofia’s guess was that she had to at least kill the man who had betrayed Aurelia and maybe the rat who had been crying at his side, too. Going so far as to kill them might even be unnecessary, but she had limited time, so straightforward solutions were better. She had other ideas, like sitting on the throne, opening the treasury with the seals, or even completing a last revolutionary painting. Since the princess really liked her paints and brushes.

She hoped that it wasn’t actually to make a dumb painting, or she’d never get the rewards. Unless she needed to draw a skeleton or a ritual circle, Sofia wasn’t much of an artist.

Reaching the capital shouldn’t take long. She didn’t even try to be discreet; she was going too fast for anyone on her path to see her as anything but a gray blur flashing across the land. With the country’s strongest Hero dead, there was no one who could stop her anymore.

Not that I know of, at least… I wonder if the others survived.

Finding the capital took her more time than expected. It turned out she didn’t know the country as well as she thought, and her high speed did nothing to prevent her from getting lost.

[Trial task : Survive the solstice (9 hours remain)]

It was her first time actually getting a good view of the royal palace from outside. It was quite impressive, and so was the capital city beside it, though it did not come close to Drakron or Einsen. How did such a big city even disappear? I've never even heard of anything being here. This whole region should be a forest in the real world. There was apparently a lot to learn about the Skyreach Kingdom’s past. A trip to the forest might be in order once she got back. If I manage to return there without a boat…

“I need to find what's his name and his girl… Uh, Jevvin and Ellen? Well, it doesn't matter," she reflexively said out loud.

She had been crouching on top of a small stone house’s roof; her sudden talking had alerted a passerby. The walking large-bellied noble in his forties had barely glanced at her. He didn’t have time to scream before the shock caused him to faint and fall face-first on the pavement.

“Come on now, I don’t look THAT bad.”

Seeing her own reflection in the lake for the first time had been disturbing but she thought her appearance quite graceful. In comparison with the distorted thing she had killed in the tower’s basement, she was a peerless beauty. Having no face isn't that big of a deal... Instead, she had a large mouth with multiple sets of sharp teeth and two big horn-like protrusions wrapping like a crown around the top half of her head, no nose, no ears, nor anything else. Or I got too used to seeing weird shit… Well.

She would hit the palace at night, and if she couldn’t find the targets there, she would go straight for the church next.

In the meantime, I’m hungry.



Later that night, somewhere in the royal palace, Sofia complained as she stood before a collapsed guard, “This one fainted too! What kind of guard are those! This is who protects the king and his family?”

She had been searching the palace for a little while, but it was too large, and she had no idea where the ‘king’ might be. Presumably, in his bedchamber somewhere, but who knew where that was? The original Aurelia would have known, but Sofia didn’t. She had tried to get the information out of the guards or palace maids, but as soon as anyone saw her, they would invariably faint before she could even try to communicate. Orvod and the duke had been fine. Are these people just too low-level to even look at me?!

Left with no other choice, she kept looking around, checking every corridor on every floor.

She ended up in a place that looked familiar; this was the section of the palace where Aurelia’s room was. It was a whole part that was more luxurious than what she had been exploring until now. This has to be the living quarters of the whole royal family. If he’s anywhere, it’ll be around here. There are more guards, too. Said guards also all fainted at the sight of her, but their mere presence in greater numbers said a lot.

Sofia’s thoughts were interrupted by the blaring of a horn. Alarm? They must have found the fainter guards. Let’s speed up.

Since they knew there was an intruder, she had to go fast. She wasn’t too worried about the guards catching her, but she didn’t want Jevvin to flee, if he was even here. She entered the closest room. It was empty. Taking a few steps back, she then ran into the wall. The polished stone walls couldn’t stop her. This had to be the fastest way to check all the rooms, and so she ran in a straight line, giving a quick glance at the content of the rooms she sped through. She would burst through each room and ended up outside. She had broken through the outer wall. A quick activation of [Regret] later, she was rampaging in another direction.

This place had many rooms, but most of them were empty, truly a waste. More horns were resounding now, whatever that meant. No matter, she kept running through the many rooms of the palace.

‘You have murdered [Jevvin Grandcourt - King lv. 99]’

Wait what?

She stopped in her tracks and checked the message again. There was no doubt she had killed the guy, somehow. She backtracked through the last few rooms, and found out what happened. She entered a room that had previously been empty, or so she had thought. There were three armored knights in here now, but they had all collapsed on the spot upon her entry.

‘You have murdered [Billy - Squire lv. 36]’

But I’m not even running anymore! Oh. He got crushed by the knights... Well…

The ‘King’ was likely alerted by the horns; he had been behind a folding screen, putting on clothes, presumably in a hurry. He was hit square in the head by a stray stone block projected by her breaking through the wall.

The guy wouldn’t have survived Orvod for a second. Was all she thought as she observed the half-naked dead man bleeding out on the floor. Job’s done, now the girl.

She thought about searching him for the royal seals, but ultimately didn’t bother. She couldn’t bring anything out of here anyway, and there wasn't that much time left.

Sofia ran through all the rooms in this section of the palace without finding her target. She paid more attention to details now, trying to spot rooms that looked occupied or persons hiding, like behind folding screens. Yet her search was in vain as she could not locate her.

The only people she found were more and more guards, all fainting at the sight of her, three more even dying on the spot.

The system prompts revealed that this was not enough to complete the bonus task.

[Trial task : Survive the solstice (4 hours remain)]

[Additional rewards task : Avenge Aurelia (Pending)]

I’ve got four hours to complete this… I should be in a hurry but I can’t feel any pressure after that last fight. If I don’t get it, then I don’t get it.

Well, it would be nice to get it, though. Time to raid the church, I guess; I can’t see where else she could be that I could find in so little time. I’d ask around for her location if everyone wasn’t collapsing whenever I came near.

The church’s main building in town had a high spire, looking exactly like the one that had presumably housed the Oracle back in the Holy See. Even if the girl wasn’t there, maybe the heroes would. They weren’t a danger anymore, but they might not faint near her, giving her more opportunities to gather information.

She crossed the hundreds of meters between the palace garden and the Church in a single jump, landing with an acrobatic roll on the blue-tiled roof of the Church’s main building. She walked to a tower’s window and tried opening it; it was the kind that didn’t open. Her nails cut through the glass like a hot knife through butter. It wasn’t exactly silent, but it still made much less noise than any other way she had to get in quickly.

The Church’s interior was silent and austere; it had the same atmosphere that the Holy See had at night. She rushed up the tower first, not finding much besides an imposing belfry at the top. There were many more towers; it would be inefficient to check them all, so she ran down the stairs to the main building instead. The Church was a large T-shaped building, each branch three floors high, from one point of the t to the opposite; it was probably five hundred meters long. Towers sprouted from all sides and the roof.

Entering the main building, she was instantly faced with a group of three patrolling paladins.

Two of them collapsed, like many that day, but surprisingly, the oldest of the bunch stood strong; she was a mature woman with a scarred face, and her golden paladin armor boasted a long blue cloak draped over her shoulder and side, completely hiding her left arm.


Chapter 54 - Is that it?

The female paladin was armed to the teeth and presumably high-level. A second passed, and the monster and the paladin stared at each other. After this, the paladin surprised Sofia by dropping her sword and raising her hand.

“You’re… Surrendering?” Sofia asked with her grating voice; she had been ready to fight.

The old paladin nodded once in response.

“Why?”

“I would rather live to see another day,” she answered.

“Will you lead me to Ellen then?”

“Do I have a choice?”

So she’s really here? Unless she’s leading me to some trap?

“No.”

I still have [Regret] available, so I’m not too worried. Sofia gave a sign to the paladin to lead the way.

The paladin turned around without picking up her sword or even sparing a glance at her fallen comrades. Now that she was walking, her cape swayed around, revealing that she was actually missing an arm.

Peculiar for a paladin to be missing a limb. Must date to before she joined the Church.

The paladin silently led the way through the tortuous corridors of the church. They passed multiple patrols, but they would all faint before anyone could even ring the alarm.

“Isn’t what you’re doing against the principles of the Church?” Sofia asked. Even though the paladin walked remarkably fast for someone her age, wearing a full set of heavy plate armor, the long walk in the church was quite boring.

“Not really. Should I elaborate?” the paladin answered, not slowing down in the slightest. But Sofia could see her trembling.

“Please do.”

“I’m surprised a demon would even take an interest in such matters.” She forced a weak laugh, but it didn’t seem to help her calm much, “The Princess is not a believer or part of the Church; at best, she is a trading partner. I have no obligations toward her.”

“How pragmatic. And what does the Church think about my kind?”

“To talk of the Recessed is a taboo, let alone becoming their Apostle. But the Demon Lord isn’t an enemy we are preoccupied with. The Church has much greater purposes.” The following silence compelled her to keep going; it also probably helped her take her mind out of her current circumstance. “Wasting precious manpower in the pursuit of Apostles isn’t something we do. Only a few nutcase Heroes are the kind to actively pursue such goals.”

Recessed? Demon king? … Maybe we really need to go pay Kuli a second visit soon… I’m an apostle, then? Apostle of Sorrow?

Are demons all transformed humans? She shivered at the memory of the disgusting, rotten demon she had killed in the mage tower.

They were both silent again for a while.

“How did you lose your arm?”

The paladin tensed up when she heard Sofia talk to her again and relaxed somewhat when she heard the question.

“Level 80 Dire Wolf, I was only twelve when the caravan I was part of got attacked. I was bitten but survived, along with eight others out of the original ninety. The wound in my arm was too deep, and it necrotized. Had to cut it. Our healer was of those who didn’t make it. Now, it cannot be healed anymore. Been like that for many decades.”

Her story was followed by yet another silence; she was the one to break it this time.

“May I be allowed some questions as well?” she asked, turning around and giving a curt but respectful bow.

“You may, but keep walking.”

“Sorry.” The paladin resumed her guidance. “If it isn’t too presumptuous, how does one end up becoming an Apostle? And why seek the Princess?”

“I cannot say much about this nor talk for the others; for me, this was a last resort, an urgent life or death need for immediate power. And your other question… you already know the answer.”

“So, the new king…”

“Yes.”

“No wonder they sounded so many alarms…”

They were silent the rest of the way.

The one-armed paladin stopped in front of an inconspicuous wooden door.

“We are here. If I am not needed anymore, I will go attend to those who collapsed on the way.”

She looks like the one who’s about to collapse if I say no. Sofia waved her off and pushed the door. The lock gave up under her strength, and the door flew open, revealing a disorderly bedroom with expensive-looking robes and jewelry thrown about everywhere. The princess, however, was nowhere to be seen.

A thief got here before me?

Sofia picked up a large mana disturbance coming from into a wardrobe near the closed windows. She approached slowly, her every step leaving deep claw marks in the ground. This was apparently too much for the girl hiding within, who addressed her without coming out of her hiding place.

“Stop! Leave me alone! Go away!”

But the footsteps coming toward her didn’t stop.

“You already killed Jevvin! I have no value!”

Her tone had shifted from scared to heartbroken. But Sofia didn’t stop.

“I can’t even be used as a hostage; no one wants me! Just take the seal on the desk and let me go! Please!”

Way to make me feel like an asshole. She was still the one who framed Aurelia to have her killed; I can’t forget that.

Sofia opened the wardrobe closet.

This was indeed Ellen, the princess who had been looking down at Aurelia and smirking at her while the king pronounced the death penalty. But she had nothing left of the elegance and decorum of the grieving noble lady she used to pretend to be a month ago.

She was nothing more than a shivering mess, hiding in the fetal position at the back of a closet encircled by a softly glowing blue barrier. She was lying in a puddle of yellow liquid.

Sofia stood there dumbfounded. She had killed in battle, killed by accident, killed to save herself. But she had never killed someone who was just powerless, scared, hiding, and begging for their life.

The barrier wouldn’t protect the princess. A single punch would certainly be enough to destroy not only the barrier but also the closet and the whole wall behind it. But she had a hard time doing it.

Am I becoming weak-willed now? She isn’t even real…

It took her some time to gather her spirit and get ready. She would do it quickly and cleanly. Real or not, she could at least give the girl a painless death; she readied her fist and clenched her muscles.

‘You have murdered [Ellen Trinal - Princess lv. 6]’

Again?

She hadn’t done anything yet, but the princess had stopped breathing all the same.

Really?

The barrier hadn’t disappeared when the girl died.

It must have come from a magic item…

I scared her to death?

Well, this… Ah! Whatever! She gave a light kick to the nearby wall, opening a hole large enough for her to jump out of the building.

She jumped a few times and lay down on a rooftop to observe the night sky.

That’s at least one thing that looks exactly the same no matter the year… She contemplated her trial and took the opportunity to sort her emotions. Being stuck in this demonic body was a strange thing to accept. At the start, she was relieved that it was temporary, but now she kind of dreaded going back to her weak human self.

She liked her original appearance more, but it was unquestionable how strong and practical this form was. Losing the 360° sight and the tail would be the hardest things to adjust to. Losing a limb was certainly not as easy as having to adapt to a new one.

“Well, I’m done now, right?”

She checked the system prompts.

[Trial task : Survive the solstice (3 hours remain)]

[Additional rewards task : Avenge Aurelia (Completed)]

Sofia sighed in relief. At least she hadn’t done all this for nothing. Finally done. Now I relax for three hours and get my level 100. It should end at midnight.

The city underneath was very much alive, even that late, the ripples of her actions at the palace just now reaching the populace. People were gathering outside, wondering what had happened and why all the guards had suddenly been called to the palace. But Sofia couldn’t care less.

Hours later, the system clock showed a remaining time of zero.

The day of the Solstice, the shortest day of the year, had come and gone, and she was alive.

Not human, but alive.


Chapter 55 - True Solstice

Sofia was anxiously monitoring her system prompt.

The timer had hit zero a good minute ago, but she was still there, waiting on a cold roof. The trial hadn’t ended. Am I stuck here?

Hey, Mr.Archangel, did you die while I was in here? Don't forget me...

Under her eyes, the letters of the system message morphed, forming new words.

[Trial completion : Commit to your thievery before the true solstice’s end]

“What! Hey, what is this! I am getting scammed!”

What ‘true solstice’? What damn thievery? The trial should be over! I don’t even understand what you expect me to do!

From trial task to trial completion, huh. My bad for assuming completing the task meant completing the trial…

She was rightfully upset, but no one was here to answer her complaints. Had this whole thing been the Archangel’s way to punish her for something? An elaborate trap? Maybe this whole trial thing was rigged in the first place. Nobody even understood why or how it existed.

Sofia was still asking herself what she should be doing, looking around, when the sky disappeared. As if the night sky and its stars were a torch that got snuffed out and replaced by a dark void.

Sofia knew of her own bad habit of overthinking and talking to herself, especially looking back at her fight against Orvod; she thought she could be more efficient if she toned down the pointless chatter in her head. It was easier said than done, but in times like these, she at least managed to rapidly switch to a more survival-oriented mindset.

This dark sky felt very familiar.

The city that had been in somewhat of an uproar until now had turned silent; everyone looked up at the sky. Reality shook with a muted thump.

The sound and shock repeated a few seconds later, then a third time.

A crack opened up high in the black void, a fissure spewing down eerie red light on the world from the high heavens. The crack grew larger and larger with each tremor and out came something.

It was a large pillar, like a tree trunk or some sort of giant stake, carved out of polished, cleanly cut, opaque ice-blue crystal.

The pillar was slowly coming down out of the crack, its height seemingly endless. Sofia didn’t want to believe it, but after she used her self-made [Identify], she could only think of one thing, running away. The simple fact that the [Identify] worked meant it wasn't a monster. This was a sapient being.

The pillar’s name was exactly along the lines of what she had feared.

[Alphageid]

Sofia’s 360-degree vision was a bit of a curse at times like this. Even while fleeing, she couldn’t help but see the thing come alive. When the pillar had almost reached the ground, its lower point had split into multiple smaller pillar branches, spreading out like the roots of a massive crystalline tree. These roots, however, had a life of themself, and they were quick to descend on the city. The silent city was silent no more; the citizens screamed and fled, but none could escape the sprawling tentacular roots when they had locked in on them.

This thing was killing everyone without a sound. There was no deadly-looking monster or flashy fire attack, only a red light and the thing’s roots impaling all of the living, bringing them back to the floating pillar’s base. Some larger roots had also planted themselves in the ground, pulsating in otherworldly rhythms.

Sofia soon reached the edge of the capital city, trying to escape. Her path was already blocked by the very thing she had tried to flee; the ‘roots’ had come from the ground under, and they writhed and split more and more, forming a tight-knit net around the city that started expanding to the sky.

No one would escape unless they could fly. Even with her new body, she wouldn't manage to jump over. Some braver people tried their luck nonetheless, rushing to make their way through the closing wall of crystal roots. The roots around them would split again into smaller threads, impaling them from all sides in a sea of crystalline thorns. When these outgrowths fused back to the main roots, nothing was left of the unfortunate souls who tried to cross the wall, not a single drop of blood.

No escape… Did all of this actually happen in the real world? How have I never heard of it… I don’t doubt that this thing will eat everyone. Well, if I complete my mission, the trial should end this time, and I can get out before it’s too late. Commit to my thievery…

When the hell did I steal anything!

… Plenty of times, actually. Shit.

Doubt the damn Archangel cares much about some orphan stealing bread, though. Then what? Or has Aurelia stolen anything? The king did mention her trying to steal the scaredy princess’ seal but that sounded more like her being framed and less like actual thievery.

For now, the main ‘roots’ of the monster were busy rampaging in the center of the city, so the outskirts were still pretty safe, as long as one did not approach the walls. Sofia had expected more chaos to break out, but despite the [Alphageid] appearing a mere minute or two prior, most of the people who had witnessed the new outer walls were now praying in large groups. Of course, some outliers were also searching for a way out, which didn’t exist. Sofia could see quite far, and a single jump over the roofs had confirmed that the whole capital city was already walled in. The root walls were forming a large dome around them that encompassed even part of the forest behind the royal palace.

My skills are all useless against that. Can’t even try [Hollow heart]. I’m pretty sure I’ll die if I get too close. Could try the arm-throwing thing again, but does that thing even have a heart? It looks closer to a stone tree than a living being… Should’ve really studied the anatomy of the lesser Phageid a bit more back in Zangdar. At least this one isn’t releasing poison gas. Yet.

Further away, an old, white-bearded fire mage had tried to blast open the root wall. The explosion was impressive. The wall stood unharmed. The pavement near it was charred black, and that was it. He had been standing quite a distance away; nevertheless, a root had separated from the wall and lunged at him. He dodged the initial blow and even cast multiple fiery barriers around him as he ran. He could run a few meters before the root split into four. He was impaled and dragged back into the wall. His barriers hadn’t even slowed the roots.

This looks a bit desperate. I can’t even move that much. I can still avoid the parts of the city that are being targeted right now, but I’ll end up cornered soon…

In the distance, a winged woman had managed to cross the root wall by flying over, carrying a child out with her.

[Hero - Lv. 178]

Sofia had no time to focus on that. Up above, the void was no longer silent. With a good enough hearing, one could detect a low rumbling. It came from somewhere near, in the sky, but it was hard to pinpoint.

The sound came in waves; in her head, Sofia pictured a huge snoring monster. It was getting clearer until it got everyone looking at the sky once again, only to be met with the same vision of a red crack and a crystalline murder tree, along with a dome of roots closing in on them by the second.

The noise didn’t stop; it got louder and louder and louder until it was all anyone could hear.

Most people saw nothing of what happened next; only Sofia, with her wider and superior vision, could catch a glimpse of the thing that had traversed the sky in an instant. It was a golden and blue blur. Moving at an unimaginable speed. As it passed by the creature out of the sky, it split up. The golden light kept going forward, while the blue light’s course changed to a straight line toward the crystalline pillar.

Then, the world turned white.

If the rippling and crashing waves of pressure and heat that washed over the city weren't enough, one thing was unmistakably giving away the true nature of the blue light.

The roar of thunder.


Chapter 56 - The real thing

The tremendous aftershock of the attack had knocked out most citizens. Even Sofia was shaken; it took her a good while to manage to stand up again amidst the debris and broken glass.

Whatever had just attacked the Phageid invader, it was in a realm of its own, far above even what a level 299 could do.

At least 500, I bet. Does it even go that high? How many towers is that…

The [Alphageid] was a similar anomaly; it had sustained serious damage, and a charred gaping hole had been pierced right through it from side to side, but even from a distance, everyone could see it closing back up at a frightening speed.

The scene from before played again. There was no precursor rumbling this time; a simple trait of blue light appeared from the horizon and collided with the crack, turning the whole world white a second time.

This happened again and again. The massive tree monster upped the speed. Its roots split and split again, harvesting the lives of the capital’s passed-out citizens and destroying everything in their path at a deadly pace. Eventually, the blue lightning attacks stopped, and the charred holes in the tree all disappeared, replaced by newly formed flawless ice-blue crystals.

It gave up?

While this was worrisome, it was a welcome break. Under the shockwaves of the clash of titans, Sofia had been barely able to think. As she expected, soon enough, a golden figure appeared in the sky. It was so high up that she could barely make out its shape. Still, despite usually having a limited range, [Identify] easily gave information on the being.

[Angel]

Thievery, uh?

All of this setup?

This whole story.

For this?

Fine.

I think I get it by now.

Whatever it is you want me to do.

I’ll do it.

Electricity crackled at her fingertips.

The battle between the angel and the tree was starting again, with fewer explosions this time. Sofia wanted to watch, but the root wall was approaching from behind; it had started closing in, forcefully driving the few people still awake toward the tree.

Like a closing net, the root dome shrank; Sofia tried her best to avoid the places with the nimbler, more active roots that had been killing everyone. The number of places in the city still free of the roots’ presence was already few.

Up above, the battle still raged, the Angel was throwing swarms of smaller thunderbolts, as well as cutting the growing battalions of roots attacking him. The roots that had previously only been coming out from the bottom now also sprouted from the trunk to repel the Angel.

He wielded what seemed to be the ultimate version of the thunder sword skill the Duke had used against the church’s stone mage. The ‘sword’ was no doubt several meters long, and it still looked like a puny luminescent toothpick next to the giant tree-looking monster’s trunk.

Sofia jumped up to see if the church was still standing, but it had been in the center of the city, right under the monster. There was nothing left.

Jumping was a dumb move. She could have stayed safe for a bit longer if not for this.

She had spotted a root on a nearby roof, and it had seen her, too. It was her first time seeing it, but the roots had eyes. While closed, they were almost completely unnoticeable. The root shot straight at her as she was still falling; it was headed straight for her head. She activated the mana circles in her right leg. [Misfortune]

Further down the length of the root, another one decided to cross over it. This resulted in the root getting blocked and aiming too low. It missed the head, striking the heart instead. But she didn't have one. The root harmlessly passed through the round hole in her torso, coming out the back. Sofia was skewered but completely unhurt.

She grabbed the root with both hands and ripped it apart. It felt like cold, thick leather and was tough like metal but malleable. It took all of her strength to sever it. She fell to the ground in a tumble; the root wasn’t chasing yet; it was recovering, growths of blue crystal forming a new serrated tip.

Behind her, the root wall had caught up. I’ll just follow it. She ran along the length of the root that had stabbed her. For some reason, besides the Angel, she had never seen more than one root attacking someone, even those who fought back like the old mage. They could split for sure, but there would only be one main root. Perhaps it was a way to optimize killing efficiency. Whatever the case, with the root that she was following, making a sharp turn and chasing her, the others didn’t attack her. This allowed her to progress deeper toward the city center.

This advantage did not last long; the deeper she went, the more roots would take notice. About half of the way to the tree, the other roots along her path started attacking too.

Dodging only the first one was no trouble when she wasn’t stuck in midair. Avoiding multiple ones was a crazy endeavor. Still, with her enhanced vision, reflexes, and extensive use of [Regret] to alter her trajectory, she managed, if barely. Rushing past the destroyed streets, she weaved through the slithering webs of thorned crystal appendages.

This thing is crazy.

She had reached the foot of the giant [Alphageid], countless roots wriggling under it were busy feeding the dead bodies of the capital’s citizens to some sort of giant beak located on the underside of the trunk.

The beak was restlessly opening and closing; it was even eating the roots feeding it, chomping off its own limbs, Sofia thought. Her instincts told her something was wrong.

She used [Identify].

[Alphageid]

[Alphageid]

There’s two of them! It’s feeding a baby!

This new revelation did nothing to alleviate the horror of the massacre. Sofia couldn’t dwell on it, still being chased by many roots; now, she could only run around the trunk, getting the attention of more and more roots. The ten-second cooldown between each [Regret] use felt like an eternity. She had been grazed numerous times, chipping away at her health; she tried to buy herself as much time as possible.

Two roots approached at the same time, and she could only dodge one. [Regret] was down for another 4 seconds. She had to make a choice, avoiding the one going for her torso and letting the other one hit her arm. It severed her left arm above the elbow in a single strike, sending it flying in the distance. Her maximum and current health dropped by over nine thousand.

The roots had no coordination, they would often collide and get in the way of each other. So, in a way, despite more and more of them pursuing her, it stopped getting harder to evade them past a certain point. There were so many around that she couldn’t touch the ground anymore, jumping from the body of one root to the other, vaulting above and in between them. The body of the roots had some thorns too, but they were insignificant compared to the damage the stabbing heads could inflict.

In the black sky, the Angel backed out of the close-quarters fight and displaced himself to a point far enough that the roots couldn’t reach him anymore. He was hovering in place like a singular star in the black sky. His appearance was quite similar to the tower’s Archangel despite a different silhouette and much less flickering. He raised his right ‘hand’.

Sofia felt her mana fighting her from the inside; it wanted to escape. The very air she breathed, which had been so full of mana until then, turned dry and lifeless. The mana from all around was gathering, traveling to, and tightly packing itself in the Angel’s hand. There were such quantities that it became visible to the naked eye like thin wisps of white light getting sucked by the Angel’s skill.

The roots around Sofia turned sluggish; they almost stopped moving.

In the Angel’s palm shone a spark, then many others, followed by a burst of wild electricity. It expanded and compressed, getting bigger and brighter each time. It took the shape of an intimidating blue lightning spear that wouldn’t stop growing.

Sofia smiled and jumped up, no longer dodging the roots; she would instead climb up the trunk. This was what she had been waiting for.

All this time, the trial had been leading up to this one single thing. ‘Thief’s Commitment’ was the trial she chose for herself. This angel was likely the one from her skill’s description; it had to be.

Acromegon.

She had stolen his signature attack from him once, used it many times, and she was tasked to double down on it. But this time, she would have to 'steal' the honest-to-god, unaltered, fully powered original.

The real thing.

The [Angel’s bolt].


Chapter 57 - Fading

Sofia’s plan was bare-bones since she couldn’t completely copy the real spell; she would have to snatch it the good old-fashioned way. And so, she climbed up the [Alphageid]’s body, or the trunk, as she decided to call it. Her sharp demon claws barely managed to lodge themselves in the crystal; she had to use her full force to get a decent grip and project herself higher. The angel would certainly aim at the creature’s part that he had already been attacking all this time. It was near the very top, close to the crack in space in which the rest of the creature was still hidden.

She assumed that the giant Phageid was capable of creating new roots out of any part of its body to strike her down like it did for the angel. So she kept [Regret] fired up and ready to go; the tiniest whir of her will and her skill would send her somewhere safer. As she kept climbing, nothing of that sort happened. I must be like an insect to it.

Instead of sprawling tentacles sealing her fate, when she got up to about half her goal’s height, the [Alphageid]’s eyes opened. An infinite number of randomly disposed jet-black eyes of different sizes opened on its whole body.

Sofia felt disgusted that she had touched one; it had opened right as she was clawing the crystal, and her hand had plunged straight into the black eyeball. At least it doesn’t seem to mind it… The eyelids hadn’t even closed back to protect the eye or anything. Guess it has no time to worry about me now. Not with what the Angel's preparing.

Some black eyes lit up; they shone in an eerie black light. It was then that it started: the Phageid’s real counterattack. No longer content with throwing crystal roots at its problem, it was shooting concentrated rays of black light at the 'defenseless' Angel. Each eye could fire up like that for two or three seconds before popping. It wasn't hard to imagine how destructive these mana beams must have been. But she could not see it, for they all missed their mark, pointlessly shooting at the void in the sky.

The Angel was too good at evading. Much like the Archangel, whose form had been flickering in and out of existence in multiple places at once, the Angel’s defense was simply to not get hit. No matter how many rays the monster fired, whenever it looked like they would connect, the Angel was no longer there. This all happened so fast, it was as though he existed everywhere and nowhere at the same time. As if whenever he was about to get hit, his form had actually never been there to begin with.

It was both exhilarating and baffling to watch. Sofia wished she could stop and marvel at the display of overwhelming power. Instead, she had to keep climbing and be vigilant about avoiding the vicinity of the open eyes. Her pace had slowed down, but she didn’t let up. She could not. The Angel’s charged attack had never stopped growing in size as he kept evading the black rays, to call it a lightning bolt, still, would be akin to calling Dragon’s breath a fresh breeze. It was so bright and long, an ultimate spear with the power of a thousand suns. A scorching energy that could empty the seas and erase the mountains.

The [Alphageid]’s trunk had started vibrating; back down in the city, the roots had regained their vigor and were scavenging the city in a renewed frenzy to completely squeeze it dry of its last living souls.

Sofia had reached right about where she estimated the Angel’s attack would land. It’s now or never.

The Angel’s bolt expanded one last time; the mana then collapsed on itself, and the attack was launched. It flashed in a direct trajectory toward the monster.

Sofia was already mid-air; she tried her best to be near the attack’s path. Facing the Phageid, she held her hand up as if to catch the spell. But her prediction of the trajectory was wrong; she wouldn’t be able to even graze it. She was dozens of meters away from the actual attack’s path.

The Angel wasn’t the only one in this battle who could disappear and be somewhere as if they had been there all along. Sofia, as a demon, had a very similar ability.

[Regret]

Just as the attack passed her, she appeared right under it, her raised right hand firmly clutching at the [Angel’s bolt].

A torrent of power this overwhelming couldn’t be stopped by a mere demon. It did not slow under her grasp. She was the one to be moved, disintegrated. She was reduced to a shapeless primordial mana mist under the might of this energy that she had observed from too close.

Health : 0 / 71690

Stamina : 0 / 71690

Mana : 0 / 71690



Sofia never saw the attack’s apocalyptic aftermath.

But one entity did see. It had watched this demon with curiosity until then. Baffled by its actions. As it helplessly watched the fleeing breeder Phageid escaping through the cracks of spacetime, it spied, still showing in the area backlog, the last system notice that this demon couldn’t have seen.

[Trial completion : Commit to your thievery before the true solstice’s end (Completed)]

The flickering form of the angel turned corporeal; he laughed, a maddening cackle shaking the fabric of this fake realm. The Angel roared in crescendo.

There was nobody to hear him, but he bellowed out loud.

“I am an imprint?! This is against the rules! You cannot do this to me! My original will avenge me! Don’t think you can escape my wrath, Vakeraaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa…!” his scream died down as this trial’s reality faded away, never to exist again.



Sofia woke up.

“I’M ALIIIIIIIIIIIIIVE!” she shouted in ecstasy. Followed by violent coughing and dry heaving towards the end. That had to have been the loudest scream of her life.

Where am I, though?

She wasn’t on the tower’s floor buried under a pile of sand as she had expected; she was in a comfortable single bed. It was dark and somewhat cold. She felt around with her hands, finding an uneven log wall on her left. A dreadful thought emerged from the back of her mind.

Is the trial not over?

She touched her chest and was relieved to find her familiar features instead of a round gaping hole.

Thank god… wait no… oh, whatever… Woah, I’m not in my right mind right now. I’d be able to see in the dark if I was still a demon. But if I’m back in the real world, then where the hell is this?!

Sofia raised her right hand. If there was no light, she just had to make some. She wasn’t mid-air to cast her spell, but she was confident she still could. After all, she had already done it from the bottom of a lake and without the system’s help.

Arcs of blue electricity formed in her grasp, revealing the scenery of a tidy single-room log cottage. Two things attracted her attention, the tightly closed window shutters and the small figure sleeping in a second bed. The rest was all unremarkable furniture.

She canceled her skill, restoring the room’s darkness, and the backlash of the canceled skill ran through her arm like a sudden impact.

Ouch! Fuck, that hurts.

Still… This place is much better than a pile of sand. It would be a shame if it caught on fire because I played around with lightning for too long.

Standing up, she fumbled around to open the wooden blinds. The frisky breeze of mountainous air from the outside greeted her when she managed to push them open, blowing her smooth golden locks away from her face. Outside was a green mountain plateau surrounded by a lush forest of giant pines. It occurred to her that she wasn’t wearing her fireproof shirt and makeshift skirt anymore, instead sporting a slightly too small two-piece white cotton pajama set and woolen socks. She turned around to check out the other bed.

Alith?

It was indeed the same banshee, sleeping soundly in the bed, wearing a similar-sized, and hence comically too large pajama set.

Still breathing. Was she the one to move us here? … No way.

She wouldn't even be able to enter the saint’s tower to get her. Not to mention carrying me over the ocean and up a random mountain somewhere.

Well. She sat on the bed next to Alith. Am I level 100 yet?

Name : Sofia Aphenoreth

Age : 20

Class : [Saintomancer] ♢

Level : 99

Health : 495 / 495

Stamina : 495 / 495

Mana : 44000 / 44000(-10000)

Seems not. No system log either… Really? What’s going on? And what about Alith?

[Hero - Lv.99♢]

She couldn't have failed, right? She must still be in there.

Taking a second look at the cottage, there was a small kitchen corner, a bathing cask, a dresser, a central table and some everyday items neatly stacked in the corners. There wasn’t much on the table save for a three-branched candelabra and an envelope tucked under its base.

The envelope was blank with no seal and no sender; inside was a single sheet of perfectly smooth paper, the likes of which Sofia had never seen. Blocky rows of unnaturally clean black characters spelled a short message.


Chapter 58 - Rewards

‘Welcome to the emergency safehouse n°18.

You have been displaced due to an unforeseen event or safety breach.

We ask that you kindly respect the secrecy of this place’s existence and location and that you leave the premises within a year.

In the event of a successful trial, the rewards shall be autonomously awarded as intended by the operating manager, which might take up to a few hours.

We wish you a peaceful stay and offer our sincere apology for the inconvenience.’

This was both unnerving and reassuring. They were safe, but that meant the towers weren’t?

Come to think of it, the island near the towers had been destroyed before we got there. If the thing that did it were to return… We might have just escaped something really bad. Could be that Alith's theory that someone wanted to stop people from leveling up was true. But who could possibly do anything to the Archangel? The Angel looked weaker and was already capable of so much destruction... Then, what’s left, the Gods?

In Sofia's opinion, the Gods had to be weaker than the system. After all, as far as she knew, they did little besides choosing Saints. While the system monitored every sapient being on the planet. Even Dragons had to use the system. Kuli had hinted so, although she refused to say anything more about Dragons.

The things in the house were untouched, so Alith was probably still in her trial. Sofia wouldn’t mess with her until she woke up by herself; instead, she inspected everything in the house. She did find what little was left of hers and Alith’s stuff in a chest, buried in warm sand; not much had survived the shipwreck.

This feels a bit unreal... Then again, if the Archangel can create a copy of the past to throw people in there, it's not too far-fetched that he could teleport us here and change our clothes...

She tried her best to forget the idea. And organized all they had left.

There were unusable remains of Alith's padded gambeson and plate armor. The fireproof salamander vest had also survived somehow, though not in the best of shapes. The sand pendant was obviously there as the standing culprit for burying everything in sand. Going by the quantity of sand... We've been here for at least two weeks. It still contained three gold coins, all that was left after gambling on the pirate ship. Which I should have taken back, actually; that last hit on Alith had to have counted as a killing blow... Well, I ruined their ship, though, and killed a few of them by accident... It's not exactly a good position to ask for a refund.

The other magic items all looked as good as new, be it both items from the Saint set, the lost City and the slow fall rings or Alith's weapons. If mithril-coated weapons even count as magic items. She identified them again before going back to exploring the house. For whatever reason, their name had changed, though the description was the same. Sofia thought nothing of it.

[Mithril-coated kamas] : A pair of mithril-coated weapons reminiscent of an herbalist's sickles. Item level : 0. Grade : Precious.

The kitchen’s pantry was packed full of fresh and dried food, including vegetables, eggs, and cured meat. Some firewood was stacked in neat rows near the red brick fireplace. She found a bow and fishing rod near the entrance. The outside of the house featured a tiny outhouse, a vegetable garden about as large as the cottage itself, and a hand pump for water. She was barefoot, and the ground was cold, so she quickly pumped some water into a bucket that sat near the door and got back inside.

“I think I deserve a good meal and a bath,” she mumbled, carrying the heavy bucket of water to the kitchen.



Sofia was very busy sleeping in her bath when a system notification woke her up.

Am I… Rewards now?

[ERROR]

Hey… I don’t have the strength to be surprised anymore. What’s it this time?

[Foreign data breach detected]

Now this... This is new.

[AdmiOverruled]

[ERROOverruled]

[ERROverruled]

[EOverruled]

[Overruled]

[A new Passive Skill is available!]

Uhm. Uh… That’s… Alright. Sure. I’m really done wondering how this shit works. Is a God messing with the system, or what? Could they even do that?

Available Passive Skills :

●        [Vakariazrehafin of Sorrow] ♢ : Welcome back, my dear daughter. (This will replace [Avatar of death])

The description of the skill sent shivers down Sofia’s spine despite the hot bath water. She looked around: no abnormality; Alith was still asleep, nothing weird besides these system messages. Sure. Not scary. Not scary at all. I'm not even bothered by it. She thought, trying and failing to convince herself. When she looked at it again, the skill description had changed.

Available Passive Skills :

●        [Vakariazrehafin of Sorrow] ♢ : Sorrow the recessed has recognized your value. However, one cannot be reborn as an Apostle without a proper ritual; as such, you have been offered a middle ground. Vakariazrehafin is granted authority as an honorary Apostle and advanced mana perception. When Vakariazrehafin’s mana hits 0, you may temporarily assume the physical form of a Daughter of Sorrow, lasting for ten minutes; mana will remain at zero for this duration and for the following thirty minutes. If Vakariazrehafin’s class level is under 300 at the time of use, ten levels of debt will be incurred each time. This skill evolves at level 300.

(This will replace [Avatar of death])

Alright, now that’s pretty good. Sounds great on paper, will it be all that useful? I have no clue what an Apostle’s authority is, so not counting that. Mana perception, like I had as a demon, would be great; that’s really strong; I couldn't have dodged so many attacks during the trial without it. The transformation… it’s the kind of thing that you hope you’ll never have to use. Still, losing ten levels of future progression is harsh but not as bad as dying from running out of mana during a fight…

Seeing how the level penalty is lifted later on… How was [Avatar of Death] exactly?

[Avatar of death] : Gradually become the embodiment of death in this realm.

You may reap the souls of the recently passed; all is equal in death.

When a nearby enemy's health reaches 25% or lower, they cannot regain life.

Reaped Soul Value : 9

(Next function unlocks at Soul Value 100)

The effect of preventing healing is good but rarely actually useful, as far as I can tell… Especially if I keep destroying everything in one bolt.

I still feel bad for the ship... Well. That was the only way; I was one hit away from death...

Besides that, [Avatar of Death] can evolve, but I need to be around dying people. Hmm… I hate to waste two good keywords like that… But the sorrow skill is also a unique opportunity... And I’m honestly scared of how many souls [Avatar of Death] will start asking for after I unlock a few functions if it already starts at 100…

I want to be a necromancer, not a wanted murderer…

Not to mention the creepy message that came with the thing. It's for sure a God messing with the system, isn't it? Really… All I wanted was skeletons...

You have acquired the passive : ‘Vakariazrehafin of Sorrow’

You have lost the passive : ‘Avatar of death’

And if both this and the Deep things are Gods, I'm sorry, but then Gods all have a terrible naming sense. From a human perspective, at least... Actually, the Angels have weird names too... Maybe it's the system that's the culprit.

The world changed under the effect of the skill. Her nascent capacity to feel mana evolved into what it had been meant to become. She could now see and feel the ambient mana all around her, a thin white mist that permeated all things. She could also stop focusing on it, and she wouldn’t notice it anymore.

Guess I'm half a demon now. I really don't look the part.

Sofia stepped out of the bath, still dripping wet, and walked up to Alith’s bed.

So this is how the trials work?

Alith’s head was encased in a bubble of mana, which was itself linked to the ceiling by a thick mana thread. Sofia followed the thread outside; it went straight through the thatched roof and up in the sky at a low angle. It was hard to say what it led to. Maybe the tower? She wished she could fly to investigate this, but alas, this wasn’t an option, not even with her new skill.

I can’t wait to transform again… My vision feels so… Narrow, now.

She was already missing her demon body.



She had been preparing to go to bed when the next slew of system messages arrived.

[Congratulations, you have triumphed over the second filter!]

[You may now gain experience up to level 199]

[Additional rewards will be delivered after the level-up; details are as follows]

[Completion reward : Level up * 1]

[Additional task reward : Clothing set (Aurelia’s serene scenery) * 1]

[Completed hidden tasks : Successfully use wild magic, Cheat death, Defeat a sentient three filters up in singular battle, Survive a certain death encounter]

[Additional hidden tasks rewards : Skill specialization point (Active) * 1, Class Skill level-up point (upgrades a Class Skill to lv.100) * 3]

[Please lie down in a secure environment to proceed with your level-up.]

Finally! Give it to me already; I've never been this impatient my whole life.


Chapter 59 - Level : 100

I could certainly use new clothes right now, but it better be magic items, or I swear I’m never doing a damned bonus task again. Well. It wasn’t the hard part of the trial, but still.

Sofia closed the blinds and locked the door. The night was cold in the cabin; she fed two more logs to the fireplace; it was the only source of heat and light.

“Should I get naked?” she wondered out loud, reminiscing over what Drakron’s guildmaster had taught them. The process of leveling up through a filter was very painful as it involved the system forcing your whole body to upgrade at once. Usually, a level-up was a simple gradual tempering of the body; when this reached its limit, the system would be unable to upgrade you anymore without a complete and intricate overhaul of your whole being. No matter if you were a Human or a Dragon, everyone would need to go through it.

This whole thing sounded a lot like it would go better without clothes getting in the way. Also, she only had that one set of pajamas, and she actually liked them. Wouldn’t want to ruin them; it’s already kinda tight, they might rip if I move too much.

There was no one to see her here anyway. She waited on the bed.

Everything’s going to be alright. Can’t be worse than a demonic rebirth, for sure.

[Initiating level up past filter 2; please do your best to stay still]

[As an affiliated Saint, you have access to the customizable upgrade sub-system]

[You may not divulge any information about this sub-system or its existence]

[Calculating optimal path…]

[No class evolution available…]

[No race evolution available…]

[Trial evaluation for upgrade potential : Max]

[Your allocated upgrade score is : 6000 stat points]

[You may now allocate your points]

Hoy, didn’t Kuli say we get around three thousand points evenly split between all stats ?! Being a Saint isn’t all that bad in times like this, huh. Now, how to split that?

Obviously, not a single point goes to my mana. Three thousand each for Health and Stam? Do I need that much stamina? I’m just throwing lightning and controlling Pareth in fights… Ah, but the emergency demon form would be better with more Stamina, I guess. Orvod’s cubes hit me for six thousand back then, so I’d feel safer if I could survive at least one and not be incapacitated. I don’t want to end up like Fox... But I'm missing a little bit for that unless I go all in with Health. I suppose five thousand to Health and one thousand to Stamina should be good enough.

If I compare it to another class, I know well… A level 100 paladin’s base health should be 5000 if I counted correctly, plus a third of about 3000 points from this. So this means a level 100 paladin normally has around 6000 health?

I'm about as tough as a paladin now!

[Allocation complete, closing sub-system]

[WARNING: due to the ‘Pristine essence’ passive, you will not receive any pain reduction]

Great, exactly what I needed… That's already the second time this has happened...

Sofia lay still on the bed, mana gathering around her. The mist of mana that her new skill barely allowed her to see roused up, and more mana gathered by the second, becoming thicker and denser. The air was so heavy and charged in mana in a tight sphere around her that it reminded her of being underwater. Using the feel of her own 44000 mana points as a reference, what gathered around her was numbering in the hundreds of millions of mana points. That was much more than what the Angel's last attack in the trial had gathered, so seeing such an amount was worrying. The ‘no pain reduction’ warning was starting to look very scary.

The mana density in the air was so thick that it was hard to breathe, move, or even see. It was already hurting. The ambient mana tried its best to find its way inside her, through every inch of her skin, forcefully pushing aside anything in its way.

A small price to pay for a longer life.

She believed in these words with all of her being, no matter how strong the pain got.

The ambient mana froze. It was conglomerating in bright, ethereal lumps of magic. One of the hundreds of lumps sprang up and hit her in the stomach. Before she could even scream, Sofia fainted from the unbearable pain. Multiple times during the process, she would be awoken by the pain only to lose consciousness again the next instant. Her world became one of nothing but intermittent suffering.



‘You gained a level!’

[Congratulations, your Saintomancer class reached level 100, +1 Passive Skill Slot!]

[New Active Skills are available!]

[New Passive Skills are available!]

Wah! Uh. Oh, it’s over…

This was so much worse than dying. As someone who had carved out her own heart Sofia thought herself pretty tough. That was nothing in comparison to what she had just been through.

She stared at the ceiling like a dead fish. The fire in the chimney was long gone when she mustered the strength to move again.

The bed was ruined; it had been covered in a terrible mixture of a pungent black liquid, sweat, and blood, as well as some other rather unsavory things that Sofia did not even want to try to identify. Her retching at the scent of this only added to the mix. These remains were thrown outside to be burned later.

Sofia felt terrible, but she was also stronger than before, much stronger. The bonus statistics had a huge impact on her physical strength.

Name : Sofia Aphenoreth

Age : 20

Class : [Saintomancer] ♢

Level : 100

Health : 5500 / 5500

Stamina : 1500 / 1500

Mana : 44500 / 44500(-10000)

I feel like those are very high numbers for my level. Life is good. I need to take care of the rest now…

“That will have to wait until I get another bath. And another meal,” she grumbled.



It was already morning when Sofia finished her feast. She barely felt the need to sleep. In part, thanks to her [Saint’s indolence] bracelet, that was one of the few things that had survived the whole ordeal.

The first order was now the easiest thing on her to-do list, checking the clothing set she received.

She found it silly, but out of all things, she was anticipating this the most. All her life, she had only owned terrible or practical clothing. The content of this box would be proof of her new status.

It had appeared on the table at some point, a simple wooden box labeled ‘Aurelia’s serene scenery’. It contained a long pastel light green robe with matching underwear, a pair of long gloves that reached up to her biceps, and fancy city-style boots. As the name implied, it was worthy of a Princess, and if one looked hard enough, they could make out the barely visible scene of a lush forest sewn in the fabric. One of Aurelia’s paintings, Sofia recognized her signature style. The pieces were all comfortable and perfectly fitted to her size.

Is it some kind of silk? she wondered; it was without a doubt the softest and most luxurious fabric she had ever worn, unblemished and crease-less, almost weightless. She wanted to properly savor the result of her efforts; this was what she had earned. She twirled around. Unable to contain her excitement any longer, she blasted some [Identify]s.

[Serene Painter’s Robe] : This robe was designed after Aurelia Grandcourt’s last painting. It offers little to no protection and no real benefits unless you wear the whole set. One should always look at the full picture.

Item level : 100.

Grade : Flawless.

Restriction : wearer must be Sofia Aphenoreth. Soulbound.

[Serene Opera Gloves] : These long gloves allow for a good grip and a slightly enhanced sense of touch. They cannot fall off by themselves.

Item level : 100.

Grade : Flawless.

Restriction : wearer must be Sofia Aphenoreth. Soulbound.

[Serene Princess Boots] : These fancy boots prevent foot pain as long as you wear them. A princess has a duty to go places.

Item level : 100.

Grade : Flawless.

Restriction : wearer must be Sofia Aphenoreth. Soulbound.

[Serene Royal Privates] : Though unassuming, these articles of clothing are both extremely comfortable and most resilient. When all else fails, a royal shall at least preserve their dignity.

Item level : 100.

Grade : Flawless.

Restriction : wearer must be Sofia Aphenoreth. Soulbound.

Current set effect (4): The weather doesn’t phase you; temperature is but a number, be it in the desert or the icy plains; these clothes will make you feel as if you’re taking a stroll in the most serene of forests, up to a certain point.

These clothes cannot be fully destroyed.

These clothes will consume the wearer's mana to self-clean, repair, and repel both fire and water.

Alright, I like it, though it is weird to think that I will only be wearing this at all times in the future. But unless I find better… Either way, great effects. No heat, no cold, no cleaning! And they repair themselves even? I’d probably find it hard to go back to wearing anything else after using that! Well, it already feels weird to wear anything at all now after going around as a naked demon for a while. Arguably, the demon form is better than these clothes…

I’m back to the human race now, not doing the ritual again.

That was absolutely worth the trouble of doing the extra task. Ten times over.

“Now! The skills!”


Chapter 60 - Skilling

“First, the new skills keywords, then the other bonuses. Let's have a look. I’ll take anything useful at this point; I’ve already gained much from this. I won’t even be mad if it’s all bad keywords.”

Not too mad, at least. Well. Maybe a little. I can’t wait to see what I got! I’ve been waiting for this far too long!

She sat at the table. Trying to calm herself, she was wary of losing herself in her excitement.

Her nails tapped in rhythm on the wooden table. Self-conscious about her weird habit, she grabbed a spoon to fiddle with instead. Waiting for her pulse to calm down. She was following her own mental guidelines she had prepared for the event.

No impulsive decision.

No impulsive decision.

No impulsive decision.

What was the quote again? Know yourself and the battles…

Available Active Skills :

●        [Dispel ] : Dispels

●        [ mist] : in a thick mist.

●        [ soul] : to the necromancer’s lifeforce.

●        [Mass ] : Dispels all magic in a

●        [Consecrated ] : Creates a

●        [ grip] : its clutches.

Available Passive Skills :

●        [Holy Wings of ] : Take to the

●        [ undeath] : to eternal life.

The wooden spoon in Sofia's hand gave in under the pressure, reduced to splinters.

You have acquired the passive skill : ‘Holy Wings of ’

You have acquired the passive skill : ‘ undeath’

Sofia abruptly stood up, knocking over the whole table and her used plates. It was growing. On her back, from her shoulder blades, two pointy bones started poking out, breaking skin. They kept growing and growing, new bones came out that weren’t even physically linked to the first, this whole thing made no sense. Then it stopped; all the bones were out; it was hard to call these things wings, the skeletal part of a pair of wings, yes, but no one would be able to fly with that. They were still folded behind her back, not taking much space; like this, they would be hard to see from the front.

Sofia spread her wings. That's easier to control than a tail, so far. When they fully opened, they revealed their holy nature. The same holy light that Pareth used as a sword, the same that her skill [Heal undead] invoked, the yellow light of the gods, this was what enveloped her skeleton wings. It wrapped itself around the bones, twisting its form into a thin veil that also drew the middle parts of the wings. The light ‘skin’ itself showed signs of undeath, as it took the appearance not of perfectly healthy dragon-like wings, instead missing bits and pieces, appearing tattered, distorted. Dragon zombie wings?

The cabin was barely able to contain her full wingspan; under the imposing wings of bones and light, the rather dark cabin interior had become bright as day.

Sofia laughed. Quaking, she screamed. Closing and opening her wings, she broke out in a victory dance. Messing up the cabin even more.

Even after she was done, even after fixing everything, straightening the table, and sitting back down, she couldn’t wipe the smile from her face.

[Holy Wings of undeath] ♢ : You grew holy wings of undeath, your anatomy forever changed. These are your limbs; take to the sky, blessed one. There is no need for explanations, and no going back.

“Oh, wow. I need to calm down. Business first, fun later.”

Active Skills (6 / 6)

●        [Holy Skeleton] - Level 93 (Lv. 99)

●        [Heal Undead] - Level 56

●        [Summon Blood] - Level 17

●        [Lead the Dead] - Level 14

●        [Angel’s bolt] - Level 100

●        [Maiden Banshee] - Level 100 (Lv.99)

Available Active Skills :

●        [Dispel ] : Dispels

●        [ mist] : in a thick mist.

●        [ soul] : to the necromancer’s lifeforce.

●        [Mass ] : Dispels all magic in a

●        [Consecrated ] : Creates a

●        [ grip] : its clutches.

The two level 99 skills went up to 100 by themselves. Nice. Too bad Pareth’s skill isn’t 99 yet… But it’d be a waste to spend one of those level 100 boosts on it since it’s so close, and I only have three. I guess Alith really doesn't get a free pass for the trials despite what the skill says about linked levels. I hope Pareth won't be stuck like that too…

Alright, I definitely have enough keywords to make something decent. But no free spots. The immediate outliers are [Summon Blood] and [Lead the Dead]; their low level says a lot about how little I use them. I still need [Summon Blood] for Pareth’s ritual and as a money-making tool… I’ll get rid of it later, but it’s still good to have for now, even at low level. The higher levels only serve to make more blood anyway. What am I gonna do with all this blood, flood a dungeon? I guess [Lead the Dead] has to go. It was good when I made it, but now, what am I gonna use that for? It’s been useless ever since I escaped the Church.

You have lost the active : ‘Lead the Dead’

Now, what do I make?

‘Consecrated’ sounds very strong as a keyword; maybe ‘Consecrated soul’ could do good things, although it’s hard to imagine what. I like the sound of ‘Mass grip’ too; it could be some way to immobilize opponents; I sorely lack that. Fighting the Siren Queen would have been a lot less stressful if I could have restricted its movements.

I guess Alith already has her banshee shriek that she never used... Can't really rely on it.

What about ‘Consecrated grip’ instead? Single target but stronger? Yeah, it has to be one of these two, either ‘consecrated’ or ‘mass’ ‘grip’... I’ll be able to boost it up to level 100 too and have it ready for the next fight.

Hmm…

“Can’t I take both?

“Does that work? Can I cheat like that?” she mumbled.

“So, if I take a front keyword and a rear keyword, it combines into a skill, and I can’t add anything to it anymore. But what if…” Sofia whispered to herself as her nails tapped on the table top. I’ll start with the one that I want more, just in case.

You have acquired the Active skill : ‘Consecrated ’

Alright for now.

You have acquired the Active skill : ‘Mass ’

What the hell, it works!

Active Skills (6 / 6)

●        [Holy Skeleton] - Level 93 (Lv. 99)

●        [Heal Undead] - Level 56

●        [Summon Blood] - Level 17

●        [Angel’s bolt] - Level 100

●        [Maiden Banshee] - Level 100 (Lv.99)

●        [Consecrated[Mass ] ] -- LLeevv

Well, it’s a bit fucked. I’m surprised the scribe isn’t doing anything about it. And now for the final touch!

You have acquired the Active skill : ‘ Grip’

Ah, yup, it’s working just fine… That means I can probably do it the other way around too and stack two end words… Shit!

“SOUL GRIP!

“I could have made ‘soul grip’! ‘Mass soul grip’ even! That sounds so fucking strong!”

“I'm so duuuuuuuuuumb…” she lamented, sulking with her face squished flat against the table.

It’s all Alith’s fault that I’m becoming so impulsive like that! She’s a bad influence for real…

Sofia snuck a peek at the sleeping ghost on a tidy bed. “Can’t you wake up already…” she mumbled in a tired voice. It took her some time to focus on her task again.

She tried to access [Consecrated [Mass grip] ]’s description.

[ERROR]

So it didn’t actually work?

[Please try again later.]

That’s… reassuring. Kind of. Time for a toilet break, I guess. When was the last time I even…



Active Skills (6 / 6)

●        [Holy Skeleton] - Level 93 (Lv. 99)

●        [Heal Undead] - Level 56

●        [Summon Blood] - Level 17

●        [Angel’s bolt] - Level 100

●        [Maiden Banshee] - Level 100 (Lv.99)

●        [Graveyard of the righteous] - Level 1

Does this still have anything to do with what it was?

[Graveyard of the righteous] : Create a 3-meter (3*Skill Level) large and wide consecrated graveyard around the Saintomancer (Must be solid ground).

The skeletons of the righteous dead are buried in the graveyard; their arms and upper body may surface to grab the Saintomancer’s enemies, incapacitate them, and - or drag them underground.

The skeletons have the relative strength and resilience of a level 1 (1*Skill Level) Paladin and cannot inflict any direct damage.

Requires an 8 second (10 - class level/50) channeling to deploy. Costs 100 mana per second to maintain.

Hey… That’s absolutely insane, isn’t it? Useless against flying enemies, though. But I can see this being extremely useful. If we go back to Zangdar, for example… No. Actually, no way. What if there’s an Alpha in there? I’ve died enough times already…

The skill description is still unclear about how many of those skeletons there are, but I assume it scales with the size…

Finally, summoning skeletons again. Ah. Took me long enough, what would I be now if things had gone to plan and I was a simple necromancer?

I kinda like it, being a Saintomancer.


Chapter 61 - Specializing

Name : Sofia Aphenoreth

Age : 20

Class : [Saintomancer] ♢

Level : 100

Health : 5500 / 5500

Stamina : 1500 / 1500

Mana : 44500 / 44500(-10000)

Active Skills (6 / 6)

●        [Holy Skeleton] - Level 93 (Lv. 99)

●        [Heal Undead] - Level 56

●        [Summon Blood] - Level 17

●        [Angel’s bolt] - Level 100

●        [Maiden Banshee] - Level 100 (Lv.99)

●        [Graveyard of the righteous] - Level 1

Passive Skills (5 / 6)

●        [Blessing of the Deep] - Level 19

●        [Armor of Bones] - Level 100

●        [Pristine essence]

●        [Vakariazrehafin of Sorrow] ♢

●        [Holy Wings of undeath] ♢

Classless Skills (6 / 6)

●        [Menial chores] - Level 7

●        [Sprint] - Level 3

●        [Fast reading] - Level 19

●        [Way of the Fool] - Level 3

●        [Poker Face] - Level 9

●        [Identify] - Level 1

Summoned heroes (2 / 4)

●        Lv.99 Pareth (Dormant Soul)

●        Lv.99 Alith (Maiden Banshee)

Hmm, might as well use the other things before going out.

[Class Skill level-up points (2) are being used on ‘Graveyard of the righteous’ and ‘Blessing of the Deep’; are you sure?]

[Class Skill level up point * 2 have been used]

‘[Graveyard of the righteous] reached level 100’

‘[Blessing of the Deep] reached level 100’

That leaves me with only three skills that can receive the last point… [Holy Skeleton] is almost at 100, and [Heal Undead] will level up on its own; it’s strong enough already either way. Could use the point on [Summon Blood], I suppose, but that really feels wasteful… I’ll keep it for later. Who knows. In case of emergency.

And finally, the active skill specialization point.

Active Skills (6 / 6)

●        [Holy Skeleton] - Level 93(Lv. 99)

●        [Heal Undead] - Level 56

●        [Summon Blood] - Level 17

●        [Angel’s bolt] - Level 100

●        [Maiden Banshee] - Level 100 (Lv.99)

●        [Graveyard of the righteous] - Level 100

It would be interesting to use it on Alith’s skill, but I don’t think she’d appreciate that. Haven’t tried my new skill yet but I don’t feel like it’s good enough to become my specialty. This has to be the reward for downing Orvod; can’t waste it. Maybe I’m overthinking this…

Can I get more detail on specialization?

A new system message appeared.

No way I actually can? Hey, that's an identify window, isn’t it?

[Skill specialization point (Active)] : This reward for an exceptional trial performance is not to be used lightly. Use it to permanently imprint a known active skill in your spiritual body, allowing you to eventually unlock its full potential. The chosen specialization will influence all future skill acquisitions and development.

Item level : -1.

Grade : Virtual

Restriction : user must be Sofia Aphenoreth. Soulbound. Active skill only. Single use.

Hmm… Pareth or Angel Bolt, then. Or I could wait. Sofia thought back to her fight with Orvod, Specialized in stone cubes, I would guess. There are probably big benefits in getting a specialization early, or it wouldn’t be that hard to get.

Using it on [Angel’s bolt] is really tempting… But I need to go with Pareth. As far as I can tell from the trial, all that’s in store for this skill is more and more destructive power… I don’t want all my skills to be like that, summoning stronger skeletons to fight for me, on the other hand… Thinking like this, she remembered about the armies of undead she imagined she would eventually control back at the orphanage; now was the time to make these dreams a reality!

I missed the real necromancer class one. Not twice!

[Skill understanding sufficient. Skill specialization point ‘(Active)’ has been used]

[As part of the imprinting, skill has been leveled up to 100. Please select a skill path; you may enter a cumulative one-level debt to be offered new paths (previously unlocked paths may still be selected)]

[Path of the Destroyer :

Unlocking requirements :

●        Has killed three or more bystanders in a single blow by accident.

●        Has destroyed a magical item by accident.

●        Has destroyed numerous habitations.

●        Has destroyed a dungeon.

●        Has destroyed a wall by running into it.

●        Has destroyed a vehicle.

●        Has destroyed itself.

Description : You destroy like you breathe, and all under your command shall destroy too. The skeleton on the path of the destroyer knows little else than hitting things with his fists, but he does it extremely well; nothing shall stand in its way.]

[You may accept this path or choose another one (current debt : none)]

“Debt… that’s not something I expected right now…”

Sofia walked in circles around the table, debating with herself.

“It has so many requirements; it can’t be bad.”

“But also, it’s too attack-oriented.”

“One level to get a new one is quite expensive, though…”

“Well, I have no choice but to go until I get something really good. Better have a huge debt than a bad specialization. Debt is temporary.”

[You have chosen to pay for a new path]

[Path of the Lich :

Unlocking requirements :

●        Has revived once.

●        Has experienced physical and spiritual body separation.

●        Has experienced living in a fictitious, substitute, or artificial body.

●        Has a wealth of knowledge about the undead.

●        Knows at least five death-related skills.

●        Owns an item suitable to be used as a phylactery.

Description : The lich is a higher undead. Your skeleton will become a lich of high intellect, with control over lower undead and devastating spells. Death is not the end for a lich; shall their physical form succumb, their spiritual body will keep fighting.]

[You may accept this path or choose another one (current debt : 1 level)]

“Interesting but also weird. Pareth is already technically unkillable… And it’s still very much attack-oriented. Next…”

[You have chosen to pay for a new path]

[Path of the Assassin :

Unlocking requirements :

●        Has performed a surprise kill.

●        Has killed a human of higher level.

●        Has escaped from an enemy unnoticed.

●        Has used stealth to gain an advantage.

●        Has a skill related to speed.

Description : The Assassin is a silent killer. Your skeleton shall go unnoticed by all. A master at seeking the perfect opportunity. The Assassin accomplishes their task quickly and efficiently. No one is safe from the shadows.]

[You may accept this path or choose another one (current debt : 2 levels)]

I don’t like the sound of this one. What a waste of a level.

[You have chosen to pay for a new path]

[Path of the Strategist :

Unlocking requirements :

●        Has evolved the ‘Shenanigans’ skill.

●        Has an above-average intellect.

●        Looks good with glasses.

Description : What does a good skeleton strategist do? He strategizes. Especially competent at organizing and leading a skeleton army, should you own one; however, any army will do. Is also a decent business advisor; just don’t let anyone know what’s hiding in your closet.]

[You may accept this path or choose another one (current debt : 3 levels)]

“Woah, calm down, these unlocking requirements are way too impressive… I’ll take the compliment, but I don’t need glasses. That wasn’t worth a full level either!” Sofia said out loud as if waiting for an answer. She was starting to really feel the sting. Her hands clenched on the table, she asked again for a new path.

[You have chosen to pay for a new path]

[Path of the Bone Lord :

Unlocking requirements :

●        Has seen many bones.

●        Has handled many bones.

●        Is carrying a lot of bones.

●        Has broken bones.

●        Has eaten bones.

●        Has polished bones.

●        Has attacked with bones.

●        Has defended with bones.

●        Has taken part in bone-related rituals.

●        Has crushed bones under their feet.

●        Has had deviant thoughts about bones.

●        Feels at home surrounded by bones.

●        Isn’t an undead.

Description : You and your skeleton are one. He is the bone of your bones. Prithee, let the world know, the Bone Lord has cometh, atop his bone castle, riding his bone steed, let his lonesome start a bony reign eternal.]

[You may accept this path or choose another one (current debt : 4 levels)]

This is what I get for complaining about the requirements being too weak, isn’t it… This… “Only a crazy person would pick this. It sounds dumb as hell. Your mom wants to be the skeleton! Give me back my levels!“

Thinking back at how long every level from 90 to 99 had taken to get, Sofia was starting to really regret not taking Destroyer. But she was already too deep to stop before getting something really good. Surely. Surely, the next one! She had trouble containing her shaking as she read through the next path.

[You have chosen to pay for a new path]

[Path of the Little Sister :

Unlocking requirements :

●        Has an older sibling.

●        Knows how to take care of children.

●        Is keen on a good squabble.

●        Isn’t a very good cook.

●        Is female.

Description : This makes your skeleton look and act like a helpful little sister. Expect warm family moments, delicious meals, and a lifetime of love. For those who dare harm her beloved big sis, however, they court a fate worse than death.]

[You may accept this path or choose another one (current debt : 5 levels)]

This has to be a joke.

It’s distasteful.

Slouching lower and lower on her chair, she kept asking for new paths, lifeless and defeated. Everything looked weak compared to Destroyer. Some of the choices even had her roll her eyes.

[Path of the Banker : ...]

[You may accept this path or choose another one (current debt : 6 levels)]

[Path of the Scourge of Stones : ...]

[You may accept this path or choose another one (current debt : 7 levels)]

[Path of the Sandworm : ...]

[You may accept this path or choose another one (current debt : 8 levels)]

[Path of the Eclipse : …]

[You may accept this path or choose another one (current debt : 9 levels)]

Sofia was about to reflexively spend a level again, but her expression changed as she glossed over the requirements for the Eclipse. She straightened up in her chair.

[Path of the Eclipse :

Unlocking requirements :

●        Has encountered extra-systemic beings.

●        Has expanded the systemic range.

●        Is acknowledged by a moderator.

●        Hosts a tier 1 scribe or higher.

●        Has either 100 000 mana and above or advanced mana senses.

●        Is stronger than this skill’s summon.

●        This skill’s summon is willing to protect the summoner at any cost.

●        Wields magic of the opposite element than this skill’s summon.

Description : How a small moon can hide a giant. The Eclipse skeleton wields holy light as a weapon and armor, fitted with a diverse array of utility and defensive spells; nothing will get past him. Those reaching for the Sun will find themselves ensnared in the Eclipse’s shadow.]

Sofia read this last path’s window multiple times; she had many questions, but also one certainty, be it the difficulty of the requirements or the power she could expect while reading the description; it was on another level compared to everything else until now. A sound only Sofia could hear resounded.

‘Ding’

[Congratulations, you have unlocked the specialized skill : Eclipse Skeleton!]



First relayed by the group of hunters that had been passing through the mountain, a new folk tale took shape. It was a story of a madly laughing golden shadow flying over and through the giant pine trees at breakneck speed, loudly crashing into the trunks and scaring even the toughest Fangbears into hiding.

The hunters never took this path again.


Chapter 62 - Livestock

“I’m pretty sure it was around here…”

Sofia was flying in place above the pines’ canopy. It was a level of mastery of her new wings that had taken a whole three days of wobbling and crashing to acquire.

Despite the wings being mostly incorporeal, with only the skeletal part being tangible, it wasn’t some kind of decoration with floating magic attached to it. The ragged holy light parts of the wings, which only appeared when she deployed them, were actually acting like real wings, taking support on the ambient mana instead of air. This offered much more support and propulsion than regular wings would. It also meant that instead of riding wind currents, Sofia could only ride mana currents, which she thought was pretty nice.

She experimented with using her own skills to create mana currents to ride for faster flying, but that was outside of her capabilities for now. At most, she could gain some speed by chasing an [Angel’s bolt], which wasn’t all that convenient, especially since she had to rely on the Saint equipment set's passive regeneration effect to heal herself up. At least she now held pretty well against the heat with her stronger body, the new clothes, and her armor. Enough to still be able to fly afterward. The only sad part was the salamander vest that she couldn't wear anymore because of the wings.

She was searching for a cave in the mountain flank; she had spotted it during her test flights but couldn’t find it anymore. There were a few huge bears on the mountain with glowing symbols all over their legs and paws; she wanted to hunt one. The first reason why was that the house’s pantry had run out of meat, and she wanted Alith to eat well when she woke up and also… If Pareth can be a rat…

If she could, she would rather not actually enter the cave, as it would bring a lot of dangers, especially since it was too narrow to fly in. But the bears were an elusive few, and their cave was the best place to find them. If it was theirs.

She landed with one foot on the tip of a pine tree. She was weighing whether that kind of use was enough to warrant keeping [Way of the fool]; falling was extremely less scary when you had wings. It’s not as if that’s all the skill does, though… I can get rid of [Sprint] and [Menial chores], maybe [Poker face] too. She thought back to how hard it had been to manage her facial expressions when she was ‘acting’ as Aurelia. Yeah, no, I’ll keep this one too.

But where are the damned bears, though?

Imagine being unable to find a single big bear that’s three times my height and that literally glows in the dark on a mountain flank full of nothing but them and huge trees. Surely that would never happen.

But it did. The night was falling, and she didn’t have the demons’ dark vision anymore; the mana-sight helped somewhat, but not much. She flew back to the cottage, higher up on the mountain. Everything around was a mountain or a valley, as far as she could see. She couldn’t fly too high as the ambient mana thinned down at higher altitudes, making the wings incredibly harder to use, so she couldn’t look over the higher mountains on the horizon.

Entering the dark cabin, Sofia walked over to the kitchen to start a fire. She checked up on Alith, still peacefully sleeping. Come on, it's been almost two weeks! Are you stuck in there or something? She went on to prepare a simple vegetable soup. She read over her new specialization skill for likely the hundredth time. She couldn’t get over how incredible it sounded. She was itching to try it out, but if Pareth was going to come back, it had to be in a good and strong skeleton.

‘[Eclipse Skeleton] : Binds the Saintomancer with Pareth.

Pareth keeps all previous abilities, their scaling, and efficacy are enhanced by an additional 100%.

Pareth is now soul linked to the Saintomancer. Pareth is now able to teleport to the Saintomancer’s side at any time, from anywhere. There is no longer any mana cost in communicating with Pareth. The Saintomancer is now able to see and hear using Pareth’s senses.

Pareth’s level is now linked with the Saintomancers’.

Pareth completely negates any damage it would take that would amount to less than 10% of its total maximum health.

Pareth knows the following skills :

Active :

●        Sanctified grounds

●        Flying shields of light

●        Chains of the four seals

●        Gravity well

●        Purification

●        Greater Heal

Passive :

●        Stellar corona

●        Shapeless weapon of light

●        Shapeless armor of light

●        Higher magical damage negation

●        Space magic resilience

●        Displacement skills immunity

Blessing : Pareth gains bonus strength and health proportional to their body weight.’

“This is really too strong. Pareth has more skills than me now! And also doesn’t have a body… How are these mountains so barren of life… How can the bears survive with no other animal to hunt? I’ll find him a skeleton tomorrow, for sure.”

…

A man in a black outfit sat cross-legged in a plain tatami room, his eyes closed and his expression stern. He was immobile, unperturbed by the storm outside; this was a turbulent night.

Seemingly addressing no one, he calmly nodded before settling back in the same position like a statue.

A wet thud. Something rolled on the tatami mats, followed by the barely perceptible sound of someone landing there; it was unknown where they came from. Only then did the man open his eyes. “You did not have to make a mess out of the room.”

“My apologies, master,” the short girl that just entered the room said as she bowed down at a straight 90 degrees angle. She was wearing a similarly black and form-fitting attire.

“Give me none of this; we are now equals under the command of our Sun. You accomplished your final task. Your training is over. Raise your head, Imperial shadow Arisu. The shadows need not respect anyone but the Emperor and themselves,” the man lectured her in his signature monotone voice. When he mentioned the new shadows’ name, he allowed himself a rare hint of a smile.

Producing a letter out of his sleeve that he sent her way with a flick of his wrist, he continued, “This is your first assignment; report to the emperor when you’re done.”

The girl glanced at the envelope she just caught, and when she looked back up an instant later, the man had disappeared. The girl still had much to learn, not from the man’s teachings but from experience. Before disappearing in the rainy night, he whispered two last words in her ears: “Well done.”

Alith wordlessly stood in the room; she looked at the decapitated head of some fat noble she had herself thrown on the floor, a slaver. Disgusting. Then she gazed again at the letter bearing the wax-stamped imperial seal in her hands. She thought about opening it, but the contents were ultimately pointless to her. She traced her fingers around the seal. It was the same seal which had been burned in her flesh the day her trial started. She still had mixed feelings about it.

She threw the letter away.

“I wonder if Sof’s done too.”



Sofia woke up in the middle of the night, a cold finger prodding her cheek. Again?! But she opened her eyes to a black-haired girl in drooping pajamas and not the weird, lanky man she had seen in the Church. The candles on the table had been lit, lighting Alith up from behind; her hair looked very red like that instead of the usual black.

“You alive?” she asked.

“More than you,” Sofia answered, still half asleep, chuckling as she sat up.

“Whoa, that’s a low blow; I’m a very lively undead; you’re the one who’s deadpan half the time, so who’s alive and who’s dead, really?” Alith retorted, leaning forward and crossing her arms over her chest.

“What do you mean! I’m the most expressive Saintomancer to ever exist; what have you got to say about that, uh?!” Sofia emphasized each part of her argument by bringing her face closer and closer to Alith’s, eventually touching foreheads.

They couldn’t pretend to remain serious any longer. Alith was first to burst into laughter, and Sofia followed in kind.

Alith brought a chair near Sofia’s bed when they settled down, sitting facing the backrest with her chin resting on it, “So, how’s it worked out for you? Not too hard without me or Pareth to take the hits? Also, any idea where we are? Saw the letter but that doesn’t say much. Congrats on the wings by the way, definitely a steep contrast with that whole pure Saintess character you had been going for.”

“What character are you…” Sofia rolled her eyes at Alith’s wink, then continued, “Lots to say, the story is a bit long on my part. Can we start with you?”

“Oh, easy enough. So I entered the tower, some light went up the walls, I lay down in the middle and passed out. Woke up back in my old world, kind of, in a place I’d only ever heard of from old grandpa’s tales. First thing I knew, I got enrolled in a secret organization, and they hot-iron branded my ass like some livestock’s, and then I got sent to a training camp with fifty other kids…”

“Kids?”

“... It is what it is… So the training…”


Chapter 63 - The leveling never ends

“... then I grabbed the lightning attack and… died, I guess, then I woke up here. A bit of a risky play, if you ask me, but I didn’t really have many other options. Also, I’d already died twice by then, so…”

“Hey, Sof, it’s alright.” It was out of character for Alith to be patting Sofia’s head, but she wouldn’t say anything about it. It felt nice, actually. Relaxing. “No more dying, you hear me? I’m the only one who’s allowed to do that. I can be brought back; you can’t. Think a bit about how I’ll feel then before you jump head-first into this kind of shit, alright?”

No answer.

Alith sighed.

"I'm serious, Sofia. You brought me here from the dead. Now don't you fucking die on me. I'll never forgive you if you do..."

"Sorry Alith. I... It's just... I've been feeling on edge for a while. It's been mounting up and up. No matter what I do now. I'm more... Impulsive? Like, I think less and act more? I try to forget it, but... I feel like it's been getting worse."

"Is it the stress from the threat of the Church? It's less dangerous now, but that's still a thing... Who knows how long until they teleport you back..."

"Maybe that's part of it, but no... I think it started before I left the Church, so... But it wasn't too bad back then. Even now, I don't notice it most of the time... But it's strange when I do. I feel like I've been getting more and more unhinged for a while. Maybe it's just my personality shifting... Or I didn't know myself that well..." Sofia concluded.

Alith looked worried, "It does sound like the stress is getting to you... I'll see if I can brew you a little something relaxing. Or at least some herbal tea. Get back to sleep, alright? I'll go look at what plants I can find outside. Might need you to identify them to be safe though, I'll wake you up when I'm back."

"I… Thank you, Alith."



“... and after I leveled up, I came to wake you up.”

“The level-up didn’t hurt?” Sofia asked, incredulous.

“Not that much, like a bad fever, maybe.”

Sofia stared daggers at the culprit for her suffering in her passive skills. If it wasn’t so potentially useful, she would delete it right then and there; instead, she took a sip of her cup of hot tea. “How many stat points?” she asked as she focused back on the conversation.

“Two and a half thousand health and stamina, mana is still only the ten thousand I got from you. I got some clothing, too, apparently. Haven’t opened the box yet,” Alith said, pointing at a small pile of boxes near her bed.

“That’s way more than one box…”

“Yeah, since the skill level boosts were useless to me, they gave me those instead, one for one, so I got nine. Gachapon box they’re called, no idea what it is.”

“No clue either… Wait, NINE?”

“What do you know, I was in there for six whole months, did a lot, I skipped a mighty load of things in my recap earlier, would’ve taken forever if not. And I didn't even get a specialization point like you.”

“What about your skills?”

“One new classless, replaced [Menial chores], an active and a passive from my dumb class, and a special passive from the phoenix blessing. Have a look.”

[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.

“Another skill to hide your presence… you’re really going for that whole ghost charact-” She was cut short by a light chop on the top of the head.

“Don’t steal my jokes! Or at least use them on someone else. Also, keep reading. I want to open those damn boxes gachapon things already.”

[Utterly unimpressed] : Strike a disinterested pose and gain 50% (0.5*Skill level) resistance to all damages and ailments for up to 5 (Class Level/20) seconds (max: 30s). Performing any other action cancels this effect. Sixty seconds cooldown.

[Presentable] ♢ : Your hair doesn’t get tangled. Your makeup doesn’t run. Your nails do not break. You do not grow any body hair. Your face is more symmetrical. Your teeth are white. Your skin is unblemished. Your clothes do not crease. You do not sweat. You smell of flowers… Under a storm or in the deepest pits of filth, a lady must always be presentable. And thus, you will.

“So this is why you don't stink after the level-up...”

"Sofia, I took a bath while you were still sleeping. I was disgusting after the level-up."

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

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

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

While Sofia was still busy pondering over the worth of these skills…

“Hurry up already!” begged a muffled voice from somewhere in the room.

Both girls turned to the source of the voice, Alith’s reward boxes. They looked at each other, then at the boxes again.

“Come oooooon… I’m staaaaarving…” It was a rather weak voice, now without a doubt coming from the boxes, more precisely the bigger one, that held the clothing reward from the additional task.

“What… Say, Alith, what was the prompt for your clothing reward again?”

“Eh… Give me a second… Here,” she said, the old system message now showing up for Sofia too.

[Additional task reward : Clothing piece (Doppletopper) * 1]

“Well…”

“I’ll go open it,” Alith confidently informed her as she stood up.

“You sure?”

“It’s a reward, no? Can’t possibly be dangerous.”

Sofia had the reflex to start preparing an [Angel’s bolt] just in case, but Alith was way too fast and was already taking a thing out of the box.

It looked like… A ring on smooth and stretchy black cloth. Maybe as wide as a hand, with not much else going on. Sofia could tell it contained some mana, though not much. Alith was going straight to the point, talking to the lifeless piece of cloth she held at arm's length, pinched between two fingers. “You’re the one talking?”

“...”

“Yes…” it finally answered, followed by another silence. “I need food, please, give me… your shirt…”

Alith looked back at Sofia; they exchanged worried and confused looks. Seeing Sofia shrug, Alith threw the thing on her bed and started to take off her pajama top. “You’re really going to give it your shirt?” remarked Sofia, dismayed, as a topless Alith threw a pajama shirt on the talking piece of cloth.

“I’ve learned not to ask too many questions when things make absolutely no sense, made life much, much, much easier in the place I was in for my trial. Sometimes, you just need to trust the process, or you end up in an endless cycle.”

“I-... If you say so…”

Meanwhile, on the bed, the pajama shirt was sinking into the black ring of cloth. As if pulled into a sand pit, it completely disappeared into it. Which was followed by a loud burp and some sighs of satisfaction

“You don’t have to stare, you know, that’s rude. But thank you for the meal,” the thing on the bed expressed, its voice neutral, different from before.

“Sure… Who are you, though? A shirt-crazed cloth demon?” Alith asked.

“Who? Are you alright in the head? I’m clearly a piece of clothing,” the thing said as if addressing the dumbest child it had ever met. “Oh, unless… Are you asking for a name? That’s a thing you breathers like to have; well, anything is fine, really. I do not really care much for such things.” Seeing Alith and Sofia unresponsive, it continued, “The band; magical strapless bra; the pec ring; tube top; censor bar; annoying fucker; the jiggle canceller; priceless artifact… you name it, I’ve heard it all. Pick whatever you like and put me on already, or do you like exposing yourself?”

Annoying fucker? Yeah, I already feel I can get behind that one.

“So that’s it? You’re clothing, and we should wear you?” Alith asked.

“We? Uh. No can do sorry, I mean, your friend over there, too much for me, I’ll get nauseous, no thanks, I don’t go on breather males either, once was more than enough. Oh, and I need some free space for myself, alright? No capes, no shirts, coats, jackets, armor, no huge straps across the chest or anything like that, and no pants that go too high either; please keep that stuff far away from me.”

The more the thing spoke, the less Alith managed to keep up with the situation. All the while, the cloth kept blabbering, “...it’s disgusting, really; I mean, you put legs in them! Can you believe this? LEGS! Disgusting! It makes me sick just thinking about it; these sub-clothes have not an ounce of self-respect, I tell you, and…” It was Sofia who cut his rant short.

“Do you always prattle this much?”

“Are you insulting me, nauseating breather? Well, I will let it slide; it is beneath me to get mad at the likes of you, I suppose. The answer you’re seeking is no. I sleep most of the time. Then I eat. And I help a bit in battle. I should pay for my meals, after all. Today is special, as I see myself forced to educate you.”

This whole thing irked Alith quite a lot, and it showed on her face.

“You’re talking an awful whole lot of shit for something that was begging me for food a minute ago.”

She grabbed one of her mithril sickles.

“Hey, hey, no need to get violent! I’m sorry, alright? I’ll shut up now, I’m just… I was a bit shaken by the prolonged starvation, is all. Please wear me.”


Chapter 64 - Cursed lands

“So I feed you armor. Only the chestplate. And you become permanently that resilient, and despite being so small, you protect my whole body, that’s it?”

“Exactly!”

“What if I’m cold? You don’t exactly cover a lot.”

“Feed me a coat, I’m a very adaptable piece of clothing, yes.”

“And last question, if you had so many owners before, why are you so afraid of these? Shouldn’t you be full of incredible armor already? What could a tiny mithril-coated blade possibly do to you?”

“Ah, well… You know how I have been starving… It isn’t optimal for the conservation of my imprints, let us say. I had to consume them for sustenance. I am currently as tough as the shirt you fed me.”

“I just put you on then?”

“Yes, please. Truth be told, I am uneasy without a wearer. Again, I apologize for my behavior until now. Towards you too, nau- yellow breather!”



“You think it’s really asleep?” Sofia asked in a whisper.

“Looks like it.”

“Does it feel different than normal clothes?”

“The ‘wearing an object that’s alive’ part? Or the ‘being practically naked’ part?”

“First one.”

“Can’t tell the difference, except I keep feeling like it’ll slip up or down, but it doesn’t. And I know you didn’t ask, but it feels quite breezy. It’s easy to move around while wearing it, at least, for obvious reasons, but I don’t feel all that protected… Especially visually speaking.”

“Well, unlike me, you don’t really have anything to be ashamed of.”

“What in god’s name could you possibly be ashamed of exactly? Do you still feel like you’re not tall enough or something?”

“...” To each their own, I guess…



“Alright, let’s open the boxes and get out of this place already,” Alith said, grabbing one of the boxes.

“Well, they’re all yours.”

Alith opened the lid of the first box. Inside was a single purple bean stuck in a corner. “Want me to identify it?” Sofia suggested.

“No need, comes with a message; wait, I’ll share them.”

Sofia could read the message as Alith kept going.

[Congratulations! ‘D’ rank draw! You won : Night vision pill(10min)*1]

The messages kept coming one after the other as Alith opened all the boxes in quick succession. Alith’s first impression of each one came along with it.

[Congratulations ! ‘C’ rank draw! You won : Minor Health pill (+500)*1]

“Nice”

[Congratulations ! ‘E’ rank draw! You won : Stylish glasses*1]

“What? They don’t even have actual glasses, it's just empty frames! What a scam.”

[Congratulations ! ‘C’ rank draw! You won : Minor Strength pill (+500)*1]

“Strength is an actual stat?”

[Congratulations ! ‘A’ rank draw! You won : Analysis scroll*1]

“I’ll need you to identify this one.”

[Congratulations ! ‘D’ rank draw! You won : Underwater breathing pill (10min)*1]

“Why not, I guess.”

[Congratulations ! ‘D’ rank draw! You won : Relaxation pill (10min)*1]

This one she didn’t comment on and just ate straight up. Also swallowing the strength and health pill by the same occasion.

[Congratulations ! ‘SS’ rank draw! You won : Selector ticket(Forgotten relics)*1]

“Hey, it’s many S like my blessing, gotta be good! Need you to identify this one too.”

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

“And a book, I guess, whatever.”

“Was this worth the equivalent of 900 skill levels?” Sofia asked.

“Don’t think so, honestly, though the ticket thing and the scroll could make up for the rest.”

“Alright, let me identify all that.”

[Analysis scroll] : This scroll provides a single use of the [Identify] skill at maximum level with added system commentary.

Item level : 100.

Grade : Flawless.

Restriction : user must be Alith. Soulbound.

“I’m sure we’ll find a good use for it at some point,” Sofia commented, scratching her head.

“Or we never use it for fear of wasting the opportunity? We’ll see, but I don’t intend on keeping it forever, I’ll tell you what.”

[Forgotten relic selector ticket] : This selector ticket can be redeemed for a compass leading to a Forgotten grade relic of your chosen type, as long as it exists on this planet. It provides no help in retrieving the relic besides showing the optimal path to reach it.

Item level : 100.

Grade : Flawless.

Restriction : user must be Alith. Soulbound.

“And then this. Could turn out well if it ends up being easy to get and a strong magical item,” Sofia said.

“Yeah, and could be another scam; what if the thing is deep under the ocean or something?”

“Well, you got that one underwater breathing pill…”

Alith played with the ring she was still wearing. “Maybe I should ask for another ring?”

“A skill scroll could also turn out good,” Sofia added. “Or straight up ask for a valuable treasure?”

“What if I get armor? If I ask for a good chestplate to feed this thing? Sounds like a decent plan.”

“It’s your ticket. I was thinking we should get some better equipment before we start leveling again, so maybe let’s start with getting you some good armor.”

“That’s a plan, leveling right away after that?”

Sofia nodded, “I think I should be mostly safe from the church after the second trial, but as it is now, I could still get cornered by a squad of paladins or just a single Templar. I’m still too weak; getting stronger keeps being an urgent priority.”

“And… When you feel safe from the Church, what are you planning to do? I kinda want to play around with this world’s plants. Alchemy is calling to me every time we walk by a new weird fruit…” Alith confessed.

“Me? You know. I told you already, I don’t even need to be safe from the Church; as soon as I can, I will go.”

“Oh, right, that. You never told me the details, but I get it. You also said you didn’t know how strong you needed to be. Would 200 be enough?”

“I’ll see when I get there. I hope to go and try to see how it is before the next trial, even. Perhaps we’re strong enough already. If not, then I just have to push further,” Sofia answered.

“Alright… Sofia… I can’t guarantee I’ll always be adventuring like this with you in the future… But whenever you’re ready, go back there; I’ll be at your side. Don’t force yourself to go through it alone, alright?”

“Thank you, Alith. This means a lot.”

“Don’t mention it. That’s what friends are for, right? We have our plan, then, let’s start with the armor. Give me an incredibly strong chestplate that isn't too far, ticket! Any size is fine!”

The rectangular white piece of paper labeled ‘Forgotten Relics’ disappeared from Alith’s grasp.

“I would have said that differently,” Sofia commented.

“Right… I think I get what you mean,” Alith agreed, “I should have been a bit more precise, maybe… What can I say? I’ve always been a bit impulsive… Can’t go back now.”

A small wooden compass landed on the table with a thud. Its wooden needle was spinning in all directions, and then it brutally stopped. Alith looked at the compass, then at the direction it pointed at, then back at Sofia.

“At least it should be easy to follow,” Sofia commented, “Hey, different subject, but now that I think about it… You never used [Maiden’s shriek] in an actual fight, no?”

“Oh, so you noticed too. I’ve never stopped saying my class was terrible. But, well, I couldn't transform in the locked city, and I didn’t want to incapacitate Zarrow and the crew when we fought the Siren. It was nice for fishing in the river, though.”

“Well, maybe now you’ll get a chance to use it on a real monster.”



Sofia had a guess that they were somewhere in the northern parts of the human continent since this was the only place she knew of with such huge mountains. The problem was Alith’s compass pointed straight north, and she had no idea what was up there. Only that human civilization didn't extend that way for one reason or another. Still, it would be faster to go there and check than to go back south and gather information. And Sofia was still more preoccupied with getting stronger than quenching her curiosity. She tried her best not to think about it too much. She somewhat had her hopes up that they had completely given up since it had been so quiet, but she dreaded getting summoned by the Church again before she was ready.

So Sofia flew north. Alith could fly along in ghost form, but she was slower, so she ended up going for a warm nap inside the sand pendant instead; it had been a while since she could enjoy that. Besides, she was still wearing her pajama pants, as she had nothing else.

Flying through the mana currents was exhilarating. Especially now that Sofia had gotten some amount of training, going as fast as she could in the air was incredible. She didn’t want to say it, but this was almost better than summoning skeletons.

Speaking of which, since Pareth still had no bones to call home, or rather body, she had tried using the skeletons from [Graveyard of the righteous]. Unsurprisingly, this did not work, as they were just temporary mana constructs, and even if it had worked, it turned out these skeletons didn’t even have legs, which would have been impractical. Of course, there was always the option to grab any random animal. Pareth had already been a rat, after all, but the only trace of life she had seen on the way were small birds and insects.

As Sofia kept going forward she observed the surroundings. It was eerily quiet. Despite the vibrant forests and valleys, even the flying insects became few and far between. And there were few signs of human life to be seen, bar some dilapidated ruins and old, overgrown paths. It felt like a forbidden land, like a place where only plants had the right to thrive. She even passed the ruins of a castle, or so she thought, as it was hard to tell under the masses of verdant vegetation.

Everything was covered in wild plants and moss. Rocks, rivers, trees, everything.

Sofia kept flying north. She was thankful that she didn’t have to go on foot. It might even be impossible. The plants were so prolific, at some points, it was hard to see anything else but the sea of greenery. The only other sight was the rare snow-covered mountain top that escaped the rampant growths. Sofia pushed forward. The vegetation lost its overbearing quality after a while, and the land looked normal again, though still unnaturally quiet.

The temperature was rising as she progressed up north; it started to feel like a scorching summer day. Her new clothes helped her stay cool, but Alith had a hard time when she got out to check the compass. Which didn't even make sense considering her supposed immunity to heat. I guess it's in her head. The needle was still pointing north.

Finally, she spotted two things on the horizon, firstly, what looked to be a small human settlement, and beyond it, endless expanses of red sand.

The peculiar settlement was in a valley right at the border of the desert, lodged between two small rocky hills. Before landing on the hills nearby, Sofia flew up as high as she could, trying to spot something, anything, other than red sand further north, to no avail. It was all barren red dunes, as far as the eye could see.


Chapter 65 - Red Sand, Blue glass

Sofia and Alith approached the village on foot, as flying in might not be the most polite thing to do. We do look weird enough even without the flying…

Sofia wore her elegant new clothes but could do nothing to hide her skeletal wings. Even folded neatly against her back, they showed enough that one could see them from the front. Conversely, Alith looked rather normal. If one forgot her being barefoot. And wearing nothing but white pajama pants and a plain black stripe of cloth around her chest. Without mentioning carrying two sheathed mithril sickles by hand.

The duo’s storage space had been reduced to only the sand pendant, and it could not fit much. Supposedly, they didn’t need to eat as much now that they were level 100, so at least that was not an urgent issue, especially after the meal they had before departing. The water situation, however, did look a bit dire if they expected to enter the desert. And that was their destination since the compass’ needle hadn’t shown any movement. They hoped they could buy what they lacked here.

Sofia counted a total of seven houses in this village, as well as two larger buildings. There wasn’t much of anything else on the outside besides the obvious paths linking the different houses, where even the sparse strands of yellow grass still growing this close to the desert didn’t survive.

They could not get very close before someone flew out of one of the bigger buildings by a side window. A winged woman, she had stubby, leathery wings, but wings nonetheless. She approached and landed in front of the duo.

[Fighter - Lv. 199]

Quite the high level, but the same filter as us; maybe she failed her trial, we might still be able to beat her. I wish I had Pareth ready, though. Maybe should have caught one of those small birds after all…

“You gals flew across the green?” she immediately asked, without waiting for an answer. “Weird wings. Though I ain’t much better,” she continued. “What’s a Saint and a Hero doing here? Fleein’ your kingdom? Quite the unusual duo.”

Sofia didn’t feel like answering. “We could ask the same question about you and this place.”

“Oh, so you didn’t know about the glass shop? Quaint lil’ place, ain’t it? Aight, whatever, come inside. It’s burning out here, but don’t make a mess; I’m paid to protect the place, so… Yeah.”

Just like that she turned and flew back to where she came, leaving the duo behind.

Alith looked at the open window, “She’s a bit easy-going for a paid guard, don't you think?”

“She is twice our level. Do you think you’d feel threatened by a level fifty?”

“True, but still. Well. Carry me, I guess.”

Sofia frowned; “Can’t you climb the window by yourself?”

“Yeah, I could show I’m a ghost and fly through the wall too. But that’s neither a good idea nor convenient, is it?” she said, shrugging.

Sofia rolled her eyes, but she spread her wings anyway and grabbed Alith.



The winged woman’s name was Tyrene; she was actually ecstatic to have found two new conversation partners. She offered free refreshments, and that was how the three sat around a table in a side room of the large building. The building itself was some kind of warehouse filled with crates of all kinds and sizes, and they were in the guard post near the entrance.

Sofia explained that Alith and her were out to explore the north as a way to relax after the trial, which immediately dampened the winged woman’s mood.

“Damn,” she sighed, “I’m never gonna get over it, eh… Ah, sorry, every time I think about the trials, I can’t help but be like this. Tough shit.”

Alith was quite curious and had not an ounce of tact to give this day. “You failed the second one?” she asked.

“That I did, quite something, the second trial. You know what you’re in for?” It seemed the woman’s mood had shifted again; she was that enticed by the simple act of conversing. Seeing the duo’s lack of reaction, she continued, “Well, hear me out, the second trial… It's the same for everyone. The main event, at least. Or so we think.”

“You think? And who is ’we’?” asked Sofia this time.

“We, as in everyone, the thing is, no one is allowed to talk about the second trial. Not much more than what I'm telling you right now, anyway.”

“Not allowed?” Alith chimed in.

“Yeah, you’re a Hero, so you should know, right? The censor? Same thing but worse. The system’s in your head, it won’t even let you try to spill the beans, no matter what you do, can’t even write it down, nothing.”

Well, it’s true that the system can listen to our every thought…

Even the scribe…

Somehow, it’s worse when she says it like that. Well, that’s everyone’s lot anyway, system’s good.

Probably.

“Why’d you tell us this then? I don’t think that helps. Kinda worrying, actually,” Alith complained.

“Well, I can still give the same advice everyone else does. Don’t go in there until you’re maxed out of your mind. Upgrade everything. Spend all your money. Redeem all the favors. Whatever power increase you can get will help you there. Don’t go in the damned place randomly, you get me? This is all we’re allowed to say. But I can swear that it’ll help.” She drank her whole glass of water in one go; “And with luck, you’ll succeed where I failed.”

“You really can’t describe what the trial is, like not a single word?” Alith pressed on.

“Nah, if I try to, my mind blanks out, not that pleasant. You can say a bit more to people who’ve also gone through it, but not much.”

“Can you tell us where it is, at least?”

“That ain’t no secret; go east, cross the sea, beastfolk capital.”

“We won’t be going there anytime soon either way,” Sofia joined back the conversation, “Why are you alone here, by the way? Looks like a village from afar, but… You mentioned glass?”

“Yeah, this place makes glass. Blue glass, to be specific, what’s used to make spatial items like your pendant.”

It’s that obvious to everyone that it's what it is? Maybe I should get a longer cord and hide it in between… Sofia thought as she looked down. Alith took the lead again since Sofia was spacing out, “Why here in the middle of nowhere though?”

“Seen the red sand? It’s mana-draining sand. Does what the name says. You need that in huge quantities to make a tiny bit of glass, so the workshop’s here; it’s a big conglomerate that owns the place called Red Carpet, they have auction houses and stuff, I work for them.”

“I get everything until now… But why’s the workshop empty besides you? Didn’t look like anyone else’s there,” Alith asked.

“Everyone’s left ‘cause the green’s spreading in this direction, workshop’s going to relocate somewhere safer, but I’m here until the people come to empty the warehouses, gonna be a few more months...”

“Wouldn’t it be easy to move if the company’s thing is to make storage items?”

“Well, no. Can’t store blue glass in there; doesn’t work ‘cause it has conflicting raw spatial properties or something. That’s why I’m waiting for the airship, but it’s broken right now. That's good, I’m not cheap to employ, and I don’t really have to do anything here. Free money is free.”

“Just that the place is boring?” Sofia asked.

“Extremely so.” Tyrene vigorously nodded.

It does look the part. “What’s the deal with the ‘green’, by the way?”

“You don’t even know that? Should research more next time before you sneak out.” She stopped to refill everyone’s glass with fresh water. “The green, well, you’ve seen it, all plants, furiously growing everywhere, no other signs of life to be seen. Something like twenty years ago, supposedly a very high-level Elf died there is what the workers were saying, like around level 500 or something like that, shit can’t go well when someone that strong croaks.”

Alith was shocked, “You can go that high?!”

“Pretty sure you can? As long as you pass the trials that is. Highest known level I’ve heard of for sure is four hundred-something. But I think our boss is even stronger than that.”

“Red Carpet’s boss?”

“Red Carpet’s boss. Don’t know how high exactly, but if I had to bet about someone being at 500 it’d be him. Can’t see his level, though.”

“Human?” Sofia asked.

“Former. Goes by ‘Arch-Lich’ now.”

Sofia looked at her own wings, “And people are fine with that?”

“What else are they gonna do? Fight him? Stop using spatial storage items? Most people’d sooner sign up to work for him than try any of that shit. I know I did.”

Guess I only need to reach 400, and I’ll definitely be left in peace… What a deal.

“There’s a good chance even your pendant’s made by him, signature on the back?”

“None.”

“Oh, guess not then, he always signs T.L.D.R., can’t miss it… Where are you girls going next?”

“Can we cross the red sand?” Alith asked.

“I wouldn’t, but you can try; the sand drains all mana around, though; you’ve been warned. There are some odd monsters in there too, like worms and stuff. It’s not like extremely dangerous, been out there a few times and never met any big issue, but if you’re unlucky, you’re unlucky.”

“I still think we’ll try,” Alith replied.

“Yeah, if it looks too dangerous, we’ll give up and come back, but it would be a waste not to even try.”

“I could use shoes, though, and a few other things,” Alith added, ”You wouldn't happen to have some spares?”

Tyrene shrugged; “Well, workers’ stuff still in the barracks; whatever they left, they’re not getting back, won’t say anything if you take stuff so long as you don’t touch the glass crates or the machinery. Can get you some food and water too, doesn’t seem like you have any left, unless you got another storage item hidden somewhere.”

“How do you know I don’t have it in my pendant?”

“Small space, I can tell; level three [Identify] can give extra info like that.”



Sofia and Alith spent the night there, and Tyrene was endlessly talkative. They left in the morning with newfound supplies.

The compass’ needle beckoned them to the red sands.


Chapter 66 - Dungeons

“Poor Pareth, who knows when I’ll end up like this too…”

“Stop dramatizing; a skeleton is better than no skeleton,” Sofia answered with Pareth perched on her shoulder.

Summoned heroes (2 / 4)

●        Lv.100 Pareth (Holy Chicken Eclipse Skeleton)

●        Lv.100 Alith (Maiden Banshee)

They had shared a meal with Tyrene before leaving, who served a whole roasted wild chicken to everyone. Sofia had been careful to set the bones aside, pretending to keep them to ‘crush them into a homemade skin ointment’. They flew along the desert's edge rather than going inside at first. They had needed to move to hold the Ritual for Pareth, who was now enjoying his avian form, but also to try one of Sofia’s ideas that she remembered from a book: triangulation.

Their general conclusion was that since the needle actually moved when Sofia flew them away for a bit, the thing they were looking for was far in the desert but not so far that it was impossible to reach by foot. Sofia could have tried to go for a more accurate distance reading, but the actual number didn’t matter much. All they needed to know was that it wouldn’t take months. The goal was just to go get the armor and get out as fast as possible.

The main issue was that they couldn’t fly in. The red sand absorbed most ambient mana. It wouldn’t prevent someone with regular wings from flying, but for Sofia, it was crippling her wings. Of course, Alith could still fly in spirit form, but walking was faster. It also meant that while the sand wouldn’t absorb the mana already stored in their body, mana regeneration would slow greatly, almost grinding to a complete halt. That was because most mana regeneration came from absorbing ambient mana.

There was also the option to try going around the desert; perhaps the location was on the other side, but according to Tyrene, the desert was immense, and that would actually take several months, even with wings.

So, Sofia flew around until she found the spot where the needle was the most perpendicular to the desert’s border, and they ventured in.

The sand was hot and bothersome; it got everywhere, though Sofia was already used to that. They walked for five days and nights through dunes and dunes of red sand. Everything looked the same. No vegetation, no life, no rocks, only sand as far as the eye could see. They were starting to regret following the compass.

At least there hadn’t been a sandstorm yet.

In the dusk of the fifth day, lit by the razing last rays of sunlight, a ruined city appeared on the horizon.



“Well?”

“Not here; needle’s still pointing the same no matter how much I explore.”

“Great…”

Sofia had slept in the first half-roofed ruin they could find. Although her need for sleep was very low thanks to her high level and to the [Saint’s indolence] bracelet, it was still something she needed every so often. Meanwhile, for Alith, it was completely optional, as was eating, drinking, and everything else, so she went ahead and scouted the ruined city during the night.

“But I found something else that’s interesting,” Alith added.

“And that would be?”

“Underground dungeon! The city had an underground level, and it’s a dungeon now!”

“That might be interesting, yeah. We still have a level debt to pay off; I’m not sure about going in with Pareth as a chicken, though, and with our diminished mana regeneration…”

“Oh, we can’t really go in there now, actually, but you said there were magic items in dungeons, right?”

“Yeah?”

“Follow me, Sof, I’ll explain.”

Sofia followed Alith as she guided her through the collapsed ruins, half submerged in sand; the dungeon’s entrance was a closed iron trapdoor leading to some stairs and a tunnel.

[You have entered the dungeon : Ruined city of Azar - Lv. 200+]

Alright, no, that’s a no; we can’t go in there now, indeed. “Let’s come back when we’re strong enough…”

Sofia climbed back up the stairs, not giving the dark tunnel a second glance.

“You’re not even going to hear me out?”

“Oh right, sorry, well?” Sofia asked, walking back down the stairs.

“I have a brilliant idea,” explained Alith. “And it might actually work. It’s very simple. You stay on the surface, move around all over the place, and that’ll allow me to follow underground in ghost form!”

Sofia had to admit that the idea had potential. It was quite safe and also faster if Alith could avoid monsters and go through walls. Just like that, they got to work mapping out the entire underground dungeon.

These were the remains of an underground level of the city, with houses and other buildings still mostly intact despite the obvious wear of time. According to Alith’s description, the dungeon was populated by what Sofia explained were probably Earth golems according to Alith’s description. They were about as wide as the tunnels, patrolling around, and there was not much of anything else.

Alith had pilfered a good few antiquities by the time she was done. All she had to do was to find the things, turn back to her human form, take it, and turn into a ghost again, bringing the object with her.

She’s like the ultimate thief; won’t leave any trace, not stopped by any wall. Just that she can’t go too far from me.

She was in front of Sofia, only her head protruding from the sand, “Found the boss, I think, or a big imposing door, at least, but it’s too deep, can’t go.”

“Can we go there without fighting the golems?”

“How fast do you think we can dig through sixty meters of sand in a desert?”

“Not happening… Let’s go find your chestplate. We’ll try coming back at the appropriate level. This place looks like it has been abandoned for ages; surely, it can wait for us for a few years. Still good to know it’s there.”

Alith thought it over for a second, “Alright, I like that. Back to walking north then.” They resumed their march.

“You got anything good in there, by the way?”

“Not really, mostly tiny decorations that could fit into my bag without being a bother; most useful things didn’t survive.”

“Decorations for what?”

“Our home.”

“What home?” Sofia asked, taken aback.

“We’re gonna get one. I’m the one locked with a level 100 [Accounting] skill. So I’ll make use of it. When we have enough money, Sof, we get a house. Nay, a mansion. Nay, a castle!”

“Sure…”

What are we even going to do in a castle? There are only two of us, plus a chicken… Better let her have her own goals, I guess. Actually, if I sell blood again, a castle might not be so far out… Wait, do we really need to live in the same place?

Can I even ever settle down if the Church keeps looking for me?



The desert was a lot less empty now. Still lifeless as ever, but there were at least many derelict and destroyed remnants of a civilization long gone. There weren’t any skeletons left. Maybe they had been buried by the sand, or perhaps the people had abandoned this place to rot. It was hard to tell.

One thing was for certain however, the inhabitants hadn’t been humans. Everything was ever so slightly too big, disturbingly so. The large door frames, larger windows, the spaces between rows of houses. It all felt out of place but still ordinary. Like a place secretly built for tall people only.

Not much else could be said about them; most things they had left behind had long been eroded into nothingness by the winds and sand.

The wind had been picking up speed for a while now. It wasn’t dangerous by itself, but a sandstorm would be a real problem.

As they progressed, amidst the ruins started appearing something new: spears.

Long, black spears, stuck, planted vertically in the sand. They weren’t made of any kind of metal but rather of some absurdly sturdy rock. Despite the wear and tear caused by the red sand, some of them were still in decent shape.

Sofia found one in a particularly good state, hidden in between two half-collapsed walls. She didn’t know how to use spears, but it was better than nothing, especially in a place where mana was limited. She checked just in case, but it had the exact same eerie description as every other spear.

[Nail of dominance] : Domination granted its subjects weapons carved out of his very being. “They, too, shall dominate.” It is incredibly sturdy.

Item level : 99. Grade : Ancient.

Restriction : Must be in the tallest 10% of their respective race.

The restriction worked in a fascinating way; no matter what she tried, Alith couldn’t even grab the weapons, her hands sliding right off. The spears fled her hands like water chasing gravity.



It wasn’t so long until they reached the place the compass pointed to. They saw it in the distance, gargantuan. Alith instantly recognized the structure; it was so famous in her world that even she had heard of it.

Surprised that she even managed to say it, despite the censoring that was usually so restrictive, she uttered a word.

“Pyramid.”

It stood like a mountain in the middle of the desert. A pyramid of black stone blocks. So wide and tall, Sofia thought she might not even reach the top, had she been able to use her wings.

Awed by the sight, they soon reached a straight road leading directly to the gaping entrance of the pyramid. Surrounded by gigantic statues of spear-wielding beastmen, it was the first time since they entered the desert that they enjoyed so much shade. There was no one guarding this place. Not a single soul. And despite that, the sand somehow didn’t encroach on the black pavings of the alley. As if the soil itself dared not sully this sacred place.

On both sides of the entrance, a giant brasero was lit with blue flames.

In a trance, Sofia, Alith, and Pareth strode towards the black mountain.

[You have been affected by : perception alteration. But your skills helped resist the status]

I CAN’T MOVE!!!

Her body was no longer hers; it was heading straight for the entrance of the pyramid with determined steps. Her mind whirred; the boosted analytical thinking speed of [Way of the Fool] was being used to its full potential. But she found no way out.

Unable to resist, Sofia had to powerlessly watch as they all entered the dungeon, moving like inarticulate brainless puppets.

Despite all her resistances, there was a status effect she could do nothing against.

[You have been affected by : Domination]

Followed by an even worse message.

[You have entered the dungeon : Lost pyramid of Azar - Certain Death]


Chapter 67 - Trapped

To Sofia’s great relief, she regained control of her body after entering the pyramid, and so did Alith. But when she turned back, there was no more entrance. Of course. I don’t know what I expected. It was the same black brick wall that extended on both sides, forming a small corridor. The place was well lit, owing to wall-mounted torches burning with the same blue fire that had been in the brasero outside.

Sofia tried to identify the fire, but all that came back was the description of a regular torch.

“Wait… We’re inside?” Alith asked in dismay.

“Yes, some kind of hypnosis, I half-resisted so I could still see what happened, but I couldn’t move. Or rather, my body moved by itself, like yours. Effect’s name is [Domination].”

“Hmm… You think we could’ve avoided that by not touching the spears?”

“Maybe. Too late for that, though; it might be better to throw it away now in case it could do that again.”

“Don’t, it’s still better than being bare-handed, and [Identify] didn’t say anything about an effect like that, so… Also, you were the one holding it, but I’ve still been affected, so I think it might not be from that.”

“Alright. Can you transform?”

“Hmm feels like I can,” Alith assumed her banshee spirit form. She moved around a bit only to find out she couldn’t go through the black brick walls. They weren’t physically blocking her but rather rejecting her entry and pushing her back, “My skills still as useless as ever.” She turned back to her human form and asked the sentient armor for his opinion, “Hey, clothing stuff, any feedback?”

She didn’t get an answer.

Sofia broke the silence, “It’s probably sleeping, I guess.”

“Well, at least we’re where the compass wanted us to go… It’s pointing to the left.”

“It gives the shortest path to the armor, right? So if it’s not there, it should guide us to the exit. We better follow it either way; let me take the lead since I have higher health; in fights, focus on killing the things; Pareth and I will be the bait.”

“The hell do you mean take the lead and be bait? Are you good, Sofia? You can’t even use your bone armor! Pareth is going first; you’re behind with me.”

“I-... Alith, can I rest for a minute? I don’t really feel so good actually…”

“Take your time Sof, seems like we’re relatively safe for now. Need healing?”

“I don’t think that would help… It’s not like my health is going down or anything…” Sofia explained as she weakly sat on the sandy floor. The world started spinning around her. “I just feel a bit sick all of a sudden…”

Alith crouched next to Sofia, “Woah, you’re very pale, you might actually be sick, what th-”

I feel… faint… what…

The world turned white, then gray, then black, in sudden shifts, then it all died down. Sofia saw, but she didn’t think. She could only experience, not understand.

Something appeared, more vivid than the world, larger than the universe. It had always been there; she just couldn’t see it.

Words couldn’t describe it.

She felt it. It had no eyes but watched everything.

For the briefest of moments, it looked at her. It paid attention to her in particular and nothing else.

The thing did not talk, but Sofia felt a message. A meaning conveyed through forces beyond her understanding.

Freedom

Something had changed.

“Wake up! Hey! Oh, thank god. You alright? You passed out for a second,” Alith panickedly asked, on her knees in front of Sofia, holding her shoulders.

“I’m… Fine. I think. I feel better now. I don’t know what happened, really, I felt like I had a weird hallucination, but I'm… Really better now.”

“Maybe it’s your demon skill reacting to the whole [Domination] thing and making a mess out of you?”

“No idea. Could be. But I don’t think so. It felt more like… Meeting a god.”

“Well, shit. I wish I could’ve seen that too. But fill me in later. We need to find a way out, I really don’t think this place is safe.”

“I still think we should follow the compass unless you have a better idea…” Sofia said as Alith helped her back up.

“Let’s do it, but first, we clean out the sand in this area. I’ll make a circle for Zangdar; if things go wrong, we rush here and teleport.”

“Sounds like a plan; then Pareth will scout ahead for traps while we search for the armor…”



There weren’t any traps to be found. What was the point of having such a mess of corridors with no rooms and no traps? In fact, what is the point of this whole place?

It was weird that some magical force was luring people in, especially when they would have entered by themselves anyway, but now all there was inside was a big fuck-off labyrinth.

Why?

Do you want people here or not?

Lost and confused, they followed the compass, which had been doing weird things too. It had them going in circles, backtracking through corridors they’d already gone through, taking long routes to somewhere they could have reached by taking another turn before.

Sofia had been trying to keep a mental map of the place, but the more they walked, the less sense it made. If she believed her own ‘map,’ they had walked through walls several times, and some corridors with no intersection passed through each other.

I must be shit at cartography. Maybe I should get a classless skill for that.

Somehow, they ended up facing a wall. That was where the compass pointed.

“The compass must be broken…” Alith said as she observed the wall. It was the same bumpy black bricks every other wall was made out of.

Sofia touched the dark bricks, searching for something out of place. “It’s from the system, no way it's broken, this has to be the right way, somehow.”

“You really trust the system to a fault, even with your broken class and all, uh?”

“It’s just common sense? Do you not expect the sun to come up every morning?”

“Ah yes, the breathing argument from back at the towers… The sun isn’t throwing error messages at anyone’s face, though.”

Their banter was interrupted by a certain piece of clothing, “I wouldn’t be so sure about that. Anyway, there’s been this really nice smell around since I woke up, I’m getting very hungry. And you should absolutely check behind this wall; I wouldn’t doubt sir Compass’ integrity.”

Alith looked down at the thing she was actually wearing, “Any idea on how to open the wall then? Seems like solid bricks.”

“Why? You breathers think in weird ways... You have blasted mithril blades! Cut through the damn thing already!”

“That works?” Sofia and Alith answered in sync.

“Of course, it does; what do you think Mithril is?” the cloth spoke back.

“Now that I think about it, I only used them on the Siren… Here goes nothing,” Alith said before she struck the wall with her weapon. The blade effortlessly sunk deeply inside of the black bricks.

Dumbfounded, Alith carved out a path in the wall, one chunk at a time. It was all very real solid bricks of the same hard material that made up the whole pyramid, but it stood no chance against the mithril-coated blades.

What in the world… Mithril is absurd. How is it so cheap?

“Wait, can’t we just dig our way out of this place then?” Sofia asked the cloth.

“Sure thing you can, if whatever it is that brought you in lets you leave. I’m going back to sleep now. I need to conserve energy. Don’t bother me until you find my food.”

“...”

“Sof! I see the other side. Dark corridor.”



It turned out this wall was some sort of secret passage meant to be used from the other side only that would retract the bricks using a large mechanical contraption built into the walls. Despite Alith pulling the lever, which was most certainly meant to activate the whole thing, nothing happened. Maybe it was too old, or maybe the machine couldn’t work without the parts she had slashed through to carve a path. Either way, it was underwhelming.

Past the wall was a short dark tunnel ending in a spiral staircase leading up. This narrow pathway felt out of place in this environment otherwise designed for tall people. They went up the stairs, which spanned multiple floors without a single exit and led to a rectangular room. It was made of the same dark stone bricks but felt vastly different.

Alith walked up to a narrow bed tucked in a corner, “A secret bedroom?”

“Looks like it. No one’s been around for a very long time, I would say.”

The small room wasn’t much of anything; there was a bed and a desk, nothing else, not even a window. A flat stone tablet sat on the desk, with the finest, most intricate ritual circle Sofia had ever seen engraved on it.

Alith checked her compass, “The needle is pointing at it.

Sofia asked for Alith’s opinion, “Do we activate it, then?”

“Can we?”

“There’s a mana entry engraving in there. I don't know much else, but I can recognize this one; most rituals use this. So if we just push some mana into it, it should do… Something. Can’t really say if it will be good or bad, I have no idea what most of these runes mean. Also, [Identify] isn’t reacting to the tablet, no idea why,” Sofia explained.

“Alright, I’ll do it, go back down, just in case it’s dangerous, I can still be revived after all…” Alith said as she approached the tablet.

Sofia climbed all the way down the stairs; she could still see inside the room through Pareth. As Alith sent more and more mana into the tablet, the ritual circles filled with blue light. It activated fully, and the tablet split into small chunks, which flew around and rearranged themselves, stacking up to take the shape of a short-legged chunky dwarf with a short stubble beard.

“That’s it? Some kind of toy sculpture that builds itself?” Alith mumbled to herself.

“My name is… I shouldn’t say, actually, the current year is 2587. If you found this message…”


Chapter 68 - Madness

The tiny self-built sculpture of a dwarf was unmoving, but it started emitting sounds, recording of a time long past.

2587… That’s six hundred years ago!

“If you found this message, that means you’re certainly a fellow Dwarf! How did you like my space magic?” So THIS is why my map made no sense! “I hope it didn’t age too badly. Don’t shame me if it did, brother, different times. I built this room as a safe space in this kingdom of fools, so that no brother would die from my creation. Honestly, this isn’t my proudest work. The two beastmen heroes I’m working with are a reprehensible bunch, but I couldn’t reject their offer.”

There was a moment of silence, then the dwarf spoke in a much more lively tone.

“They’re paying me with parts of Gadur’s armor! Can you believe that! Absolute bog-Goblins! Imagine having Gadur’s masterpiece for yourself and trading the parts for a shoddy pile of Black Primus resin bricks! This is the biggest scam of my career! Ahahahahah!”

Guess we know what we’re looking for now. Never heard of Gadur. Some ancient Dwarven Smith, I guess.

“Oh, dear brother, back to the topic, if you find yourself in here, well, it means the so-called ‘heroes’ failed, which they will, so you can’t leave until you finish them off. I made extra sure the ritual chamber would fuck up their ugly faces. That’s right, I know what they’re trying to do, not on my watch! The Demon King can go fuck himself for all I care! For disrespecting Gadur’s work like this, they’ll never become Apostles, not with me alive!”

Demons coming up again… I had a strong itch from the whole Domination thing, it’s confirmed now. So it’s two beastmen heroes who failed at becoming Sons of Domination? Perhaps the pyramid and the black lances were parts of the ritual… What happens when you fail? And who the fuck is the Demon King?

“It pains me to leave the rest of Gadur’s masterpiece here, but this is all I can manage, I’m barely able to go against them now, and it won’t be any easier after they mutate. And there’s no way I’m tipping anyone off about this, lest they try taking possession of the parts I have… I’m never coming back to this awful desert; I’ve failed at the sixth, so I will never defeat these myself, especially with Domination’s mind-goblineries. Truly leaves a taste of dirt in my mouth. But I’m leaving these relics for you to find, whose greed cannot reach me. Best of luck, brother.”

Sixth… 100,200,250…

The dwarf statuette crumbled at the end of the message, leaving behind a small shiny key in a pile of stone dust.

Wait, this dwarf was level 349, and he left a priceless relic here because the mutated heroes would be too strong?!

Gives ‘certain death’ a lot more credibility…

Alith grabbed the key and Pareth, putting the latter on her shoulder, and joined Sofia down the spiral staircase. She held up the small key, “What now?”

“We leave,” Sofia said decisively, “If the armor is guarded by these two demons the dwarf spoke about, trying to retrieve it now is just suicidal.”

“I’m with you on this one, but how?”

“The sort of mind-control effect that led us in here don’t you think it’s weird how it stopped right after we entered? I’m thinking that maybe it’s pretty limited, might not be able to keep us from leaving if you carve out an exit through the walls,” Sofia theorized, “It’s a gamble, but I don’t have anything better…”

“Where do we dig then? Finding the place where we entered could take a while with the space magic shenanigans going on…”

“We try to go to the nearest edge on my mental map and go straight? We’re bound to hit the end eventually.”

“Don’t you remember how huge the pyramid looked? We could be here for weeks at this rate… Well… I don’t have anything better. I do that; let Pareth explore the place in the meantime, then, kinda sad he can’t use the compass in my place, or we could have just let him do all the exploration… Oh, and can you identify the key?”

“No, same as the tablet, it doesn’t pick it up somehow.”

How does it work on an Archangel and not a dumb stone key, exactly? Sometimes, the system does actually not make so much sense…

Alith had to cut through six thick walls in a row before finding one that was even thicker. That was probably going to be their escape door, but Alith had been going at it for more than an hour already, and they still didn’t see the end.

Pareth had walked around the labyrinth all the while, not finding anything new but helping Sofia make an interesting discovery. The space magic was actually merging different corridors, seemingly at random, so one could never know where they were. There wasn’t any way that Sofia could find to see it; the actual magic had to be very subtle because her mana perception hadn’t shown her anything. She only found out when her perception of Pareth’s location compared to her zipped around to hundreds of meters away, then back where it had been when she made him immediately backtrack.

Sofia kept doing her part of the excavation job, carrying the rubble out of the several-meter-long tunnel.

[Black Primus resin] : A chunk of resin extracted from a giant Black Primus tree. Much like the tree itself, the resin has the property of existing in both the physical and the spiritual plane.

Item level : 0. Grade : Valuable.

She stored a tiny small sample in the sand pendant. Explains why Alith couldn’t get through… Why would anyone go out of their way to make such a big structure out of this?

She was dumping the broken pieces of black bricks when she heard Alith stop hitting the walls.

“You made it?” Sofia asked. She couldn’t see the end of the tunnel since Alith was in the way; judging by how her head was stuck against the wall, they probably found their way out.

“Yep, blue sky and red sand in sight, lots of it.”

“Alright, let’s get going.” Sofia held out her hand, and Pareth appeared right on it; his new ability to teleport back to her found its first use. I better not try to have him land in my hand when it’s a human skeleton. Wait, actually, I’m pretty sure I could lift a real human with one hand, let alone a skeleton…

It was hard to adjust to the knowledge that her body was several times stronger than it used to be for her entire early life. Surely something that anyone passing through the filters had to struggle with at some point. What she could achieve still wasn’t inhuman by any means, but it didn’t match her physique in the slightest.

Alith kept enlarging the hole in the wall until the daylight reached Sofia. It was still a small hole, but they could fit through.

I CAN fit through. Right?!

She could, barely, but she could, when Alith had slipped through without a problem. They were outside, still on the pyramid, but outside. It turned out they weren’t actually in the ground level of the pyramid but somewhere around halfway up.

More space magic shenanigans. Explains the wall behind us when we entered…

There had been no sign of anything trying to stop them so far. However, upon reaching the bottom of the pyramid, Sofia had a bad feeling.

She stepped down from the last row of bricks and onto the red sand.

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

Wait, what?

Seeing Sofia still normal, Alith stepped down too, and was assaulted by the same message. It repeated constantly.

They looked at each other. “You negated the domination too?” Sofia asked first.

“Yeah… Since when do you have a skill for that? You combined something new when I was digging?”

“Even if I did, my skills don’t extend to you except for [Blessing of the Deep].”

Sofia had to check.

[Blessing of the Deep] : The Saintomancer was granted a name.

They may see the inhabitants of the Deep.

Lv.1 : 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 Skill Level 200)

She showed Alith the description window.

“So, you remember that hallucination I was talking about… I think…”

“Like meeting a god, huh?”

“Yeah…”

“So the Deep man had you faint, came in your dreams, and upgraded your blessing?” Alith tried her best to understand, “Last time you said he scared you so much you almost died…” All the while, the messages about resisting [Domination] kept ringing in their minds.

“I wish that was just that… It clearly wasn’t him, it was… Bigger.”

“Well, whatever the case, it looks like that was a positive encounter. You know what doesn’t sound like a positive encounter, though? [Soul Parasite].”

“One more thing to ask Kuli when we see her…” Sofia agreed, “I won’t complain about resisting it.”

“What worries me is that it looks like you got the immunity to [Domination] because that was used against you… If you see what I mean.”

Sofia shuddered. “Let’s get out of here. Fast.” If she couldn't know, then it was better to forget about it for the time being.

She really wished she could forget about it.

The messages kept ringing all the way until the giant black pyramid was no more than a black dot on the horizon.

We’ll be back.


Chapter 69 - Nice?

They were back in the ruined city, taking a break at the entrance of the underground dungeon, away from the red sand.

Walking all this time to come back empty-handed felt terrible, so they were thinking about finding a safe way to try to tackle the earth golems inside of there without taking too much risk or without even entering, if possible. Their biggest gripe was how restricted Sofia was. [Heal undead] and the wings couldn’t be used indoors and even less so in this manaless desert. Even if she could now probably use [Angel’s bolt] from the ground, doing so in a restricted space was a one-way road to the graveyard. She had no bones for her armor, and Pareth was still stuck in a chicken’s skeleton.

All she could really work with was her new skill, [Graveyard of the righteous], which did no damage, and [Summon blood]. These skills wouldn’t help much against Earth Golems that were around level 200, according to the dungeon’s level.

Sofia went over her complete status, letting Alith check it as well.

Name : Sofia Aphenoreth

Age : 20

Class : [Saintomancer] ♢

Level : 100

Health : 5500 / 5500

Stamina : 1500 / 1500

Mana : 44500 / 44500(-10000)

Specialization : [Eclipse Skeleton] ♢

Active Skills (5 / 6)

●        [Heal Undead] - Level 56

●        [Summon Blood] - Level 17

●        [Angel’s bolt] - Level 100

●        [Maiden Banshee] - Level 100 (Lv.100)

●        [Graveyard of the righteous] - Level 100

Passive Skills (5 / 6)

●        [Blessing of the Deep] - Level 100

●        [Armor of Bones] - Level 100

●        [Pristine essence]

●        [Vakariazrehafin of Sorrow] ♢

●        [Holy Wings of undeath] ♢

Classless Skills (6 / 6)

●        [Menial chores] - Level 7

●        [Sprint] - Level 3

●        [Fast reading] - Level 19

●        [Way of the Fool] - Level 3

●        [Poker Face] - Level 9

●        [Identify] - Level 1

Summoned heroes (2 / 4)

●        Lv.100 Pareth (Holy Chicken Eclipse Skeleton)

●        Lv.100 Alith (Maiden Banshee)

Available Active Skills :

●        [Dispel ] : Dispels

●        [ mist] : in a thick mist.

●        [ soul] : to the necromancer’s lifeforce.

No Available Passive Skills.

No Available Classless Skills.

“What if you make [Dispel soul mist]?” Alith asked.

“I don’t know… I don’t really like the feeling of it; what if it’s some kind of mental status effect cleanse? That’s pretty much already what [Blessing of the Deep] does…”

“You can at least get rid of [Sprint] and [Menial chores], I think, but you need a replacement. Can’t you ask the scribe to give you new ones?” Alith asked.

“Can I? It did listen to my complaints some times before…”

[Please wait.]

Alith’s eyes went wide at the appearance of Sofia’s new system notification. “No way, it really worked? What the hell? Hey, can I have that too?” But nothing happened, making her frown in frustration; it wasn’t the first time she tried things that didn’t work. This time, it was made worse by working for Sofia and not her.

“Alith… I don’t know if you’re a genius or if I’m dumb? How many times do I have to be surprised by discovering things like that…”

“You’re too used to the system being a rigid thing. I don’t have the same preconceived notions about it… There’s more things that I'd still like to try. But I think my system is a bit less responsive than yours; probably has to do with your scribe thing.”

“Can’t you use mine then? You’re already linked to one of my skills, so maybe that could work somehow?”

[Please wait.]

[Ascending request.]

[Granted. Linkage operational cost : 5000 maximum mana. Will you accept?]

Sofia didn’t even ponder over it and just accepted. What’s 5000 more or 5000 less at this point.

[Link has been established.]

“Are you sure about this?” Alith asked when she realized what had happened.

“Don’t even worry about it. If you get stronger, we both benefit; it’s not wasted to me.”

“Thank you then… But what if I leave?”

“Are you going to?”

“...”

“See, anyway, ask to get more classless skills again!”

[Please wait.]

Sofia nodded in satisfaction as Alith’s new message appeared.

Mana well spent.

“Wanna try to hunt something else instead? I’d like a better skeleton for Pareth… One big enough that I could regrow him a few times for armor without emptying all my mana… Maybe we could even feed my armor to your dumb shirt.”

“That’d be nice if it works… We’ve seen nothing alive in this drab desert besides burrowing insects is the problem…” Alith complained.

“Tyrene mentioned worms. With a bit of luck, we could find some.”

“Worms are usually quite small… And would they even have bones? I don’t think the worms in my world ever had any.”

“I don’t know about the size, but one of my available specialization paths for Pareth was ‘Sandworm’, so if I had to guess, they must have a skeleton. Unless there's multiple types of sand worms.”

“Can’t hurt to try, though it’s still not ideal even if we get that. Can’t see a worm using a sword or fighting too well when we leave the desert.”

The discussion about worms was interrupted by a new message for each.

[Full scan complete. New Classless skills available.]

“Who goes first ?” Sofia said.

“Me,” Alith answered. “I only need to replace [Alchemy], should be quick.”

Available Classless Skills:

●        [Acrobatics]

●        [Aerobics]

●        [Assassination]

●        [Caregiving]

●        [Climbing]

●        [Dancing]

●        [Decisive]

●        [Discipline]

●        [Evasion]

●        [Exploring]

●        [Fire affinity]

●        [Follower]

●        [Hero’s charisma]

●        [Hero’s luck]

●        [Jittery]

●        [Meditation]

●        [Negotiating]

●        [Orienteering]

●        [Planar shift]

●        [Poison Resistance]

●        [Quickstep]

●        [Robust]

●        [Shenanigans]

●        [Sneaking]

●        [Sprint]

●        [Tanned]

●        [Thievery]

●        [Tireless]

●        [Toned]

●        [Weapon throwing]

“Or not…”

“And it gave us no options before?!” Sofia exclaimed. She looked through her list as well; it was even longer.

Since they had so much to read through, they went ahead and thought about their choices by themselves.

In the end, Alith replaced [Cooking] and [Alchemy] with [Planar shift] and [Toned].

[Planar shift] : Transitions between planes and teleportation delay is 1% (1*Skill Level) faster.

Eventually, she’ll be able to switch from specter to human and back instantly!

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

Synergizes well with [Shinobi], no clue what the nerve capacity thing is supposed to do. It was very strong how much stamina it gave, but it had the weird downside of being a locked classless skill. Well, at least it doesn’t need leveling up.

It was also the first time they saw a skill explicitly mention cosmetic additions, and it resulted in Alith’s muscles being slightly more defined, if still quite discreet. Sofia had a sneaking suspicion that this had been the bigger decisive factor. Considering her issues with her… youthful appearance. Especially now that most of her torso was always exposed.

Sofia wouldn’t even have been shocked if Alith had taken [Hero’s charisma] or [Tanned] as well. Though they were both tanning well enough already in their current situation.

Meanwhile, Sofia chose to replace [Menial chores] and [Sprint] with [Sanctity] & [Mana manipulation].

[Sanctity] : Reduce damages to the body by 0.5% (0.5*Skill Level).

I know I have more health now, but I really want to avoid re-living the Siren fight’s ‘get killed in two hits’ scenario. Also don’t want to end up like Fox did in the trial. As long as I’m alive, I can let Pareth and Alith do the attacking. And the name is fitting.

[Mana manipulation] ♢ : Your mana framework’s self-correcting capabilities are doubled.

I’m not sure I fully understand this one, but if that can help me manage large amounts of mana better, that would be perfect. Since it’s a locked classless like [Toned], it can’t be weak. I hope... The other options weren’t so interesting anyway. I just want something that helps with my wings.

Kind of a gamble, but then again, what isn’t these days. I should really look into a less destructive attack skill next. Maybe pick up a bow or something…

Alith seemed happy with the cosmetic changes, observing herself from every angle she could.

“Looks good on you,” Sofia complimented.

“Yeah, I kinda like it too. Feels nice.”

“Now, you only need one to be taller.”

“Nah, I’m fine. As long as I don’t look like an actual child, you know. It’s not like I dislike how I look that much… Anyway, worm time? Or do we get the fuck out of this crap desert?” she asked, taking an exaggerated smug pose with her arms crossed.

“Did you just use [Utterly unimpressed]?”

“Yeah? I need to get used to it if I’m going to be using it in battle. Did you see how it lasts for five seconds, but my stacks from [Heir of fire] only last for three? I’m getting scammed as usual,” she said before striking another pose.

“It’s not on cooldown?” Sofia asked with a raised eyebrow.

“It is; I just want to try different poses; the skill doesn’t actually work if I do the same pose twice in a row.”

“Alright… So the sandworms… I should have a bit more information on my permanent backlog from the specialization…Yeah, here, take a look.”

The system message appeared before Alith.

[Path of the Sandworm :

Unlocking requirements :

●        Has slept in sand.

●        Has eaten sand.

●        Has played with worms.

●        Likes red meat.

●        Likes the smell of blood.

●        Often shows blatant disregard for their own safety.

Description : The sandworm is an apex predator. Your skeleton will become a sandworm skeleton, adept at burrowing and mincing its prey; once it attacks, it will never relent until it or its target is dead for good. Swift and resilient, it is the scourge of the sands.]

“Strange requirement…”

“...”

“That’s strong, though; why didn’t you take this?”

“I don’t know, it didn’t feel right. I didn’t want anything that locked Pareth with a single skeleton type.”

Alith threw a glance at the skeletal chicken, “Well… Anyway, that doesn’t tell us much, except that fighting it in the sand is a bad idea, which I could’ve guessed without that, to be honest.”

“Hmm, I have heard of it somewhere else, I believe; let me think for a bit,” Sofia said as she sat cross-legged in the sand.

It took her a good thirty seconds before it finally clicked. “Oh! Nyse… I mean, Cardinal, the vampire, during the trial, he spoke about how his team had gone to hunt sandworms… Well, he spoke about a lot of things really…”

“And so?”

“Blood! They smell blood from super far away was the thing he said, I’m pretty sure.”

“Looking at your specialization thing, that does make sense. Can we really take them down, though?”


Chapter 70 - Worm

Sofia and Alith decided to retreat first; hunting a sandworm right now was too risky since they knew so little about them. And had no armor. And because Pareth was a chicken. And they could not regenerate mana, not fast enough anyway. And Sofia couldn’t use her wings.

There were a lot of factors that made them reluctant to actually fight. They had been way too optimistic about chasing the relic armor; they had recklessly charged into the desert. Now, they had to go back, having made little to no progress in anything. It only took four days this time; as they looked and finally spied a hint of green on the horizon, Alith started going on a weird topic.

“Say, can’t you just use my bones for Pareth?”

“Excuse me?”

“Yeah, I mean, you CAN re-summon me, right?”

“Do you have any idea how long getting that much mana would take?! And that’s weird! And gross! I don’t want that, what the hell. And like, like. What if. What if the resurrected Alith isn’t you?!”

“Not me?” Alith took a second to understand what she meant, “Oh, like a copy or something, but not the same? Or if my memory gets erased back to before I came here?” Her expression changed a lot the longer she talked, ending up in a perfect melange of emotions, from worry to disgust. “Alright, no, I changed my mind, not dying if I can avoid it. Yep. Didn’t think of it like that at all. I want none of that, either. I’m good.”

“See.”

“Yeah, I get it now. Well, too bad. I can never team up with myself, I guess… The problem with Pareth is always finding a skeleton… Should we just kill someone, or what? Sounds like something Kuli would do.”

“She’s not that bad… We’d probably be dead under the sea right now without her advice… But thinking about it, I could totally see her selling skeletons to a necromancer, yeah…”

“See what I mean. You could have probably said I was an undead and avoided getting punched. I doubt she would have cared.”

“Whatever. The summoning punch thing was a breeze compared to the level up to 100, honestly. Or compared to carving out my own heart. Back then, it all went so fast; I was shocked more than anything, a bit like when you pull out an arrow, it hurts a lot once then…”

“Sofia… Do you hear yourself talk? You worry me sometimes, really.”

“Huh? I’m not the one who volunteered her own skeleton to a necromancer!”

“Fair point… Also, when the hell did you get hit by an arrow?”

“Long story…”



They had made it to the border of the desert again, and being back in an environment filled with mana was appeasing. They could return to the glass factory if they flew a bit, but that wasn’t exactly in their plans.

Instead, Sofia cut off her own wing.

“Doesn’t hurt?” Alith asked as she came closer to heal Sofia.

“Not really, I feel the mana flow panicking a bit, but that’s about it.”

“Alright, let’s fill up this bone storage then, gimme your hand.” Alith rolled her eyes at the ridiculousness of her skill. “I can never get used to it, really,” she added in between two kisses on the side of Sofia’s hand, “How many times do we need to do that to completely fill it up?”

“Hmm… Around three thousand. Half if I cut both wings.”

“Let’s settle at like fifty…”

They did that a few times until Sofia could activate the armor. They would try feeding it to Alith’s Dopple. This was how they decided to call the annoying piece of clothing since that was part of its system description.

Sofia could not actually take off the armor, even less so only the torso, so Alith had the delicate assignment of having to cut it out on the spot with her kamas. It was something of a nightmare for Sofia to try to wiggle out of there after the parts were separated, but it was necessary. Dopple had insisted that the armor piece had to be in the best condition if they wanted the best protection from the imprint.

“It’s funny how it gives you a kind of skirt now,” Alith pointed out. The armor had adapted to go over the robe, giving her a sort of armored long skirt, and she still had the leg armor underneath.

That’s actually an added layer of protection… But it does limit my movements a bit. A decent trade-off, I guess. I could roll up the robe before activating the armor to change back if I wanted.

Alith grabbed the separated bone chestplate. “You awake, Dopple? Your food is ready,” she said nonchalantly.

“Uh? Oh. Yes, I was taking a nap. Excuse me. Well. Bring it, please, I cannot grab it myself.” The bone chestplate slowly sank into the black piece of cloth on Alith’s torso. “Hey! That’s some good stuff. You could have done this all along and you went in the desert without protection? You really need some coaching…”

Sofia interrupted Dopple’s monologue, “That’s right, imagine if we had something along the lines of a millennia-old sentient clothing piece to help us make better decisions. Sure would be nice, wouldn’t it?”

“...”

“Of course, now you shut up… You better at least protect Alith well.”

“I think you hurt its ego.” Alith shrugged, then tried to hit herself. Her punch impacted an invisible armor a few centimeters away from her exposed skin; it looked like she didn’t feel anything. “Works great,” she added with a thumbs up, “Now we fill your armor stock a bit and get to the worm hunting!”



Their plan was quite simple. Summon a lot of blood on the border of the sand and wait out far away; if a worm came, they would fight with Alith on the ground, Pareth as a support, and Sofia in the air. If no worm came, they would try again a few kilometers further east. Like that, they would never have to go deep into the desert where mana was restricted.

‘[Summon Blood] reached level 18’

…

‘[Summon Blood] reached level 22’

It also gave Sofia a few [Summon blood] level-ups.

Easier to make money later. I should focus on this now, and [Heal undead], guess I can cut off my wings and heal them by myself to train. Actually, they should count as undead, right? She checked that on the spot, and they did. She could now heal herself! But just the wings…

Small victories…

They dumped blood at sixteen different spots before something happened. It began with a low rumble. A shiver in the sand. It was as though the dunes came alive, bristling up like the fur of a terrorized cat.

"Hey, looks like we got one," Alith rejoiced, swinging her blades.

The ground shook. Springing out of the sand, the worm appeared.

The first to act was Alith. She ran for her life.

This was no simple worm. This was a titan rivaling the Alphageid. Wide like a house, several hundreds of meters long, a force of nature in the flesh. It obscured the sky in its colossal majesty and plunged in an arc toward the sand stained with blood.

Sofia dove down like a bird of prey and grabbed Alith, carrying her away as fast as she could.

“The ring!” Sofia urged.

They could have just flown away, which was actually their original retreat plan, but the thing was so tall that it could no doubt reach higher than the mana density near the desert allowed Sofia to fly. And they wouldn’t take the bet that they could outrun this thing.

Out of caution after their last mess-up at the pyramid, they had prepared a backup retreat plan. Before dumping the blood, they would always draw a teleportation circle to Zangdar, just in case it was needed, but it had to be a bit further away, or the red sand would no doubt mess up the mana flow.

Alith started to activate the ring before they even reached the ritual circle; Pareth had teleported onto Sofia’s back, and the instant they landed in the circle, the trio disappeared.

They were back in the locked city, exactly where they had left the last time.

“That WAS a sandworm, right?” Sofia asked. She felt a sudden sense of loss as she thought back to her skill specialization choice.

“Can you even still call that a worm? I don’t want to know what a damned Dragon looks like.”

“This can’t have been a regular sandworm. We must have lured the mother of all sandworms; I can’t believe this can be killed by a small expedition group. Imagine if we could get that skeleton, though…”

“And reanimate it with what blood exactly? Even if [Summon blood] was level 5000, you probably wouldn’t be able to summon enough to activate the circle. Did you see how long the thing was? Actually, we wouldn’t even manage to draw the circle that big!”

“Can’t you let a skeleton enthusiast dream? Ah, whatever, going to this desert was a mistake from the start. Let’s just level up here… Again… It’s safe and proven to work…”

“Hmm, yeah, about that, Sofia… Don’t you notice something weird? The dungeon…”

Sofia had been busy opening the visor of her helmet when she was hit by a sudden revelation at Alith’s words. The system message about re-entering a dungeon. It was missing.


Chapter 71 - Again and again

Alith and Sofia looked around; they had destroyed a lot during their previous leveling session. The outer ring’s upper city was full of holes, and a good part of the lower city was nothing but debris. Many an [Angel’s bolt] had been thrown.

There was no sign of a single Phageid anywhere, but that had always been the case since their entire thing was hiding in plain sight.

Maybe they disappeared, so the dungeon did as well? She shared that thought with Alith.

“The lower city should be full of them; send Pareth to check?”

“Alright,” Sofia answered. The chicken followed her command and hopped its way down to the ground level of the chaotic city. It explored a bit, Sofia monitoring everything using the shared vision. She had him check inside multiple houses, enter towers, and run around in the alleyways.

She had Pareth teleport back to them. This recall function of his was really practical; Sofia was only sad it didn’t work both ways. “Nothing,” she told Alith. “They’re not here.”

“Even if they all disappeared, didn’t you say for a dungeon to be cleared, the boss needed to die? Did we kill it without knowing last time?” Alith wondered as she kept observing the lower city. “Oh, can you fly here, by the way? I still cannot transform.”

“Mana density is normal if a bit on the low side, so I don’t see why not,” Sofia answered, spreading her wings wide and floating up a bit. Flying between the houses would be hard, but going above shouldn’t be a problem. I’m a bit worried about the black sky thing. In fact, she used to find the place quite unnerving before, and the knowledge of the Alphageid’s existence had done nothing to help with that.

“Can you fly to the top of the walls? Let’s check what’s beyond there.”



The wall leading outside the city wasn’t quite as tall as the inner-city wall, so they went up this one first. Now, Sofia was really glad that Alith wasn’t taller because her wings weren’t that strong. And it was weird enough to carry her like that. Flying over the last row of ice-blue bricks, she landed on the walkway of the ‘wall’ that was, in fact, more like a huge rampart.

The walkway was very large, enough for ten people to walk side by side. Beyond the parapets overlooking the outside… Nothing.

The sky was the same dark abyss it had always been here; it extended to the horizon and then down. There was nothing else, as though the world stopped at the wall’s base.

Sofia started flying over the parapet before making a sharp turn back with a flap of her ethereal wings. There was no mana outside. I almost fell off! She landed on the walkway again and tried to calm her heart. That scared the shit out of me!

“Can’t fly there? You good?” Alith asked with a hand on Sofia’s shoulder.

“Yes to both…” Sofia took some more time to calm down, “There’s nothing at all beyond the wall. Not even mana.”

“Hmm. I’m curious what’s under the city,” Alith said, bending over the edge to look down. She spoke again, but it made no sound. Frowning, she stepped back. “Looks like nothing either, no dirt or anything, just bricks, then nothing. I think it goes a bit further down than the lower street’s level, though. Hard to tell.”

“Your mouth is steaming,” Sofia pointed out with a raised finger. Alith, who hadn’t paid attention, closed her mouth and swallowed.

“Weird,” she finally said before brushing it under the rug. “Anyway… Let’s check the inner city since there’s nothing here.” She raised her arms, “Please help, lady Saint, this poor banshee has no flight.”

Carrying Alith, Sofia tried to fly up, but at first, they couldn’t go much higher before the mana disappeared. The more they approached the inner wall, the higher they could go.

So there’s some kind of dome above holding the mana… Or it could be a sphere surrounding the city; that’s still possible.

They landed on the wall of the inner city.

[You have entered the dungeon : Zangdar inner ring - Lv. 200+]

Sofia looked down at the inner city. It had nothing in common with the chaos of the outer ring. There were twelve mansions in a circle against the wall and some sort of huge, vaguely cone-shaped palace tower thing in the middle. To Sofia, the whole thing looked oddly like a big clock.

The mansions had suffered the same fate as the outer city, stripped clean of doors, furniture, or anything that wasn’t made of the same blue rocks. But the palace seemed actually safe. They could see actual wooden doors, glass windows, curtains…

Maybe it’s protected by some kind of barrier? My guess at this point is the Phageid eat anything that isn’t blue stone, so the palace could be a real safe space.

If we can take it over, we could have an ultra-secure permanent secret base away from everything.

Well, it’s just sad that we only have one ring.

Alith looked at Sofia, “Do we return to the desert? Worm should be gone by now. Not too sure about fighting level 200 Phageid… Imagine if they can attack from a distance; we'd be in trouble, even with your wings.”

“Weird to see you be the voice of reason after you wanted to roam around the desert’s level 200 dungeon.”

“It’s exactly because I explored it that I know it’s too much for us to take on. At least the desert dungeon I could scout in advance. Here…”

Sofia sat down on the rampart’s walkway, with Pareth on her lap, “I agree that we should leave, anyway, you should go out first since you can always transform to escape the worm if it’s still there. I’ll wait until you’re back.”

“True that; sit tight, I’ll be right back,” Alith answered, starting to carve the ritual circle onto the ground with her mithril-coated weapons. She stood in the center of the circle and sent a mana pulse to the ring.

Then again.

And again.

She looked back at Sofia with a pained smile, “Say, Sof. You wouldn’t happen to have a secret technique to teleport us back?”

“We’re stuck here?”

“We’re stuck here.”

“Did the ring break somehow?!”

“No clue here, identify it maybe, could tell us what’s wrong,” Alith said, tossing her the ring.

[Key-Ring of Zangdar] : Through the planes, mana shall lead the way. The locked city is but a shadow of its past glory, long destroyed by what it was meant to keep away.

Uses left : 0/256 Item level : 0. Grade : Forgotten.

So NOW it shows the uses left… Great.

She shared the message with Alith.

“Surely we’ll find another key-ring…” she started, only to be met with Sofia’s shaking head, “Alith… if we find another ring and the coordinates of our world are saved in this one… Where do you think a new one would lead us?”

“Oh…”

Maybe we can repair this one somehow? She didn’t even believe in her own ideas. Am I stuck here forever?

Sofia deactivated the bone armor and let herself fall back and lay on the ice-blue floor. “Why does this shit always happen to me…” She counted on her fingers, “First, the cavern, the basement, the slavers, the monster tide, the caravan, the orphanage, the Church, the princess’ room in the trial, the pyramid, now this! Can I not be free, ever?!” She rolled over to plant her face on the ground. “I’m tired, Alith.”

“Woah, this is quite unlike you…” Alith approached from behind to pat her back. “You know what all these things you talk about have in common, Sofia? You made it out. And I’m here now. What’s one more time? We’ll be out before we know it.”

Sofia was unresponsive.

“Come on, stand up now,” Alith coaxed Sofia gently, “This place isn’t going to explore itself. Surely, we’ll find a way in the palace or when we kill the boss.”



It was only when even Pareth had started pecking at her face to get her up that Sofia agreed to stop pretending to be a rug.

Since when can Pareth make decisions by himself?

This was the first time ever that Pareth had done something she had never ordered him to do.

Even rescuing and carrying her when she had passed out from the poison gas in this very same city before had all been part of the orders she had once given. But pecking her face? She had never ordered him to do anything remotely close to that.

Some specialization options had mentioned becoming intelligent, so likely conscious, but [Eclipse Skeleton] said nothing about such an option.

Did it…?

Wait, wait, wait. Am I blind?

As she looked up at the specialization option message, one line she had glossed over before stood out like a sore thumb.

‘This skill’s summon is willing to protect the summoner at any cost.’


Chapter 72 - Identities

She read the line a few more times.

‘This skill’s summon is willing to protect the summoner at any cost.’

Willing…

Since when?!

From the start?!

No, no way. It was absolutely brainless at the beginning… The level 70 upgrade!

‘Lv.70 : Pareth can now understand complex commands.’

So all this time in the armor, then on the boat…

She stared at the skeletal chicken, who also looked straight at her like it did most of the time. Waiting for an order. Or so I used to think?

Sofia spoke without giving an actual skill-driven order, “Jump twice if you understand what I’m saying.” But the chicken didn’t move. It only kept staring at her, occasionally tilting its head… Like a chicken.

“Not quite there yet…” she mumbled. She didn’t know if she was disappointed or relieved. Probably both… At least now, she could use her own wings to get bones from her armor instead of dismantling Pareth every time.

Though it’s not like he can feel pain… Right?

“You’re feeling better? I’ve a few ideas to share,” Alith chimed in.

“Yes. Sorry about that, Alith… These last few months have been hard on my nerves…”

“Don’t worry about it, Sof. As long as you stand back up.”

“Thank you… Did you know Pareth is starting to become a bit sentient?” Sofia asked, scooping up the chicken skeleton with both hands.

“Starting? Poor girl, you’ve never seen how fervently he guards you when you sleep.”

“What?! What the… UH?!” Sofia looked back and forth at Alith and the skeleton.

Alith shrugged it off, “So, these ideas of mine…”



Alith’s mind hadn’t been idle for the half hour or so Sofia had spent motionless on the ground. Her very first suggestion was a way for Sofia to find food: cannibalism. Usually, healing magic would expand the energy of the person being healed to repair the wounds, which made eating your own flesh and then healing yourself completely useless in terms of nutrition.

But in the case of Alith… She had no need to eat. Her nature as an undead meant she could survive and be healed up purely with mana. So Sofia could enjoy fresh Alith meat for as long as she wanted. Granted, it was weird but better than starving to death. And for water? Blood. [Summon blood] gave them an infinite supply. They weren’t so sure if drinking blood was completely fine for a human, but if they could eat raw meat…

Despite the source of the meat volunteering it by herself, Sofia wasn’t too excited by the idea. Though she reluctantly agreed to do it as a last resort, she had to admit that it was still better than starving.

Hopefully, it doesn’t come to that…

Then Alith explained her second plan, “My other idea is to train up your skills a bit before going. The only ones of mine I can still level up by myself are [Planar Shift] and [Botany], so we don’t really care about those now. But you, we should at least level up [Sanctity] a bit. So here’s the plan…”

Alith’s training program was a very involved one, whereby she would continuously cut off Sofia’s wings, training [Sanctity]. Then Sofia would heal them up with [Heal Undead], leveling that too. And, of course, Sofia would spend the whole time ‘not falling’ while standing on the very edge of the wall’s parapets to try giving some love to [Way of the fool], which was also still criminally under-leveled.

[Shenanigans] used to level up by itself… Well, it took more than a decade to reach level 48, so it only makes sense that the upgraded version is harder to level…

And [Identify] is stuck at level one.

Leveling [Sanctity] and [Heal Undead] would make their whole group harder to kill, so in a situation like this, they really needed it. It would also work toward filling up Sofia’s now gigantic bone storage space, which could hold up to 10 tonnes of bones. They would have to cut a lot of wings to get there.

“Before we start,” Alith said while twirling her blades, “one last thing”. She slashed at the blue crystal parapets, carving out half a brick in a single swing. She caught it and weighed it in her hand before handing it to Sofia. “[Identify] this, maybe we can learn more about the Phageid. You said the Alphageid was made of the same stuff, right?”

The chunk of brick was not unlike all the debris they had created when Sofia used to bombard the place with lightning bolts, rigid crystalline stuff, with a mass more akin to wood than stone. It didn’t scratch or break easily; even if it couldn’t withstand the [Angel’s bolt] or the mithril blades, it was quite tough.

[Midenicite] : A crystalline mineral with the unique property of being completely unable to retain any mana. Item level : 0. Grade : Valuable.

Interesting property, kind of like Mithril, though Mithril is more like mana repulsion if I understand it correctly.

Alith looked at the key-ring, “Isn’t it made out of that stuff? It had mana inside, though.”

“There’s probably something else inside; who knows, I don’t know anything about that stuff; maybe we can ask Karlson.”

“Oh well, guess we’ll find out sooner or later. That, leveling, and investigating that vanished capital city of yours, we have plenty of things to do when we get out of here… Alright then, stand on the edge and show your wings. It’s time to level up.”

… I'm very happy that my wings can’t feel pain.



It didn’t take long for Sofia and Alith to get in a good rhythm and start filling up the [Armor of Bones] storage space. Cutting wings, healing them… The skill levels came fast at the start, then it slowed down before stopping to a halt. They continued until the storage was full anyway.

‘[Heal Undead] reached level 57’

…

‘[Heal Undead] reached level 64’

‘[Sanctity] reached level 2’

…

‘[Sanctity] reached level 24’

‘[Way of the Fool] reached level 4’

[Armor of Bones] : Gather and reform bones to create a blessed bone armor protecting the Saintomancer. The armor can store up to 10,000 kg (100*Skill level) of bones to repair itself in combat. Protective strength goes up every level.

Stocked bones : 9 999.6 kg.

A good harvest… That took so long…

Sofia sat down against the parapet, “How are you still so energetic after doing that for hours?”

“More stamina? I’ve always been the kind to move around all the time, but I think being a ghost is helping with tiredness too; in truth, I feel a bit tired, but it should go away if I sit for a bit.”

“You used to run around the forest collecting herbs, something like that?”

“Exactly that. Takes a very good runner to escape a wild boar in the forest. Let me tell you. And generally, what I dread most is doing nothing… I just… I hate being inactive… We’re exploring next? How about a stroll through the outer ring first to make sure there isn’t any more living wall hiding around?”



More than a stroll, it was accurate to say that they flew around the place. They searched for traces of the Phageid, but they didn’t find any. However, they made a few discoveries.

Firstly was the massive Midenicite gate linking the outer and inner city, as well as a gate leading to the void outside, they were both still closed.

Another point of interest was a hole, which looked like a byproduct of Sofia’s [Angel’s bolt]ing of the lower street, that opened a path from the outer to the inner city. Maybe all the Phageid went through there…

And lastly was a large church-like building, hidden in the chaos of the street level, in which they found an orb-shaped item the size of a fist on the ground near a crystal pedestal.

[Midenicite catalyst] : A masterfully crafted spell catalyst made of Gold and Midenicite. Enhances the speed of mana projectiles by up to 20%.

Item level : 80. Grade : Forgotten.

Restriction : Only applies to instant projectile spells cast through the catalyst core.

The only compatible skill they had with it was [Summon blood]. They debated whether to sell it or to keep it for later if Sofia managed to make a decent skill for it. They could only keep it for now anyway, so in the necklace it went.

Also, it’s weird how it says spells instead of skills.

That had to be the magic item required for the place to count as a dungeon. Perhaps the boss had been there too, but if so, it was nowhere to be seen.

Sofia had a solid theory about the Phageid by now, well, an idea at least.

Because the Phageid looked like the crystal that could not hold mana, her guess was that they were bad at it, too. If they couldn’t hold or take mana from the air, obviously, they would have to eat it.

Her thought was that the Phageid ate everything they could find that wasn’t made of Midenicite. This singular thing escaped their hunger. Because, unlike other things, it couldn’t hold mana.

They probably wouldn’t eat Mithril either, then. Not that they would be able to if they tried…

That theory would explain why everything here was so empty and why the Alphageid had tried to stuff his baby with humans; after all, they held much more mana than the natural elements around them.

If the Alphageid was any indication, they needed that mana. To reproduce.

Or I have it all wrong, and the AlPhageid are carnivorous. It wouldn’t explain why everything here’s missing except the walls, though. Especially seeing how the palace in the middle looks intact. It has to be protected from them in some way.

Being done with the outer city, they decided to send Pareth to scout the inner city. If there were monsters like the Earth-golems from the desert dungeon here, they needed to know. Pareth would first check the palace, as it might be the safer place. And next would be the mansions. Which Sofia guessed had to house all the Phageid that used to be in the outer city if they were still alive. Because where else could they be?


Chapter 73 - Make it rain

Sofia let Pareth slide down the wall, leaving behind small scratch marks with his claws. Sofia and Alith were observing from a safe distance. The chicken skeleton was in serious combat mode, wearing his halo, an armor of light, and his ‘weapon of light’, which had been morphed to…

Chicken claws of light?

If there was ever a dangerous chicken in the history of chickens, it was this one.

It touched ground on the paved road between two mansions. It seemed there had been gardens around the mansions originally; now those were nothing but five or six-meter-deep pits. The same thing for any fences that might have existed before; it was all long gone.

Could the lesser Phageid even get inside of the mansions with these holes? The doors are like holes in cliffs now.

Now that I think about it, they weren’t good with stairs… There’s no way they could climb their way into the mansions. Where the hell have they gone, then? The palace?

The skeleton was flitting through the inner city, going straight for the palace. He got quite close until he crashed into an invisible wall.

So that explains why the palace has been preserved. One more point to my mana-eater Phageid theory.

Alith also had something to say about it, “Think someone lives in there?”

“And they wouldn’t have come out when we were busy destroying the outer city? I’d be more inclined to say whoever locked themselves in there is long dead, just like the elf who had the ring.”

Only one way to find out.

Pareth attacked the invisible barrier, the zone near the impact rippled with blue light. That was it. He gave a few more attacks with the same result; the barrier was still there, invisible and undamaged.

“Maybe you should just bolt it,” Alith suggested.

“That would be our last resort, I guess; your mithril blades might work too? It would be nice if we could just get through without breaking it if it can keep the Phageid away.”

“To the mansions, then, I’d like a simultaneous description if you can please.”

“Sure.”

Sofia ordered Pareth to enter one of the mansions. The skeleton ran there, jumped over the ‘garden’ pit, and entered through a window on the ground floor. Then Sofia entered her narrator mode, “Empty, as usual, larger rooms than the outer city though. It’s not unlike a regular human mansion… I think. No traces of any Pageid yet. Entering the second floor through the main stairs.”

She paused for a second as Pareth carefully jumped up the stairs one step at a time, trying to see what was above, then kept describing when he decided it looked safe enough to explore.

“Still not much, smaller rooms, long corridors, all desperately empty. There are round holes in some walls and floors; maybe they had water pipes or something like that.”

Alith interrupted her, “Water pipes?”

“I thought the nobles of your world had that, like ours? It’s all in the name, pipes that bring fresh water to cook and stuff, with servants pumping the water to fill the reserve every day. It’s the middle option for those not quite rich enough to get magic water taps but still rich enough for luxury. Most people only have their toilet with piping like that to prevent the smell. Did you not pay any attention when we were at the inn in Drakron?”

“I didn’t spend much of my time marveling at the shitter, no.”

“Anyway… Entering the third floor… Shit!”

All Alith could pick up was the sound of things breaking in the distance before Pareth, half smashed to smithereens, appeared near Sofia and started regrowing from [Heal Undead].

Sofia let out a sigh of relief. “Close call.”

“Phageid?” Alith asked from the side, worriedly glancing at the manor in the distance.

“Yes, and a big one. It was alone, perched on top of a large glowing sphere of the blue stuff, latching onto it,” she explained as she took out the catalyst, “kinda like this but more than your height.”

“Oh wow. Must be another magic item, then. A wall on top of a sphere, though?”

“No, this one didn’t look like a wall but more like… A squid? Your world has squids, right? Imagine a 3-meter tall one.”

“You mean the disgusting transparent red thing with a ton of tentacles and a long tube head? I’ve seen that once or twice. A friend of mine used to transport fish for the nobles; showed me a lot of horrendous stuff.”

“Your world’s squids have more than three tentacles? But yes it’s somewhat like that, except twice my size, only three tentacles, and looking like it’s carved out of the blue crystal. Its tentacles can stretch a lot despite looking deceptively short; they reached through the whole empty floor to slam Pareth. He blocked a hit with one of his new skills, [Flying shields of light], and then a second tentacle struck, and you see how it ended, so I had him teleport back.”

“Hmm… So we’re not alone here after all. Did you see if the orb actually had mana?”

“This place is so empty of mana I wasn’t really paying attention to the skill… I can’t see the mana unless it’s very obvious or I really focus…”

Let’s see, then…

“So?” Alith pressed her.

“I don’t see the orb… But almost. Oh, woah. The orbs are linked to the palace…”

“Orbs? Plural?”

“I can see them if I really focus on the mansions. It’s subtle. And… “Sofia looked around the whole inner city, “Yeah, I think every mansion has one.”

Alith only thought about the situation for five seconds, “So if we blow the whole place up, and all the orbs are down, there is a chance the palace’s shield will probably go down as well. Easy enough. Let us get to work, human trebuchet!”

“Trebuchet?”

“So you’re the one asking questions now? It’s a long-distance wall destroyer from my world. Never seen one, but on principle, name fits you just right.”



Just sending an [Angel’s bolt] seemed like an easy solution, but they felt it might be risky; if the thing survived, it could spell trouble. They had no idea of the level of the crystal squid.

As far as they knew, there was a real chance that there were more squids in the other mansion; it would have been really too unlucky if they had stumbled upon the only dangerous mansion out of twelve on their first attempt.

It would be best not to alert the potential other monsters. There was some hope, however, that they might be safe from the top of the wall, as those things hadn’t climbed over to get them back when they rampaged through the outer city.

That might mean they can’t climb. Squids aren’t known for their climbing capabilities… Are they?

Sofia could also fly, but she couldn’t go very high up due to the void outside, and they feared the tentacles might be able to reach her from the ground.

So their plan was to take this squid out as quietly as they could and learn from it to clear the rest if there was one. Before that, they had Pareth check every mansion’s third floor from afar through the windows.

As they feared, every single mansion had its own orb and Phageid squid, besides one, which had two squids. These Phageid squids weren’t all the same size, different levels probably, so they decided to hunt the smallest of the bunch first. They would try to do it as quietly and cleanly as possible.

If everything went to shit, they would turn back to the ‘fly around and blast everything with lightning plan’, in which Alith and Pareth would have to fend for themselves on the ground. Because they couldn’t stay near the forming [Angel’s bolt]s.



Looking over the mansion occupied by the weakest-looking Phageid, they were about to start the attack. There was only one small issue: they didn’t know how to get the thing to come out of the house. They had a lot of ideas they wanted to try out, but as it was, they knew too little about their enemy to be sure of the best approach.

One thing was certain, they wanted to have access to Sofia’s [Heal undead], so they didn’t want to fight inside the mansion.

“Will it even come out, though? The other one didn’t move after you teleported Pareth away.”

“And that might have been for the best… Well, let’s try our ideas one by one.”

If the Phageid went out of their way to eat mana-rich items and people, as Sofia theorized, then they might be able to make it come out, maybe even lure it into a trap. But they could be wrong, and the thing also looked like it was protecting the big orb… Maybe it’s trying to eat the orb too? Wouldn’t that mean they’ve all been trying and failing at that for centuries?

Unless time flows differently here… Or the city wasn’t like that when the elf owned the ring… Whatever, time for action.

Sofia deployed her wings; they lit up with holy light around the white bones, and she took flight. Hovering as far as she could from the windows on the top floor of the mansion, she summoned some blood inside.

It was instantly answered with the sound of something heavy slamming against the Midenicite floor. Sofia couldn’t see, but some part of it had to have crumbled.

It attacked the blood? If we can make it destroy the ceiling like that then we could fight it in there.

Sofia flew higher up, as high as she could, and over the mansion, then she summoned some blood mid-air. It fell and landed on the roof right above the creature.

No reaction this time. I guess since this crystal cannot hold mana it must isolate from it pretty well. It also can’t see it and probably not hear it…

That means the Phageid squids from the other mansions shouldn’t be too reactive to us fighting this one; if they have a similarly limited perception, that’s good news.

The next test was to do the same things with big chunks of crystal instead to see if that was enough to prompt a reaction, all the while carefully keeping track of the other mansions, fearing that the other squids might decide to come check the commotion out.


Chapter 74 - Chopping blocks

That’s also a way I could use to attack, dropping things from very high.

Sofia dropped the debris of crystal bricks on the roof.

The chunks of Midenicite collided with the roof in a heavy crash. This time, the reaction was instantaneous. A stretchy tentacle that still somehow looked like it was carved out of blue stone pierced the roof from the inside. Sofia couldn’t tell what had happened to the crystal chunks; all she knew was that she didn’t want to be at the end of these tentacles. They had effortlessly smashed through the roof and even extended tens of meters beyond that before retracting back into the mansion.

We can have the Phageid collapse the whole roof on itself if it reacts like that every time. Who knows whether that would actually hurt it, though…

Despite the pestering thus far, the monster was still perched on its crystal sphere. The creatures in the nearby mansions also showed no signs of movement.

So it most likely won’t move unless we really attack it. And the tentacles have a reach of at least forty meters in all directions… That means I can fly high enough to be safe if they can’t attack further than that.

If they’re able to climb the walls, then it’s another story. They probably can, actually, since they had to have a way to enter the mansions in the first place…

Maybe we could lure this one out with a magic item… Thinking about it, I have nothing I can afford to risk losing, so I suppose not.

Sofia flew back up to Alith; they had a few ways they could approach this.



They ended up going with a rather straightforward approach. Sofia softly landed on the roof, holding onto Alith, who jumped out of her grasp without a sound. Sofia didn’t move and activated her armor. Pareth was on standby on the stairs leading to the Phageid’s floor, and Alith was standing on the roof’s edge, right above one of the third floor’s windows.

Her [Hidden Presence] skill was finally useful, coupled with [Shinobi] she had a double stealth bonus.

The only problem was that they didn’t know how the monster perceived things since they couldn’t see any eyes, but their tests did hint that hearing was at least one of its capacities. Hence their emphasis on being silent.

Alith gave the go from her position.

It’s time.

Sofia used [Graveyard of the righteous]; they had tried, and activating it on a different floor above or below worked fine as long as it was in the skill’s range around her.

Out of nowhere, on the third floor of the mansion that had only been occupied by the monster and its sphere, dozens of gravestones rose. Curiously enough, they were all made of Midenicite.

The Phageid didn’t take kindly to this invasion of its space. The three tentacles lashed out one by one in a rhythmic cadence, destroying a gravestone each time. The tentacles attack fast, but they need time to retract before attacking again. We can use that to our advantage.

Letting the skill run its course, as the skeletons started to crawl out from the ground, she summoned balls of blood one by one. They crashed on the floor, attracting and diving the monster’s attention onto many new targets.

It was time for Pareth to enter the fray.

The chicken skeleton rushed out of the stairs, dashing straight for the busy Phageid. He used [Chains of the four seals], summoning four chains of light, all latching onto a single tentacle, the one closer to the window above which Alith was hiding.

The monster tugged on the chains; one broke straight away, but the others held for now. It lashed out at Pareth with another tentacle.

Teleport back!

By the time the tentacle reached him, he had disappeared from this floor and reappeared on the roof next to Sofia, then rushed to latch onto Alith’s back.

Sofia flew back up a bit to be safe and controlled the skeletons from a distance.

The last tentacle attacked the blood balls, All the graveyard skeletons on that one! Before it retracts!

A few skeletons’ upper bodies from the graveyard skill had had time to emerge from the ground and latch onto the tentacle. For an instant, all three tentacles were unable to attack.

Alith finally made her entry through the empty hole of a window. She was close to the monster before it could react. While the tentacle that was held down by Pareth’s chains broke its second tether, Alith landed on it near the base. She had to be on it since she was too short to reach it from the ground as the monster was still on the sphere that was higher than her.

Straddling the tentacle, she attacked the appendage’s base as fast as she could, her mithril blades flashing around. The tentacle she was on kept moving, the third chain broke, then the fourth, and the tentacle’s tip did a U-turn to stab Alith from the back. Only to be met with Pareth’s [Flying shields of light] and a flurry of hits from his talons.

The graveyard’s skeletons had managed to bury a quarter of their assigned tentacle into the solid Midenicite floor. The tip of this tentacle was now emerging on the lower floor where even more half-skeletons were waiting, their torso coming out from the walls, arms reaching out to grab the blindly flailing tentacle.

With all this, the third tentacle was free to attack again, and it decided to focus on the graveyard skeletons crawling all over the other one, but it could only do so much, and the half-skeletons kept reforming after it smashed them.

Sofia found it mesmerizing how the graveyard skeletons could phase in and out of the solid floor and bring the tentacle with them. Though they were skeletons, calling them floor ghosts wouldn’t be wrong.

There had to be at least fifty ghostly skeletons holding the tentacle, and they barely managed to pin it down. Sofia did her best to try spreading the skeletons wherever the free tentacle attacked them to mitigate the damage. They were quite sturdy inside of Pareth’s [Sanctified grounds], but even then, they couldn’t survive a single direct hit, and every reforming skeleton was a new hole in Sofia’s mana reserves.

Under the sustained attacks from Alith’s mithril Kamas, and with [Heir of fire]’s damage bonus stacking up, the first tentacle was severed before it could try attacking her again. Pareth had successfully held it back. White blood sprayed all over Alith, stopped near her skin by Dopple’s invisible armor.

The second tentacle instantly changed target, swinging toward Alith like a terrifying stone whip. Pareth had gone back to Alith; he jumped up and used [Gravity well]; the tentacle was affected by a strong pulling force shifting its trajectory towards him. It was too fast for him to finish using his teleport; he got hit before disappearing, but Alith was safe, the tentacle whipping the air right above her head.

Pareth!

Remnants of a chicken carcass appeared in the air near Sofia; he had lost more than 80% of his health. The remains were engulfed in a ray of healing light coming from above, and Sofia's mana kept drying out faster and faster. Pareth’s life was high enough by the time he landed on the roof again and rushed in through the first hole the Squid had made during their previous tests.

During that time, the graveyard's skeletons were still struggling to hold their tentacle on the lower floor.

Pareth ran straight at the Phageid, launching an attack with his holy-light-coated talons. It scratched the giant Squid’s skin a few times, drawing some trickle of white blood; the free tentacle could attack again, and it turned to him.

That was Alith’s opportunity to jump out of the window. Sofia caught her mid-air as they had planned beforehand and flew her right down into the second floor through a window on another side of the mansion. That led them to the room full of graveyard skeletons holding for dear unlife onto half a tentacle that kept twitching and stretching around to free itself.

It had been more than three seconds so Alith’s [Heir of fire]’s stacks had expired. It would take a few hits to chop through the girthy tentacle with her short kamas. Sofia flew right back up; she had to be above the roof to heal Pareth if need be.

Now that Pareth was near the Squid’s body, dodging the tentacle aimed at him was much easier as he could turn around the monster, forcing it to be very precise with its attacks lest it hit itself. When Alith started attacking the tentacle on the floor below, the tentacle shifted to slamming the floor to free the other; it slammed down indiscriminately, only trying to destroy everything.

Each hit was a new tentacle-shaped hole through the floor.

Sofia was still micromanaging the skeletons; she observed the situation through Pareth’s eyes; at this rate, the whole third floor might collapse. Meanwhile, Pareth was free to attack as much as he could, focusing on the main body, but despite more and more white blood trickling down the monster, it still fought just as fiercely.

Sofia’s mana hit the ten percent mark.

The tentacle slammed into the floor again. Opening a large hole through the projected debris and dust, it lunged at Alith, who dodged with a twirl, jumping out of the window again. Sofia wasn’t here to catch her this time, so she softened her landing with the slow fall ring. It was hers now that Sofia had wings.

As she fell, she called out to Sofia, “I couldn’t cut it!”

“Skeletons can’t hold for long! No mana!”

Alith reached the ground, ten meters below, breaking her last bits of momentum with a roll.

Now, both remaining tentacles were free, though one had a few straggler skeletons still clutching it. Sofia was reforming skeletons as fast as she could. The skill could be managed with a lot more depth than the description suggested, and things like investing more mana to rebuild the half skeletons faster could be done.

The issue was that her mana was running out.

Alith jumped up to reach the third floor again.

“Retreat! I can’t hold it!” Sofia cried out from above.

It was too late.

A whip-like tentacle burst through the wall, lacerating the mansion’s external wall from the inside, and Alith was right in its path, still mid-air from her last jump up. It broke through Dopple’s invisible armor without slowing. The clean hit went straight through her. It pulverized her body from the waist to the knees in an explosion of blood and gore.

Paralyzed by the pain, Alith couldn’t even scream.


Chapter 75 - What’s under

Were it not for the remaining skeletons still weighing the tentacle down, it might have blasted Alith’s head instead of her waist. Even her undead body wouldn’t have saved her from such a blow.

She could do nothing as her upper body fell, grasped by gravity. She still had both her arms, but that would do little for her; the second tentacle was coming in for a pierce.

Sofia was panicking; she couldn’t heal Alith because of the overhanging roof.

But Pareth was still there. He still had [Greater heal]. Sofia felt Pareth’s mana drop to almost zero.

[Greater heal] : Instantly heal a target to full HP. Costs (100* target’s class level/2) mana. 24 hours cooldown. Causes a heavy strain on the target’s soul.

Alith’s body grew back explosively, but she was still under the shock.

“YOUR SKILL!” Dopple screamed.

Out of her stupor, Alith barely managed to move enough to activate [Utterly unimpressed] before the tentacle reached her. Even with the 50% damage reduction, the tentacle still broke through Dopple’s defenses and pierced a hole through Alith’s torso, right below her neck. But it failed to go any further. This tentacle was the one that she had been attacking all this while, and it was already quite weakened.

Alith struck with both her weapons; the tentacle’s tip that had penetrated her flesh was severed from the damaged tentacle. The monster pulled back its limb, and this was when Sofia finally reached the falling Alith, bringing her away as fast as she could, landing on the inner city’s walls, and hurriedly healing Alith with [Heal Undead].

“Alith! Are you alright?!”

Alith coughed up some blood, “I’m- I’m fine. I think.”

Sofia looked at the mansion further below. She had flown to a spot on the wall that was far enough that the monster probably couldn’t reach them.

Let’s hope it cannot heal…

At least it didn’t follow.

Much like it did in the battle, the monster didn’t move from atop the Midenicite sphere. It’s like a bird incubating an egg. [Graveyard of the righteous]’s effect ended as Sofia left its range, and the last bits of her mana dried up; the remaining tombstones and skeletons dissolved into a mist of mana.

They had left their backpacks up on the wall, though at another spot closer to the mansion, and Pareth had gone to retrieve them while Sofia made sure Alith was fine. The first thing Alith did was to unpack hers to find and put on a new pair of pants, as her old ones had been destroyed with her. She had taken a fair lot of them from the blue glass factory workers’ old clothes exactly to remedy situations like these.

‘[Heal Undead] reached level 57’

‘[Graveyard of the Righteous] reached level 101’

‘[Graveyard of the Righteous] reached level 102’

‘[Graveyard of the Righteous] reached level 103’

‘[Graveyard of the Righteous] reached level 104’

‘[Summon blood] reached level 41’

‘[Summon blood] reached level 42’

‘[Summon blood] reached level 43’

Sitting facing one another on each side of the wall, exhausted, Sofia and Alith looked at each other.

“Are you sure you’re alright?” Sofia asked again. Despite what she had just gone through, Alith looked mostly fine, if not for the blood on her skin.

“Yeah, I’m good. Pareth saved me multiple times in there. I’m feeling a bit queasy. Still, that’s all. I should’ve gone back the first time you told me your mana was low, but I thought we might have a shot at finishing it…”

“... I’m shocked that this is all that does to you. I saw through Pareth. It was gruesome.”

“Quite ironic coming from you… You should know firsthand how it feels to burn alive with all the lightning you've been throwing, so… Do I really need to explain which is worse? I’ve accepted that this is how this world works,” Alith answered as she tried to wipe off her own blood.

“You have a point… Would you go back to your world if you could?”

Alith made a weird face, but she only thought for a second, “No.”

“Well, that’s great because we’re locked in here… I’m glad, though. Thank you for sticking with me.”

“Hoy, Sof, are you making your farewell speech or what? It ain’t that bad.”

“No, no… I’m just saying… Well. Let’s find a way to finish this thing off then. We need those levels.”

“I have an idea. A start, at least.”

Alith’s thinking was that since the Phageid would attack sound sources of stuff hitting the roof, they could start by making it destroy the whole roof above itself. And then… Maybe Sofia could drop stuff directly on the monster. It had a disadvantage in that Sofia would no longer be able to fly close to the mansion since the monster would see her, but at least she would be able to heal Alith and Pareth if they went back to fight.

“That or we give up, you bolt the damn thing, and we pray that it doesn't alert the other Phageid.”

“That’s even more dangerous… Maybe the sound of battle didn’t draw the attention of the others, but an explosion of mana? Imagine if twelve of those all attack us at once… No, let’s see, there must be other options… It was bleeding quite a bit… Maybe it will just bleed to death?”

“I don’t know about that, Sof. Maybe… But I feel like it was healing pretty fast; this is why cutting the tentacles was hard. They healed back while I was cutting through…”

“What else… We have a lot of that blue stuff and technically unlimited sand, bones, flesh, and blood. Maybe we can make something out of that.”

“I don’t really see it…”

They kept debating until Sofia thought of something.

“Say, Alith, you remember how I told you the Magisterium gave me levels after I pushed him to his death. That means indirect kills still give experience…”

“Yeah and?”

“What if we make the Phageid fall?”

“Fall where? The thing doesn’t even move from its sphere,” Alith asked back.

“Well, hear me out…”

It was the dumbest plan Alith had ever heard.

They immediately got to work.



The mithril Kamas were cutting through the blue stone like through butter; Sofia had taken one as well. The one big issue they had was how short the blades were. Down in the mansion’s first floor, both girls were busy carving away a large hole in the ground.

Since the shape of the weapons was impractical, they had tied them to long wing bones from Sofia’s storage so that these new ‘handles’ were in line with the blades; at least, like this, they could cut the ground while standing up, as if they were using weird dagger-shovels.

Since the air outside the city was so weird, and it looked like there was nothing under there, it was an interesting bet whether the creature would die if it fell into this weird black void. But worst case, if it didn’t die, it would at least get rid of the sphere. And getting rid of the spheres meant likely getting rid of the palace’s shield, which was their only realistic hope of finding a way out.

Their only problem now was carving a hole large enough right under where the monster was, all the while making as little noise as possible.

They cycled the work shifts with Pareth to get some rest.

One meter down.

Three.

Five.

They didn’t even try to keep track of time. Only slaving away in the hole. This was still better than getting exploded out of reality by the monster’s tentacles. So they didn’t complain. In the empty city, they had nothing else to do anyway. When Pareth wasn’t working, he carried the debris into the surrounding rooms with his beak, one small chunk at a time.

Realistically, they could have killed the thing by doing the same fight once or twice more. It only had two tentacles left, after all. But why take so much risk?

It was around the ten-meter mark that Alith hit the bottom. She whispered, “We’re there! It’s really empty under there! I can feel it.” She then drew a circle in the ground with her blade. Once completed, the circular piece of blue crystal fell. Without a sound, it fell down. Sofia and Alih looked into the hole. All they could see was the black void and the falling chunk of Midenicite, which shrank more and more as it fell until it disappeared from view.

They nodded to each other. Sofia smiled; that was confirmation that her Idea could work. Alith gave her a thumbs up. Now to dig the rest of the hole…

One thing they had thought up during this time was to boil down the blood for water. Sofia needed it; raw blood wasn’t so good for hydration, it turned out.

They had no fire, but Sofia’s half-cast lightning was very efficient. They went back to the outer city to do that, to be safe. It was disgusting, but it worked. The evaporated water collected on the cold midenicite ceiling; all she had to do was scrape it off and drink it.

It was also good training for [Summon blood]. She dumped most of her mana into it since she had nothing else to do with it anyway, so the skill that had still been low level was leveling fast. In the meantime, Inspired by Sofia’s feats, Alith was also trying hard to make something work, which had been haunting her for a while, to her surprise, to some level of success.

The void outside the city proved to be a very good place to evacuate the thousands of liters of excess summoned blood.

The passage of time was a bit blurry in this city where day and night didn’t exist, but after what felt like at least a week, the hole was done. Chicken Pareth was the one who gave the finishing slashes, dragging the kama around on the floor with his beak. He started falling down into the black void, Sofia and Alith were both curious about what would happen if he fell down, but Pareth teleported back, as ordered. They absolutely couldn’t and wouldn’t take the risk of losing him. And also, he still held the kama.

Still silent, they stood around the round gaping hole of their creation in the mansion’s floor. The walls were uneven, and just being around it was scary.

Surely, this time. We’re killing that squid.

But they still needed to carve out the floor above.


Chapter 76 - At home

Going to the second floor was quite a bit more dangerous. This time, only Alith would go and finalize the trap. They hoped that her two skills that helped with stealth would be enough to not alarm the squid-looking Phageid. The problem was that there were multiple holes in the second floor’s ceiling from their previous battle that it could hear or see her through.

At least the cutting blue stone part wasn’t noisy; the mithril blades sunk and slid into them without a sound. There was also a lot less to cut, just enough so that when they provoked the squid into a rampage, it would fall without a doubt. Silent like a ghost, Alith moved through the second floor until she stood right under the monster and started carving out yet another hole in the floor.

It went much faster this time since she only had to cut through thirty centimeters of the stuff. And what she cut out would fall in the other hole below, so the mess she made cleaned itself.

Everything was ready; there was now a single thin layer of ice-blue crystal floor separating the monster and the black void. Everyone got to their position: Sofia on the roof right above the creature, Pareth on the edge of the second floor’s hole, and Alith hiding behind a wall on the ground level.

Alright. Now or never. If this doesn’t work…

Sofia activated her level 43 [Summon blood].

She could now summon the blood in more complex three-dimensional shapes after all her training of the skill. It seemed there were many such skill-altering possibilities that the system would never tell you about. She summoned a ring of blood on the floor around the monster.

Its reaction was immediate like it had done before; it slammed the blood with its tentacles. The floor cracked. It was powdered by the hits in some places, and it wasn’t long until what had been left crumbled under the weight of the thing and the big crystal orb it clung to.

The Phageid fell.

It tried to use its one undamaged tentacle to spear the third floor's walls in a bid to stop its fall, the second tentacle wrapping itself tightly around the sphere. Pareth, who stood beneath, used [Gravity well]. The collapsing floor sped up towards the hole beneath, attracted by the skill. The monster’s tentacle failed to get a solid hit on the far wall, the momentum of its strike broken by the fall.

It helplessly fell through the second floor, its tentacle retracting as fast as it could to go for another recovery grab.

It was too slow.

The monster gave up the sphere, uncoiling his damaged and tip-less tentacle; it was falling through the ten-meter hole to the void by the time it was ready to try saving itself a second time. It could not afford to miss. The tentacle aimed for the walls of the hole itself, an easy and large target; it could hoist itself up from that with its other tentacle afterward, which would be ready soon.

An ear-splitting scream resounded through the mansion.

The source of the debilitating skill was close enough that the Phageid was stunned for a second. By the time it recovered, it was too late; its tentacles were too short to reach the city again; it tried, its tentacle only brushing against the underside of the place that had been its prison for an eternity. It fell down the dark void, never to be seen again.

The first reaction to this victory was no cry of joy. It was Alith falling to her knees, spewing blood.

For the first time ever, she had managed to use [Maiden’s shriek] in battle. If Sofia was able to get past the restrictions and cast [Angel’s bolt] from the ground, there was no reason she couldn’t use her skill in human form, she thought. With the idea in mind, she had tried her hardest to replicate the skill in the outer city when Sofia had been busy training [Summon blood].

It was possible since she knew the skill quite well. She had used it many times during their journey from the Skyreach dungeon tower to Drakron, just never in battle. At most, she had killed a few animals. They had used it a lot to effortlessly catch fish from the river. Since this had been Alith’s first exposure to using magic herself, she wouldn’t ever forget the feeling, even if she tried to.

It had proven quite a challenge to make it work in human form, and she pretty much destroyed her throat and vocal cords every time, but it worked.

Alith was puking blood. But she was smiling.

[Maiden’s shriek] : What is more terrifying, the deadly cry of a banshee, or the enraged scream of a young maiden? This is both. Inflicts a status effect to all that hear the sound, excluding yourself.

Possible effects are : [Confusion] [Shock] [Insanity] and [Instant Death]

The base chances for [Instant Death] to trigger are 200% (skill level + class level), minus the target’s level. If [Instant Death] does not trigger, a weaker effect will be inflicted depending on the level difference.

May only be cast while in the spiritual plane.

Costs 500 mana per use, five seconds cooldown.

Skill Level 100 (Max) : You may choose to target a single entity instead of everyone that hears you.

The effect she managed to inflict was [Shock], it had only lasted for two seconds, but that was enough.

Sofia carried Alith outside to heal her, wearily glancing at the other nearby mansions.

“Congratulations on finally using your oldest skill in battle. A great success, right?” Sofia rejoiced in a hushed tone.

“Yes, almost didn’t believe it, but it worked, both the skill and the hole. I guess we didn’t dig all that out for nothing.”

“Right? I wonder if we’ll get the experience, though, but I can tell you for sure that the shield’s link with the sphere is broken. The palace’s protection is getting weaker; I see less mana already,” she observed, squinting as she observed the conical palace.

“Does the squinting help you see the mana better?” Alith asked as she observed Sofia’s face.

“No.”

“Oh. Want my glasses? They’re still empty frames…”

‘[Summon Blood] reached level 44’

‘[Way of the Fool] reached level 5’

‘You have defeated [Phageid Larvae - lv. 213]’

‘[Way of the Fool] grants bonus experience’

‘You gained a level!’ * 12

‘Remaining debt : 0 Levels’

Well, that’s the debt thing taken care of. Larvae uh… I don’t want to meet an adult one, then. Can they grow to become an alpha? I hope not.

Name : Sofia Aphenoreth

Age : 20

Class : [Saintomancer] ♢

Level : 103

Health : 5515 / 5515

Stamina : 1452 / 1515

Mana : 26552 / 41000 (-10000) (-5000)

“No new skill either?” she asked Alith.

“Nothing.”

“Alright. Well. Let’s dig up a bigger hole…” She looked at the other mansions wearily again but for another reason entirely.



Sofia and Alith had already been trapped there for a while. They had taken some time off to relax, claiming a part of the empty outer city for themselves.

By now, they had a nice sandbox where they could relax and sleep instead of the hard blue crystal ground, so the cursed pendant's peculiarity was useful for once. They also had some Midenicite furniture, and the antiquities Alith had stolen from the desert dungeon added some life to the drab blue house. They had even carved out a cozy fireplace in the wall.

Not that the fireplace was too useful. They did burn blood bricks in there once, made with sand and dried blood from [Summon Blood], but the smell and smoke were really terrible. And it wasn't like they were cold anyway.

Alith didn’t need to actually drink or eat, so all was good for her. Sofia, on the other hand, had to collect water from the blood. And to eat 'definitely not Alith’s left leg’ for survival once their packed food ran out. Which had been a bit rough to adapt to. At least the butcher and meat provider herself didn’t mind. And as they already knew, [Angel’s bolt] was great at grilling meat. She just had to be very careful to cancel the skill before it completely charred the meat or herself, even if she had to withstand the cancellation's backlash every time.

They also weren’t too worried about the threat of the Church right now. After all, Cardinal had said the skill’s mana needed to reach her for the summon to work. Considering the void this place was in, they didn’t believe for a second that anything other than the key-ring would allow any mana from the outside world to reach them here. Sofia even held onto the faint hope that the Church might have given up on her by now.

They had gained some knowledge of the planes with Alith’s skills; [Maiden’s shriek] and [Human form] both mentioned them and [Planar shift] was about them. Since human form was explicitly to go from the spiritual realm to the physical and back. Considering she couldn’t transform, their best guess was that this was another plane, causing the skill to malfunction. Sofia was of the opinion that there was probably also a Godly plane because it only made sense.

In the end, if there was one place the Church certainly couldn’t reach them, it had to be there. Which made it a slightly less terrible place to be stuck inside of.

They dubbed this supposed plane : The empty plane.



The reason why it took them so much time to kill another squid was that they had changed their hunting method. Simply speaking, the same ‘dig a hole’ strategy wouldn’t work on a perfectly healthy, three-tentacled Phageid Larvae, which could easily grapple its way out of there. It had barely worked before, even with Alith’s shriek, and that had been the badly damaged and lowest-level monster.

There was an argument to be made that if that hadn’t attracted the other squids, then using the bolts might have been fine, but considering what a single hit of the weakest of these things had done to Alith, she and Sofia were now proceeding with utmost caution.

So, the way to hunt the other squids that they agreed on was simple. Sink the entire mansions into the black void. That way, the Phageid wouldn’t even know what came for them, and by the time they reacted, they would be dropping into the abyss.

But this plan meant that they had to carve out a trench around the huge mansions instead of a single hole. At least some of their work was cut out by the fact that the previous ‘gardens’ were already sort of large trenches around the mansions. So they really only had four meters of depth to dig through instead of ten. It was still slow, excruciatingly so. But it was also very safe.

Since all the mansions were the same size anyway, their second target was the one housing two of the monsters. More experience.

Of course, they had Pareth search through the whole mansion, except the third floor, to be certain they didn’t send a potentially important item to the void. But they found nothing in this mansion and nothing in the one they had cleared before.

Maybe in one of the others?

They had only dug about eighty percent of the way around the mansion when something unexpected happened. The ground cracked under their feet.


Chapter 77 - Diminishing returns

What little blue crystal was left connecting the mansion and the city ground snapped like a twig.

Sofia flew out, holding Pareth and Alith. The whole thing tilted, and due to the unclean break, the other side of the mansion’s walls hit the ground as it slid down the hole, producing a thunderous sound. The two Phageid inside tried to escape through the same window, colliding with each other.

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

Alith screamed to slow them down. It worked well enough; they froze for a second as the mansion kept tumbling down into the black abyss below. They couldn’t even try to latch onto the bottom of the city once they recovered because the mansion was tilting the other way, making their exit face the void instead.

Thank god these things are dumb enough to bump into each other. If not, one of them might have made it out.

The message informing the group of their kill would soon come, but they had a more pressing matter to attend to. Due to the excessive noise, the Phageid larvae from the nearby mansions were leaving their nests.

Sofia saw them pop out from the windows of the mansions directly on the left and on the right. Perhaps even those further than that were coming out as well, but she had no time to check. There was no way they could fight two of those. Even less so in an open environment, where a single stretched-out tentacle could hit them from far away.

With no other choice, Sofia grabbed Alith and followed after the falling mansion, flying down into the hole. If the thing that keeps mana around the city is a sphere… Then there should still be some down there!

And that was correct. Flying above an infinite abyss, knowing that at any time you could run into a zone without ambient mana and fall, was quite scary, but not as scary as the Phageid Larvae searching for them above. Sofia could still detect where the mana ended if she focused hard enough, but maintaining that while flying and holding onto Alith and Pareth was a bit much. So she decided to wait not too far from the hole.

They could hear the things moving around above and the strange gravelly sound that their tentacles made as they slithered on the ground. They were completely silent otherwise, which only made the situation more unnerving.

Even the zombies used to make some sounds! Some grunts. But these don’t.

What are they really? It looks like they’re from another world… So, how did the Alphageid come about in the trial? And how did I never hear about any of this before? You would think something that big would go down in history…

Well… Most of my education came from Saria and the Church’s books. I can’t keep going into everything blindly like I did until now. But I need to get stronger fast… Ah… I’ll think about it if we even manage to get out of here.

That the things hadn’t known to follow them down the hole meant that whatever they relied on for sensing things other than sound wasn’t sight. Sofia already had a big suspicion that it was the case, but this confirmed it. Because the monsters had gotten a clear line of sight to the trio when they left their mansions, yet they clearly hadn’t ‘seen’ them.

The two women and the skeleton had been waiting in silence for a while, but the things were still moving around on the surface.

This is bad… We need to go up; I’m getting tired of flying in place.

The first option was to go back up the same hole and fly away, hoping not to get hit or chased.

Pretty bad.

They could also try to go around the city from the outside, then fly up the wall, but Sofia was quite scared of flying out of the zone that had mana, even briefly. So they could only resort to searching around for their first hole and going up through there.

The underside of the city was completely flat; one would think that it would make finding a large hole easy, but that was not the case. Since the lighting was uniform, and because flying lower put them at risk of falling out of the mana sphere, they could only fly around in circles, as close to the bottom of the city as possible, hoping to find the hole. At least they knew the approximate direction.

They finally found the hole and sat down in the unoccupied mansion.

“So, refraining from using [Angel’s Bolt] was a good idea,” Sofia started.

Alith vigorously nodded, “Really, just imagine if you used it and it didn’t kill the thing in one try. We’d have at least three of those chasing us.”

“You saw how fast they reached us, too? They’re awkward in their movements but actually very fast once they decide to step down from the spheres.”

“Yeah, we’re lucky that the first one never wanted to let it go… Hey, Sof, actually, isn’t this the perfect opportunity to go and break one of those big spheres? Since they’re unguarded.”

“... Let’s check out the level-ups first, and we’ll do that if they’re still out.”

“Oh, I’m done with that already. You know what, deal with your things, I’ll go outside and check out how many left their places. I’m pretty sure I can go unnoticed,” Alith said before jumping out through an empty window. At least she doesn’t make a lot of noise. But neither do they. I hope she stays safe.

Alright then.

‘You have defeated [Phageid Larvae - lv. 201]’

‘[Way of the Fool] grants slight bonus experience’

‘You gained a level!’ * 6

‘You have defeated [Phageid Larvae - lv. 245]’

‘[Way of the Fool] grants slight bonus experience’

‘You gained a level!’ * 3

[New Active Skills are available!]

There were a few things to note. First of all, the bonus experience from [Way of the Fool] had gone from normal to ‘slight’. But also, the Phageid, which was way higher level, gave a lot less in terms of levels gain. So either the experience requirements from level 109 to 112 were incredibly increased compared to going from 103 to 109, or the second kill gave way less experience for some reason.

Sofia thought the 44 levels of difference between the monsters probably made up for the increased experience requirement. Yet they gained a lot less progress from the second kill, so it had to be that it actually gave less experience.

This is the slime farm conundrum all over again, then. We can only get so much out of killing monsters without taking much risk… Should have seen it coming.

Overall, it was still a good harvest. But ideally, they would need to find a way to make these things give more experience again. After all, the key out of this place could still be in their next skill, unlikely as it was.

Unlikely but not impossible.

They didn’t have many other things that could work, so they needed to keep up that hope.

What keywords did I get, then? Is it time for another triple fusion, maybe?

As she tried to access her available skills, a few new messages appeared.

‘New available skills have been altered by your specialization! (won 100% probability check)’

‘Hidden property : [Specialization alteration probability] : When acquiring a new class skill, it has a chance of being altered to better fit your specialization. This chance starts off at 0%, and goes up depending on your use and understanding of the specialized skill. The first activation is guaranteed to result in an altered skill. Your accumulated chance percentage will be reset to 0% after getting an altered skill, and may be viewed from your status.’

Available Active Skills :

●        [Dispel ] : Dispels

●        [ mist] : in a thick mist.

●        [ soul] : to the necromancer’s lifeforce.

●        [Solar ] : [ERROR]

●        [ spine] : [ERROR]

Alright, I’m not even allowed to get broken descriptions anymore, I guess. Can that be fixed, Mr Scribe?

She waited a bit, but nothing happened. That must have meant that she would not get anything.

Too bad. Usually, complaining about broken stuff works…

So, I’ve only got a single word to go off of for each. Solar and Spine. I see how that could have come from the specialization. One related to the sun and one to skeletons. It could have been two good skills but it’s weird words instead.

I cannot see them help us escape from here. I just have to make the best out of it, I guess.

Dispel Solar something? No, it sounds too specific. I really, really don’t want to waste the dispel keyword…

Solar Dispel something already feels like it would be better; maybe that would be good a dispelling curses or stuff like that? Would Solar Dispel Night make it daytime anytime? Don’t have Night as a keyword, though… And a spell like that would have to cost millions of millions of mana, wouldn’t it? That’s also something I should be careful with. I can still only barely handle casting [Angel’s Bolt] as it is…

So, something not too specific in its function that I can never use. Like [Lead the Dead] used to be. And preferably something that sounds reasonable for my level, so I can actually cast it.

I’ll be better off keeping Dispel for later, while Solar is a word representing something strong, and I could use a power upgrade right now.

Solar something something. Sofia tapped her nails on the Midenicite slab floor of the mansion as she was lost in thoughts.

I need to be careful with the order of words. I have mist, soul, and spine. I can only start with Solar… Solar soul mist and Solar mist soul both don’t inspire me much.

Solar spine mist? No.

Solar mist spine? That could work, actually. I don’t know what a spine of solar mist would be. Maybe something like [Heal undead] where the spine represents a ray coming from the sky and solar mist just means it burns things?

So, like a spell that burns things with a ray of sunlight? If it ends up being that, it’s pretty good. But it would suck if I also can’t use it indoors or at night.

Hmm, what are the choices I didn’t think through again?


Chapter 78 - Spine

Right, so Solar mist spine is a solid option. Next…

Solar soul spine and Solar spine soul are the other possibilities.

Weirdly enough, these both feel decent?

I get the impression that Solar soul spine would give a bonus effect to my spine and Solar spine soul a bonus effect to my soul? It’s an active skill, though, so a bonus I need to maintain with mana…

What if Solar soul spine helped me resist burns? It could go well with [Angel’s bolt]. Ah, but just Solar soul might be better for that, then? Or not; that sounds like a soul buff again.

Ah, makes me realize I didn’t consider two word skills.

So, Solar soul I just said no. Solar spine? Could see it. Solar mist? Sounds weak.

And on the other hand the only new thing is Dispel spine.

That could be an insane skill… If you just make people’s spine disappear? Kind of like the skill from my demon form in the trial that made the target’s heart disappear?

But it wouldn’t work on what doesn’t have a spine… Like the Phageid. And if the enemy has a healing skill, they won’t die from it… So that’s another no.

So. Final verdict.

Either Solar mist spine, Solar soul spine, or Solar spine.

I feel like not making a three-word skill is a waste at this point. I only have so many slots, and it feels like that forces the Scribe to work harder, seeing how it came up with [Graveyard of the righteous] from the mess that was [Consecrated mass grip].

She pondered over it for a while. She wanted to be sure not to be impulsive like she had been before, causing her to miss out on [Mass soul grip]. She didn’t even know how she could have acted like this. A lot of things she questioned her own decision about. It bothered her. So many things she did that she felt were rushed or straight up terrible decisions.

She decided to take the [Solar soul spine] and let the Scribe do its job.

You have acquired the Active skill : ‘ soul’

You have acquired the Active skill : ‘ spine’

You have acquired the Active skill : ‘Solar ’

Meanwhile, she reflected on this impulsivity of hers. The list was long.

●        Forgetting to use [Identify] for the longest while after I learned it.

●        Wasting money in the city and on the ship instead of buying useful stuff like more potions or skill scrolls, despite Kuli’s advice.

●        Revealing to a level 300 Vampire that I can summon blood.

●        Jumping towards the Siren Queen to blast her when I could have jumped a bit off on the side and be safer both from the Siren and the explosion of my own attack.

●        Taking the hardest-sounding trial choice.

●        Carving out my heart and jumping to my death, trusting an amulet and an old ritual circle from a rotten grimoire to save me.

●        Picking skills without considering all my options.

●        Going out of the safehouse to chase after an armor piece without even hunting an actual skeleton for Pareth to be hosted in…

Only after she decided to tunnel out of the pyramid did she feel like she recovered her better judgment. Not that it wasn’t her taking decisions before, but she felt like that weird 'on edge' state she had been in the whole time had resulted in her altering her choices. Maybe some of them would have done the same either way. But maybe not.

Actually, who am I kidding, I would have always taken the hardest choice in the trial. Everything else, though…

Maybe I'm being too harsh on myself. This isn’t the same as before; I haven’t gotten many occasions to just stop and think things through. Be in a rush, make rushed decisions…

Sofia wanted to believe that there had been nothing wrong with her. But that felt more and more unlikely now that she felt better and took the time to analyze her past actions.

She felt that she might have really been the victim of a [Soul Parasite].

She brought up [Blessing of the Deep] again.

[Blessing of the Deep] : The Saintomancer was granted a name.

They may see the inhabitants of the Deep.

Lv.1 : 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 Skill Level 200)

She had passed out and had a weird hallucination of witnessing a godlike being.

I saw an inhabitant of the Deep. That’s what happened? Right? That thing?

It conveyed one message. ‘Freedom’

And then the blessing was changed. It updated to grant me freedom. That’s consistent with all other immunities. Mind control, hypnosis, death. All things that take away your freedom. The purpose of the Deep is freedom? Or its blessing at least?

Yes and no. Freedom is my purpose. All the Deep did was give me the blessing I wanted.

This all makes so much sense now.

So, I had a soul parasite. The idea was frightening. And that removed it. But I didn’t see a system message from it? Well. I’m pretty sure now; this is what happened.

I’ve felt so much better ever since.

Alright. I don’t know many things about the world. But this I know for sure.

The Deep is an ally.

Now, she only had two questions left about this ordeal.

Why? And when?

How did she even end up with something so otherworldly-sounding like a soul parasite in the first place?

Souls. Spiritual plane.

Alith?

No. I’m dumb for even considering it.

And It started before that.

She had first felt this strange sensation at the Church; that she was certain of.

The high priest on the first day?

Not this either; I got the blessing afterward. The Deep man would have known and removed the parasite then if now they feel like it’s worth removing.

So, sometimes, during my stay at the Church, after getting the blessing. I can’t really deduce more now. Maybe after I learn more about these parasites. And I will.

As long as it wasn’t the Magisterium. Whoever did this shit to me is going to pay for it.

Even if it was him, actually. I’ll go and fetch his bones for Pareth if I have to. Who was it, uh? The priests? The Oracle? Their God?

Wait for me, Skyreach Church. I will be back.

That was a plan that could only work if she wasn’t trapped in Zangdar forever. But now she held additional hope. Maybe the Deep would come once again to offer her Freedom? They hadn’t broken her out of the Church, so she doubted it. But one could dream.

And right as she finished her train of thought, as if the scribe had been waiting for her to be done, the [Solar [[ soul] spine]] line in her status changed.

[Spine of the Black Sun]: Invokes the weapon ‘Spine of the Black Sun’.

The Spine is a blunt segmented longsword that may also be used as an extendable whip.

Deals low physical damage.

Upon hitting an enemy with the Spine, creates a solar burst, damaging all enemies in a 1.02m (1 + skill level/50) diameter sphere around the point of impact.

The burst’s power scales with the skill level and the strength of the hit.

Recover Health equal to 0.1% (Skill level/10) of the damage dealt by the explosion.

The spine will disappear if it leaves your hands.

Requires a 3 seconds channeling to deploy. Costs 100 mana per second to maintain.

Yet another mana-intensive spell… She activated the skill. Over the next three seconds, her mana spread out and materialized the Spine of the Black Sun.

The weapon was… A spine. Yeah. Good old human-looking vertebral column…

In actual fact, to call it human-looking was a bit of a stretch, but it had the same general shape. The part that was essentially the bottom of the spine, which Sofia didn’t know the exact name of, was in her hand; it was carved out to be like a proper handle.

I need to find a better book on bones. I’m still missing the names of a few…

It was strangely straight for a spine.

Anyone with that in their back would have a weird posture… She counted 44 vertebrae, which was actually a lot more than humans had. A thin filament of holy light linked all the hollow vertebrae from the inside. The ‘neck’ part was the point of the spine sword and was actually tapered into a point, unlike a real spine.

The spine was quite light and around 150cm long. It was a sword in name and general shape only. Much more bone than sword. No edge, no sharpness. Only a few broken bits of ribs on the sides. Maybe the tip could still be used for stabbing; she had managed to prick her finger with it, at least.

She swung the thing around in the air. Of course, she had absolutely no training in the use of a sword. It was quite underwhelming.

Can I cast [Angel’s bolt] while holding it?

The answer was no. Not with the same hand, at least; the other worked just fine.

How about the whip form, then? It took a bit of fiddling around before she understood how she needed to shift the way her mana supplied the sword to change its form. As she finally activated the whip form, the straight sword slumped and sagged, tip touching the ground.

The vertebrae weren’t touching each other at all anymore, only linked by the now much brighter holy light current coursing inside. How long is that thing?

Sofia knew what a whip was, but she had never actually seen one. Let alone how to use it. After hitting herself a few times with it, she finally managed to attack forward. She didn’t expect it to touch the wall five meters away, but it did, the filament of light extending and each vertebrae getting further and further away from each other. It rebounded against the mansion wall, producing the crisp sound of a bone hitting a hard surface and not much else. The wall and the weapon were both intact.

The description did not lie about the low physical damage. I think it can still go further.

Getting a good swing with it wasn’t all that easy. Trying again and again, the furthest she had managed to hit the wall was from about ten meters away. Can an actual whip hit that far?

Waiting for Alith to come back, she continued her testing.


Chapter 79 - Prepare for trouble!

Sofia thought that her new skill was good, and with that, she finally had both a real weapon and a ranged attack she could use without burning herself half to death. But there were a few problematic details.

First was the high mana consumption, which, used together with [Graveyard of the righteous], meant she could only fight for three minutes at a time at most before being out. And that was without using any skill other than these two.

Then, she was also a total beginner with both swords and whips. And last but not least, she had no idea about the damage it actually did. Hitting herself with it only resulted in the loss of five to ten health points and a few scratches. With her armor on, it did nothing. Presumably, most of the actual damage would come from the ‘solar burst’ part, but that only happened when hitting an enemy, so she couldn’t try it. At least it sounds like it cannot hit my allies nor myself. Finally, some good fucking magic.

And the self-healing part was icing on the cake. Her biggest conundrum now was whether to use her last skill-level boost point to fast-forward it to level 100 or not.

Even if she did, she still wouldn’t know how to use it well, but she had managed to hit the wall a few times, so perhaps it would still be useful. And since the damage scaled with the level, if it stayed at level one, it was pretty useless.

On the other hand, maybe the skill she would make at level 120 would be better. Perhaps even one that could help her escape from there. But she had no way of knowing that before being there. And considering the dwindling experience from making the Phageid fall to their death, those that were left probably wouldn’t be enough to get her there, so level 120 would be far away. Now, if she fought these renaming monsters using this weapon… They would probably start giving crazy amounts of experience again. Assuming she managed to stay alive.

She decided to wait for Alith’s opinion. Sofia couldn’t sense her location like she could with Pareth, but she hadn’t been too worried since she could still monitor Alith’s shortened Status page. That was part of the Saintess perks, with sensing heroes and their level.

Name : Alith Level : 112 ♢

Health : 4210 / 4210 (10*level, 500 flat (pills), 2500 filter2 )

Stamina : 11250 / 14906 (20*level, 166 flat (pills), 10000 [Toned], 2500 filter2 )

Mana : 10000 / 10000 ♢

She had discovered she could also add notes to the lines, so she added a breakdown of the stats. It was mind-boggling how the system had so many hidden functions no one ever talked about. How many are only possible thanks to the scribe, I wonder, like the available classless skill research.

The more she found out about the system, the less it made sense. For example, why could she send more mana to [Graveyard of the righteous] to have the skeletons regenerate faster but not do the same to have a stronger [Angel’s bolt]? Not that I could survive it being stronger, but it’s weird that it isn’t an option. Or maybe it is, and I just haven’t understood how?

She also wanted to experience more with casting skills without the system, but that was a tall order. It seemed impossible to do it without extensively using the system version before, and it would still end up weaker if more flexible. Still, it was good for saving skill slots.

I should have trained a bit more with [Lead the Dead] before forgetting it; I might have been able to cast it without the system.

All she needed to do was reproduce the mana usage that the system forced her body to accomplish, but without any help.

Easier said than done.

The only skills she had managed this with were still [Identify] and [Angel’s bolt].

Skills… Spells? Sofia had always been using the two words interchangeably, but the [Midenicite catalyst] used ‘spells’ while the system usually used ‘skills’. Is that the difference? A skill when you use the system, a spell when you don’t?

Maybe it wasn’t that at all, but she decided that this would be how she would differentiate the two from now on.

It felt like something was missing. Sofia scrolled all the way back up to the messages about her trial rewards.

[Completed hidden tasks : Successfully use wild magic, Cheat death, Defeat a sentient three filters up in singular battle, Survive a certain death encounter]

That’s it! Spells are system-less skills. Wild magic. Pretty sure this is what that meant now.

She used both the spell and then the skill version of [Identify] on her newly acquired summoned weapon. There was a stark difference in results that said a lot about how much better a system-assisted skill was.

[Spine of the Black Sun] : An invoked mana weapon, it contains a mix of holy and undead properties. The wielder regains some life when hitting their enemies with it.

[Spine of the Black Sun] : A versatile mana weapon in the shape of a vertebral column. Do not be fooled by the holy bursts of light; its true nature is that of a hungry predator. Reaching through the planes, it gnaws at the soul and life essence of its victims to feed its wielder.

Item level : 1. Grade : Flawless.

Lovely.

“Nice toy!”

“Holy! Can you-”

Alith was already near her, pressing a golden sphere the size of a head against Sofia’s chest and her other hand against her mouth, “Get that in the pendant quick; we need to go down the hole,” she pressed while peeking through the windows behind.

Ah shit! Full of sand. Sofia did her best to shake the sand out of the pendant as fast as possible. The sphere barely fit in there; once it disappeared, she grabbed Alith and flew back down the hole. She left Pareth behind to hide in a corner so she could have a view of what happened up there. Should’ve done that from the start…

Hiding below the city and above the void once again, she asked Alith about what was going on.

“So, what happened... Actually, It’s not two of them that came out; it’s all of them. Found myself in a tough spot at one point but I still managed to go unnoticed somehow. So, the big spheres up in there, they were unguarded. Sliced through one to see what’s inside, and there you have it.”

“Sure, and why are we hiding down there again if you weren’t spotted?”

“The second I took this thing out of the manor, the squids all turned toward me. Managed to distract them for a bit with my new skill, but I don’t doubt they’re still after me.”

“That thing you stole was brimming with mana, and since they react to mana so much… Putting it in the pendant was a good call. Can’t feel it from there.”

“Right? Actually, can you take it out again? No way they’d feel it with ten meters of the blue stuff in between since they already couldn’t when I was still in the mansion. Maybe throw a quick [Identify] and store it again, to be safe.”

The golden sphere flickered in and out of existence in Sofia’s hand that wasn’t busy holding Alith.

[Golden Power Core] : A power core for stabilizing and redistributing large quantities of mana. Item level : 200. Grade : Precious.

Sofia shared the description and her thoughts on it with Alith, “Look at the description. It’s pretty obvious this is for maintaining the palace’s shield. But it doesn’t generate mana despite the name. I’m curious what the power source is.”

Alith pondered about it. “Can’t it take it from the air around us? That’s how most of our regeneration works too, no?”

“Well, actually… I’m only noticing now, but… I think the ambient mana in the city is a bit more sparse than it was before. So maybe it’s that… Or I’m imagining things.”

“You mean we might run out? That’s bad news…”

“At the rate it’s going… Maybe in a few years,” Sofia guessed.

“Yeah, let’s hope we’ll be out by then; we’ll be voiding the other cores, don’t care about the money they’d sell for. I want to be out of here as much as you.”

“Right… What about this new skill of yours, by the way, any good?”

Alith’s eyes moved around, looking at nothing for a second. She was looking through her status, but Sofia couldn’t see it. “There you go, kind of like this one, for once.”

[Lady Double] : Even a proper lady has times when she needs some personal space. But maintaining a proper front is paramount. This will help reconcile both notions.

Creates a mirage (double) of your presence where you stand, teleporting yourself up to 11.2 (skill level/10) meters away and granting 0.3 seconds invisibility.

The double has 1000 ‘Health Points’ and loses 1 ‘Health Point’ per second.

The double may either stand in place and politely nod to an ongoing conversation, or either run or walk in a chosen direction. The chosen action cannot be altered after casting.

Activate again to seamlessly exchange positions with the double (once per cast).

Costs 1000 mana per use.

Costs 1000 mana to exchange positions.

Cannot create more than one double at once.

Sofia nodded as she read through the skill. Not incredible. To escape a chase, it’s perfect… And for some other situations too… It's not exactly the most groundbreaking for someone who can already turn into a ghost.

I can still see it being useful. Especially here, where she can’t transform. Alright. “Should I fly back up the other hole?”

“Did things calm down up there? Can Pareth see?”

“He was hiding in a corner until now. Let’s see…”


Chapter 80 - Out Of Bounds

In the beginning, when Sofia first used her ability to look through Pareth’s eyes, she had needed to close her own eyes so as not to be disturbed by the double vision. By now, it was already something she was used to, though it was still distracting. Flying in place under the city with the top of her head against the blue bricks, she took control of Pareth.

“Pareth is moving carefully, but I think the mansion’s still safe. Doesn’t look like they followed you inside.”

“Check through the windows, just in case.”

“Hmm. No, don’t see them nearby, maybe they returned to their own mansions? Let’s go back up.”

They reunited with the chicken skeleton.

It had been clear for a while that if a way out of this city existed, it was in the palace. Now, they could probably take down this shield in a few hours by stealing all the remaining cores and throwing them into the void. Or they could just flat-out destroy them, though that could be dangerous, as they were still full of mana. But that meant the Phageid would get access to the Palace too, potentially damaging or consuming what was inside.

And these are only options if they don’t return to their orbs…

If they settled back down in their mansions, then there was always the strategy of the holes. It had worked twice; surely, it would keep working. If not, then they could only fight them.

Time flew by. The big squids had indeed returned home to perch on their spheres. Except for the one Phageid whose power core was nabbed by Alith, it had relocated to another already occupied mansion, so that was their next digging target.

Sofia decided not to use the skill level boost for now, and she kept training [Summon blood]. Another thing she had started working on was teaching Alith the spell version of [Identify]. She had expected it to take forever, but Alith had actually been very quick on the uptake, managing it after only a few days of personal guidance.

Or it could be that I am a genius teacher. I'm not sure how long that took, actually. Time is hard to measure without the sun…

They were starting to get very good at digging with the mithril blades. They had even been offered the classless skill [Excavation], which they both ignored. I swear, next time we can, we’re buying a mithril pickaxe and shovel.

Soon, this mansion too fell into the great void, and without making a ruckus, this time.

You have defeated [Phageid Larvae - lv. 232]’

‘You have defeated [Phageid Larvae - lv. 239]’

‘[Way of the Fool] grants slight bonus experience’

‘You gained a level!’ * 1

To say that the result was underwhelming was an understatement. By now, it was clear how harsh the diminishing returns of killing without taking risks were. No wonder it took us so long to reach 99 the last time; I’m surprised we even managed to do it at all. It would’ve probably taken a fifth of the time if only we hunted the lesser Phageid in actual battles back then.

Still, that was one fewer power core and two fewer dangerous monsters on the map.

There were eight mansions left with a power core and a Phageid larvae inside each. They were already working on the next one when Sofia noticed something going on with the Palace’s shield. It was wavering. It was a very subtle fluctuation in the mana layer that surrounded the Palace, some kind of flickering that happened every so often, once every few minutes. But Sofia had been staring at the palace so much, since it was the only thing that broke the uniformly blue scenery, that she had managed to catch a glimpse of it.

It didn’t take long for her mind to search for a way to exploit that. She brought Alith near the boundaries of the invisible shield.

“Try teleporting inside with [Lady Double],” she told Alith. Who looked at her like she had lost her mind, “You alright, Sof? We tried that like four days ago or something.”

“No, no, I know this, but… I noticed the shield disappearing for like a fraction of a second every so often. It’s not enough to go through, but if you time your teleportation properly…” That has to be because of the missing power cores.

“Oh, I see, I should’ve started by saying that. Well… I can’t even see the shield, let alone when it’s off, so give me a countdown, or I’ll just be wasting mana.”



Getting the timing down was horrendously difficult.

It had been quite a while, and they were considering going back to digging when Alith actually pulled it off through sheer luck. She appeared on the other side, leaving a motionless image of herself behind.

Smirking, Alith gave Sofia a thumbs up. Now, for part two of the plan, Alith took Pareth out of the storage pendant. The power core that Alith stole was actually in their house; the Phageid didn’t notice when they took it out. It was likely that the huge walls separating the inner and outer city acted as enough insulation. That or their mana detection had a terrible range.

Storing Pareth in the pendant was something they had never done, because he was always too big and could go in the bone armor’s storage instead. Now that he was a chicken, though? He could fit right in.

Right now, the link to Pareth wasn’t working; even out of the pendant, the shield blocked it. She couldn’t use his senses or send any order. Weren’t we soul-linked? I get that it doesn’t work when he’s stored but even a mana shield blocks it? That’s kinda sad but also good to know.

At least it wasn’t useless that Pareth was on the other side; he could still help Alith fight whatever was inside. They had convened on a signal for Alith to give Pareth to order him to teleport back to Sofia. It probably wouldn’t work unless it was during the shield malfunction, but at least that was something.

Alith entered the palace through the main door. It was unlocked, and Sofia could see hints of a hall inside; she nodded to Alith as she entered. With nothing else to do but wait, she sat on the ground.

She couldn’t even check Alith or Pareth’s Health, which was worrying. If they died, she wouldn’t even get to know until the next time the shield malfunctioned.

She didn’t have to wait for long, as before she even had the opportunity to see the shield flicker again, Pareth had appeared on her lap. He was holding a weird flat rectangle of Midenicite inlaid with gold in his beak.

It looked like some kind of playing card. Why would she send me this? She identified the thing.

[Matrice Shield Key-Card] : Through the shield, the card shall give access. Has never been used. Item level : 0. Grade : Forgotten.

I can enter, too?! Also, wait, isn’t this a recycled version of the key-ring’s description?

Sofia stood up, and Pareth jumped on her shoulder. Holding the key-card, she approached the shield. But she stopped before touching it. Wait, do I need to activate it first somehow? She remembered how she needed some blood to activate the vampire’s membership card. But the people here weren’t vampires, I don’t think. Let’s push some mana in there. Sending mana in the crystal part did nothing, which, in retrospect, was logical since the material couldn’t hold mana.

When she sent it to the golden filaments instead, the card started glowing. Yeah, that was absolutely needed. This time, she tried crossing the shield for real.

It worked. It felt like nothing special as if the shield wasn’t there in the first place. Sofia activated her bone armor as she walked through.

[You have entered the dungeon : Zangdar Castle - Lv. ???]

Aaaaalright… What’s up with the question marks?

Alith came back from inside. “You waiting for the sun to set?”

Rolling her eyes, Sofia jogged to the entrance.

The inside was nothing like the drab blue city outside. Every wall was decorated, the ice-blue stone was finely sculpted, there were paintings up for display, and columns supporting the ceiling. This was some kind of large entry hall. It looked built and furnished to impress guests.

“I checked the side room first. It looked like a guard station; the card was in there. Identify’s a really useful spell to have, although it doesn’t say much about most things, but at least it told me enough about the keys,” Alith explained.

“Alright. How do we explore this? The castle seems big. Almost like half the holy see.”

“You send Pareth first, and we follow if it’s safe?”

“I meant, where do we go, but sure.”

“Oh… Let’s just go straightforward? I don’t know much about castles but there should be a main hall with a throne room or something, no? Nobles love that kind of stuff. And I guess our best bet to find another ring would be a treasury or something? There wasn’t one in the guards’ room.”

“Straight forward it is, then.”

Opening the double doors at the end of the hall just enough for Pareth to go through, Sofia sent him in.

“You were right on the nose about the throne room… Well, it’s more like a banquet hall with a big seat of honor, looks safe.”

“Told ya.”

Alith strolled into the main hall first. But she was actually still near Sofia; it was the double that had walked in. Nothing untoward happened to it either. Reassured about the absence of an ambush or trap, they entered for real this time.


Chapter 81 - Shift Optics

Sofia and Alith cautiously advanced through the main hall. This was a dungeon, so there had to be something in there. Something hostile. And since everything was still intact, it probably wasn’t a Phageid, so their best bet was: the owner.

Though it was dubious how anyone could be alive for so long. Maybe the owner is a skeleton. Or will become one.

That being said, they hoped that it wasn’t actually it. Because why would a potential owner of this place not return to the real world if they had access to a key-ring? So either they guessed wrong, or the potential owner had no interest in leaving, or worse yet: they had no way to leave.

Sofia and Alith had already discussed what they would try next if there was no way to leave to be found here. They would carefully break the one ring they had to study it and how it was made. Like this, they could hopefully manage to replicate it… But they knew nothing about the making of magic items, so that was a huge gamble and their last resort option. Of course, they had tried obvious stuff like pumping the ring full of mana from the very start, but that did nothing to restore its uses.

Now that they were inside, observing the lavishly decorated hall, its tapestries, its wooden cabinets, its non-blue stone sculptures… This felt extremely human. So far, the city had been empty of all but bare walls and ceilings. The palace did look ‘normal’ from the outside, but all the curtains were closed, so it had been impossible to see inside before entering. Now that they were there, it was very obvious that this had been a human city. I don't know if that's reassuring or a disappointment. At least if we're stuck here, we can actually use the stuff in the castle...

The paintings were all vague scenery of forests and plains in hard, unmixed colors. This kind of art style only survived in the old records of the Church as far as Sofia knew. And information about this was exactly the kind of useless educational books they would give the orphanages when it wasn’t glorious tales of paladins and dragons.

I’m no historian, but these paintings have to be at least a thousand years old. If not more. Honestly, Aurelia’s were better.

So, this was a human city... But why is it in this void? And why full of Phageid?

They kept sneaking through the castle like robbers, though they did not actually touch anything. Sofia was firing [Identify]s left and right, but the results were middling. Some stuff here was worth good money, but what use would that be of now? Behind the seat of honor were two doors; they entered the left one.

Corridor.

A corridor leading to the servants’ quarters and the kitchens: a familiar layout. No point in exploring this way. She gave a sign for Alith to turn back. The right door led to yet another corridor; this one, however, led to all kinds of interesting rooms. But they didn’t want to bother with anything that didn’t look like a way out; they kept their eyes peeled for another key-ring, but didn’t go through everything. They would comb the place when they were sure it was safe to do so.

Until then, they left after a glance at each room. Climbing the first set of stairs, they found. The important stuff had to be up there on the higher floors. Such had always been the hubris of man.

The second floor was still relatively harmless, with more random rooms, though these felt more assorted to each other, more private. Probably where the family that lived here actually spent their days. Unlike the first floor for servants and guests.

It was interesting that they could still see clearly despite the closed heavy curtains everywhere since the lighting was still the same otherworldly uniform thing it was outside. But they did find candlesticks and wall-mounted light rocks, though none were lit. That would mean this place wasn't always a part of this void.

They hoped to find something akin to a treasury or hidden safe in these rooms, but no luck. The most interesting thing they had stumbled upon was a family portrait painting. Though the art style was dated, it looked like a happy family of five. With the father being a scrawny man with narrow eyes in violet robes, three kids with rather delicate features, and the mother… An elf?

This can’t be, right?

No… no. I’m positive the elf who had the ring was male…

One of the kids? A descendant? Ah, whatever.

Pareth was a chicken now, anyway. The elf's skeleton he had inhabited was long lost to the treacherous depths of the sea.

The state this palace was in was strange. It was clean and in perfect condition. No dust, no disrepair, no mess anywhere. But it was all empty of life. As if someone had taken the time to clean the whole thing up and then disappeared. There were no traces of it being recently lived in.

The tension Sofia and Alith had felt was slowly dissipating. The palace lacked any kind of protection or traps beyond the outside shield; no one had appeared to berate them for entering their sacred place or anything like that. Besides, the previous occupants were humans. Sofia had even found books written in the common language. Though she had no time to read them.

They entered the third floor. This was nothing like anything they had seen before. Every room was dedicated to science and labeled as such with a plaque above the door. Alchemy, mineralogy, herbology, entomology, each room had its own subject, displays, and equipment. It was harmless at the start, but the deeper they progressed through the maze of connected science rooms, the weirder it got.

Storage Optics.

Power cores.

Sinkholes.

Realms device.

Shield Matrices.

Prosthesis.

Grafting.

Fusions.

The last two rooms were particularly disgusting. Mangled body parts floated in tubes. Biological turned mechanical. Plants reinvented in the flesh. It was hard to even describe.

They did not linger in these rooms.

The very last room was the weirdest of all, an unlabeled, empty square room. Smaller than the previous ones, windowless. The door closed by itself behind them. *Ding* The room shook.

The door wasn’t exactly a full door, more like a metal grid. Alith could have teleported out of there with [Lady Double], but Sofia would be stuck inside. She tried to cut down the door, but the walls sank behind the door. There was no more exit. Sofia summoned her weapon.

[Class Skill level up point * 1 has been used]

‘[Spine of the Black Sun] reached level 100’

Pareth stood in front of the group. [Sanctified grounds] and [Flying shields of light] up and ready.

A new exit slowly revealed itself from the top of the wall, aligning itself with the door.

*Ding*

The door reopened by itself. Beyond was a simple room with a coat hanger near the only door, a chair, and a tiny round table on which was a single teacup. There were windows on both the left and right, though the curtains were closed, like every other curtain through the whole castle.

No traps?

It seemed that they had panicked for nothing; the previous room had been some kind of mountain lift. It was the first time Sofia had seen something like this being used indoors.

The cup on the table was empty, but Sofia could see some remnants of a dark drink at the bottom. There was a purple coat on the hanger and a pair of purple woolen slippers beneath it. Sofia and Alith exchanged head and hand signs. Alith approached the door; she would open it, and Pareth would go in.

*Click*

A loud noise came from a brown box they hadn’t noticed which was hidden under the table.

It started speaking in a monotone, grating, and crackling voice.

*Stop. Do not open.*

That was it; they were on maximum alert again.

*Be calm. Door protects.*

Can they see us? Who? The human? After all this time? She glanced at the hung-up purple robe again.

This was a real dungeon, after all. There had to be a boss monster.

*No danger. Door closed.*

*Shield matrix. Same outside.*

*If enter, locked inside*

… Alright. It's maybe really the human from the painting. Let’s try to communicate. It could still be a trap too. But what are our other options?

Alith gestured that Sofia should do the talking.

“Who are you?”

*Hero. Built city. Past.*

Oh. Probably explains all the weird shit in the science rooms. Heroes.

*What year is now?*

That’s what he’s curious about?

“3210.”

*Aaaah. So long. Finally.*

Can he only talk in strings of four words?

*Glad you reached me*

*Stuck far too long.*

*Lost. Aliens took over.*

Aliens?

*Everyone died. Eaten alive.*

Ah, this. Well. I am not surprised.

*Sorry, you cannot leave.*

*Now. Please. Kill me.*


Chapter 82 - Kill now

“Can we ask you some questions?”

Out of all the things I expected, I did not think about helping someone kill themself. I don’t really get why he can’t do it or what’s beyond the door.

*Consciousness suppressed. Twelve words.*

“I see. I’ll ask groups of four questions then; please answer by yes or no, or in one word per question.”

There was no answer. I guess he is saving the word count. She discussed what to ask with Alith, who thought Sofia’s questions were good enough.

Sofia cleared her throat, “Alright, here are the first questions: Is there a way here for us to return to the normal world? Can we get it without killing you? Is it behind this door? Will we be able to understand it without you?”

*Yes. No. Inside. Ring.*

He could be lying… But let’s hope he isn’t… We don’t have much of a choice anyway. If there’s really another ring in there, we’re out. Then the next topic…

“What is the danger behind this door? Is it more dangerous than the Phageid larvae outside? What is the thing we should be the most wary about? What is its weak point if it has one?”

*Me. Different. Eyes. Brain.*

He is the danger? Sofia couldn’t help but recall the experiments in the last room. I have a feeling I understand what’s going on… Only four words left… Why’d he waste so much at the beginning if he was so limited… It’s probably best to finish with an open-ended question.

“Anything else we should absolutely know? And if not… Any last words?”

*Grateful. Storage password. Iriadell.*

Iriadell? Would that be the elf wife or the one daughter? Alright…

Discussing their next steps, the group decided to explore the whole castle in detail before going in there to kill whatever the hero had become. Yet this plan failed before it could even start.

The thing the supposed hero had said earlier was, ‘Sorry, you cannot leave’. That had made Sofia panic a bit, but the thing’s next answers had calmed her. It assured them there was a way to leave this city. So why had he said that? It turned out it was because they couldn’t leave the room.

The small room was completely enveloped in the same kind of mana shield that was outside. Alith tried to hit every wall with her weapons only to watch the mithril rebound out of the wall after only leaving a tiny dent. The floor and ceiling were the same; they couldn’t even get back into the weird automatic lift. The only way left was the door leading to some unknown danger that was apparently this place’s previous owner.

Wouldn’t you be almost invincible if you could walk around with a shield like that around you? Wouldn’t even have to worry about getting summoned by the Church or anyone else. Well, I guess it isn’t that easy; after all, the shield outside required many of those power-core things.

“Hey, Alith, do you think I can get a reward for being the person who gets locked up the most often? Behold, we’re now in a prison inside a prison. At this rate, should I tie my hands behind my back, too, so I can add another layer?”

“You’re joking, but that could be a requirement for one of those specialized skills, right?”

“I already got mine.”

“Who said you can’t get more? I know I’ll be pushing hard to get one next trial; you should do the same.”

“Ah, whatever. Do we get in there? I probably still can’t use [Angel’s bolt] since it’ll be a closed space. Pareth’s still a chicken. I need to be past the mana barrier before I can use [Graveyard of the righteous]…”

“We don’t have much choice. Do we open the door and rush in or try to scout before?”

“I cast [Graveyard of the righteous]; it will take eight seconds. Right before it goes off, you open the door and use [Lady Double], and send the fake running inside. That’ll draw the attention of whatever enemy is in there. We see what we can do after that. Oh, and don’t use the shriek if you don’t need to; it's likely I won’t be able to heal you.”

“Aight… You could also charge up a bolt and throw it in after I open the door.”

“What if it doesn’t go through the barrier? I'll die in the explosion. And if it goes off inside, it could destroy the ring we need to get back. Also, there’s still the Phageid outside; we can’t be sure what will happen when we kill the guy. If the barrier goes down, we’ll need to get away real fast, better not to attract their attention with a big boom if we can avoid it,” she explained.

Alith answered with a nod. She stood near the door, ready to open it when it was time.

“Ah, but before that… We need to wait a bit for my mana to go back up; I had the spine summoned for a while; it’s quite a drain…”



Following their plan, they opened the door. Following the body double, they rushed into the wide circular room beyond the door. It was quite spacious, covered in a dome; they were at the very top of the castle. Sofia felt the door and mana shield closing behind her. The hero had warned them they were trapped in there.

In the middle was a big brass contraption with a lot of moving parts. It was half-fused with squishy-looking Midenicite chunks, or rather, Phageid body parts. A half-monster, half-machine abomination. Soon, it would be getting surrounded by half-skeletons and gravestones surging from underground.

There was a distance of about eight meters between the door and the machine in the center. Sofia’s first move, as Pareth lined the shields of light in front of her, was to give it a hit with the whip-mode spine. The target was so big it was impossible to miss, but the pointy tip of the whip bounced off of yet another invisible mana shield. It was also holding off the emerging hands of the graveyard skeletons.

The Phageid machine had dozens of tentacles and tubes plunging straight into the ground and hundreds more linked to contraptions on the walls and ceiling.

The shield can’t be protecting all these tubes.

That was also what Alith thought, rushing for the nearest wall-mounted machine. She couldn’t easily reach the hanging tubes and tentacles, which were several meters high.

This had all happened in about a second. One of the wall machines emitted a clicking sound, and a valve opened, releasing a wave of mana-charged steam. Alith’s double had been the target, likely since it had been the first thing to enter the room. It was still running toward the big machine when the flow of air hit it. It almost instantly melted into a charred goo of burning flesh, then turned back to a thin mist of mana.

Bad.

The clone had no defenses, but it still had a thousand health, to be gone so fast… Sofia needed to avoid those steam attacks. She wasn't sure she could even survive one, and the most worrying part about them was that they could come from anywhere. Almost every part of the circular room’s wall was covered in weird half brass half Phageid machinery. There were a lot hanging down at various heights from the dome's ceiling as well.

She could feel the presence of a Hero somewhere, but she couldn’t tell where exactly.

Alith had reached one of the wall machines. She climbed on it with agile steps and, upon reaching the top, sliced off the three half-Phageid half-machine cables that had linked it to the thing in the middle. One erupted with a white fluid, Phageid blood, one with mana, and the last with the same overheated steam that had destroyed the clone.

The searing steam washed over Alith, failing to overcome her heat immunity; it then hit the wall behind, melting down the surface of the wall’s blue bricks into a half-liquid sludge that ran down the wall. The flow of things escaping from the cables was quickly cut off and redistributed to all the other cables, seeing as they swelled a bit more.

Meanwhile, Sofia tried to find the power cores for the shield. If it was anything like the shield outside the castle, it would have them. Taking them down was their best shot at deactivating the creature’s shield. Her eyes followed the flow of mana coming to and fro the invisible shield. Perhaps it was because it was a smaller shield, but it was way harder than it had been outside. She couldn’t find the links. By now, she was pretty sure the hero was inside that machine, and the shield was why she couldn’t locate him as she usually could.

Sofia heard a clicking sound from her right. She reflexively turned, launching an attack with her bone whip. She totally missed the machine on the wall that the sound had come from, but the whip hit one of the cables attached to another machine from above, creating a bright explosion of searing light that expanded and then collapsed on itself in an otherworldly chiming sound.

The cables inside the explosion broke. But not the ones linking to the machine that had produced the sound. A small vent opened, and a furious wave of mana-charged steam erupted in Sofia’s direction. With her analytical thinking boost from [Way of the fool], she had all the time she needed to understand what was going to happen.

Can’t dodge.

It would hit her in less time than it would take her to move a single step.

Fuck.


Chapter 83 - Through the steam and heat

The wave of hot air was well on its way. Pareth’s shields of light appeared in between Sofia and the steam, then broke one by one, failing to block it at all.

Sofia’s mana had still been quite high. It took a deep plunge. The only thing she could do in so little time was using instantaneous skills.

[Summon blood]

The skill had gone all the way up to level 62 from all the training after and during their digging sessions.

[Summon blood] : Summons liquid human blood anywhere in a 62 meters (1*Skill Level) radius from the Saintomancer (Must be free space). The quantity of blood summoned this way is : (1*Skill Level*Mana Spent) Milliliters.

She summoned for twenty thousand mana of blood, spreading it all the way in between her, and the steam burst. But this was nothing but a bit of blood; it wouldn’t be enough on its own. Inside the blood, she emptied some of the bones from the storage of her armor.

A wall of blood and bone appeared in between her and the attack. It was already collapsing, but that didn’t matter; the mana-charged steam hit it. Everything melted down, and the blood vaporized, creating even more steam. When the blast actually reached her, it was only an uncomfortably hot air wave. Her health still took a hit as her skin burned; she lost about four hundred health points.

Have to thank Orvod for this storage trick.

Her health, however, climbed back up by sixty points; it was the healing from her weapon. Since it was level 100, it would heal her for 10% of the damage dealt. That means the light burst right then was 600 damage? It was the first time she could know exactly how effective an attack of hers was. Considering it had hit three cables, that was 200 Health Points per severed cable and definitive confirmation that damaging the cables damaged the creature.

Sofia retreated; she backed up near a small section of the wall that had no machinery on it and looked to be in a blind spot. No steam attack should be able to reach her there.

Pareth had switched his goal to severing more cables for now, but Sofia knew he was ready to teleport to her anytime. She canceled [Graveyard of the righteous]. As things were, it would only be a load on her already dwindling mana.

Health : 5204 / 5565

Mana : 24752 / 46000

She could pull this wall stunt a second time, but that would be it for her in that fight if she did unless she wanted to lose ten levels to activate her demon form. I need to create a safe zone.

Since the machines on the wall were so dangerous, she wanted to cut the cables of all those around her; it would make it easier to deal with whatever the thing tried to do next.

Alith and Pareth were already downing cables on her left, so she attacked those on the right. Her aim with the bone whip was downright terrible. Yet there were so many cables that even when she missed, it would still touch something else, triggering a bright explosion.

The battle had gone on for about eight or nine seconds total, but Sofia felt like it had already been forever.

More cables were severed. Another two steam attacks targeted Alith and Pareth. Alith ignored it, and the skeleton took part of the hit before he managed to teleport back to Sofia. Between his [Higher magical damage negation] and [Shapeless armor of light], he only lost about a third of his health.

He might have survived without teleporting.

The skeleton chicken went right back on the offensive, and Sofia launched another whip attack on the hanging cables. Alith had snapped twelve cables total, Pareth five, and Sofia ten. There had to be at least two hundred cables still going through the room, so that was maybe about a tenth of them. It was enough that the shielded half-machine half-phageid in the center had to directly evacuate some of the surplus it couldn’t redirect to other cables. It didn’t leak any of the white fluid or mana, but it let out a lot of steam that had nowhere to go because of the dome-shaped shield. So the machine damaged itself.

By now, Sofia had understood that the underground cables fed the machine that spread its resources around the whole room through the hanging cables.

Maybe the self-damage from the excess steam was what triggered it, but the machine in the middle moved. What had looked like a haphazard pile of brass machinery pieces and Phageid flesh morphed and rearranged itself.

The whole room started heating up. Walls of fire soaring from floor vents divided it into four quarters. The machines on the walls exploded in flames, and steam bursts one by one in a clockwise fashion, starting from the one furthest away from Sofia in her quarter of the room. The many contraptions hanging from the ceiling became bright red from their interior heat. There would also be a massive attack coming from above soon.

This is fucked. Do I transform now? She wanted to keep her Apostle transformation as a last resort, especially since she wasn’t sure how good it actually was compared to the original. Or how long it would take her to transform.

She didn’t need to formulate a plan; Alith appeared, walking straight through the wall of flames.

“Go through!” Alith exclaimed, dropping down into a push-up position, lined up with the fire wall. She was clogging the vent.

Sofia rushed to jump over her, and Pareth followed. Then Alith sprang up and ran for the next wall; like this, they went around the whole room. The wall-mounted steam machines exploded one by one in their wake as if chasing them, always a step behind. Sofia’s dress should have protected her from the heat somewhat, but now the whole room was like the inside of a volcano. The crystal walls were melting from the heat all the way until only the part of it that was left was a second layer behind the mana shield, which enveloped the whole room. Sofia dispelled her bone whip as she ran around the room, needing to save mana.

To have a mana-shield sandwiched between wall layers was an interesting design Sofia couldn’t help but notice, even though it was absolutely not the time for that.

Next, the ceiling machines launched their attacks. This time, it was not a clockwise motion but a sweeping shower of fireballs, raining straight down from the ceiling like a meteor shower. Sofia and Alith were at about the midway point of the trajectory.

Sofia gave Alith and Pareth an order, “Cover me!”. She curled up into a ball against the outer wall’s mana shield, stepping right into the melted Midenicite that used to be the room’s walls. Her forearms and lower legs were directly against the floor. So they were submerged in molten blue crystal. Despite the bone armor, it burned, and her health was slowly going down. I’m getting cooked.

Alith sprawled over her, trying to cover Sofia’s head and torso as much as possible. Pareth stood a bit on the side.

Sofia looked through Pareth’s vision. Although she would be hit by at most four of the fireballs, as she was against the wall, each of them exploded as they touched the ground, in a worrying display of firepower. And every ceiling machine exploded after firing because why not add some more heat and shrapnel to the mix. At least that meant they couldn't fire twice.

Some of the ceiling machines exploded without firing. Each of these shook the whole castle and added even more heat to the room as they bathed the ceiling in waves of flames. Misfires?

The fireballs that would reach Sofia were fired as half of the room was already engulfed in the fiery explosions.

She ordered Pareth to jump away and start channeling [Gravity well], somewhat diverting the fireballs away from her and Alith. Then, he would cancel the skill and teleport back.

But he never teleported back, instead channeling [Gravity well] at full power as the fireballs from all around collapsed toward him. Just before they hit him, he used a last [Greater Heal] on Sofia, restoring her to full health. All the fireballs compounded as they hit Pareth, creating a greater explosion.

‘The hero : ‘Pareth’ has succumbed.’

You smooth-skulled skeleton! Who told you to die?!

Most of the shockwave of the massive explosion was contained by the remaining effects of [Gravity Well], but nothing could stop the heat. She couldn’t do the blood-bones wall trick this time; the attack was too much. She needed every gram of bones to refresh the armor. She would fare way better if it didn’t run out like it had when she was hit by the explosion of her own attack during the Siren Queen fight. With Alith body-blocking some of the attacks, the bone armor had much less to deal with. It burned down and reformed as many times as needed.


Chapter 84 - Show-stealer

Sofia’s health left her in waves in the down times of the armor as the heat washed over her. At least her vital organs were safe, thanks to Alith cradling her. What took the most damage were her wings, which had no protection at all; they were almost completely destroyed. It was a ridiculous scene as Alith did her best to sneak in a [Maiden’s kiss] to heal Sofia up whenever the armor broke enough to expose her skin.

There wasn’t much left of the original room after the attack. They still couldn’t see outside because of the second layer of wall behind the shield that enveloped the place. Alith and Sofia stood back up, almost twenty centimeters deep into molten Midenicite goo. Since the whole room was inside a dome-shaped shield, it had nowhere to go, transforming the area into a deadly pool of high-temperature liquid crystal. The only place left with solid ground was the small ‘island’ on which the machine was standing, as it had been protected by a separate shield.

Sofia summoned some blood nearby, and as it hit the molten floor, it helped dissipate some heat, creating an unstable but solid platform she could stand on without burning her legs.

In the middle of the room, the hybrid machine had finished its transformation. It looked like a very deformed spider with four legs, four tentacles, and four eyes. All were distributed around a big metal cylinder that had been hidden inside the machine until then. Sofia felt a presence inside the cylinder.

[Hero - Lv. 182]

“He’s inside the cylinder,” she informed Alith.

One by one, the last few cables that were still connected to the machine popped out of it. The shield which had been protecting it all this time was gone.

[Identify] could finally reach the damn thing without the mana shield getting in the way. It didn’t pick up much; the main body must have all counted as a monster as it returned nothing, but there was still a result. A familiar description appeared four times, the creature’s ‘eyes’.

[Midenicite catalyst] : A masterfully crafted spell catalyst made of Gold and Midenicite. Enhances the speed of mana projectiles by up to 20%.

Item level : 80. Grade : Forgotten.

When she had asked the hero what they should be wary about, its answer had been ‘eyes’. It was very clear why now. One of the four eyes even had a slightly different description.

[Midenicite catalyst] : A masterfully crafted spell catalyst made of Gold and Midenicite. Enhances the speed of mana projectiles by up to 50%.

Item level : 150. Grade : Legendary.

She agreed that the effect was strong enough to warrant the legendary title. She didn’t know what kind of projectiles were in store, but she would have a hard time dodging them, even without the catalysts to speed them up.

The small platform she stood on didn’t allow for much movement, and each bit of blood she used to make it larger was as much mana she couldn’t use anymore.

Why do my wings have to be so large that I can’t fly in rooms like these? It would make everything so much easier…

Health : 3020 / 5565

Mana : 19254 / 46000

Sofia expected a grueling fight. She started invoking her [Spine of the Black Sun] once more.

Except Alith had a different idea. Using [Lady Double], she left a copy of herself as a stationary meat shield in front of Sofia and reappeared half a second later on the hybrid spider’s back, crouching atop the cylinder. In three swipes of her blades, she opened the top of the cylinder, white fluid overflowing from it sprayed everywhere.

The creature’s ‘eyes’ sprayed small fireballs in all directions, but they couldn’t reach Alith, who was on its back. Sofia hid behind the double, only taking marginal damage from the fireballs’ explosions. The four tentacles of the creature, while weaker looking than those of the actual Phageid squids from outside, were probably still very dangerous. They all cocked back to lash out at the banshee.

I’m so useless…

An ear-piercing shriek resounded in the room. If Sofia calculated correctly from the Hero’s level, there was about a 30% chance for an [Instant Death] to occur. Now that the machine wasn’t protected by a mana shield anymore, it was vulnerable. It was uncertain whether it was capable of hearing, but seeing how it reacted, it seemed it did. No instant death. That looks like [Insanity] instead.

Now, the spider was incoherently flailing around, stepping down into the molten pool of Midenicite around it, and throwing fireballs everywhere. Alith had a hard time even staying latched onto it, but she was no longer threatened by the tentacles. With one of her weapons in her mouth, she plunged her hand inside the opened cylinder, fishing out a withered, naked man. He had tens of small blue crystal tendrils sprouting from his body, binding him to the spider.

Alith stabbed her kama’s blade inside the man’s head as if plunging a pickaxe into sand. She pulled it out, bringing the blade toward her. The spider stopped moving, collapsing under its own weight.

‘[Spine of the black sun] reached level 101’

‘[Sanctity] reached level 25’

…

‘[Sanctity] reached level 39’

‘You have murdered [Zhǎng Lú - Flamebringer lv. 182]’

‘You have defeated [Phageid Larvae - lv. 158]’

‘You gained a level!’ * 6

Finally over!

Strange name. Damn, the guy really fused with a Phageid in a weird machine? Heroes are all completely insane, aren’t they?

Alith turned toward Sofia, who was still hiding behind the smoldering remnants of the double, and gave her a thumbs-up with a smirk.

“Don’t smile with the weapon in your mouth; you look like an evil ghost,” Sofia joked. Actually, she didn’t even look that bad. [Presentable] was in full effect to make her look as good as possible, considering the situation.

Alith sheathed both of her weapons as she jumped down from the dead monster straight into the molten crystal floor.

“Ay, stop trying to be funny, and let me heal you up. Funny fight, this one. Did you see how I never lost a single health point?” she asked, wading through the molten floor. Her mouth was overflowing with blood the whole time; the words came out as a ghastly gargled mess, though Sofia still understood.

“Of course I noticed; what do you think? Your blessing is unfair against fire users. If I knew it was going to be like this, I wouldn’t even have entered the damn room; I was useless the whole time. And stop talking already; can’t you see the state you’re in yourself?”

“That’s nothing, just a few hundred Health Points. Doesn’t even hurt that much.” She struggled a bit to step up on Sofia’s platform; the floor was starting to solidify again. Looking up at the tired Saintess, Alith answered, tapping Sofia’s armored shoulder, “You did well… Don’t sell yourself too short.” She winked, “And take off the dang armor already. How am I supposed to heal you like this?” Her every word was becoming more unintelligible, and blood flowed out of her mouth like a fountain.

“I’m serious, Alith; stop talking.” The skill really ruins her throat… It’s strong, though.

Sofia felt the shield around the room faltering. We can leave.

After Sofia was fully healed up, they dragged the hero’s dead body out of the hybrid-mechanical spider and into the small room that led to the dome. It was strange how clean and intact it still was after what had happened right beside it. They opened a window, and Alith stuck a hand out to catch the light of [Heal Undead] Sofia cast outside.

Meanwhile, Sofia was already looting the dead body, “Alright, let’s see… Looks like a storage ring. He didn’t lie.” Sofia plucked out a massive polished red stone ring from the man’s index finger. She was about to inspect it when she felt worrying mana movements from the outside. Huge mana movements, to be exact, all around the castle.

She looked outside through the window. Everything looked normal. And the main shield around the castle was still up.

What is happening?

Looking around, it was very easy to pinpoint where the mana surges came from. The power cores…

Sofia’s mind went back to the scene where fireballs rained from the ceiling in the battle just now. Some machines had exploded stronger than the rest without firing. Then the shield around the mechanical Phageid spider had died down…

No way it’s going to expl-

The world became white.



Sofia woke up on the cold crystal floor, a fair bit shaken.

I passed out?

Oh, right, the explosion…

At least her health was still almost maxed out, and she didn’t really feel pain besides inside her ears. She didn’t feel any debris around her either; it seemed the castle as a whole was undamaged.

The shield must have held longer than the explosion lasted despite the power cores being gone.

She opened her eyes and blinked a few times. Now, the world was black. She also realized that she didn’t actually hear anything. Not even herself moving.

Ah…

So the explosion didn’t kill me. But I’m blind and deaf?

Great.

Sofia expected to panic from her own situation and was actually shocked about how calmly she was taking this discovery.

That can be healed.

Right?

It turned out her mana perception still worked. It took her a few seconds to adapt. The boundaries of the room were clear in her perception.

That’s because the crystal walls and floor can’t hold mana; they look like empty zones.

She could also ‘see’ her own body, or at least the mana inside it, and Alith’s, who was sprawled on the floor nearby, unmoving.


Chapter 85 - The ring in the ring in the ring…

Sofia woke up Alith with a pat on her shoulder. Her reaction was the complete opposite of Sofia’s. She panicked ‘looking’ around, moving, touching around, covering her own face.

Is she in pain?

It was impossible to decipher her expression with just the mana flow. Not sure what to do, Sofia pinned her down in a hug. Alith resisted for a bit before she understood what was happening.

Damn, she’s way stronger than me.

At times like this, it was quite practical to be much taller than her; Sofia kept Alith in her embrace until she completely calmed down.

Alright, her heart rate went down. Time to get serious… How do I…

Communication between two blind and deaf persons was a bit of a problem. Sofia had tried talking from the start, but seeing as Alith gave no reaction, she was visibly in the same predicament.

Sofia grabbed Alith’s hand and brought it to her mouth; Alith didn’t react. She kissed the back of the hand. Then she shoved her own hand’s back against Alith’s face. Surely, she got the message.

With a warm sensation on her hand, Sofia regained her lost senses and the few HP she was missing.

The furniture in the room had fallen to the floor, but that was it; Alith had a bit of blood running from the ears, and Sofia guessed she was the same. She helped Alith up and led her to a window.

Holy shit. It’s all gone.

There was nothing left of the previous ‘locked city’; only the castle was left, floating on a small round island amidst the dark void. The shield had protected them.

Alright, but why does it protect against explosions but not sound…

The explosion had been pretty intense, and it left nothing behind.

I guess it all fell…

So the castle is what was holding everything? It won’t fall now that the guy is dead, right? And what about the mana bubble? It’s fine, right?

Either way, she did what she had to do, guiding Alith’s hand out the window and casting [Heal Undead].

“Oh, thank the gods I can see again,” Alith said, relieved, waving her hands in front of her eyes.

“You were healed from getting halved, so this much shouldn’t come as too big of a surprise.”

“Guess so, still, brought up bad memories… The power cores exploded, then? We didn’t even get any experience from the squids…”

“Well, we could not have known they would explode like that; we should be happy to be still alive. It was not in the description that the cores could also work as explosives. At least the castle should be safe now. And if we can find a way to recharge the ring, this can be our permanent home. Didn’t you say you wanted a castle?”

“...” Alith looked at the void outside, “That’s not quite what I had in mind… And the old things I brought from the desert dungeon all blew up out there…”

“A castle in an empty plane’s better than no castle. At least we should be pretty safe here. What now? I have the hero’s storage ring. It’s yours if you want it.”

“Really? Hmm… Can I have the sand pendant instead? I really like to nap in there…”

“You really want this over a ring that’s larger and without sand? You did all the work in this fight.”

“Yeah, what do I care for storage space anyway? I don’t mind a backpack. It’s pretty much one of the only things sir Dopple here allows me to wear,” she complained, squinting, looking down at her chest, “I’ll figure something out if I need more storage later.”

“You can go back to wearing inferior protection if you so desire, wearer. I have no doubt I can find an owner who appreciates me for what I am,” Dopple complained, offended.

The talking cloth was promptly ignored by the duo.

“Fine then, take the pendant; I won’t miss the sand,” handing the cursed sun-shaped thing to Alith, Sofia identified the hero’s ring.

[Rubedo’s Tail Biter] : A masterfully crafted storage ring, born of the collaboration of two great human mages and a Dragon. The wearer’s mana regeneration is 5% faster.

Practically unbreakable.

Item level : 100. Grade : Legendary.

Observing it closely, the iridescent red gem the ring was made of was finely sculpted to resemble some kind of limbless dragon biting its own tail. On the inside were engraved three sets of initials.

‘Z.L. ; T.L.D.R ; A.D.’

And I thought we might find treasure inside. The treasure was the ring. A DRAGON?!

Also, this telder guy, that’s the Arch-lich Tyrene was talking about, right?

How huge must this thing be inside? How much money is it worth? …

I’d be an absolute idiot to sell that, right? I really need to find a way to prevent people from identifying it. This is a bright, sparkling, ‘rob me’ sign.

She shared her findings with Alith, who was equally mind-blown. After thinking for a few seconds, she decided to double down on her previous choice, “Well, all the more reasons for you to keep it. Five percent mana regeneration boost is huge for you with how much your spells cost. Mine aren’t all that bad; only [Lady Double] is a big drain. But to be fair… If something inside catches my eye, I don’t mind getting the first pick. If you’re fine with that.”

“Of course! Well then…” Sofia then uttered the password, “Iriadell.”

She felt her mana bind with the ring. It was deeper than that, even. She felt like her soul was bound to the ring. Nobody else could open it now; she was sure of it. Not without killing her and using the password.

I get why I couldn’t open Orvod’s tooth now.

She let her mind peer into the ring’s inside space. It was big. Real big. The size of her ‘prison room’ at the Church kind of big. And that was nothing to scoff at.

How many thousands of books can I fit in there?

She hadn’t gotten much time to read ever since her summoning, yet that was still the first thing she thought about. It was interesting how the space inside of the pendant was a sphere, but inside the ring, it was a flattened cube. Really like a large room, Sofia estimated it to be fifteen meters large and wide, and about five meters high. There were surprisingly very few things inside. Sofia took all the contents of the ring out one by one.

There was a painting of an elven woman with three children, two small ornate Midenicite boxes, two large wooden chests, two sets of men’s clothing, and a weird two meters tall rectangle thing with a door.

They opened the largest thing first since it took a third of the room.

[Hero’s foodlocker] : Designed to work inside of a storage item, this food locker has two compartments you can use to keep your food from degrading, hot or cold, for centuries.

Item level : 0. Grade : Precious.

There was a single piece of food inside, in the cold compartment. A red berry cake with a cream heart drawn on it and a single spoonful missing from it.

“...”

Sofia stored the large thing, the clothes, and the painting back inside the ring. It’s better not to think about it too much… Especially considering what we’re going to be doing to him…

“The large chests next?” Alith asked. Sofia shrugged.

The first large chest contained a set of four power cores, each well secured in their own compartments, and a strange rectangular brass contraption. Alith slowly closed the chest, “Put that back in there… Actually, maybe we should throw it into the void…” She shivered as she peeked at the outside world again, at the black void that used to be occupied by a huge city.

The next chest held something much more mundane yet exciting. Money. They took everything out to count one by one. Ten pouches of a hundred gold coins, with one only halfway filled. Fifty-three gold ingots, which, judging by the similar weight to the pouches, were worth one hundred coins each. Three smaller pink ingots. Orichalcum. And a single fingernail-sized green ingot wrapped in a red cloth. And that’s mithril. Is every ingot worth a hundred gold?

Sofia thought about it for a while, considering how much mithril had been used to coat Alith’s weapons and sheathes… Alith’s weapons had to be worth at least five thousand gold if her theory was right. No way?! That has to be wrong… We paid six hundred…

There was also a Midenicite ingot. But why?

[Primal Midenicite Ingot] : Forged a hundred times in Dragon fire, this ingot of pure compressed Midenicite is completely impermeable to mana.

Item level : 0. Grade : Flawless.

Sofia gulped. That has to be worth more than everything else in there. It seemed this hero had a close relationship with a Dragon. At such a low level? And why bother doing this if they weren’t going to use it? Either way, we’re absolutely rich now…

If we make it out. Still no ring.

There were only two small boxes left. Surely, there would be another key-ring in there. There had to be.


Chapter 86 - Dead man tells

The ring was in the first of the two small boxes they opened. The other box was locked. There wasn’t much in there. The coveted ring sat wedged in a notched round pedestal thing made of gold, which had three more empty slots. So we’re missing two rings.

[‘You Elsewhere Be’ Charging Port] : This complex magical item was designed to restore the spent spatial properties of enchanted blue glass.

Item level : 0. Grade : Regular.

Besides that was a neat stack of seven sealed letters and a hollow glass ball with a needle floating inside it; there were layers upon layers of ritual circles engraved on the glass. Lastly, there was what looked like the stamp which had been used to seal the envelopes, and a tiny mithril key.

Sofia identified the glass ball first.

[Key-Ring locator] : A Key-ring locator. Infuse with mana to cycle the currently tracked ring.

Item level : 0. Grade : Regular.

Looks like we can actually find all the rings. Trying it out, the needle switched between the ring in the box and the ring on Alith’s finger. Either there’s no more, or it cannot find the other ones. Might have to do with being in this weird void. Or they’re too far.

Sofia finally identified the ring on the ‘port’. It was the exact same description as the one they already had, and it had all its uses left.

It was lucky that she was already sitting on the floor, or she might have keeled over. Finally, it was absolutely certain that she could escape. She wiped the teardrops that had begun to form in the corner of her eyes and picked up the stack of letters. They all bore the same wax seal of a limbless dragon biting its own tail.

Each of the envelopes had a single line on the front; Sofia read them out loud.

“To Iriadell. To Zhǎng Erellan. To Zhǎng Zhēn. To Zhǎng Adriell. To Alkorm D. To Terrible Limping Drunkard Richard.” Sofia had to stop reading to chuckle.

That’s the name of the infamous Arch-Lich, over level 400, master of storage items?

The terrible limping drunkard, Richard?

I wonder if it would be dangerous to deliver this letter. And I guess Alkorm D is the Dragon? And the others are for his wife and kids. So the last letter…

“To my savior.”

“Aight, this one is for us; open it already,” Alith urged her.

Sofia broke the wax seal and opened the envelope. It contained a single folded sheet of clean paper covered in tightly packed but clean handwriting.

‘

12.09.1758 from Zangdar, The margin.

To you who are reading this. Thank you.

You may take everything from the storage and the castle; I only humbly request that you do not open the other envelopes. And that, if you are so inclined, you see to it that they reach their recipient. See it as a last favor to a dead man.

I’m sure that you have many questions, many of which you may find an answer to if you peruse the books in my study; for the rest, I will explain it here.

The first thing is the reason why you found me like you did.

Let me explain the history of Zangdar. Me and my team had uncovered a massive cave network full of Midenicite. Motivated by the zeal of one of our Dwarven companions, we eventually established a ‘city’ there. Originally only intended to be used by our thirteen-member group. Glorious times. Iriadell was our leader; she had this castle built in the center for herself, though I eventually moved in.

Things got out of hand as commerce developed around the minerals, and a messy outer city grew surrounding our original abode. Home to humans, dwarves, and elves alike.

The real troubles started about fifty years later. When a mining operation burst into a new unknown cavern, much deeper than where the city was situated. Inside, we uncovered two things, the blue crystalline ruins of a civilization long gone and a set of tablets. These are in the locked box if you have not yet opened it.

A long series of events followed. Eventually, what was meant to be the ultimate line of defense of the city became its undoing. The rings meant to take us back to the main realm did not work; there wasn’t enough mana. Worse, we had unknowingly brought a spawn of the attacking aliens with us. We escaped the main threat, only to succumb to its weaker form.

Panic spread in the outer city. There was nothing I could do. Mana in this realm was too scarce for me to even defend myself. As I write this, it still is pretty scarce.

I couldn’t accept my own death. Like a coward, I hid in the castle while the inner city was still safe. I was powerless as all my citizens struggled and died while the aliens multiplied in the outer city. I couldn’t even let them in, the mana being too little to open the doors. I thought of many plans, but by the time I could do anything, everyone was dead.

The outer city was now teeming with alien life. It was only a matter of time before they got me too. I worked hard on finishing the experimental power cores and spreading them around the inner city, encased in Midenicite, so they would be safe from the aliens. It was grueling work; the only mana available was my own, with its terribly slow regeneration, but I had no other choice.

Luckily enough, I managed to get enough power cores ready before any Alien reached the inner city. They ran on low power, but the numbers would make up for the lack of mana. It was enough to cut the aliens’ perception of the castle, and that was enough for them to let it be when they finally climbed the walls.

I was safe, trapped, and alone.

Without the rings to serve as anchor points, nobody would ever reach here from the outside. And even if they did, they would be trapped here with me. So, I hatched up a plan to increase this realm’s mana. I had some preliminary success, though it wasn’t enough. The ambient mana dissipated as fast as I could produce it; it seemed the air bubble that was meant to be around the city wasn’t as efficient as I had expected it to be. And tinkering with it wasn't an option anymore.

I tried and failed to leave three times. The rings left by themselves. The first one was the prototype; it wasn't even halfway charged, so when it disappeared, I thought the final and fully charged ones would work. But they didn't. They also left me empty-handed in this realm. It turned out that they had access to enough mana to activate but not enough to take me with them. I do not even know where they landed.

I realized my mistake. If someone came here with the rings I lost, they would be trapped too, and even worse, they would appear at the preset locations in the swarmed outer city.

I have wasted too many lives already. You who read this letter. You know what I did; you know how I will end up today when I enter my laboratory for the last time.

I have been rotting away here for too many years already.

I have no hope of leaving anymore.

If the grafting goes well, this realm will have enough mana for you to safely leave; this will cost me my life. But I can at least allow the unlucky stragglers who stumble upon my rings not to suffer the same fate.

I do not know why you pushed through to come and meet me when your ring could have taken you back to where you’re from, but I thank you.

I pray that you go and retrieve the two other rings with the device I’ve created if you can so that no one else finds themselves here. The device should be able to track them down as long as you’re within a thousand kilometers… I realize how much of an impossible task that is. Sorry. There is nothing in it for you. But I can go with a lighter mind, knowing that you will at least have the option.

Finally, now that you killed me, I must warn you that your time to leave is counted. Since I am no longer here to produce it, the mana will eventually run too thin to leave again. This might take anywhere from a few months to a year.

If your regeneration isn’t less than half of what it used to be in the physical realm, that means there is still more than enough. But I urge you to not come back unless your natural regeneration (in an environment deprived of mana) is over two hundred mana points a second.

May you meet my family, I beg of you, please let them have my letters.

I would advise you not to share the knowledge you find on the tablets with anyone; for your own safety, it might even be better not to look at them. But I could not bring myself to destroy them. Indulge in this forbidden knowledge if you wish.

As a final note, I would also advise against entering the castle’s underground floor. This is where the plane-crossing device is. It is also what keeps the city afloat and the air breathable. Do not go near it unless you seek to destroy what’s left of Zangdar. After I depart for the great beyond, the device should still hold on for a few years with its mana reserves, so should nobody come back, the city will eventually disappear.

That is all.

For putting an end to my self-imposed misery, I can never thank you enough.

Zhǎng Lú’


Chapter 87 - The Tablets

Sofia and Alith talked about the contents of the letter.

The story was interesting, but their main takeaway was that they weren’t quite owners of a void castle just yet. Coming back here before they were high-level enough to supply the place with mana was a dangerous bet. And if they took too long to come back, the place would eventually disappear.

This was all for the future them to deal with, though. For now, they wanted to see these forbidden knowledge tablets. What could possibly go wrong, they thought. Though a bit apprehensive, their curiosity took over.

The tiny mithril key slid into the box’s lock. Layers upon layers of magic protection that Sofia hadn't even noticed broke one by one as she turned the key, and then, finally, the lid popped open.

Inside, snugly stacked on their side like a deck of big stone cards, were seven smooth Midenicite tablets the size of small books. Sofia carefully took them out of the box.

On the front of each tablet was an image sculpted directly into the crystal, the only color being the blue of the crystal. Each tablet had a number of dots inscribed on the top. They were already ordered starting from one, it seemed.

They had only seen the two first tablets for now. The first tablet, with a single dot on the top, depicted what looked like an elf or a vampire woman, faceless and with a ring that had two opposite spikes over her head. That was it. The second tablet depicted the same long-eared person, but she had a face this time, no ring over her head, and she was depicted plowing a field.

“Is this the ‘dangerous’ forbidden knowledge?” Alith commented.

It’s true that the first picture was a bit unsettling, but… “Let me identify it…”

[???] : This set of carvings detains great secrets and possibilities.

Level : 500. Grade : Forgotten.

“Alright, I said nothing,” Alith said, throwing her hands up after reading the [Identify] prompt Sofia shared with her.

Sofia swallowed her saliva and removed the second tablet from the stack, revealing the third.

This one was strange in that it only had two and a half dots on top. The picture was that of a slender hand that was lit on fire.

The fourth tablet had three dots on top; it featured the elven woman again, but she was blurry, vague, and faint, as if behind a fogged window.

The fifth tablet, four dots, this is getting really weird… In this one, the woman was deformed, twisted, bloated, and jagged. If not for the ears still being there, it would have been hard to understand it was still the same person being depicted. That was it, no scenery, no explanation. Only the disturbing image of a mutated and mutilated elven woman.

Sofia couldn’t stop her hands; she revealed the next tablet.

There was no image. Five dots stood eerily at the top, and where would usually be the carving of the elven woman was an empty space. All that could be carved out had been carved out. Leaving only a blank indent on the tablet. Did someone remove the carving? It could have been the case, but it didn’t look like it; the surface was smooth and clean, not what you’d expect of someone taking the time to erase an image from a crystal tablet.

Maybe it’s by design? This looks like an empty food tray from the orphanage… Except it’s level 500 and made of fancy blue crystal.

“Only one left… I don’t feel like I’ve learned much," Alith said.

“Kind of feels like a story, except we only get to see key moments? Maybe the last tablet will make it clear what happened to the woman or something like that?”

Saying this, she revealed the last tablet. Six dots on top. Sofia froze when she saw the carving. She had first seen the pointy elvish ears she had expected, but they didn’t belong to a woman.

They belonged to an extremely familiar depiction of a lanky man. Tidy suit. Small flat hat. No facial expression. Blank eyes.

Sofia felt the world swirl around her.

In her peripheral vision, Alith seemed transfixed on the tablet’s image, eerily so. She didn’t even breathe.

Sofia looked up from the tablet at Alith; she was completely still. Behind her stood the same ‘man’ who had appeared in the Church when she got her [Blessing of the Deep]. Exactly how he had been that day.

He was looking at her.

The deep is an ally.

Definitely an ally.

Absolutely an ally.

Sofia tried to convince herself.

Unlike the first time, she wasn’t unable to move. She could feel her heart beating madly in her chest. Yet she didn’t dare to even blink.

The man frowned. He disappeared.

Sofia was almost relieved that the experience was over. But she could no longer move.

The whole world stood still. Even her thoughts became muddled.

She couldn’t even form complex thoughts. It felt like she had been there for a second and forever. Then the man appeared again.

He was no longer frowning. Sofia’s mind became clear again. But she still couldn’t move. She couldn’t even bring herself to panic anymore. If it was her end, then so be it. There was nothing she could do, not even close her eyes.

Jumbled system notifications flashed before her eyes. Twisting and turning. They were unreadable. They morphed until it became an odd system prompt.

It looked normal but also completely wrong.

[Please select a mark for : sofia]

‘mark of aPhenoreth’

the inquisitor

‘mark of ormoncleth’

the regulator

bg ‘Bssng B Y w nspeble hoors. Nohn n shke your sany.’ ‘Blessing he purifier S rank You are fated to cleanse this real. Daage to deons *2. Experience gains *2 until level 300.  Attack skills experience gains *1.5.’’ ‘Blessing of bloating A rank You are the ever growing. Gain bonus strength and health proportional to your body weight.’ [The baptized hero is currently unconscious, giving hero’s blessing draw privilege to the sumoner.]Lv.40 : Pareth’s movements are 43% (1*Skill Level) uieter.

What was that thing Alith said? Don’t ask too many questions when things make no sense?

I have a lot of questions right now… Too many!

At least I’m not dead yet.

Do I absolutely have to choose?

The man disappeared and reappeared closer to Sofia.

I think that means I do…

Do I really have a choice?

The deep. Aphenoreth. Ormoncleth.

This 'man' came last time and my name changed to Aphenoreth.

My next ‘contact’ with the deep was… When I passed out in the pyramid. That’s it? That thing was Ormoncleth? They’re asking me to choose one of them?

I’m not sure how I feel about a mark…

A blessing is already something that’s weird enough.

Are weird, godly entities fighting over me? Is this what's happening right now?!

The man appeared even closer.

Shit.

Sofia picked the mark of Aphenoreth. She didn’t even consider the other choice. It might have been because she would feel like she had betrayed her benefactor otherwise, she would probably delude herself into thinking that. But it actually likely had more to do with the fact that the supposed Aphenoreth’s 'face' was about five centimeters away from hers.

The lanky man disappeared.

Sofia and Alith fell to their knees. Alith was the first to talk, “That was it! That was deep man! Wasn’t it?!”

“You saw?!”

“I saw the whole thing! I couldn’t move at all! That was fucking terrifying!”

“...”

“Oh. Sofia. My dear. Did you just sell our souls to the devil? Because that last line in my status is very ominous. Who knew I would become a witch for real…”

“Well… You saw it. Do you think I should have refused? Do you think I could?”

“... No. But do you at least have any idea what this [Mark of Aphenoreth] does? It doesn’t have a description.”

“I know as much as you… There was a single line coming with it, ‘the inquisitor’. I also had the choice to choose ‘Ormoncleth the regulator’...”

“Eh, you probably made the correct choice… I would have done the same, at least, considering your name.”

“Yeah… Do we just act like nothing happened? The seventh tablet even disappeared…” Sofia told Alith, showing her the remaining tablets.

“No way in hell! If the system doesn’t want to tell us what this thing is, I’ll make it!” Alith exclaimed, saying so; a small scroll appeared in her hand, taken from the sand pendant. “I want to identify the [Mark of Aphenoreth] in my status!”

“Will that even work?” Sofia asked. She got her answer instantly as the scroll disintegrated in Alith’s hand. That sure is a way to use the ‘identify with system commentary’ scroll… I never guessed she would use it like that.

“Any results?”

“Ascending request, tier four scribe action required; please wait,” Alith read out loud.

“Alright… Let’s store everything back in the ring until then… Except for the charging port thing, put your key-ring in there, actually. Oh, we also need to go back and take the eyes of the spider thing; those were catalysts like the one we found before.”



The duo was busy cleaning the dead hero’s skeleton with sand and blood when Alith finally got the results for her scroll use.


Chapter 88 - Probably fine

Alith shared the message with Sofia before even reading it.

[Mark of Aphenoreth] :

A mark left on your soul and life essence by the third Lord, Aphenoreth the inquisitor.

The Lords are beings ill understood.

The Lords' plane is currently out of system range. No connection has been established, though numerous scribes have been lost.

The intent in leaving this mark is unknown.

This mark cannot be undone.

This mark cannot be easily noticed except by the system, classes hyper-specialized in soul tempering, and in all likelihood, by the Lords themselves.

No adverse effects from the mark have been recorded.

Four functions of the mark have been discovered :

- Soul protection. Due to the irremovable nature of the mark, your soul is now similarly impossible to forcefully erase. Please note that this does not prevent self-inflicted soul damage nor does it prevent death. This is only in effect while you have a physical body.

-Any external attempt at tampering with your soul may result in severe backlash toward the source.

(System-driven upgrades and progression are considered internal tempering)

- As a side effect of the soul protection, you are now much more resilient to planar drag, also known as ‘summoning sickness’.

- The leveling process of Saintess Sofia Aphenoreth’s [Blessing of the Deep] has been changed to unknown conditions. It will still affect you and all of their summoned heroes.

There is a fifth function (95% certainty), which could not be deciphered.

There are no other bearers of this mark under the system besides your party.

The system recommends never mentioning this mark to anyone. For your safety, all such attempts will be dispelled. Good luck.

“Good luck… Does this mark us as his property or something like that? This doesn’t look so bad, if you forget the ominous system comments and where it came from,” Alith commented.

“I’m not even going to question anything. If some dark god who can even hide from the system decides that we’re like his adoptive daughters, or like, pets? What are we going to do about it? Besides, the Deep has only been helpful so far. As long as it’s not restricting me in any way, then I don’t mind,” Sofia said. She returned to what they were doing previously, “Should be clean enough, let me do the thing.”

Sofia summoned blood directly into the grooves of the ritual circle. She was attempting some slight modifications of the ritual; she had altered the circle in some parts and thrown in a pair of her sliced-off bone wings. She wasn’t very optimistic about the success, but there was no reason she couldn’t at least try. Worst case, I draw another circle.

The circle lit up with mana as usual. The bones flew up, rearranging themselves into a coherent skeleton. At least the base ritual worked. But the wings were still on the floor. Oh well. I’ll do better next time.

Pareth was finally a human skeleton again. His eyes lit up, and the usual bright halo appeared above his head. Facing Sofia, he bowed.

Alright, this is very much not a dumb chicken now.

She wasn’t that shocked about it; after all, Pareth had died because he disobeyed her to protect her more. If he was capable of that much, it was about time that she accepted that Pareth wasn’t a mindless pile of bones anymore.

I wonder how much health he has now, with the blessing and all…

Name : Pareth Level : 119 ♢

Health : 15000 / 15000

Stamina : 12950 / 12950

Mana : 11900 / 11900

Alright, WHAT?! He had like six thousand health and stamina as a chicken. The difference is huge… We need to find him a troll skeleton or something like that!

“Alith, you know how Pareth had more health than us as a chicken? Look how much he’s got now.”

“Ay, that’s a huge guy, could probably take a hit or two from the squids and still be able to fight. Too bad they exploded.”

“Whatever, monsters to kill aren’t hard to find. We’ll hit 120 before we know it. Let’s quickly loot the castle and get the hell out of this place already.”

The duo stormed through the castle, picking up things to store in Sofia’s new ring. The first places to fall victim to their greed were the hero’s wife and daughter’s rooms. Beds, clothes, accessories, jewelry, anything they felt they could use ended up stacked up inside the ring, and that only took up a corner of the space. The hero’s luxurious desk, his collection of quills, any expensive-looking memorabilia, all the books they could find. They stacked a lot in there, so much that Sofia was running out of mana to transfer things inside. Usually, the cost was so low it was barely noticeable, but the quantity and weight of all she took added up to a lot.

Overall, what they took was only a small dent in all the furniture and random stuff the castle had to offer, but most of it wasn’t very valuable or interesting. It felt very much like they were robbing the place. That’s technically all ours now, though. No point leaving it here to rot.

They stopped when the ring was half full. Better to keep some free space in case of an emergency.

They already took much more than they could ever use anyway, and finding buyers for all this old stuff would probably be a pain. They would still try to at least cash in the paintings and sculptures.

Free money is free.

Sofia was especially happy that she now had a huge collection of books to read. Two of them, in particular, had piqued her interest: a rather innocuous ‘Introduction to written Elvish’ and a very old and worn one named ‘Advanced mana circuits’, which had been hidden under a pillow.

The only disappointing thing was that there wasn’t a treasury of any kind in the castle.

Explains why there’s so much money in the ring. That actually made a lot of sense; why wouldn’t you keep all your money on you if you’re strong enough to protect it. That’s the worrying part. I don’t feel all that strong yet…

Hopefully, this ring with the password and all is more secure; I don’t want some high-level Vampires to be looking in there.

“That’s it, we’re leaving. Finally. Now the question is, do we go back with the same ring, or do we try the other one to see where we land?” Sofia asked, presenting a ring in each hand to Alith.

“Might as well see where this one goes, right? I’m going alone to scout. I’ll be right back,” Alith said as she grabbed the brand-new key-ring.

She traced the ritual circles on the floor and disappeared.

Fuck, she actually can’t even use her ghost form if I’m not here; why did I just accept… What if it’s dangerous?

She worried for nothing as her black-haired companion reappeared soon after, unscathed.

“What’s up with the relieved expression? Do you have so little faith in me?”

“I mean, what if it dropped you in an active volcano or something like that?”

Alith shrugged, “I’d probably be fine even if it sent me directly into the sun. Heat immunity, remember? I have the slow-fall ring if it drops me high in the sky, and I don’t need to breathe, so I’d be good underwater. Really, unless it dropped me right in the face of a level three hundred monster, I don’t see what could have gone wrong.”

“I still see a lot of ways it could go wrong, but sure… So what was it?”

“Well, you’re never gonna believe it! It was… Plains.”

“That’s it?”

“Nothing else in sight. Greenish plains, a few trees in the distance. Some weird herd of four-legged animals far away. That’s it. Beautiful day, not a cloud in the sky. Fresh wind. Yeah, plains.”

“No real reason to go there instead of the desert then. Unless the worm’s still there.”

“Are you kidding? It’s been like at least two months, right? No way this huge thing would have been waiting for three insects like us for this long.”

“Right… I just can’t stop being paranoid about everything now. This whole thing about a soul parasite, really…”

“It’s fine. And we’re like double immune to shit like that now with the blessing AND the mark. Don’t worry about it too much. Rather we should be worried about the assholes at the Church summoning you; it’s been a while since then.”

“Yeah… We need to get back to civilization and buy stuff against space magic and [Identify] as soon as possible.”

“Drakron again?” Alith was getting impatient, playing with the rings.

“We’ll see. Depends on where we are, if we find another capital city or one of the magic academies that could work too. And if someone high-level tries to screw with us, we can always pull out the Vampire card. Might be enough to dissuade them.”

Sofia and Pareth entered the circle, and they finally escaped the locked city.



“Didn’t you say it was sunny?”

They were back to where they had escaped from the giant worm. It wasn't anywhere to be seen, but it was the middle of the night.


Chapter 89 - Journey to the South

Sofia decided that they should go see Tyrene for no real reason other than wanting to socialize. Anything to forget where they had spent the last few months. But the winged woman wasn’t at the glass workshop anymore. In fact, there wasn’t much left there besides empty buildings.

Seems like they finally came to pick her up. Too bad. She could have told us more about this Arch-Lich guy. I wonder if it’s worth it trying to bring him the letter. Would he reward us? Or would he kill us on the spot?

And let’s not even talk about the Dragon.

The ‘green’, cursed zone thing was getting dangerously close to the abandoned workshop. It was a tall wall of thick vegetation growing so dense one couldn’t see the ground. It had still been a few thousand meters away when they came here the first time; now, it was already just a few hundred meters shy of reaching the first house.

No wonder they had to relocate.

Sofia was about to grab Alith to fly up again when Alith interrupted her, “Say Sofia… I think I want to go alone for a bit. Ah! Not right now. I mean… When we reach civilization again, maybe we can go our own way for a little while, just a few months. I kinda want to try some things, relax, take some more time to understand how this world works, you get me?”

“What are you going on about? I thought I had been clear about this stuff, wasn’t I? You do what you want; I don’t mind either way. We need to set up a way to reunite after, is all. Oh, and you should take some of the gold too if we’re going to do this…”

“Are you going to be fine with the Church if I leave you alone, though?”

“We have a lot of money now, and I can make even more by selling some blood; surely that would be enough to buy something to prevent them from summoning me. Besides, as much as having you with me is reassuring, if they summon me, you would just be left behind, you know. Pareth can teleport to me, but you?”

“Right… I feel a little less bad about asking for something selfish.”

“Not selfish, really; I could use some downtime too…”

They discussed this for a while, then departed south. Alith didn’t elaborate too much on what she wanted to do, only that she wanted to roam around alone for a while. Sofia was much more interested in trying to spend her newfound money, amassing knowledge, and perhaps even pay a visit to the Vampire Nation. In her mind, as long as she managed to buy her way into being safe from the Church’s summons, she was as good as done with the subject. She wouldn’t mind being able to live and progress at a more relaxed pace.

And after the clusterfuck that had been her first trial, she wouldn’t enter the second one before being as ready as she could. No rushing it. She needed time. It was pretty clear to her that, compared to Alith’s, her trial had been way too hard. If the second one was going to be the same, she would be ready for it.

And she had a new extra goal. One that would motivate her to progress.

She would find whoever sent the soul parasite her way and make a blessed armor out of their bones.



The mountain range south of the desert was vast, way more than Sofia had imagined. It would have taken them forever to cross it without wings, like at least half a year.

To finally be able to use her wings freely was liberating. No more restricted space, no more mana-devouring sand. And sometimes, she picked up mana currents that were so strong it propelled her forward at speeds she never even reached when she sprinted with the demon form in the trial. Meanwhile, Alith was reading books in her ring. Funny how that works.

An interesting fact was that the sand pendant couldn’t go in the ring, likely because it could never be empty due to the sand. Sofia was curious about how spatial storage items really worked. She was more willing to go visit the Lich by the minute. Though it was unlikely he would be willing to share anything if he even deigned meeting her.

The mountains flew by, giving way to a snowy forest of dark pines.

Is it winter already?

Between the trial and Zangdar, she had no clue what time of the year it was anymore.

Eventually, she flew across a river and found a village by following it.

Should I cut my wings before going there?

Ah, whatever.

Bone wings or not, she didn’t believe that anyone would take her for a necromancer with her appearance.

Not unless I take out Pareth and the spine, at least.

What did countryside villagers know about wings anyway? She was well informed; actually, she had been one.

They don’t know shit.

She spotted a young man fishing in the river a bit further; he was about sixteen years old.

An easy target.

If her looks weren’t enough to make a teenage boy think twice before running away screaming, then she didn’t know what could.

She did her best to land discreetly a few meters behind him. The river was quite loud. She folded her wings, but they were still partly visible behind her back. She stood out quite a lot with her light-green robe, knee-deep in the undisturbed snow.

“Hi, excuse me? Can you help?” she called out.

The young man, who sat on a rock overlooking the river, was slightly startled. He turned his head to see who had called him. He looked like he didn’t understand what was happening, “Hello?” he tried.

Sofia smiled, “Sorry, I know that it’s a bit weird, but can you tell me today’s date and where this is? I’m a bit lost.”

The question only confused the fisher boy more, but he finally spotted the pointy bone bits coming from behind Sofia’s back. It wasn’t clear what he thought of it, but he diligently answered.

“The new year was yesterday… And you are at Flat River Hamlet, northeast of Couvauz.”

Damn, Couvauz? That’s all the way off to the north-east! I’d need to cross it and two other kingdoms to get back to Drakron. Also, new year already? So I’ve been a Saintomancer for what, seven months? And since we entered the trial… About three-and-a-half? Seems about right, I guess.

“Can you point me toward the general direction of…” Wait, what was Couvauz’s capital city again? ”...Hooasow?”

The fisherman nodded and pointed toward the direction he had been facing when fishing, “It’s straight South, there’s a road not far off from here, it’s a three-week walk…”

"Thanks!" Sofia threw a gold coin to the guy and flew up before he had the chance to say anything else.



Sofia flew straight south, uninterrupted, and reached the capital about nine hours later. Most of Couvauz was covered in snow around that time of the year, but the capital wasn’t. Sofia instantly understood why.

Mana shield.

It surely wasn’t there to protect from the snow in the first place, she guessed, but that was a nice added benefit.

The mana cost must be tremendous. Because the city was. It was, without a doubt, the largest man-made ‘thing’ she had ever seen. Built-in several concentric circles, it would put both Drakron and Einsen to shame.

Wait. The whole city is a ritual circle!

Everything from the ramparts and the houses to the streets was neatly aligned to draw precise shapes. It would be nigh-impossible to notice from the ground, but from where she was, Sofia found it extremely obvious.

I can’t decide if this is smart or crazy. But at least I can guess how the shield works now.

And depending on how airtight the shield is… It might even protect me from summoning attempts by the Church!

Well. how do we go about entering… Let’s see if the good old Vampire card trick works again. As long as someone can [Identify] me as a Saint, I’m clear from being taken for a necromancer anyway, even with the wings. Right? No necromancy here. Only saints. Don’t mind the wings…

I don’t want to cut them anymore… Feels too weird missing a part of my body.

What she did hide, however, were the two parts of the Saint equipment set. If someone could overlook the red gem storage ring from afar, no one would miss the obvious gold headband. Wouldn't wearing that be like asking to get robbed?



She was surprised to find that there was a ‘high-level’ entrance door next to the main gate. She entered with Alith in tow.

A bespectacled lady was waiting behind a desk, she signaled for them to come closer and to close the door.

[Mage - Lv.165]

So this is what retirement looks like…

“A Saintess and a Hero. New faces… Not registered, I assume?” she asked, already searching for something in the filing cabinets behind her.

Not waiting for an answer, she turned to face them, presenting two sheets of paper and pencils. “Fill this in. The high-level card is valid for six months and allows for free access to all parts of the city,” she looked at the large mirror on the wall behind them, “Flying is forbidden inside, except for life-threatening emergencies. Just be civilized, and you won’t have any troubles. The registration fee is one gold each. When your card expires, you can renew it for fifty silver.”

Name, age, level, class, reason for visit. That’s it? Half of this they get from [Identify] already.

“Do we need the card?” Alith asked.

“You do if you want to access anywhere interesting; if you lack money for the card in the first place, then it means you will not need it, and you can go wait at the other entrance.”

Yeah, no, we’re not waiting outside.

‘Sofia, 20, 119, Saintess, Training.’

‘Alith, 23, 119, Hero, Relaxation.’

A few minutes later, they entered the city by the other side of the room, each with a purple metallic card in hand. “Have a nice stay in Hooasow, and please don’t forget to close the door!”


Chapter 90 - Rose-tinted glasses

After a good night of sleep in a random inn and a luxurious meal to celebrate, the Hero and the Saintess parted ways. They had convened on ways to communicate and reunite if need be, and if they hadn’t met by then, they would at least go to the second trial together. Alith didn’t take much of their money, insisting that five hundred gold was more than enough for what she wanted to do and that Sofia should use the rest to get something to protect her from the Church. Which left Sofia with a total fortune of five thousand nine hundred and fifty-four gold, along with some change.

And that’s only accounting for the coins and the ingots, if I manage to sell some of the castle’s antiquities… Or some more blood…

With her pockets full of money, Sofia started wandering the city. It felt quite good to be alone again; she understood why Alith wanted some time away, too. They had been stuck together with nothing much to do for quite a while. And they were two people who liked their alone time. In a way, it was liberating to be alone again. Well, Sofia was still with Pareth, but he wasn't the same.

Besides, they would still get shared experience for whatever they killed even when separated, so it wasn’t like they were losing efficiency.

Sofia meandered through the streets, observing the storefronts and buying all kinds of strange local street food. Her bone wings drew some attention, but the ‘high-level’ card she wore around her neck was enough to shut up anyone who might have a problem with it. Besides, she was wearing the fancy green robe she won from the trial. She pretty much never took it off anymore; with that, no one would expect she was anything but a noble or a rich adventurer.

Sofia had a very long list of things she wanted to do before going back to leveling up. Although the level 120 threshold was so close it was taunting her, it was probably passive keywords next, and she wouldn’t use them yet.

Her next passive would be at least a triple word one, she had decided. Saving skill slots was too important, especially considering she didn’t want to lose any of the passives she had right now.

When she felt she had her fill of the street food and lively ambiance, Sofia made a beeline for the gates separating the first and second parts of the city. While Zangdar only had an outer and an inner ring, Hooasow had five such sections. The outermost and largest one was the commoners’, and then it was the commercial section. The second ring was already intended for the nobles or largely anyone with money. The third ring was where most official buildings were, such as the adventurers’ guild, the Vasperian embassy, the local magic academy…

The fourth ring was where the nobles lived, and the fifth was the royal palace. There was nothing of real interest in these last two, as far as Sofia was concerned.

Looks like I found my first stop.

She had already asked around for directions, and people were very helpful when they saw the card she wore around her neck. When she asked about a place where she could find space magic experts, most people had no idea and would default to saying she might find one at the magic academy. Only, the academy was a place for learning, not for buying, which wasn’t what she wanted, if possible. Finally, as she fired [Identify]s at every person she walked by, she found a level 140 mage walking around, who gave her directions to a shop.

‘Evan’s spatial baubles’

It was a rather inconspicuous shop tucked away in a corner; it was clean but looked quite old.

Sofia pushed the door. Not paying much attention to the few items and rings encased in glass along the walls, she walked directly to the unattended counter and rang the bell. Without warning, a man looking to be in his late twenties and wearing regular brown overalls appeared behind the counter.

[Supporter - Lv.190]

A nice casual reminder that I’m still weaker than some shopkeepers... Really can’t let myself be blinded by what meager power I have right now.

Sofia could tell he had winced for an instant as he saw the wings sticking out from her back. Then he looked surprised and lost. Didn’t think I would [Identify] as a Saint, would you? I wonder what actual necromancers show up as.

“Welcome to my boutique, I’m Evan; what can I do for you?”

“Nice to meet you, I’m Sofia. I came searching for something to protect against forceful teleportations. Would you happen to have that?”

“That isn’t something most people would care about; I might still have something from my old days of experimenting; give me a minute, please.” He disappeared again and reappeared a minute later, holding a rather chunky bright pink bracelet covered in ritual circles inside and out, “That would be it, Orichalcum spatial anchoring bracelet. To explain what it does exactly, it keeps track of your coordinates in space at all times. If there’s a sudden shift, it will teleport you back by riding the mana trails in reverse. You need to recharge it with about a thousand mana every day to keep it running, and every teleportation will need to source the mana directly from you, which can be quite expensive. If you want to turn it off, you need to take it off; you can also mess around with the sensitivity of activation a bit.”

“How expensive is teleporting back exactly?”

“However much the person trying to move, you had to pay. Which is pretty much always more expensive depending on the distance.”

Couldn't I just fuck off far away and be safe then? But somehow, [Summon Hero] is only six thousand mana... Can't really rely on distance like this.

“Do I have other options?”

Evan pondered over it for a second, scratching his stubble, “Nothing I could make for you. Your other options would be a mana disruptor or a mana shield, both very expensive and annoying things to deal with. In my opinion.”

Identifying the bracelet showed that the man hadn’t lied about the product. A bit of a bother to maintain and kind of ugly. But still way better than dealing with the sand was, and than getting teleported around against my will. Alright.

“I’ll take it then, how much?”

“Let’s see… The materials alone would go for about five hundred; it’s a unique item but also not something easy to sell… Eight hundred, and it’s yours. Seven if you let me see your ring.”

Sofia frowned. Hey, why the hell do I keep [Poker Face] if it’s going to do me like this!

“Why do you want to see it?”

“It is clearly a spatial ring, and [Identify] gives me nothing on it, which is curious.”

Oh, now that’s good news!

“I see, well, sorry, but I will have to deny, perhaps another time. Eight hundred it is. Do you accept ingots?” This is my most prized possession now, no way I’m letting anyone remotely close to it. If only it could fit under the gloves, I would hide it…

Sofia left the shop poorer and with a lump of pink metal around her left wrist. The man had demonstrated how to change the sensitivity settings and teleported Sofia around the shop to let her experience the usage of the bracelet. She had set the sensitivity to one meter. Any teleporting is too much teleporting!

Clearly, the man was a better space mage than he was a jeweler. It wasn’t the most aesthetic piece of jewelry, but to Sofia, this was kind of the culmination of her journey until now. Finally, she could leave the worry of being summoned again behind her. If only there had been such a proficient space mage in Drakron, she could have afforded it back then. It would have given her a lot of peace of mind.

Six thousand gold might not have been that much after all.



Sofia was still roaming around in the commercial district, undecided on where she wanted to go next, she took a turn through a narrow alley to avoid walking in the crowded main road.

She was about halfway through it when two people dropped out from a window above, cutting her path. She heard more people dropping from behind.

[Fighter - Lv.99]

[Fighter - Lv.82]

Really?

These were all random thugs. There was no other way to describe them. The two in front of her looked to be around thirty-something years old, though she knew by now that this didn’t mean much. One had a sword, and the other daggers.

“That’s a nice bracelet you got there,” the sword wielder started.

Is this really happening?

“And a damn nice ring,” the other continued.

Seriously?

One of those who were behind also gave his piece, “I’ll take the robe, and what’s under!” he said and laughed.

His laughter stopped in a gargle. Next came two wet thuds of heavy things hitting the floor. The only other sounds were the muffled clinking of bones.

‘You have murdered [Adrien - Butcher lv. 53]’

‘You have murdered [Marie - Illusionist lv. 87]’

The two thugs in front of her reeled back in shock. They wanted to run, but the skeleton that had appeared out of nowhere behind the girl disappeared as quietly as it had come.

They heard the soft clinking of bones colliding behind them. And with a swipe of a holy-light claymore, their heads flew.

‘You have murdered [Blaize - Swordsman lv. 99]’

‘You have murdered [Pascal - Thief lv. 82]’

The four bodies and their heads disappeared into Sofia’s storage ring, while Pareth returned to his place in the storage of [Armor of bones].

There was a bit of blood left on the pavement. Whatever. Don’t think anyone saw me.

I feel like I should feel terrible about killing four people. It's the Magisterium moral dilemma all over again.

But once more, I don’t really feel all that bad.

It’s just displeasing.

Well. Don’t care if the system blasts me with its murderer prompts. This was self-defense. I don’t have the patience to deal with this any other way.

Won’t be missed. Good work, Pareth.

She hadn’t expected that her new ‘teleportation’ technique for Pareth would be useful so soon. All she did was change the place he appeared out of the storage to be a bit further. From her testing, the maximum range was about twenty meters if nothing solid blocked the way, and she could pick him up from just as far.

I can’t believe they would be dumb enough to attack me. Did none of them have [Identify]? Or did they believe they could kill a level 100? Well, I won’t say no to four free skeletons.

She didn’t even want to search the bodies. Leaving only a few splashes of blood behind, Sofia resumed her stroll.


Chapter 91 - Seeking

Before spending more, Sofia headed to the local Vasperian Embassy. There was no crazy high-level monster present this time; in fact, the person in charge was a young-looking boy vampire, and he was level 112. He had made a funny face when she said she had three thousand liters of blood, saying he couldn’t even buy that much if he wanted to. Sofia made her way out with six more gold ingots to her name. Easiest money of my life.

She was also told she could sell the same amount again in two weeks if she wanted. Who knows what ancient dungeon I might be trapped inside of two weeks from now…

She also tried to sell the old paintings from Zangdar in a few places, but no one would give her an interesting price, so she kept them instead. And switched her mind to trying to spend instead of accumulating wealth.



After a day of running around different shops, Sofia felt empty.

She didn’t know what to buy. She didn’t need armor. Didn’t need weapons. Didn’t need any of the classless skill scrolls she could find… The magic items that she found were all very gimmicky or weirdly situational. In the end, despite trying her best, she didn’t spend that much.

Fifty gold had gone to as many health potions. And twenty-six more had gone toward filling the [Hero’s foodlocker] with nice food, buying stuff like maps, light stones, water stones. And that was pretty much it. The only interesting magic item she bought was a ring that warns the wearer when it detects poison gas. All it would do was allow her to find out about it before the system warned her that she was already poisoned. She just didn’t want to relive the situation she had been in during her first Phageid encounter. And that was also ten gold coins gone.

Her last stop was a small smithy. It had attracted her attention for a simple reason, the blacksmith was a rabbit beastman. It wasn’t Karlson, but from afar, it wouldn’t be hard to mistake him for Kuli’s titular smith.

She entered the shop. The burly rabbit man was busy sharpening a longsword on a grinding wheel.

“Give me a second,” he said, concentrating on his work. Sofia looked around until the smith was done and came to her. “Hello, what do you need?” he asked. He wasn’t quite as engaging as Karlson had been.

“Would you happen to know another smith named Karlson?”

“No idea.”

Let’s just forget this ever happened… “Oh… alright. I need a mithril-coated knife. Is that something you can do?” Woaw, his expression instantly changed. Creepy.

“What size would the blade be?”

“About twenty centimeters.”

The blacksmith reeled back as if stunned by her words.

He pinched the ridge of his nose, looking deep in thought. Then he looked at her again, the equipment she was wearing, the wings sticking out from her back, the high-level card around her neck. Sofia could swear the man started sweating.

“I can do… Five thousand.”

Sofia turned around to leave.

“I meant three! Three thousand!” he called out.

She didn’t turn back.

Admittedly, if the minuscule ingot of mithril she had was worth a hundred gold, then three thousand gold for a coated knife with a sheath, accounting for the artisan’s work, it could maybe be a correct price. But if she couldn’t trust him to not try to overcharge her, she couldn’t trust him with that kind of order. She would find someone else.

Not only did she find someone else not far from there, but she didn’t have to order the knife; she bought it already made. It was an already used weapon but it looked good as new. The only drawback was that there was no sheath, though it wouldn’t be too much of a problem if she kept it in the storage ring.

[Garrett’s Bog Slicer] : An excellent dwarven knife with a mithril-coated blade. Its ivory handle is enchanted for maximum durability and to display the number of goblins it killed.

Item level : 50. Grade : Valuable.

A small number was embossed on the handle. ‘11322’ That’s a whole lot of goblins…

Now Sofia also had a wall carver, and it only cost her fifteen hundred gold. It was a bit shorter than she had wanted, but it would do.



Sofia spent the next few days gathering information. She bought quite a few books on diverse subjects that might be useful and asked around for more detailed information on a certain topic.

Now, she stood in front of the subject of her research. The local temple.

Situated in the third ring of the city, it occupied an entire third of it, built along the city wall’s curved form. She had one immediate goal, meeting with the local Saint. She had heard only good things about this country’s Saintess from the locals. So, hopefully, this will go well.

This country and its religion had a very different perspective on their treatment of Saints compared to Skyreach; in fact, the Saintess had supposedly been the same person for at least two hundred years.

This religion was also very clear about the god they venerated. It wasn’t some nameless ‘God’ like Skyreach’s Church; it was ‘The Goddess of Winds’. To Sofia, that instantly made them look way easier to trust.

One crucial thing she had understood by reading some of the books here was that all Gods were named after things or concepts. This was something that she never knew due to the Church’s grasp on Skyreach’s common knowledge and information sharing.

Notably, the God of the Red Winds empire was ‘The God of Sleep’.

One other thing that this meant was that the ‘Recessed’, the ‘Fathers’ and ‘Mothers’ of demons, were actually probably Gods too. Dread. Sorrow. Domination… Death? Considering how the system had been ‘Overruled’ in order to give her the [Vakariazrehafin of Sorrow] skill, she didn’t think it was too outrageous to consider these to be Gods.

It seemed the major difference between regular ‘Gods’ and the ’Recessed’ was whether their ‘concept’ was considered good or bad. And then they either had Saints and Oracles or Apostles. Saints being chosen, Apostles needing to conduct strange and deadly rituals. Sofia was technically a bit both. And she also had ties with the Deep. They’re Gods, too, right? They sure fit the description. And they also have conceptual titles. The inquisitor, the regulator… Can you be a double Apostle? Or maybe they’re a third category? I would bet on that…

That really made her wonder who had written the necromancy grimoire she had found at the orphanage. And how in the world could it have possibly landed there for me to find?

Either way, these were all merely tangential matters. Now she was free, quite strong, and safe from haphazard teleportations; it was time that she got back to the real reason she wanted a strong magic class to begin with.

She’d fed herself all kinds of lies to rationalize her choice to follow the necromancer's path, but deep down, she knew why she yearned for power.

It was also why she had instantly picked the wings when the option had presented itself. They would be crucial for the next step.

The memories she had done her best not to think about too much until she was ready. Alith was the only person she had ever even told about it.

How long has it been now? Thirteen years…

The time to get closure is approaching.

I just need to make sure that I’m clear about everything else and that I’m strong enough.

Strong… I know I’m still not strong enough. Not in levels… But in mind…

Can I take it? This is just self-harm at this point.

But still, I need to see it for myself.

Maybe I can just get a look from afar?

I will do what needs to be done.

For her... And for me.



Before heading back to Skyreach, Sofia wanted to do two things. Try to squeeze information and power out of the supposedly benevolent Saintess of Couvauz and make Pareth the strongest he had ever been. Since she didn’t know how strong she needed to be, she would aim high, and if it wasn’t enough, as she feared, she would pass the next trial and try again. Now that I have some sense of scale for these things… Some of the monsters were at least level 150. If all goes well with Pareth, I might just be ready. Finally.

I’ll just see if it’s enough first, and if it is, I’ll wait and go with Alith.

Anyone could enter the Winds temple and pray to the giant golden statue of the Goddess, so getting in wasn’t hard. Now, she needed to find a way to contact the Saintess. She literally grabbed the first male priest she saw.

[Supporter - Lv. 3]

She put on her best smile. “Hello, sorry to disturb you, I would like to talk to a high priest. Could you help me with that?” she politely asked, pointing at the ‘High level’ card sitting on her chest.

It wasn’t long before she was led to a waiting room in a side wing, away from the main hall.

She had expected to be led to some kind of office next, but instead, it was a kind-looking, round middle-aged lady in ornate sky-blue robes who entered and sat on the couch opposing hers. She kinda reminded Sofia of Verenha’s baker, who used to give the orphans some leftover fruit bread when ‘too much didn’t sell’.

[Supporter - Lv. 100]

She passed the trial and never fought again? Well, clearly a high-priest. Didn’t expect it to go so well already.

They had a short and polite conversation, where Sofia explained she was also a Saint and that she wanted to discuss Sainthood-related things. She even offered to donate one of the old paintings from Zangdar as a show of goodwill. It depicted a forest shaken by a violent storm, so Sofia thought it was fitting; she just hoped they would take it the wrong way. But the lady priest had been very happy about it, so all seemed good and well.

Once again she was told to wait after being relocated to a further waiting room, deeper into the temple.

It was a full three hours later that two fully armored female paladins entered the room.

[Warrior - Lv. 199]

[Warrior - Lv. 200+]

That has to be good since they’re not attacking…

“Our Lady will receive you, Saintess Sofia of Skyreach. Follow us.”

Oh. It seems my name travels faster than I do. Well. I can’t back off now.

The paladins led Sofia deeper and deeper into the temple. Until they stopped in front of massive double doors. They took position on either side. They’re not coming?

One of them addressed her, “You may enter. Close the door behind you.”

Sofia opened the doors.

What she entered was no room; it was a large covered terrasse, each of the ornate pillars supporting the temple’s roof probably worth more gold than Sofia had on her. Beyond that was a magnificent enclosed garden with many fountains, chimes, and colorful decorative wind wheels.

Slightly above all this was a tall and slender woman. Floating as if sleeping mid-air. Her long and fluffy fox tail was hanging in the wind.

There she is. Saintess Valeure.

[Saint - Lv. 448]


Chapter 92 - Valeure

So Saints can see each other’s level…

Unsure of what to do, Sofia walked up to the border of the terrace. She observed the woman leisurely sleeping in the sky. She looked like she was thirty at most. So that’s, like, a thousand years in high-level age, I guess. Do people who only get to a high level when they’re older keep looking old forever?

She had dark blue hair. So much hair. That must be hell to take care of… She also had two pointy fox-like ears on top of her head and a fox-like tail. Her long purple robes, ruffled by the calm breeze, were strangely mesmerizing.

Still floating, the fox woman yawned. The way she slowly stretched her long legs made Sofia wonder if she was actually stretching or putting on a show. Then, she finally opened her eyes. Orange, slit. Wait, I really picked that up from this far away? Seems like my vision is getting better.

‘[Poker Face] reached level 10’

The floating woman didn’t come down; instead, she flipped around on the spot. Her back, which had been facing the ground, now faced the sky. Like that, she observed Sofia, her chin resting on the interlocking fingers of her joined hands. She wasn’t bothered by her hair as it now floated upwards. She was the first to speak; her voice was suave and laced with mana.

“And so the Saintess of Scriptures entered the Temple of Wind. Eager to learn more about her terrible fate and the God who used her, she bowed down before the magnificence of the most beautiful woman she had ever seen, Valeure of the Wind.”

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

“Oh, so you resisted that,” Valeure said, giggling. “Amusing. You’re not quite as clueless as you sound.”

So, the rumors about mind control were true. ‘Facetious but benevolent’, eh? She could as well be the one who spread the information about herself. I wouldn't even be surprised.

‘[Poker Face] reached level 11’

‘[Poker Face] reached level 12’

‘[Poker Face] reached level 13’

‘[Poker Face] reached level 14’

‘[Way of the Fool] reached level 6’

Also, Saintess of scriptures? The only god I’m praying to right now is called [Poker Face].

“That’s an interesting way to welcome a guest.”

“One must find entertainment where they can; what’s a little amusing trick between Saints? I heard you also met the rabbit; surely you also remember her well. She tends to offer memorable welcomes,” Valeure defended herself, giving Sofia a wink and lightly punching the air with a balled fist.

I almost summoned the armor just now... Totally would have if I didn’t have the mana perception to tell me this wasn’t an attack. Would it have even helped if that was a real attack? Don’t think so.

‘[Poker Face] reached level 15’

‘[Poker Face] reached level 16’

Being around this person is tiring…

“I could not forget her if I tried.” Just how many Saints took the same attack exactly?

“She means well, although her methods are clumsy. She is quite the amusing one in her own right as well. Do tell her to come see me if you meet her again.”

“Does every high-level person on the continent know each other?”

“Know? Not quite. But when people gather power, they create ripples. Look at yourself. You made a few waves already. Very amusing.”

‘[Poker Face] reached level 17’

‘[Poker Face] reached level 18’

I need to learn about her definition of the word amusing because what I’ve been through until now was anything but.

The foxy Saintess spent some more time Observing Sofia.

“I do not remember the [Holy wings of the divine Script] looking like that. How amusing. There is more than meets the eye with this orphan.”

Fuck. She knows what skills I should have? There has to be a way to justify it… Some passive skills give cosmetic changes, maybe tha-

Pivoting to stand upright, the fox Saintess had glided down until she was floating a few meters away from Sofia, “That’s enough playing around for today. It is pleasant that you came on your own before even receiving my invitation. So many of the other Saints are so very closeted. They never take any initiative. Utterly unamusing.”

She didn’t even leave Sofia any time to answer. “Your wings do work, still, don’t they?” she asked. Sofia nodded in response. “Follow me then, we will talk at my place. The temple ceased to be amusing an eternity ago.”

So she’s not going to ask more questions about the wings? Good. In hindsight, I really should’ve cut them off before entering the city… I just hate how restricted I feel without them…

She had also debated cutting them off before coming to the temple, but since a lot of people in the city had already seen them, she felt like there was no way the local Saint couldn’t find out. And considering how she knew my name and that I used to be an orphan, it was likely that she did already know about the wings anyway.

Valeure soared up at a leisurely pace. I guess she couldn’t care less about the no-flight rule. Deploying her wings, Sofia followed suit.

They went up and up, soon, they would hit the mana shield dome covering the city. Is she going to disable it for us to go through? Sofia wondered. But the fox Saintess did not stop; she reached the shield and, without even stopping, gave it a flick, producing a harsh bang akin to an explosion. The mana shield didn’t survive the hit. The mana making up the shield dispersed in a large area around her, allowing the falling snow to enter the city. Valeure flew through the hole she made. Sofia hurried to follow her. It’s already closing!

They flew up through the winds and snow. Sofia had expected the other Saintess would change direction, but she seemed only interested in going up. They flew through the snow clouds. Below her, Sofia could see nothing but clouds, and after a stretch of empty sky, above was another layer of clouds.

Nature is as incredible as it is deadly.

Sofia usually didn’t fly so high; this was near her limit, where mana became thin, and it started getting uncomfortable to breathe. But Valeure kept going straight up, aiming for the next layer of clouds. Perhaps she had noticed Sofia struggling below, she stopped.

Sofia felt a torrent of mana surging from below, an enormous amount. This… She’s going to kill me.

The clouds below dispersed, pierced through by the sudden surge. Sofia activated her armor and braced for impact before she was engulfed by a giant column of air and mana that propelled her up faster than she had ever flown.

She was going so fast that her anti-teleportation bracelet almost activated. This wasn’t meant as an attack, but the flow of mana was so violent Sofia was losing health just being carried by it. The armor didn’t help at all. Like this, she was propelled through a second, then a third layer of clouds.

The scenery was incredible. Under the untainted blue sky, the afternoon sun shone upon layers and layers of clouds. Sofia couldn’t appreciate it for long; the speed was too much. She felt her vision narrow and disappear. Blind again. All her mana perception could see was the rampaging wind column she was in. Her consciousness was slipping away. Then it slowed down and stopped, thankfully not too abruptly. Sofia’s health jumped from 40% to full in an instant. Her vision recovered, and she instantly felt better. The fox woman was right in front of her.

“Are you alright? You should invest in more Stamina. I expected you to fare better. You didn’t even heal yourself; did you forget [Heal wounds] already? Also, what’s up with the armor? You’re getting more amusing by the second,” she peppered Sofia with questions while flying around her, observing her from every angle. Clearly, she didn’t expect any answers.

She doesn’t sound that shocked that I have weird skills… Are there other ways to mess them up besides the system errors? I guess my demon skill is an exception like that too. Wait… The specialization!

But the armor is passive and before level 100. So either you can get specialization points outside of the trial and before level 100… Or there are passive points too.

“Well? Don’t stay there; follow me,” Valeure said, flying past Sofia.

Turning around, Sofia discovered the Saintess of the Wind’s ‘Place’. Floating silently in the sky, far above the clouds, was a large network of white stone platforms. Very few had actual walls and ceilings; most of them were small single ‘rooms’ each with their own function, and only flimsy-looking guardrails made of the same white stone bricks separated them from the sky.

There were hundreds of small platforms like these. Some were linked by stone stairs or bridges, and some of the older-looking ones, whose stone was eroding and breaking away, were linked by wood and cording hanging bridges. These platforms were all built around the singular oldest-looking thing in there, which had a markedly different style from everything else, it was a large and fancy round building.

I recognize this thing… Wasn’t it called a coliseum? There was one in Drakron, too. This one looks much older, but the general shape is the same.

There were many small animals running around on the platforms, but not a single human. Foxes.

Sofia couldn’t fly to the place since the mana this high up was so thin; she had to wait for Valeure’s wind magic to move her; without it, she would fall straight down.

The two Saintesses touched ground at the same time.

“This is my home; don’t touch anything; a lot of things here are quite dangerous. I have a bad habit of collecting cursed things or items with weird properties.”

Weird hobby. But who am I to judge…

“Don’t pay attention to the kids,” Valeure added, pointing to a couple of running brown foxes, “We’re going to the arena; this is where I like to receive guests.”

Kids?!

Well, [Identify] shows nothing on them…


Chapter 93 - Back and forth

After walking all the way to the building in the center in silence, which Sofia felt took an eternity. Valeure had her sit on a couch on a platform overlooking the arena. Meanwhile, she herself simply sat mid-air, legs crossed, in front of the couch.

I’m so lost. Maybe I should have stuck to searching for information through books. Why did we need to come all the way up here again? I can’t tell what she thinks at all… Is there any way I can escape if this goes wrong?

“Want a drink?” the woman asked, summoning a small table with a few steaming cups.

“I’m not thirsty, thank you.”

“Suit yourself, then; it’s there if you change your mind. Now let’s see, my guess is that you somehow earned a passive specialization during your first trial, chose [Armor of Runes] as a specialty, and picked a bone or death-related path,” the Wind Saintess guessed with narrowed eyes. “Very impressive. I might have picked [Pristine Spirit Body] instead, but I understand your choice. You did well in not choosing the blessing or avatar skill,” she added with a smile.

‘[Poker Face] reached level 19’

‘[Poker Face] reached level 20’

‘[Poker Face] reached level 21’

‘[Poker Face] reached level 22’

‘[Poker Face] reached level 23’

What the hell is going on with the poker face?!!!

Oh, so I was right about the passive points. That’s a very, very good misunderstanding on her part. Extremely good.

Now, let’s be a bit smart. I can’t lie to her. I should assume she can detect lies. I don’t even know. She’s so high level it would surprise me; she can hypnotize people by just speaking, so... Let’s stray away from the subject of what I actually picked.

“May I ask why I should not have picked those?”

The smile on Valeure’s face faded.

“You shouldn’t get too involved with your patron God. They use you, and you use Them. Any shift in that relationship is dangerous. Even more so with your God… Also, I would suggest ditching [Summon Hero] for anything else as soon as you can if that isn’t already done.”

“Thank you for the advice. I already do not have [Summon Hero]. But can you explain the reasoning behind this?”

“Why would you ask? I’m sure you know if you already got rid of it, it’s a useless skill. It does nothing to increase your power. At best, it makes you a valuable political tool. Let me tell you this, Sofia, I have never, in my thousand years of spying on everyone, ever seen a Saint get to the fourth filter and still have this ungodly joke of a skill cluttering their slots.”

Sofia nodded along during the explanation.

“Do you know what the next skills I will get are? You seem to be very knowledgeable about it,” Sofia asked.

“I do know a bit. But why would I tell you?” Valeure answered, cocking her head to the side. She was acting confused, but she still had a smirk on her face.

Is she playing with me or a terrible actor? Why would you bring me here if you’re not going to help?!

“Do you want gold?” Sofia tried hesitantly.

“Gold? What am I going to do with more gold?” the fox woman lazily waved her hand. Piles upon piles of gold appeared behind her, forming a small mountain that overflowed, pouring into the stepped rows of seats below.

‘[Poker Face] reached level 24’

‘[Poker Face] reached level 25’

Sofia gulped. No need to rub it in my face, woman!

“What do you need from me, then? I’m nothing but a low-level saint. I could barely escape the Church. I don’t see what I could do for you that you couldn’t accomplish yourself…”

“Now, now, don’t sell yourself so cheap. You have amassed plenty of interesting things I would trade for, I’m certain. Your levels did not come by themselves. What I want is entertainment,” she said, turning oddly serious, “You give me interesting objects, information; show me something new. You lessen my boredom, and I’ll help you. A fair trade between two people in need.” Crossing her arms, she leaned back and stared at Sofia. The lively and inquisitive Valeure that Sofia had interacted with until now was nowhere to be seen anymore. She looked dead inside.

She’s fucking terrifying! Somebody help!

‘[Poker Face] reached level 26’

What the fuck do I do? Entertaining things? Is this where it helps to have the [Trickster] class?! What is interesting or new to a thousand-year-old monster?

Oh. Yeah, that’s exactly her problem, isn’t it…

“Don’t panic now; I won’t eat you even if you have nothing to offer,” Valeure said before taking a sip of one of the cups that had floated to her hand, “If it really comes down to it I can humor your questions for free now since I already invited you here. It wouldn’t do to let you leave empty-handed. But you will have to pay me back later.”

“No need, I should have some things… For sure… Though I appreciate the offer, I dislike debts.”

“Who doesn’t? Take your time then.”

Hmm… I have plenty of weird things, so… But how much should I reveal? Help and advice from someone this strong is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity and exactly what I came here for. Do I bring out the big skills from the start? No, I guess I should keep the best for the end. But I can’t show her stuff that’s too mundane either, or she won’t give a shit… Then…

“Something unusual happened with the trial towers when I was there. Do you know about it already?”

“A king flame-crab destroyed the islands, not very amusing.” Valeure sounded quite uninterested.

Holy. What? Alright, no time to dwell on this. Better not talk about the Archangel just in case, and talking about the safehouses is forbidden by the system… What else…

Actually.

“Sorry, but before we really trade… Can you explain what you would have done if I didn’t resist your Hypnosis? I find it hard to trust you…”

“What, you’re still stuck on that? You would have kneeled and thought I was the incarnation of beauty for a few seconds. You heard it, didn’t you? There’s nothing more to it,” she explained. Then to illustrate, she pointed at one of the small foxes who was running around the arena, “Do a flip!”

The fox jumped and performed a front flip before landing and resuming his run.

Then she pointed at herself, “Do a flip!”

Sofia could see Valeure’s eyes glaze over; she hugged her tail with both arms and also performed a front flip, still floating in the air. And then she was back to normal.

Did she really hypnotize herself?!

“See. And I can’t even use it twice; just have a look.”

[Whispering winds] : Imbues a sentence with mana, inflicting [Hypnosis] on up to 449 (1*skill level) chosen targets in hearing range. They will strive to complete the order given for up to 2694 (6*skill level) seconds or until the order is accomplished. Orders which explicitly go against the target’s convictions are much more likely to fail getting accomplished.

Costs 100 mana per word in the sentence for each target.

Cannot be used on the same target twice in less than 10 hours.

“Reassured yet? I understand you would be insecure, if only from the gap in power between us, but you’re the one who sought me out for help, aren’t you?” the fox woman complained while doing more flips in the air.

I- Alright, yeah. Well. Let’s see how much I can trust her then.

“I stole this while escaping the church,” Sofia said as she took the [Saint’s pride] out of her storage ring.

I don’t even care if she steals it. Who cares about halved aging? Not me, I’ve seen what Kuli looks like without it! But it’s a rare Saint-exclusive item. Depending on her reaction, I’m out of here.

The vision of the golden headband actually made Valeure smirk ever so slightly as she stopped rolling around in place.

“That’s cute. It was mine at some point; here, take this one too. Supposedly, the full set is really strong, but don’t get your hopes up; you’ll never get it,” she answered, summoning a long golden sash that she threw at Sofia.

NO WAY! Wait, is it gold or silk? This is confusing.

[Saint’s touch] : A Saint is a master of the divine ways. Double the Saint’s defense against physical projectiles. Part of a seven-piece set.

Item level : 80. Grade : Legendary.

Somehow… This sounds a bit disgusting.

She would give away something this strong like that though? Hmm… I kind of get why someone that high-level wouldn’t care for physical projectiles… I can’t imagine anyone hurting her with an arrow…

“Why can I never get the full set?”

To which the only answer was the fox woman slightly tilting up her chin, with narrowed eyes and a big smile.

I need to pay, uh?


Chapter 94 - Bare bones ritual

Alright, fair, I’ll pay, she did give me this incredible item… Let’s take out the other one, then. Since she doesn’t seem to want them.

“Oh, so you managed to scam Arin out of hers too?” she giggled softly, “A Dragon uses the anklet. That’s why.” Oh. Yeah, that would make retrieving it quite a hassle… “And that’s without mentioning the two missing parts.”

Uses? Isn’t it only for Saints? There’s Dragon Saints?!

‘[Poker Face] reached level 27’

Well, at least I have three parts. Next…

Valeure was eagerly waiting for more ‘entertainment’.

“I gave it away, but I used to have a cursed item. It was a sun-shaped storage pendant that would continuously fill up with sand.”

“What kind of sand? At what rate? Where did you find it? Who has it now?” Sofia could see the Saintess’ eyes shining. That’s a big hit.

“Fine yellow sand, completely uniform, I’d say about three kilos a day, maybe a bit more. I bought it at Garan’s Emporium, a magic shop in Einsen. I gave it to a friend who likes it a lot; I’d appreciate it if she could keep it.”

“Hmm…”

Wait, is she pouting right now? Really? Also, she’s not questioning if I’m lying or not, not asking for any proof. I guess she can actually discern lies? I better watch what I say even more.

‘[Poker Face] reached level 28’

“Tell her that I’m interested when you see her. If she wants to sell it, she can bring it to the Temple; I’ll buy it for a good price,” Valeure declared, then she kept mumbling to herself, “Fine yellow sand… Can’t be transmuted mana if it doesn’t disappear. From a hero world? Unlikely… Then where… Cragstone reach? Could be. I think there’s a small desert beyond the western sea too… I should go ask Richie…

“Alright, then I will tell you about your next skills if that’s still something you want to know.”

Wait, Richie? Ah… One thing at a time. Sofia nodded.

“At 120 you will unlock the passive [Blessed hands of the scholar], which allows for drawing ritual circles in thin air, quite good if you know a few good ones. At 130, you get the active [Scroll of infinite prayers], don’t remember what it did exactly, but it did involve reading prayers and inflicting some status effects, I’m pretty sure. Like random status effects. I would say skip this one, most likely. And that’s all I have, actually. Severina died at level 137.”

She said that last line without any emotion… Was she the one who ‘died’ her?

It was pretty obvious from the start that whoever she learned the skills from was already dead, or I wouldn’t be here… Too bad I can’t know more. It’s good to know what comes next to not miss good combinations. Maybe I should find a high-level [Necromancer] and ask them…

T.L.D.R. has to be a necromancer, right? Since he’s a Lich… Richard. Richie? Maybe I should ask about him next.

After a few seconds of reflection, Valeure seemed to have more things to say, “But this feels a bit like an unfair trade. This is all stuff you would have learned by yourself soon enough. I’ll let you choose a ritual schematic to learn… I have a few that should suit you well. Here, pick between those three; choose wisely because I will not give away more than one.“

Three description windows appeared in front of Sofia’s eyes, shared by Valeure.

[Great wall of runes]: A relatively lightweight defensive ritual, creates a wall of runes around the ritual circle that will not let anything through except light. The wall’s health is equal to twice the amount of base mana used to activate it. Lasts up to 3 hours.

Mana cost : (5 000 to 500 000 base) + (1000 per meter of wall length) Complexity : Medium

[Generosity of Sun]: An extremely simple ritual. Requires the sacrifice of 100 gold coins. Creates a zone blessed by Sun, in which mana regeneration is 20% faster, changed to 200% under direct sunlight. Lasts for 24 hours. Only effective with the approval of Sun.

Complexity : Extremely low

[Ossifying ward]: A curse ward. Creates a cursed zone in which flesh turns to bone.

Cannot be canceled once activated. The larger the ward, the weaker the effect. Lasts 30 minutes.

Mana cost : 10 000 Complexity : Very High

“Is the second option even usable for me? How would I know if I can get the approval of… Sun? That’s a God, isn’t it?”

“It is. This ritual is normally reserved for the Saintess of Sun, but it actually works for all Saintesses with blonde hair. Don’t ask me why. I had to dye my hair to use it once. Should be easier for you. As long as you don’t hate the sun. The bar is pretty low.”

Well, that’s tough. All the choices are good. Let’s see the good and bad of each one…

Great wall of runes is useful protection. It can also serve to block paths in narrow areas. However, you have to set it up in advance since the complexity is still a bit much. I like that it will still be usable later. Up to a million health… That’s quite expensive, though. Even for me…

The sun one isn’t anything fancy. Kind of a waste of money… But since mana potions don’t exist, as I’ve learned during my shopping yesterday, I guess that’s an alternative. The problem is the limited effectiveness without sunlight, and it’s not very useful in battle unless you don’t move. And that’s if the thing even works in the first place.

The curse ward’s effects are quite disgusting to imagine. But that would be very good for traps, and I guess I can always use more bones. I imagine that it won’t work that well against higher-level monsters, maybe only progressively slowing them down… But then again, I want them to stay inside there for as long as possible. And I need to make it small enough that the effect is strong? I like the theme, but this feels very impractical…

My first instinct is to go with the wall. Stand safely in there while Pareth does the work outside… But then, what’s the point of all my other defensive skills? I’ll sit there and do nothing?

No.

As interesting as the curse is… I’ll go with the boring choice. Cannot go wrong with more mana. And if it’s a ritual meant for a saint in the first place, it must be hard to come by anything like that elsewhere. But things like the other two rituals should be possible to find it feels like.

“I will go with [Generosity of Sun] then.”

“Great choice; I won’t even have to wait for you to learn it; here’s the shape for the circle. You throw a hundred gold in the center, and that’s it,” Valeure said, drawing the ritual circle in the air with wind-controlled gold coins flying up from her pile.

It was Sofia’s first time seeing a ritual circle being drawn out of gold. But really, drawing it with anything would work as long as you put the gold in. The shape was exceedingly simple. Two small and one big triangle, inside of a circle. That will help with using the void castle sooner since I can raise my mana regeneration with this.

Even the [Raise Skeleton] ritual, which was relatively simple as far as rituals went, was several levels of difficulty above this. The only other one she knew about that was that simple was the activation circles for the Key-rings. And if she was right, all the concentric circles did in that case was to help channel ambient mana to the ring.

Well, I don’t know many rituals in the first place. But this still feels like an outlier.

“Alright, I got it, thank you very much.”

“Now, do you have anything else?” the fox woman asked expectantly.

“Let me see… I have a lot of paintings and stuff from around the 17th century, all in an excellent state,” Sofia said, taking a few things out of her ring.

“I’ll take some paintings, sure. What do you want for them?”

Now. Do I ask for something material or information? She glanced at the overflowing mountains of money still waiting behind the other Saintess.

“I want information on a few things, advice, things like that.”

“Fine, show me all the paintings and other antiquities you have; I will tell you what I take and how many questions that gets you.”


Chapter 95 - Bone-rattling subjects

In the end, Valeure decided she wanted all the paintings. With the exception of the hero’s family portraits, which Sofia never showed her. She also took some old furniture and sculptures. Suddenly, Sofia’s storage ring felt quite empty.

“You have six questions; we will stop after that; I have other things to attend to that just announced themselves…” she said, deflating on her invisible chair.

Doesn’t look like something she wants to attend. Alright then, six questions. That should be enough. I need to make it count.

“What are special things I should know about being a saint and my patron God?”

“That is a bit of a compound question, but I shall play along. Interesting that this would be the first thing you would ask about. Quite clever. Almost amusing. There are a few things you probably do not know about sainthood, like how Gods chose us because they have stuff they want us to do on the physical plane. Things that you should know, however? You should know about the Saint Alliance. And your patron God? Stay away from anything related to Him. Scripture is not benevolent. Next question?”

That’s it? What the fuck is the Saint Alliance? And no wonder He isn’t benevolent. Could’ve guessed that! But it is interesting to have the confirmation that some gods are benevolent and some aren’t. I need to be more careful how I word my questions.

“What advice would you give me to become as strong as possible in the future if you were my mother and mentor?”

Valeure giggled at the question. “Sure, let’s go with that. Hmmm. My best advice is: go as far as you can in the trials. Never be done. If you can do even a bit more, do it. And when it comes time to invest in your stats, make sure to get at least twenty thousand health and stamina, then only upgrade mana every single time. And as a mother, I would add: respect your scribe.”

Interesting that she would stop upgrading health past twenty thousand… Does she expect me to not know what scribes are? I get the feeling that she’s trying to fish the next questions out of me. First the Saint Alliance, and now this… Well. No luck. I already know about scribes somewhat; I know that they exist and what they do, at least, and mine’s been working extra hours, so I’m not complaining. Alright. Four more.

It seemed Valeure had one last thing to add, “And unrelated, but since you mentioned mothers. If you want kids, have them now. It gets harder the stronger you are, just a heads-up.”

A-... Alright. I, uhhh. Hum. Well.

Lets… keep this in mind for later…

Now. Question.

“What are the Recessed, and what are their goals?”

Valeure seemed quite surprised that Sofia would ask such a question; she didn’t even comment about it this time, directly answering, “The Recessed are the ‘defunct’ Gods that exist in the plane beyond the spiritual realm. They represent everything that is hated. Thinking of them as opposite Gods is maybe the best way to see it. There doesn’t seem to be a unified goal they share. In place of system-managed Saints or Oracles, They have ritually created Apostles and the Demon King who oversees them. A weird bunch, and that’s about it, don’t bother them, and they won’t bother you, usually.”

A lot of this is pretty much what I guessed… I’m a half-Saint and a half-Apostle… And then there’s the Deep too. What a mess. Isn’t this basically like being unfaithful? Well. They forced it on me. They can’t complain. I represent no one!

Now for the most crucial question of them all.

Valeure was waiting.

“What caused the tide in the Sovuln Kingdom, and why have strong people like you done nothing to fix it?”

The fox Saintess sighed.

“So this really is why there was no trace of you before Verenha. Why three years between the tide and the orphanage, I wonder? Well. It is your personal life. I’m sorry you had to go through that. The tide was sudden and unexpected. The exact cause is undetermined, but apparently, something blew up in a forgotten underground dungeon, and then, you know, the rest. Mana storms, distorted space, a literal tide of monsters flooding the land…”

Valeure stopped for a second to think, then continued, “And it’s very simple why we did nothing to fix it. It’s too late. Those who could escape did; you should know that firsthand. Everyone else… Admittedly, now we could go and secure the outer parts, but even if we kill the monsters, the land is still fragmented. And the monsters near the epicenter are no small game. They are dangerous even for me. As long as Skyreach holds, there isn’t a real reason to try to clean it up. And I wouldn’t want to take work out of the Oracle's back,” she said and winked, finishing the explanation.

THAT’S IT?!

I don’t need to be mad at her, at them. It was already too late; I knew before she told me...

But they won’t even try to fix it?

I see.

Fine.

That was always the plan anyway.

I’ll do it myself.

Well. This was all I needed to hear. My plan hasn’t changed. I just need to carefully avoid the epicenter... The next question is the secondary objective. And then the finish will be a bit of lighthearted fun between Saints since that’ll be the end of the meeting anyway.

“What exactly are soul parasites?”

This question shocked the fox Saintess even more, so much that she straightened up from her slouched posture, “Where in the system’s name have you heard about this? Soul parasites are creatures above level 300. They exist solely in the spiritual realm; they are very tricky to spot and even harder to kill. They hide deep in their victim’s soul and amplify or dampen certain emotions. Usually, their goal is to bait someone into strengthening their connection with the spiritual realm until they devour the soul. But not always,” she explained with a disgusted expression before slouching back ever so slightly. “You have one last question…”

This pretty much confirms that I fell victim to one of these. How?

Level 300?!

It can’t be Ovohen, then. The Oracle? But why? To kill me even if I flee? Is that why no one came after me? That’s sickening.

Well then. My secondary target is set in stone. Wait for me, Oracle of the Church.

Now for the last question. I wonder how she will react to this one. This feels a bit brazen. Foolish, even. But hell, if I’m not going to ask. You were the one who wanted entertainment.

“Can I ask anything? My last question is a bit unusual. Dangerous, maybe.”

“Let me hear it.” There wasn’t a figment of hesitation in Valeure’s voice.

Since she asks so politely.

“What can you tell me about Aphenoreth?”

Valeure froze.

The fox Saintess was so surprised she even messed up her flight for an instant, almost dropping down to the ground before she got it back under control.

She looked around everywhere, then back at Sofia.

“Are you alright in the head?” she asked softly, ever so slightly drifting away from Sofia.

“Seriously, even you? How am I to know anything about this if, any time I ask, everyone acts like I’m crazy? You said anything was fine!” Sofia’s disappointment oozed through her voice. Though her mind sang to another tune.

Even she is impressed? That’s big. Now, if I can coerce her into actually answering…

“You asked other people?! Dear God…”

She kept feverishly looking around as if waiting for something to happen.

“Is it that bad?”

Seeing that nothing actually occurred, Valeure regained some composure, though she now sat in a much less relaxed way.

“You really have no idea, don’t you? ‘Dangerous’ doesn’t even begin to cut it!” She said, pointing at Sofia with a raised finger. “How did you even learn of this in the first place… Out of all the things you do not talk about, this is the one. Saying or even writing anything about it by mentioning a name is taking the risk of bringing their attention to you. You do NOT want that. If that happens… Death is the best thing that could happen to you then…”

She took an instant to recollect her thoughts, switching to a curled-up position with her legs crossed as if in a deep reflection.

“Fine, since you paid for it… There are, as far as I know, four such names; I only know of two. The one you mentioned is the most widely known. Or rather, the least secret. It has been discovered in a few old texts and relics. Items as old as this planet itself. Those who utter the name usually incur a swift and gruesome death when they aren’t simply erased. I fully expected you to join them. I have no idea how you can still be alive. Perhaps it is luck. If I was you, I would thank the Gods and never look back. Never speak about it again. That is all I can say without endangering myself.”

I don’t know if I should feel lucky to be blessed by that, or horrified…

Well, I’m way past having time to be scared about things that aren’t a direct threat. I wish I could stop worrying about so many things for a second. Seriously.

My interactions with the Deep have all been positive until now.

Scary, but beneficial.

I’m fine with that. No need to dread it.


Chapter 96 - No lazy bones

“I thank you for your answers,” Sofia said, actually giving a slight bow to show her appreciation.

There was an instant of uncomfortable silence.

“No need to thank me. You paid for them. Now, show me your murder history, and we will be done for today.”

“My murder history? That’s a thing? Why should I show you?”

This caused a very ugly frown to show up on Valeure’s face. Her sharp canines were visible.

“Sofia. Out of all things which do not amuse me…”

Ugh. Fine. Whatever. How do I do this? I have nothing to be ashamed of.

Can I censor my name? Oh, convenient.

[Murder history privacy setting is now public]

[Murder history : Sophia **********]

●        [Armand Anzan Ovohen - Magisterium lv. 164]

●        [Akramaiazerfen - Son of Dread lv. 99]

●        [Jarvaud - Sailor lv. 42]; [Alester - Carpenter lv. 38]; [Eskan - Cannoneer lv. 65] ;[Veyan - Sailor lv. 52]

●        [Zhǎng Lú - Flamebringer lv. 182]

●        [Adrien - Butcher lv. 53]; [Marie - Illusionist lv. 87]; [Blaize - Swordsman lv. 99]; [Pascal - Thief lv. 82]

Involuntary : 4/11

Valeure merely glanced through it, talking before Sofia could read the first line. She relaxed as if her previous expression had never happened, “Quite the amusing list. Alright, you’re good to go.”

That a very high level [Fast reading], or she didn’t actually look.

The fox woman summoned a small golden thing in her hand that she threw for Sofia to catch, “Wear this when you meet other powerful people from now on; that’ll save you some troubles. I’ll send you back now. Do come back another time if you have a cursed item to sell or something. I’m not always here, so you can leave messages at the temple… Farewell, it was amusing meeting you, Sofia.”

Barely managing to catch the small golden trinket, a mana-rich gust of wind picked up Sofia and flew her out of the Coliseum. Which then brought her back to the ground at a moderate pace.

Above the clouds, Sofia took an instant to take in the majesty of the sky once again.

Still, though, this was quite the abrupt end…

But I guess she did say she had matters to attend to.

Oh well. This was beneficial. Went better than I ever hoped. Now, what’s this?

[Halo brooch] : A gold and mithril brooch in the shape of a dual-spiked divine halo, proof of belonging to the Saint Alliance.

Item level : 0. Grade : Legendary.

Restriction : Class must be Saint. Soulbound once worn.

Sure, but seriously, though, what is the Saint Alliance?

I’m a bit weary about the ‘soulbound’ part. Well. I’m still in Valeure’s spell. She can probably see me. I’ll wear it for now, but I’ll need to look up this alliance. Yet another thing on the pile of mysteries. One step forward, two steps back…

Hey, thinking about it… [Poker face] stopped leveling at some point during the talk… Weird.

Crap! I forgot to ask about the Lich! Well, I know what I’ll start with next time. I could ask about the Dragon and the Hero’s family too, if anyone might know…



After landing near the city, Sofia went back in. She paid for a month’s worth of stay at an inn and proceeded to do what she had wanted to do for a long time. Reading.

She wanted to be as ready as she could before heading to Sovuln for a reconnaissance trip; she still wanted to go and try to learn more, even if the monsters inside were too dangerous. At least see if there’s anything left…

This felt like a good first step. She needed to stop being clueless about obvious things. And she had a few specific topics she wanted to take a deep dive into before doing anything else.

First, she devoured all the books she had brought from the castle. Then, the books she had already bought. Then she took to the bookstores in the city; she read and read some more. Spending her money like no tomorrow. Books were expensive, and her subjects of predilection when it came to choosing books were mana and ritual theories, item production, known classes and their fighting styles, common monsters, and religions. These were all subjects on which information was worth good money. She also searched for information relative to Sovuln and the monster tide, but there wasn’t much on it.

She made some of that money back by reselling the books afterwards but that was only a fraction of what she spent.

Many evenings were also spent taking sword and whip use lessons, Sofia still wasn’t very good, but her new skillset was serviceable.

Sofia was pretty sure she had spotted small foxes spying on her from afar on a few occasions, but she could never confirm it. She didn’t know whether to laugh or to cry. Hopefully, that will stop once I leave the city…

She came out of the city after a month, her pockets lighter and her brain heavier than ever.

Sofia felt like she had taken off a blindfold; she had learned many things, especially about rituals. In essence, they were out-of-body spells, which implied different possibilities and limitations.

‘[Fast reading] reached level 20’

…

‘[Fast reading] reached level 52’

I wonder what Alith has been up to. We’re still stuck at 119… Well, no matter. It is time to initiate the last plan before I go west: Pareth the Colossus!

If the system wanted to keep breaking, she would be the one who’d initiate the breakage. And what better way than to turn her main summon into an unkillable juggernaut?

Watch as I turn Pareth into a being capable of miracles!

She had done some math now that she was starting to have a better idea about how Pareth's stats worked, and the numbers she came up with were downright absurd. She couldn't wait. The first step was to procure a good base skeleton.

The criteria were: humanoid, about three meters tall, hands capable of holding weapons, as heavy as possible. Simple enough. Three meters tall was about the maximum height she could have him be if she wanted him to be able to also fight in limited indoor spaces, and heavy was to maximize the effects of his blessing of bloating.

As such, she found the perfect target for a good skeleton: stone Ogres. Regular Ogres were monsters around level 80; supposedly, they didn’t have much going on for them beyond their big size and strength. They were known to live in some remote forest areas. stone Ogres were a dangerous variant that lived in groups, were usually closer to level 200, and came with powerful stone magic to boot. But most importantly, they were very heavy, in part due to their sturdy skeleton. They also boasted two frontal horns and spikes along the spine, which Sofia found really awesome. If they had a single flaw, it was their blunt tooth, compared to the regular Ogres’ sharp fangs. It couldn’t be helped since they primarily ate stone.

Pareth doesn’t feel like the kind to go for a bite attack anyway…

Following directions she had bought for a fair sum from a group of Dwarves with the local adventurers' guild as the intermediary, Sofia flew northeast.

She had also done her homework for the Saint-Alliance brooch. From her research, it seemed the Saint Alliance was a relatively low-profile group of peace-adhering saints, which operated on the principle of a non-aggression rule between members. And more importantly for Sofia, it was a sign for all who could understand that she was part of a powerful organization. She had found at least three records of events that she believed to be big groups getting thrashed for killing a Saint of the Alliance. Although no one was found to be responsible for the attacks. And these were not peaceful occasions in the least.

The soulbound part of the description was a bit scary at first; any time that had shown up until now was with items from the system. But after searching for a bit, what she found reassured Sofia a great deal. A soulbound item meant its magical properties couldn’t be used by anyone else, and if it was separated from you, you could follow the connection to find it. That was it. The only way to undo it was to destroy the object, and if you died, the object would self-destruct by default unless you specifically wanted it not to. It was essentially the ultimate anti-theft magic enchantment. And it was very expensive to produce, getting harder to place on an object the higher level and grade it was in the first place.

She couldn’t find much more about the group she was now a part of except the name of the founder: Valeure Dargent.

She really could have at least explained the basics before sending me out… Am I her subordinate now? No, that’s not what the name Alliance implies. Well, Scriptures, the Deep, Sorrow, what’s one more pair of eyes on me at this point?

All that matters is that I’m free.



Sofia re-entered the massive mountain chain north of the human kingdoms, then she turned to go fully east. Couvauz was already the easternmost kingdom of the human continent, but she needed to go further. Further east were only craggy hills, and then huge cliffs gave way to the ocean.

If she followed the cliffs north, a tribe of stone Ogres had been spotted up there by the group of Dwarves a few months back; it was just a matter of locating them. Sofia hoped they hadn’t moved too much.

“Man, these Dwarves are terrible at drawing maps!”

She exclaimed by herself, lost in the hills.

“Did I get scammed? If Valeure really has a skill to see through lies, I want to have it too…”


Chapter 97 - Pareth: 25%

It took Sofia a few days to find the Ogres. It was easy to spot them whenever they entered her field of view; their red skin contrasted strongly against the gray stone hills.

They’re not quite as imposing as I thought… Maybe it’s because I’m so high up.

Sofia would have loved to get her hands on a skeleton without having to fight, but these Ogres ate their deceased whole, which meant she would have to kill one herself.

From what she could tell, this ‘tribe’ had around thirty members. Mostly females, as expected. The only males in an Ogre tribe would be the alpha and his sons. Eventually, the sons would leave with a few females to become an alpha themselves. Such was the way of the Ogres. Most of them were busy eating rocks right off the hillside. Despite being humanoid like goblins, trolls, and other such creatures, Ogres were much dumber; they didn’t even understand how to use tools or make primitive clothing. The sight of them was quite grotesque, especially the studded parts...

As the researcher explained in the book on Ogres Sofia had read, they didn’t evolve brains because they didn’t need to. What they lacked in intelligence, they made up for in raw power.

The females are too small. The sons are more varied. The smallest is around two, tallest around four… She spotted one that wasn’t that tall, barely over three meters, but he was quite large. This one will do. Now, to lure him out…

She had to remember that even the weakest of this group couldn’t be far below level 200, and the alpha could be as strong as level 300, depending on the tribe.

Since they couldn’t fly, she could always try to send an [Angel’s bolt] their way, but she doubted it would be an instant kill, and if it did, that would mean the bones would be good to throw away. Also, that would probably make them flee into their caverns, which would be terrible news. Let's just go with the plan.

Sofia left the tribe to their own devices while she went out to test some things. She flew out to the east until she reached the cliff to the ocean. About five kilometers… That’s still alright for plan one… It will depend on how accurate the book’s information was.

There was one type of ‘rock’ in particular that the stone Ogres held up as a delicacy: cobalt. Sofia had gone out of her way to find cobalt, and finally, with [Identify], she found a large chunk of copper ore in a dwarf’s market stall that showed up as [Copper and Cobalt ore]. So this was her lure for plan one.

Since the chunk of ore was quite heavy, she would make Pareth carry it. She had him sneak up near the Ogre tribe, holding the ore. Next, she had to get this particular Ogre’s attention. But the Ogre she wanted was busy stuffing his face with rocks, and there was no way she could lure him out without alerting the whole tribe.

Sofia decided to wait. Setting up camp on the opposite side of a nearby hill, she checked every so often to see if her target was alone near the tribe’s border. It took two full days before the opportunity she was waiting for showed itself.

The large Ogre was loitering on the side of the group, at least twenty meters away from the next Ogre. Sofia snuck up closer by going around from the other side of the hill. There were big rocks everywhere, which made it quite easy to hide. She and Pareth were about fifty meters apart from the Ogre, hidden behind one such big rock.

She had Pareth put down the ore near them but not behind the rock so that the Ogre would see it if he turned their way.

Next, she summoned blood on the Ogre's right side.

The sound of the blood splashing on the ground didn’t fail to catch the Ogre’s attention. Grunting, he turned his head, looking down and crouching; he seemed confused that there would be blood on the ground. Then, no longer interested, he stood back up, looking up at the same time.

He saw it.

The reaction was wilder than Sofia had hoped for. The Ogre broke into a sprint.

Go! Grab the rock and run!

Pareth jumped out from behind the rock, grabbed the ore, and ran for his unlife. Sofia did her best to be as hidden as possible in the crevices of the rock as the Ogre ran past her. Perhaps he had seen her, still, but he paid no attention to anything that wasn’t the large chunk of ore.

Sofia soon found out that Pareth actually ran a bit faster than the Ogre. That would make things easier; no flying and teleporting Pareth ahead kind of shenanigans needed. But the Ogre’s stone magic made things difficult.

This Ogre had three tricks that he liked to use; one of them carved a spherical hole into the ground. Pareth fell into it the first time; he recovered and started running again quickly but lost some distance. After that, Sofia had to tell Pareth when to jump by monitoring the Ogre’s mana to preemptively dodge his cast. This was the only way, as he would create the holes right under Pareth’s feet.

Another of his spells raised stone walls. This one was quite straightforward, with Pareth jumping over the smaller ones and going around the higher ones.

And finally, he sometimes used a spell to throw boulders at Pareth. It was nothing refined like Orvod’s cubes, but it would still hurt. However, perhaps because he didn’t want to crush the ore, these boulders’ aim was always slightly off, making it quite easy for Pareth to dodge them all with Sofia’s guidance. She had sprinted away from the Ogre tribe as soon as she could, in another direction. That had actually alerted a couple more Ogres to her presence, which had been scary, but they did not give chase after she flew away. She was now monitoring the chase from high above.

Still about three kilometers to the cliffs, he’s giving chase like a madman.

Pareth led the fuming stone Ogre all the way to the cliffs overlooking the sea. Sofia had to time her spell. Flying as high as she could in the sky, electricity sparked around her hand. This was the spell version of [Angel’s bolt]; without using the system, it was significantly weaker but much more flexible. Like this she could actually somewhat control the amount of mana she wanted to use. It still had to be around the original ten thousand, and the result would be a weaker bolt no matter how much she used. But this gave her the possibility of using it without hurting herself too much, which also meant she could hold it for a bit longer.

Pareth ran along the cliff’s edge, the Ogre still chasing. The skeleton slowed, acting as if it was tired from the chase, letting the Ogre close the distance and letting him sample the sweet taste of victory. Sofia was counting the seconds in her head; she could hold this weaker [Angel’s bolt] for longer, but not too much.

As the Ogre charged toward Pareth, who had almost slowed down to a halt by now, the skeleton used [Gravity well], making the monster lose his footing.

Now! Sofia summoned the legendary grade [Midenicite catalyst] in front of her. Magical projectiles going through gain 50% speed… She let loose the bolt of lightning, hitting the catalyst on its way and almost immediately touching the ground near the Ogre and Pareth. Then, she caught the catalyst and sent it back to her storage ring. Pareth was the only ‘item’ that she could store in there remotely.

The explosion was impressive but nowhere near what the system skill could do. However, the shockwave was enough to blow both Pareth and the airborne Ogre off the cliffside and into the sea, a good fifty meters below.

Pareth took no damage, none, zero?!

That’s great but also kind of insulting…

The Ogre summoned walls of stone out of the cliffside to try to stop his fall, but they all broke under his massive weight, only barely slowing the descent. With two splashes, the Ogre and the skeleton fell into the sea.

Sofia’s thinking was that stone Ogres were too heavy to possibly be able to swim, so the convenient option to kill them was by drowning. Just in case it tried to get back up by summoning more stone walls, she sent Pareth down with him, the chunk of ore helping him sink quicker. She switched her vision to Pareth’s.

Can’t see, Pareth, lights up, please.

Pareth’s halo and armor of light did a good job showing what was going on in the dark depths; the Ogre was nowhere to be seen around Pareth. Did it sink that much faster?

And indeed, as Pareth finally touched the bottom, they could see the heavy footprints of the Ogre, already disappearing on the ocean floor. It’s going for the cliff.

Pareth dropped the ore and followed as fast as he could. He finally spotted the Ogre. He was climbing the underwater cliff by summoning stone steps out of it, holding his big hands over his face.

[Chains of the four seals]


Chapter 98 - Pareth: 50%

Pareth charged at the Ogre. Chains of light wrapped around the Ogre’s legs, pinning him to the cliff. He reacted by using his hole-carving skill, digging up a half sphere in the cliff where the chains were linked. That freed him, but it also created an empty space that the water rushed into; the sudden suction slammed the Ogre into the hole he’d just carved out. He was still covering his mouth with his hands, but Sofia could see some air escape.

Pareth finally reached the Ogre, stabbing him in the side with his light lance; the Ogre took a hand off his face and grabbed the lance. Pulling the weapon deeper into his side, Pareth was now within his reach. The skeleton let go of the spear, dispelling it, but it was too late. The Ogre threw a punch with his other fist, and Pareth’s [Flying shields of light] appeared in the fist’s trajectory, barely slowing it down. A wall of stone had also surged out of the seabed behind Pareth, who took the punch, his torso crushed between the Ogre’s fist and the stone wall. The wall even broke from the impact.

Pareth’s health dropped from 15000 to 3722. Should’ve activated [Sanctified grounds] before the fight… The area spell was an incredible buff to Pareth, but it also took a full five seconds to cast, during which Pareth couldn’t move too much or cast anything else. There was actually never enough time to cast it during this fight.

But Pareth, who was now only a skull, two arms, and a few ribs, summoned a light glaive. TheOgrewas still recovering from the momentum of his swing, the glaive pierced right into his left eye. He opened his mouth from the pain. Large bubbles of air escaped from his huge stone-crushing mouth.

He struggled for a bit, even trying to grab Pareth to not die alone, but when his large hand clamped down on the skull whose eyes were shining with holy light, it found nothing but water.

Sofia had been flying above the Ocean, ready to throw another bolt if the Ogre made it out. She canceled her cast and grabbed Pareth’s hand before he fell back into the sea.

“Nice job, Pareth! I didn’t see the glaive hit coming. Looks like he didn't either."

The light in Pareth’s eye sockets flickered. I’ll take that for a positive answer. They slowly floated down, basking in [Heal undead]’s holy light.

‘[Way of the Fool] reached level 6’

‘You have defeated [stone Ogre - lv. 230]’

‘[Way of the Fool] grants slight bonus experience’

‘You gained a level!’

[New Passive Skills are available!]

So many good news; Alith must be having a good time right now.

Available Passive Skills :

●        [Blessed hands ] : Shape mana directly through the hands

●        [ with suffering] : all those who touch it except the necromancer with long-lasting [Agony].

That’s… Hmmm… The first is from [Blessed hands of the scholar], so Valeure did not lie. The second one, no idea. From the description, it doesn’t even sound like a passive skill.

In fact, [Blessed hands] is the same. I guess it counts as a passive since it’s not actually drawing the ritual circles by itself.

Well, too bad, nothing to be done right now with this. I do have a free passive skill slot, but [Blessed hands with suffering]? No way I’m making that. Whether it inflicts agony on my own hands or the people I touch, I don’t want it. And it’s better to wait for three keywords skills anyway.

Also, no alteration this time. What was my percent chance again?

Name : Sofia Aphenoreth

Age : 20

Class : [Saintomancer] ♢

Level : 120

Health : 5600 / 5600 (5*level, 5000 filter2)

Stamina : 1600 / 1600 (5*level, 1000 filter2)

Mana : 49500 / 49500 (-10000 Alith) (-5000 Scribe Link) (5000 base + (500*(level-1)))

Specialization : [Eclipse Skeleton]

Alteration chance : 29%

This battle brought it up by 4%, nice. I wonder if I should focus on getting it to 100% every time before I get new keywords?

That sounds a bit tedious…

Actually, I get [Scroll of infinite prayers] at 130… Honestly, [Scroll of ] would have a lot of potential. [Scroll of mist] feels a bit weak, but what if I get another good necromancer keyword, and I can make it like a [Scroll of death mist] or something? Heh, I’ll see when I get there; I don’t even have any free Active slot, so…

“Well, we better get to work, your new body’s sleeping with the fishes down there.”

Sofia’s wings worked perfectly fine underwater; as long as there was mana, she could fly anywhere. She plunged and, once she was close enough, stored the body in her storage ring.

I hate salt water. My eyes hurt so much! Aaaaaaah!

With the freshOgreskeleton secured, Sofia flew straight south. Don’t want the Ogre Alpha to catch wind of me now, let’s get the hell away.



In a relatively hidden creek near the ocean, east of Couvauz, one could hear the sound of bones clicking, of flesh ripping, and of a woman barfing her guts out.

Sofia had tried to help Pareth to strip the Ogre of its flesh since the ritual required a clean skeleton. But it had been much more disgusting and smelly than she expected.

The rat was fine. The withered hero was hard to get through but still alright… But THIS!

In the end, she had to go away to do something else, anything else, as she waited for Pareth to do the main part of the job. She only came back when the bones were mostly separated. They were still bloody and had a lot of strips of flesh and ‘stuff’ stuck to them, but that was a lot better. All the smelly and disgusting parts had been thrown into the river and washed away by the current. All that remained to do was the bone-by-bone cleaning. But as expected from a big Ogre… There were a lot of bones.

Sofia worked through the night, lit by Pareth’s halo and armor. Using carving knives and a coarse abrasive brush, she scrubbed away the grime from the bones. Come daylight, she had a pristineOgreskeleton in her storage ring.

Now for step two of the plan.

Sofia took out the four dead bodies of the robbers she had killed in Hooasow.

The bodies were still hot and leaking blood from their severed necks.

Fucking hell.

I need a skill for cleaning skeletons…

Sofia and Pareth got to work once again. The first body was excruciatingly hard to get through, and Sofia felt like her insides had been emptied just as much as the dead body’s.

She was completely numb to the process by the time she finished the fourth.

There had been a problem, however. Someone saw her do her ‘job’, and they were welcomed by the awful sight of a bloody Sofia scraping the face off of a severed human head. Unsure what to do, Sofia had sent Pareth to prevent the kid from screaming. It was a young girl; she looked seven or eight. She had passed out on the spot. Currently, she was still out on a bedroll Sofia had taken out of her storage ring.

Seriously, what do I do with this kid?

Ugh.

“Go get a wild chicken or something; oh, wait, cut my wings first.”

First, she had to hide the evidence. She stored the skeletons, made sure all the bloody flesh and organs got washed away by the current, and stirred the dirt so that there would be no obvious bloody spots. Then she washed herself thoroughly, and she waited for the princess clothes to clean themselves. She untied her hair to cover up her back where one could still see the stubby bone base of her wings.

Pareth soon came back with some kind of human-head-sized wild bird. Perfectly understood what we needed. Sofia took some more time to prepare that, built a small fire pit, and went on to roast the thing.

This is kind of a dumb plan, but I don’t have any better.

The kid woke up while the bird was still cooking. Nice timing.

She didn’t immediately scream or try to run away, which was a good start. But she looked in horror at Sofia, then the thing roasting over the fire, then at Sofia again.

I realize now that roasting meat might have been a bad choice.

“Are you alright? I found you passed out over there. You shouldn’t walk alone in the forest.”

The young girl answered with vigorous nods. She’s soooooo not buying it.

“Didn’t think anyone would react so badly to me handling some chicken. Do your parents never cook meat?” Oh, her face looks even worse now… Am I giving this kid a lifelong trauma? I’m doing my best here…

Sofia ripped off a thigh from the bird and bit into it, then she ripped another one and held it out to the kid.

“Want a piece? It’s pretty good for a wild bird.”

The kid hesitated for a good ten seconds. Her hand was visibly shaking as she reached for the piece of meat. She brought it close to her face and fearfully inspected it from every angle.

Under Sofia’s gaze, she hesitantly brought it up to her mouth. She closed her eyes and took a small bite.

And now you relax? It’s really bird meat. But how would you know what human meat tastes like, kid? Well. If that does it for her, I’m not complaining.

“Are you a murderer?” the girl meekly asked after swallowing the meat.

She didn’t believe this shit at all!


Chapter 99 - Pareth: 75%

“What makes someone a murderer?” Sofia answered, biting into her own piece of roasted bird.

“Killing… People?” the girl hesitantly mumbled.

“Then yes,” Sofia said in between two bites. Dumb bird actually tastes pretty nice. Can’t believe Alith doesn’t like my cooking. Wait, I forgot the salt…

“Why?”

“They attacked me, and I defended myself.”

“My dad says Necromancers are bad people,” she answered. Then, as if realizing she’d just made a terrible mistake, she covered her own mouth with both hands, dropping the food. She's rather well-informed for a village kid...

“Hey, don’t waste the meat,” Sofia complained as she threw the dirt-covered piece of meat into the fire and ripped off a wing that she presented to the kid. “Come out and say hi, Pareth.”

The girl gasped as a skeleton appeared out of thin air near Sofia. For some reason, he had activated his halo. He turned to the girl, went down to one knee, and bowed like a knight before his king.

Hoy! Are you trying to change employers or something?

“What do you think?”

The girl looked perplexed as she stared at Pareth.

“I…”

“It’s alright; you don’t have to force yourself to say you’re fine with it. What’s your name?”

“... Eleonore.”

“Alright, Eleonore, think you can find your way home from here?”

The girl nodded.

“Good. Listen,” Sofia summoned a small pouch and dropped ten gold coins inside, “take this, hide it well. When you’re an adult, you’ll know what you want to do with it. Maybe take it to the adventurers’ guild in Hooasow and ask for help to get a magic class or something. Or if you trust your parents, give it to them. Good luck out there. Pareth, Heal.”

Sofia was enveloped by golden light, and her wings regrew almost instantly. Funny how the mark of Aphenoreth cancels the penalty of Pareth’s [Greater Heal].

It did say, ‘Causes a heavy strain on the target’s soul’ in the description, but now she didn’t feel anything from it.

Leaving the kid on the bedroll, Sofia flew up, grabbing Pareth by the hand.

Hopefully, she can still sleep at night after this.

Sofia flew away but did not actually go very far. She quickly went back down, folded her wings, and sat on a rock. She then told Pareth to turn off all his lights and sent him to stalk the girl. Through his vision, she made sure that she actually managed to return home.

She then flew out to somewhere where she was less likely to be spotted, far north past where Couvauz’s borders were supposed to be.

I just hope she isn’t going to go around telling this to everyone around her.

Well. There’s no way the kingdom would send a punitive force my way on the basis of one young kid’s words that there’s a necromancer. Surely.

Worst case, I can show the brooch.



The rock hills of the northeast were largely uninhabited, so it wasn’t hard to find a place where she wouldn’t be bothered, but she even found old ruins to set up camp in. It was some kind of weird mansion overlooking the sea, carved directly into the side of the cliff. It would have been hard to reach it without wings.

It was completely empty; not even the doors survived. Feels almost like I’m back in Zangdar.

The floor was flat stone, and the ceilings were high. Nobody could see her. In other words, the perfect place to get up to some good old necromancy.

She had four human skeletons; she would use three of them to test out a few things and keep one for emergencies.

First, she tried messing with the ritual circle. Adding different patterns that were meant to help with defense or speed. But the ritual failed every time. She tried different things and ways to implement them, covering a large portion of the floor in test circles.

Ritual circles worked by assembling different smaller circles inside a big one; each small circle was called a module and contained runes meant to direct mana in specific ways. Sofia felt like she could improve the ritual somehow. So she tried again and again.

All failures.

Then she tried messing with it in other ways, replicating some patterns; changing some runes, she was trying to force the ritual to accept parts coming from different skeletons. But no matter how much she tried, nothing worked.

I can’t be stuck with the same basic ritual circle forever, right? This isn’t anywhere in [Eclipse Skeleton]’s description.

What about messing with the mana distribution modules?

The mana distribution module was the basis of all complex ritual circles; it was the part that controlled how much power each other module would receive.

Altering it in a completed and working ritual circle was something that was quite dumb to try, in theory. In most cases, it would lead to unstable spells from the ritual since the mana wasn’t spread how the other modules had been designed to work with. But some rituals existed for which that wasn’t true. In particular, one of Zhǎng Lú’s books about mana shields explained how one could tamper with these modules. With the effect of changing passive shields to reactive ones.

Sofia understood pretty much what each module of the ‘raise skeleton’ ritual circle did. With the exception of the central module, which was so complex, it had been hard to even learn to copy properly. So, besides the central module, which was off-limits, she could somewhat guess what she could touch without messing everything up. I’ll try to reduce the mana gathering module’s share and add to the spatial coherence one…

For once, the experiment worked. The result was Pareth occupying this new skeleton with only a few hundred mana points and a few thousand more health points.

Interesting but not incredible; some stat points are even lost in the conversion. At least I know what to do if I want to change Pareth into a mage. His stat spread is good now, though.

Can’t I remove the whole contract enforcement and communication modules?

These were useless to Pareth, who was now linked to her soul anyway, and he could already do whatever he wanted. So Sofia just completely erased these parts.

I have some excess power to distribute now. She thought maybe the lack of power was what had gimped her previous attempts, so she tried them again with the new changes. And while it didn’t work for the bone mixing, she did manage to raise Pareth with a speed-boosted body, in theory.

I can’t tell the difference. Doesn’t look any faster.

“What do you think? Feel faster?”

No reply.

Sigh. It was worth a try. I think I saw his eyes’ light flicker, though. It’s like sometimes he’s there, and sometimes he isn’t… Well. Back to the mind-melting ritual modules…

She knew of a few other enhancement modules, but their shape wouldn’t fit with the main module of the ritual.

I can also leave it empty and send the extra power to more stats.

After some testing, it seemed that, for whatever reason, stamina gained the most points for the amount of mana used in the ritual, with mana being the lowest and Health in the middle.

She also discovered that there was a maximum amount of stats she could get like this. She had added the mana input module that she copied from what she recalled of the dwarven tablet in the pyramid. Now, she could send some of her own mana in addition to the blood for the ritual’s activation. That barely helped, as she soon learned the central module of the ritual had a maximum amount of mana that it could accept that wasn’t far from what the base modules had already been providing it.

It turns out the base ritual circle for ‘raise skeleton’ is already pretty optimized… Maybe if I understood the central module, I could change more, but this thing is still a mystery. Even the runes don’t look like the ones from the smaller modules!



Sofia tried many inconclusive things, but there was one she had neglected until then: the ritual she had learned from Valeure.

So, she tried to incorporate that. It failed.

She tried again but with a hundred gold on the circle as well. It worked to raise the skeleton, and the gold disappeared, but Pareth only had an augmented mana regeneration while he stood in the circle. And the circle didn’t even work for Sofia.

So that’s just worse than the base ritual.

However, there might be an interesting thing to explore about area of effect ritual circles that only affect one particular target.

Then she had another idea, to carve the enhancement circles directly on the bones.

It turned out that they did nothing as they had no mana source, and since the bones were already enchanted by the raise skeleton ritual, they couldn’t serve as a source for anything else. Even worse, these useless mana pathways carved into the bones disrupted Pareth’s regular mana flow. Eventually, the bones crumbled from the disorderly internal mana. Pareth died. That’s one skeleton ruined.

Alright, what if I carve the sun ritual on the skeleton but also draw a module to direct some of the mana to it. Wouldn’t that work?

It was easier said than done. Sofia even ruined another skeleton; her self-made module simply wasn’t up to par. The mana distribution must have been all over the place as the skull exploded before the whole skeleton could even start assembling. Good that I tried like this before I sacrificed another 100 gold…

At least Pareth is still fine in the dormant soul state…

Does he resent all this testing I wonder?


Chapter 100 - Pareth: 100%

She modified her module and tried again. She believed there was a possibility that the enhancement of Pareth’s mana regeneration would not only work outside of the circle but it would also last as long as the skeleton survived. Meaning she wouldn’t have to pay the gold again.

The only uncertainty in this was that this enhancement ritual, in particular, was originally related to a god and worked with a symbol instead of the usual modules and runes.

Still, it’s worth a try.

After a lot of shuffling runes around, it seemed like it worked.

The last rays of twilight shone in the ruins as the sun slowly disappeared under the horizon as Pareth’s bones assembled. Sofia hurried to throw a hundred gold in the ritual circle.

“It worked!”

Sofia already felt like her month of reading wasn’t wasted.

Pareth’s mana regeneration was 20% higher and supposedly 200% higher under the sun.

Now was still the question of whether she would need to pay again every twenty-four hours.

Hopefully not.

Either way, Pareth’s active skills were all very mana-hungry, so this was a good thing to have, even if she needed to pay for it each time. And it would be even stronger if it could have a double effect when standing in the regular ritual circle for this.



Strong from her previous success, she wanted to apply the same principle to add basic durability augmentation ritual circles on Pareth’s bones. It was a very lightweight and mana-efficient enchantment that essentially every good artisan would add to magic items they made. So, it hadn’t been hard to find the template module for it. 

It was meant to improve an object’s durability against physical damage and erosion. Bones are technically objects.

This could make Pareth a good bit sturdier. Sofia had two options, either do like she had done for the speed type module earlier, which meant the effect would be underwhelming but it would affect Pareth’s whole body. Or she could carve it bone by bone, hopefully getting the full effect on each bone, and have a separate module for each in the ritual circle.

I’ll do one per bone, I guess, but I don’t have that much space left in the circle, and not that much free mana left to distribute… I can do seven if I place them right.

So, I need to choose seven bones to become more sturdy.

The skull is an obvious choice, but after that? Arms and legs are three bones each. Feels like obvious choices. Yeah, let’s go for the arms.

Now that Sofia knew how to do that kind of thing the proper way, she managed to get it right the first time.

“And there we have it! Ritually-enhanced skeleton!”

Alright, time for some testing.

She flew out of the Mansion to go back to an open spot where she could use [Heal undead] and gave her mithril knife to Pareth.

“Chop your left femur in half.”

Pareth didn’t question the order and proceeded to hit his left leg with the mithril knife. These were human bones; Sofia had done some testing already. Mithril knives went through human bones like an arrow through a soap bubble.

But this wasn’t an ordinary human femur anymore; it was Pareth’s leg. It took three hits of the mithril blade to cut the leg bone in half.

Sofia healed him up, “Now do the same with your left humerus.”

Three. Four. Five hits. The arm was sliced in two.

From three to five. That’s not bad.

She was also relieved to see that the ritual circle for the durability enhancement was now counted as a part of Pareth, so when bones regrew from [Heal undead], they still had it.

Now with [Sanctified grounds].

While under the physical stat boost from [Sanctified grounds], the number of hits required to break went up to nine for the unenchanted femur and eleven for the enchanted humerus.

So, the value of the enchantment is fixed, not boosted by his skills… That won’t stay too useful in the long run, but that’s quite good for now. I need to carve these into the other skeletons now. And prepare a larger circle for the Ogre.

Before doing this, she noted Pareth’s current stats inside and outside of [Sanctified grounds].

Name : Pareth Level : 120 ♢

Health : 15100 / 15100

Stamina : 13050 / 13050

Mana : 12000 / 12000

That’s pretty good already without the buff.

Name : Pareth Level : 120 ♢

Health : 44092 / 44092

Stamina : 38106 / 38106

Mana : 11910 / 12000

And with it… That’s insane. Not only the previous version of [Sanctified grounds], so [Consecrated grounds], was doubled when I got the specialization, but so was the [Halo] skill that got renamed to [Stellar Corona] and had its effect go from a 10% boost to holy related skills to a 20% boost to all holy and light related skills.

[Sanctified grounds] is just a completely insane skill.

[Sanctified grounds] : Grants all allies in a 100m (skill level) radius and himself a 40% increase in all physical stats. Bonus quadrupled for Skeletons.

Requires a 5 seconds channeling to deploy. Costs 10 mana per second to maintain.

How… Just how high will it get with the Ogre skeleton?!

Sofia had a hard time containing her excitement. Pareth was about to become a true monster.

Going back to hide in the ruins of the cliffside mansion, Sofia prepared the Ogre skeleton. And the ritual circle.

Scaling up the circle by this much and not screwing up a line was quite a tiring ordeal. It was morning by the time she was done.

She looked at Pareth, who had been standing guard all this time.

“You ready? This is gonna be quite something.”

She had tried talking to Pareth a few times through the night, but he never answered in any way. This time, he did. It was not like he could talk, and he still wasn’t very expressive in his movements, but he gave Sofia a deep bow, his chest parallel to the ground.

Sofia wanted to say something, but the words didn’t come out right; they died in her throat, and she could only stutter a few jumbled syllables.

What was going on in her mind was the same jumbled mess. He had already bowed like this when she summoned him back after the machine battle in Zangdar, but this was the first time he actually answered her when she just talked to him without giving any kind of order.

It took her a few seconds to calm down.

Let’s do this!!!

Sofia stood before the extra large modified ‘raise skeleton’ ritual circle and the Ogre bones sitting on it.

Let’s not forget the 100 gold. There we go.

[Summon blood]!

[ERROR]

[User cannot summon the same hero twice; please choose one]

[Pareth (Holy Human Eclipse Skeleton) / Pareth (Holy stone Ogre Eclipse Skeleton)]

[You summoned the Hero : Pareth (Holy stone Ogre Eclipse Skeleton) - lv. 120]

Sofia’s eyes were transfixed on Pareth’s status page as his previous host fell to the ground, returning the pile of bones it always was, and his new skeleton rose.

Ten thousand.

Twenty.

Thirty.

The numbers kept going up.

The ritual sucked in so much of the ambient mana; the air was becoming stale, mana came in droves from the outside, sinking into the bones. This wasn’t how rituals were supposed to get their mana at all, not even this one, yet that was what it did.

Finally, Pareth’s eyes lit up. The huge bones of the stone Ogre didn’t disappoint; Pareth towered over Sofia, filling up the room.

Name : Pareth Level : 120 ♢

Health : 65200 / 65200

Stamina : 32533 / 32533

Mana : 12000 / 12000

I’m shaking.

I just can’t believe this shit.

That’s almost as much as I had in demon form!

What have I created?!

“Do it.”

Kneeling in front of Sofia in the same fashion that he had done before Eleonore in the forest, Pareth activated his [Stellar Corona]. A perfectly round halo of bright light lighting up above his skull.

Then, five seconds later, the ground shone, sanctified.

Looking at the mind-boggling numbers, Sofia laughed.

She laughed so hard she cried.

This was it.

This is the true power of the [Saintomancer].

No mere Larvae or Magisterium could stand in her way now. As long as Pareth was by her side.

That was how much of a difference a specialization made.

That was her real reward for fighting and killing Orvod during the trial.

She looked back at her own stats, also bolstered by [Sanctified grounds].

Name : Sofia Aphenoreth Level : 120

Health : 8288 / 8288

Stamina : 2368 / 2368

Mana : 49500 / 49500

Then at Pareth’s.

Name : Pareth Level : 120 ♢

Health : 190 384 / 190 384

Stamina : 94 996 / 94 996

Mana : 12000 / 12000

“Those reaching for the Sun will find themselves ensnared in the Eclipse’s shadow.”

What was it exactly? Pareth completely negates any damage that would amount to less than 10% of their total maximum health…

Taking a note out of the Church’s anointment ceremony for Paladins, Sofia summoned her bone Sword.

She tapped the Spine against her forehead, then on top of Pareth Skull.

“Now rise, Pareth the Eclipse.”




Afterword

Hey everyone, Mornn here.

I hope you had a nice crazy time reading this book, Sofia's adventures are just starting out, there are more shenanigans, more dungeons to explore, more mysteries to unveil, and a lot of awesome skeletons in store for the future of this series.

What is the Deep? What is the Church doing? Who infested Sofia with a Soul Parasite? Why does Sofia want to return to a monster-infected country? To get answers to these questions, and many more, only one way: keep on reading!

Book 2 will be adding that second S to SkeletonS, and is scheduled to release around late May 2024, so stay tuned for that. Preorders should be up relatively soon after this book's publication.

In general, I will be trying to publish a book of similar length to this one every three months. Books 2, 3 and 4 are already written and just waiting to be edited.

Writing this story has been a crazy journey so far.

Thank you to all my readers,

Happy Reading! (｀• ω •´)b


Story recommendation

Hey, It's me again, hi. So, I have a very kind author friend, who has released a new book just a few weeks earlier as I write this. Friends should help each other, right? So I'm leaving you with a short synopsis of his book, and a link to the amazon page. Do with that what you will ;)

WOLF OF THE BLOOD MOON

A Blood Magic Lycanthrope LitRPG

When a Demonic Assault occurs, most people stuck inside of a Fracture end up hiding inside of a bunker in the hopes that they don’t end up killed by a demon.

Others might even hope for the slightest possible chance at signing a contract with a spirit and becoming a Guardian.

So when Scarlet was caught in a Fracture, the last thing she expected was to become a demon herself.

If you're interested in reading Wolf of The Blood Moon, click Here!

cover.jpeg





page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




OEBPS/image_rsrc73A.jpg





